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			introduction

			There has developed a line of thinking within modern evangelical Christianity that thrills to interpret the entire Old Testament as little more than a metaphorical ramp-up to the New—a real-life, real-time origin story, authored by God himself, prophesying the coming of his son, Jesus Christ. And not just the actual prophecies scattered throughout the Bible’s first 39 books—those are straightforward enough—but the actual, supposedly historical accounts of human lives lived and lost in the expansive eons we denote BC. Noah saving his small, faithful family from the Flood? Why, that’s just foreshadowing for Christ’s salvation of his own family of believers from the flame deluge that will one day consume the world. Abraham nearly sacrificing his son Isaac on Mount Moriah? Nothing but a shadow play foretelling God’s own hilltop filial sacrifice on all our sinful behalves. Moses leading the Jews out of slavery in Egypt? Merely a rough draft of the freedom that awaits mankind if we’ll only pick up our crosses, and stick around for an exciting Act 2. Past, as they say—even 3,500 years of it—is but prologue.

			It’s a strange position for a religion to take up, effectively minimizing two thirds of what it reveres as the most (if not only) important book ever written, especially coming from folks so often inclined to insist upon the divinely literal truth of every word that book contains. But it also allows for a lot of leeway with regards to the thorniest aspects of applying Biblical teachings to modern life. With this framework in place, both the fickle cruelty of the Old Testament God, and the rampant genocide carried out in his name, can be brushed aside as so much necessary table preparation—the virgin birth pains of the new-and-improved God to come. It turns the whole Bible elliptical—a Mobius papyrus strip calligraphed with a single, irresponsibly punctuated word: 

			Jesus…

			As for the rest? Do with it what you will.

			

			Enter David Scott Hay.

			In The Butcher of Nazareth, Hay imagines his way into that ellipsis via a terrifying and bold creation—Titus the Butcher—a man beset by apocalyptic visions of Christianity ascendant, and the myriad atrocities carried out under the banner of this purportedly loving new God. To hear Titus tell it—and indeed, it’s hard to deny—Jesus’s very existence will directly lead to suffering and death on an unimaginable scale (1.7 million from the Crusades alone, another 34,000 from the Spanish inquisition, just to enumerate a couple of obvious, statistical heavy hitters), and as such, regardless of whatever good he might effect through his as-yet-inchoate ministry, the net gains from snuffing him out now far outweigh any potential future losses.

			A participant in “the Culling” (here the term used for Herod’s national slaughter of children born under the Magi’s guidant star), a grieving father who forfeited his own son to that murderous hecatomb, a bricklayer, an assassin—Titus has already lived many lives when we first encounter him on the road back to Bethlehem, looking to finish what he started there so many years ago (soon to be accompanied by an unnaturally large and sinister goat). As his story unfolds, Hay reveals him as both a Zelig-style connector of those aforementioned elliptical dots, as well as a kind of tormented ur-serial killer—perhaps the first man of the AD era to commit gruesome multiple homicides at the behest of a still, small voice whispering in the back of his buzzing-mad apiary mind—the sakin-thin line between “God told me to” and “the Devil made me do it.”

			Assuming we still ascribe to the concept of the Trinity, Hay thus forces us to wrestle with the fascinating, ouroborosal caveat that whatever higher power is guiding Titus’s hand, it may well be doing so in the name of its own demise. And this eschatological whodunit subsequently necessitates that we consider Titus as a kind of prefigured Judas Iscariot, the Apostle who, despite his traitorous legacy, is now often regarded by scholars as the one with the deepest understanding of both Christ’s mission, and his particularly thankless role in its execution; the man who sacrificed his own salvation in the name of facilitating everyone else’s. Though their motives couldn’t be further apart, Judas’s and the Butcher’s convictions are essentially identical: Jesus must die, that the world might be saved.

			Obviously, and rightly, the intricate knotting of all these apocryphal loose ends brooks far more questions than it does answers—perhaps most brazen among them a provocative riff on the well-trod thought experiment (most often applied to Adolf Hitler) that inquires as to whether or not one would, given the opportunity, go back in time and smother in his crib an architect of historical woe. Obviously, Jesus holds an infinitely more positive place in our collective imagination than does der Führer, but regardless of their disparate motivations, if the raw body count numbers add up, then the point at least bears discussion. And from there, things quickly go sublime.

			

			Could the Butcher simply be God’s first crack at the crucifixion? (He does, rather notably, supply the Roman soldier Longinus with a personally sharpened spearhead, perhaps the very one that will ultimately pierce Jesus’s side.) And would it matter, theologically speaking, when or how Christ died, so long as he rose again? (If a true Messiah dies in the wilderness, and no one’s around to hear his message, does it still make a sound?) 

			And if that’s the case, then why would an all-knowing, all-powerful God need to come to Earth in the first place, if he was only predestined to meet a violent end and return to his throne on high? Is it really a sacrifice if he knew it would happen all along, or just some preordained, closed-loop morality play? 

			And say we make our peace with that reality, how then are we meant to hold the all-knowing and the all-powerful separate in our minds—the inherently callous nature of a supreme being who sees the future but chooses not to control it? Who grants us in the same Heavenly breath the free will to fuck everything up, and the absolution for inevitably doing so? Why even create humanity, if our only purpose is to learn these strange, elliptical lessons of salvation? 

			And finally, even if we do accept all of these lessons as the church teaches us they’re intended—and thus accept the Butcher as living proof that the gift of Christ’s forgiveness extends to everyone, even his own remorseless would-be-murderer—is that level of unconditional forgiveness really a good thing? Or is it perhaps dangerous? A conceptual smokescreen by which we shroud lives of lazy, complacent sin? A simplistic Get Out of Hell Free card? A corrupting desert mirage?

			There’s a beloved phrase from the poet Thomas Campbell (said to have been inspired by 1 Corinthians 4:6) that returned to me often while writing this introduction: “Speak where the Bible speaks, and be silent where the Bible is silent.” It’s one of those aphorisms that, over the centuries, has worked its way into the common parlance of Biblical discourse, and like so much of that vast, dogmatic fray—and indeed, the Bible itself—remains highly open to interpretation. For every fundamentalist out there making brash claims to logical, line-item certainty, there’s a philosopher or a dreamy poet calling for the opposite; demanding uncertainty; reading between those very same lines. 

			Enter David Scott Hay, daring to speak where the Bible is silent. 

			He’s not here to bury Jesus, or to praise him. He’s just taking a crack at the ellipsis—those mysterious, telltale dots. And in the end, that’s what makes The Butcher of Nazareth such an ensorcelling read—that in between its screaming bloody horror and irreverent speculative history, it very much, and in the most literal sense, makes you wonder.

			—Dave Fitzgerald, 2025

			

			Dave Fitzgerald is a writer living and working in Athens, Georgia, where he graduated from UGA with degrees in English and Film Studies. His first novel, Troll, was published in May 2023 with Whisk(e)y Tit Books. He has contributed book reviews to Heavy Feather Review, Exacting Clam, X-R-A-Y, and Strange Horizons, and film criticism to Daily Grindhouse and CineDump. Find him at davefitzgerald.net or on Twitter/X and Instagram 
@DFitzgerraldo.
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			Born to be an angel

			(April 28, 1974 – August 21, 1974)

			

			When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.

			—Matthew 2:16

			When I think about it, I am terrified and my body trembles in horror.

			—Job 21:6
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			alpha

			The Butcher’s task stood simple though arduous: kill one more child.

			Yet this child was a grown man now. The Butcher had not slain any men, only babes and livestock. He wondered if he possessed the resolve to kill a man. He would be tested, this he knew. He wondered if he was to employ his sakin or poison (of which he knew nothing). He would do it face-to-face. He would have to know; he would have to witness. 

			In the Butcher’s visions, though, the false king was absent, save for a shadow of obscenity. 

			Where among his disciples hid this man, this devil creature?

			Would he direct the coming cataclysm from Mount Sinai in a mockery of Moses?

			Or would he command others through scrawls in caves, in dishes of rice, or the entrails of chickens, leaving messages to be read like tea leaves? 

			Where could he be?

			The Butcher contemplated this as he wiped his backside with a scarf borrowed from the perfumed merchant. As his scat steamed in the chill morning air, the Butcher noticed innards strewn along the trail at the foot of the ridge. They glistened, exposed over rocks like a newborn snake where it disappeared behind a bush. A scavenger’s feast.

			The Butcher investigated and laughed. 

			It was not, as he thought, the innards of an animal. 

			No. 

			It is the perfumed merchant’s son. 

			Gutted. 

			His belly, a giant mouth with ochre lips of fat. Elongated tongues of pinks, purples, and reds clashed with the earth tones of the land. A thigh also lay open. The sides of the wounds had pulled away from themselves, their edges as jagged as any rocky shore. Only one message was to be read here. 

			A neglected blade. 

			Or…

			“Something did not agree with you,” he said. 

			
X

			
The Butcher had joined the caravan in Hebron, traveling north through Judea. Solo travel invited bandits and marauders. And though they were unlikely to kill, a loss of rations and supplies could produce a protracted death in this clime. He had risen earlier than the rest of the camp and wandered off to relieve himself. He did not dig a hole. The camp would break and move soon enough, and the Butcher had only a large satchel and no beast of burden. 

			
X

			
Once again, he squatted, his knees cracking, and examined the body. A pinkish bone protruded from the terrible wound in the abdomen. The Butcher reached for it, but not without looking over his shoulder. Both of them. He pulled the bone from the body, his fingers only slipping once, twice. With a final tug and sucking sound, it was free. 

			

			“Help,” the Youth said. 

			The voice startled the Butcher and he fell back on his rump. He dusted himself off and chastised himself for being surprised. Surprises often led to burials. The Youth squinted and moaned. The Butcher stood over him, shading his face from the morning sun. The Youth said nothing else, the labored breathing of dying stealing his tongue. 

			The Butcher wiped the bone clear. A goat’s horn. 

			Hmmm.

			Such a struggle, and yet no one heard it, but the Butcher knew certain men screamed inwards. He kicked the boy’s foot. A moan and a trickle of blood leaked from the Youth’s mouth. “A whore would have been safer,” the Butcher said. 

			“Please.” Another groan as the Youth tried to lift himself up to see the horror of his unwound body. “Put me back together.” 

			“I am not a physician.”

			“Please forgive me.”

			“I am not a priest.”

			“Please help me pass.” 

			“I am not an angel,” the Butcher said. “And my blade is saved for the devil.”

			
X

			
Back at camp, the goat herders jangled a bell in alarm. The Butcher could not make out their cries, but knew a weak man’s shrill panic. Their livelihood had wandered off into the desert. 

			Dolts and dimwits.

			But perhaps an opportunity.

			The goat herders scattered, looking for their charges, while the merchants refilled cups with tea. He heard a name shouted quizzically, then louder and with laughter. 

			The Butcher looked back at the Youth. “You are missed.” The goat herders began to push and shove each other. “As is the herd.”

			“Water…?” 

			“Hold this.” The Butcher tucked the shit-stained scarf into one of the boy’s hands, ignoring the burnished sigil ring. The sun blinded the Youth as the Butcher moved, but the boy gripped the scarf, and the Butcher was sure he would not let go until it was pulled from his hand. 

			The Butcher fingered the goat horn as he surveyed the horizon. Further up on the ridge, he spotted the herd. The goats were drinking and splashing in a shallow pool of water. The Butcher watched them frolic, but amusement was not his desire. 

			

			There. 

			That one. 

			Among the herd stood a great one-horned goat, one he had not seen before. It dipped its head into the water and shook it, cleaning itself. 

			You’re a clever one. 

			Hiding among the counted. 

			He tucked the horn into his robes and put fingers to mouth to signal the goat herders, then thought better of it. The Butcher put on his best smile. Better to embarrass the goat herders and gain their favor, for what else did they have of value?

			
X

			
The welcome conversation of goats and the boisterous laugh of the Butcher turned the goat herders’ heads. He shooed the herd down the ridge and back to the camp with clicks and whispers and grunts and laughs, and when he saw the goat herders, he threw his arms up in mock exasperation. 

			The herdsmen congratulated the Butcher on the good fortune of his morning constitutional, and they all laughed at the stubborn goats and joked that they should let them lead the caravan. None of them said anything about the extra animal, or the fact that it only had one horn. 

			But they offered the one-horned goat to the Butcher out of gratitude, as though it had always been with the herd and was theirs to offer. The Butcher suspected no one wanted the responsibility of an extra goat, and they assumed the Butcher would likely keep his goat with their small herd, thus adding an extra herdsman. Goat herders were a crafty lot, he decided. The Butcher accepted with a small bow as a tent denizen shouted, and wails echoed up the ridge, and men knew death had awoken with them. 

			
X

			
The Merchant cradled his son’s head in his lap and kissed his forehead. “How long has he been here?” 

			“He appears to be in his nightclothes.” The Butcher shrugged, pointed to the stained scarf in his hand. “Perhaps he was out here for a shit.”

			Tongues were bit to restrain laughter from the other merchants. 

			“Or fell in with a bunch of drunkards.” 

			The Merchant and his companions communicated with looks the Butcher could not discern. No one asked any further questions; perhaps knowledge stayed their curiosity. The other merchants wandered back to saddle their horses. 

			

			“Marauders, I’ll wager,” a goat herder said. 

			No one responded, and after a whispered conversation the goat herders left to break camp and tend to the flock. 

			The Butcher caught a whiff of the Merchant’s perfume and stifled a sneeze. 

			The Merchant’s hand enveloped his son’s and tugged at the Youth’s sigil ring. He too wore a copy, a ring of gold with an onyx stone, as dark as the soul of Herod. The ring did not slide easily, and the Merchant’s fingers retreated, taking the exotic scarf as a consolation. His ornate necklace caught the morning light, and he was silent for a full minute, lifting his face to the sun, as though the warmth could soften his thoughts. Maybe a farewell, a prayer; his lips parted and moved. Silent words, lost as they formed. 

			The Butcher turned to join the goat herders.

			“I need your help,” the Merchant said. 

			The Butcher stopped.

			Ah. Yes. 

			Opportunity. 

			“I confess this with great shame: I do not have time to wait for my son to pass.”

			“He is too grievously wounded to move?” The Butcher pretended to not know the Merchant’s intentions. 

			“Would you stay with him until he passes to his reward?”

			

			“Water…?”

			“Hush, boy.” 

			“If you believe that is best, however, like you, I have pressing business,” the Butcher said. “Holy business.”

			“Yes, yes, and forgive my coarseness, but…” The Merchant produced a leather pouch from his robes and gave it a quick shake, as though summoning a servant. Coins clinked. “I can pay you for your service.”

			“And what service would that be, Merchant?”

			“Forgive me, I misspoke,” the Merchant said, holding out the bag. “A lifetime of haggling, you see.”

			The Butcher’s fingertips touched the bag then recoiled as if a thought had occurred to him. “I will need a cart.”

			“For?”

			“And one of your horses, and tack. A mare is fine.”

			“I don’t understand.” The bag withdrew. The Merchant shifted uncomfortably, his compassion already strained in front of stragglers and dimwits.

			“I cannot bring your son to you for a proper burial,” the Butcher said. “Not on foot. I have only a one-horned goat.”

			“A cart then.”

			“And a horse.”

			“You do have that goat. And a beast of one at that.”

			

			“But—”

			The Merchant cut off the Butcher with a hand. “Please, I must not delay further.”

			Everything for a price, the Butcher thought. But he understood this. The Merchant was only applying his craft. Even in the face of his dying son. 

			A cart was useful and valuable, a horse would be better, but the Butcher could sense the Merchant at the end of his bargaining. “And provisions.”

			The Merchant frowned and climbed to his feet, letting his son’s head fall. 

			“For one. And tack.”

			“Yes,” the Butcher said. “The goat can fend for itself.”

			The Merchant did not entertain a smile, even when the Butcher requested a parasol as well. “To slow the rot of the body.”

			They sealed the deal even as the Merchant gave his son a stern look, as if the expression would purge his own regret or shame. As he left in a swirl of perfume, he asked the Butcher, “Do you have a blade?”

			
X

			
The Butcher’s thumb tested the iron end of the Merchant’s spear. 

			What happened to craftsmanship? 

			This would not cut dirt. 

			He leaned the spear against the cart and stomped on it, breaking it in two. He was not a fighter, and brandishing a spear against marauders (imaginary or no) was more likely to invite a challenge than to deter, but an extra blade was good for trade. He dumped a basket of root vegetables into the corner of the cart and snapped a carrot in two and offered the smaller half to the strange goat. “Be grateful,” the Butcher said. “I used to not be so generous.”

			Ahead on the trail, a commotion reached his ears. Members of the caravan ran around in circles, waving their arms. Two merchants argued and pointed fingers and then they too waved their arms and ran their horses in circles. The Butcher laughed, and pointed as if the Youth was also witnessing the chaos. “Someone did not secure the apiary urns,” he sing-songed. “Perhaps the same ones who cajoled and extorted you into an encounter with this goat.”

			The Butcher set the woven basket on the Youth’s chest, and placed the carrot in the Youth’s mouth, like a bit for a horse, then went back to the cart. “It is a great shame when a father abandons his son,” the Butcher said over his shoulder. 

			The Youth moaned in response. 

			

			“Yes, your father will feel the sting someday.” He retrieved the spearhead, and turned to find the goat sniffing at the Youth’s face. The Butcher tossed the carrot and the goat followed it with narrow eyes. He smacked the goat on its hindquarters, and it moved reluctantly. A wayward bee buzzed him as he laid the shortened spear shaft across the Youth’s mouth, as he had the carrot. “Bite as you must.” He shooed the bee away and tightened his headscarf as he stood, ankles cracking. He arched his stooped back, muscle and sinew reluctant to loosen. Even his fingers felt tight. 

			“Presently, your father is confessing to his party that you are his nephew,” the Butcher said to the Youth. 

			The goat crunched the carrot, its teeth now discolored.

			“Then the next group will hear ‘servant.’ Then the tale will begin with you a ‘stranger,’ now another road anecdote to relax potential traders. Or perhaps you were silenced from the day you were born, a culling of its own, if you will.”

			The Youth groaned; whether in response or from his predicament was left for interpretation. As a gentle mercy, the Butcher gave the Youth the last puff off a borrowed opium pipe. The groans turned to a high-pitched sigh, even as the Butcher fumbled the pipe and saw it break. 

			So be it.

			The Butcher rubbed his hands, hoping to revive a bit of dexterity, and started the delicate and vain task of gathering the loops and coils of the Youth’s abdomen. When finished, he adjusted the horse tack to fit the goat as best he could. The Butcher’s eyes rested on the bloody circle where the goat had lost its horn, above a white star pattern on its forehead. Already, it seemed as though the goat was healing. He wondered if the goat would regrow that horn. Such knowledge he may have possessed at one time, but now it eluded his grasp like silvered minnows. 

			He stroked the splatter-shaped marking on the goat’s head. 

			“Yet another star leading fools to Bethlehem.”

			
X

			
Fever takes the Butcher, now a road maker self-exiled in Raqote. A charitable shopkeeper drags him off the half-finished road, part compassion, part self-interest. In the coolest part of his shop, he wraps wet blankets around the Butcher, even as the Butcher shudders and moans undecipherable locutions. 

			Although it is not observed here in Egypt, it is Shabbat, the Sabbath. Feverish dreams infect the Butcher. And there in the dreams, the Lord YHWH shows him that the child who called forth King Herod’s ire has eluded the Culling and is now a man. The Lord shows how this man’s followers weave a tapestry of brutality: horses trampling peasants, tradesmen, women with children, the elderly. Flashes of banners of flesh adorned with a cross.

			Day after day. 

			
X

			
The goat towed the cart, stopping occasionally as if getting its bearings, or forgetting its task. A light snap of the reins proved motivating enough. In the distance, a faint dust cloud from the caravan drifted in the still air. The Butcher oiled his whetstone and began to work the neglected edges of the spearhead. A merchant did not need to possess skill or knowledge if one could pay men who did, and while the Merchant might lose his purse, his svelte tongue was sure to procure another. That was a true skill itself, he conceded. 

			The Butcher studied the blade’s edge. His eyes were not as sharp as his best knife, and he relied on his callused thumb. “This blade meant to open your throat is edgy and dull. Neglected, blunted with abuse. And I will not use this on you. Have no fear though, I have my own sakin and it is thirsty, but I am on a mission. Your father’s spearhead will find a home elsewhere.”

			The Butcher pulled the broken horn from his robe and considered what might be carved from it. For the Butcher, a carver’s or sculptor’s trade boiled down to a series of knowledgeable and deliberate removals. He supposed the same applied to an assassin. 

			Once, grand dreams of passing on his trade and craft to his son filled his idle hours. The Butcher had dreamed of grandchildren. He had dreamed of being an artist in his twilight. How that would have warmed his heart with the contentment only a life of hard work and service could bring. 

			He fished out a handful of carrots and dumped them in the net of robe between his thighs. The goat’s nose twitched and it hesitated. With the longer half of the spear shaft, he swatted its hindquarters. The goat glared at the Butcher, if a creature was capable of such a thing. It pawed the ground and bleated its displeasure. They stared at one another, until the Butcher tossed the shaft into the cart. 

			He showed the goat his open hands. 

			See?

			With a snort the goat continued on.

			“One night there was a celestial anomaly—a star shone brightly in the east for a fortnight. So bright we could walk at night without fear of the shadows. We took it as a good omen, and my wife conceived our third child.”

			He chomped a carrot in two. His stomach responded with a grumble, and he realized he had not broken fast. Part of the carrot squished in his mouth, and bitterness coated his tongue. 

			Rotten.

			“I could not have known the star would portend King Herod’s true nature. You see, this star heralded a challenge to Herod’s rule. The divine birth of a king that would threaten his reign. He assembled a horde of loyalists called Black Masks, and they forced others to join their ranks. I was recruited for my expertise with the flesh and bone and blade.” 

			He tossed the moldy carrot. The goat’s ears twitched as it skipped and rolled. 

			“I was a butcher, not an assassin, but our beloved King Herod cared not.” 

			Much like the goat who turned the cart around and feasted on the rejected root vegetables. He separated the rotten from the firm, lest the ruin spread. 

			“For many a moonless night, I was one among the masked butchers. Butchers of children.” 

			
X

			
Night after night. 

			Under the shadow of these obscene banners, great temples and churches rise up, paid for not by their founders, but by congregations. Proselytizers grow fat with taxes and cream, erecting huge palaces in a proclaimed gospel of prosperity. Congregations motivated by a fear of damnation, which can only be avoided if they will dunk their heads in a shallow pool and tithe their meager wages. Others resist and a horrific rain falls, one of limbs, fingers and toes, followed by eyes gouged from nonbelievers, even as horned priests escort disoriented orphans to their rectories. 

			Paintings of the false king, this radical instigator of violence and chaos, witness all in silent consent.

			
X

			
“And I was quick, my experience enabling an efficient one-two stroke of the blade. We did not differentiate between male and female, such was our feverish haste. I said a prayer and imagined them livestock. And then I slit their throats, holding them upside down as they bled.”

			With the sharpened spearhead, he sliced the firm carrots into coins. Every so often he would toss one onto the path ahead of the goat, and they maintained an even pace. 

			“Then I simply tossed their bodies onto the nearest sack or bedroll. Not because I wanted to flee from the death, but that I was racing to the next. I wanted the endless night to be over.”

			He stacked and unstacked the carrot coins, trying to rearrange them as they were before the blade. 

			“After the Culling, I could not return to my wife and family; the shame was so great.” He tossed a carrot coin far ahead of the goat, seeing if it would stay on task. “Also, as a practical matter, my mask did not conceal my identity from neighbors. The eyes give you away.”

			The goat kept pace, pausing only to retrieve the carrot and carry on the established path. 

			For every task, a cost.

			“I fled to Egypt and laid down my sakin and spent many years as a maker of city roads. Even after Herod passed, I toiled with my hands, my body; I gave to service. A builder instead of a butcher. I thought of every babe, every face, as I laid each stone, each heavy piece a marker for the dead. But I worked. I served. For near thirty years. All penance for a foolish King’s fear. How our Lord could allow such a thing, I do not know. But in Egypt, it is easy to become a godless Jew.” 

			
X

			
Atrocity after atrocity devised in the name of this future king. A resistance rises up only to be undermined by betrayals at the highest level. Wealth confiscated. Land annexed. Heads roll. Demons erupt from the ground and sea, riding chariots of smoke and thunder, guided by their masters in hollowed out mountains. 

			THIS IS FAITH? the Butcher screams in his sleep. 

			Herod spoke the truth.

			And finally, the visions end with the darkest of hell:

			A flame deluge. 

			The heavens blotting out the sun. 

			A snowfall on a desert of glass. 

			Shadows of ash. 

			Human shadows. 

			All signaling the eternal damnation of hopelessness. 

			And on the seventh day the Butcher’s fever breaks. 

			
X

			
“But in my fevered dreams the Lord plucked me from limbo and tasked me with damming this river of madness.” Bits of carrot sprayed from his mouth as he talked. The goat nipped them from the dirt and he laughed. “See goat, He did not forsake you or me.” 

			The Butcher stopped to adjust the parasol to shade himself and the Youth. 

			“I confess,” he said to the goat, “I am terrified I will not complete my task, and stay the horror that awaits this world. Yet, the Lord has called upon this simple butcher, and I must summon a stagnant faith.” He thumbed the edge of his sakin, its blade long ago acquainted first with beast, then babe. 

			“I must finish the Culling…” 

			The Lord will guide my hand. 

			“…and eradicate any with memory of this false king.” 

			Indeed, a simple though arduous task.
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			book i

			At last, the entrance to Bethlehem came into view. As with all things from one’s past, it was the same yet different. Shapes and colors had shifted as though a child had rearranged wooden blocks. The Butcher felt both apprehension and anticipation. A sharp pain behind the Butcher’s eye irritated him, and he rolled his palm against his eye until it faded. “I should have asked your father your name,” he said. “You’ve been a most welcome traveling companion. A man who listens and contemplates. And offers silent opinions.” Then gently, “Once we enter Bethlehem, I will seek aid for you. It is only right.”  

			

			The goat turned its head back to the Butcher, its head askew, missing the weight of the broken horn. 

			“When they slaughter your kind, goat, if you are lucky, there is a ceremony, a dance, an acknowledgement of your sacrifice. If you are at a butcher’s there is no ceremony save a quick blessing, a wrestle to the table and a slit throat, your blood drained into a bucket. Your body hung to be skinned, carved to be eaten. A horn sold as a trinket. Your coat tanned and tailored. It is a death, true, but there is no waste. When you slaughter children,” the Butcher said, “it is all waste.”

			The Youth moaned. A distorted word or two mixed into his exhalation. 

			“Pipe down,” the Butcher said. “Legionaries.” 

			Two Roman soldiers, ostensibly vetting new arrivals into the village of Bethlehem and guarding the low-gated entrance with a bowl of figs, clamored to their feet from upturned crates. The grizzled one ignored the Butcher and goat-driven cart, while the other donned his helmet and stretched his arms and legs, and hefted his spear as though prepping for a hunt. Beneath his helmet, he yawned and held up a halting hand. Popped another fig. 

			“That’s an enormous goat,” he said, chewing the fruit. 

			The sleepy Legionary was young, virile. 

			Untested.

			

			“My cousin breeds them,” the Butcher said. “More meat and milk.”

			“I have had my share of misfortunes with an ass of this size,” the Legionary said. “Name and business?”

			“I am seeking help for this stranger I found roadside,” the Butcher said, shaking his head. “Separated from his caravan during a storm, most likely.”

			The young Legionary looked into the back of the cart. 

			“I do not know his name,” the Butcher said. “Though he may have spit it in his delirium.”

			The Legionary studied the Youth, tried to remove his sigil ring, but stopped when the Butcher cleared his throat and the older soldier took interest. The Legionary’s hand shifted to the basket lid, lifted it, and replaced it with a flinch. The other soldier put on his helmet when the younger one held up a hand. Stay back.

			“Great fortitude, this one,” the Butcher said. “I am in need of a physician or one excelling in husbandry. I intend to stay until his fate is decided.” 

			The Legionary nodded, the color having drained from his face, as were suddenly the figs from his stomach, splashing his sandals before waving the Butcher through.

			The Butcher paused the cart as the older soldier’s knowledge of directions sharpened with the clink of coin—an extra traveler’s tax. Plus extra should a favor be needed. For nothing is given without a yoke.

			
X

			
“Once we have put our charge in good hands, we will begin our hunt, goat,” the Butcher said. “For I have decided you, my one-horned confessor, will be my companion to the end.”

			The directions took the Butcher to a series of abandoned dwellings along a deserted street. The Butcher thought about retrieving his coins from the soldier. Decided that would be an after-supper task. A rogue eyed him from a darkened alley. In a dead end, the sound of coin travels far and fast, the Butcher thought. 

			Frustrated, he let the goat amble about town. He remembered certain streets, not by the shops or homes, but by the screams of his previous visit. The echoes were sharp, yet jumbled. Most memories faded into simple feelings; anecdotes of joy, sadness, fear, or laughter. A moment told and retold, the details shifting while anchoring the emotion. Yet shame teased the Butcher. Could he not discern the slaughter of children at his hands from the countless oxen and lambs that walked into his shop at one end and were carried out the other? The constant smell of offal and fluids? He did recall a stark difference: how little blood the infants produced. How easily and quickly their lives drained with wet gurgles, no more bothersome than slaughtering a lamb. These memories shadowed his waking life, and his nightly slumber. Despite the enormity of the task ahead, it felt invigorating at his age to be useful, utilized. 

			The Lord will guide my hand. 

			A startled grunt and yelp broke the Butcher’s reverie. A woman slapped the goat, who had a sudden taste for her bags of produce. “Get your face out of my fruits!” 

			The goat tilted its head in bewilderment and made a move for her bag again. Again she slapped it and wagged a finger under its nose. They faced each other at eye level (a testament to the goat’s height and her short stature), and the goat cowered in confusion. 

			The Butcher apologized with a practiced smile, but she pressed on. He could not stop the goat from following her, and told her as much. A feeling compelled the Butcher to let the goat carry on. Though he suspected he would owe the woman a basket of fruit soon enough. 

			The woman stopped near an infirmary to drop off one of her bags. A woman or two, their bellies swollen with blessings, waddled in and out, their husbands both bodyguard and valet. The cry of babies froze the Butcher’s smile. His chest vibrated and his ears rang as his heart thumped, a different echo of the last time he heard these cries, the last time he held a babe. 

			He would never do so again. This he knew. The cries, though, reinforced his resolve. These are the ones you will save, he told himself. 

			Listen to their songs. 

			Let it inspire you. 

			Yet these thoughts tumbled in the thunder of his heart. 

			
X

			
“What happened to him?” the woman said, shifting her remaining bag of fruit from one hand to another as the goat’s mouth chased it. 

			The Butcher looked up. How long he had been lost in his head, he did not know. 

			“What happened to him?” she repeated, nodding to the Youth. He could not discern her age; she was neither old nor young. 

			“He is gravely injured.”

			“Perceptive,” she said with a scowl. “What injured him, or will I get complete answers if I ask the goat?”

			“Feel free.” The Butcher adjusted the parasol so she could see into the basket. 

			“My specialty lies at the beginning of life,” she said. “And as for this young man, he is not long for this world. You have my condolences.”

			

			“The soldier at the gate said—”

			“That soldier took your bribe and pointed you to nothing. He has a habit of sending every lost soul to me. He and I have a history. Heathen.” Her eyes settled on the sigil ring on the Youth’s hand. 

			They bickered back and forth about the goat. She appeared to enjoy the engagement, though no smile ever parted her lips. “I am no healer.” She leaned against the cart, out of reach of the goat, and took a bite of apple from her bag. “I am a midwife.”

			The Butcher reached for his bag of coin, as the Merchant would do, preparing to buy her time, her assistance. 

			She spit an apple seed, halting his attempt. She eyed the bag of coins, stamped with the same sigil as the onyx ring. “Robbed the dying, did you?”

			“I am not a looter.”

			“They can’t get poorer, the dying.” 

			“It was payment from his father.” 

			“For what?”

			“Care.” 

			“Doing the Lord’s work, eh? What’s his name?” 

			“I do not know.” 

			“You stop caring when you got that purse?”

			

			“He has not been a talkative fellow as of late.” 

			“Understandably, but did you ask him?” 

			“I thought rest the best for him.”

			“Not a father, are you?” The Midwife leaned over and whispered into the Youth’s ear. Dampened his lips and tongue with a rag. The Youth whispered back. The Midwife’s nose wrinkled. “That is a beautiful name,” she said to the Youth. To the Butcher she said, “Opium, huh? That explains the lack of screaming.”

			The Butcher nodded like a child caught in a lie. “My pipe broke.” As if he was now out of options. 

			She gritted her teeth, or perhaps it was an attempt at a smile. “Was that the extent of your aid?” 

			… 

			Lord. 

			“I wrapped his wounds.” 	

			With discerning eyes, she inspected the loose binding. Grimaced. 

			At the wounds or his aid, the Butcher could not tell. “I have coin.” The words left a bitter taste in his mouth. 

			“I would like to help,” she said, moving her bag of groceries away from the goat. “But the most you can do is make him comfortable. And I have pressing obligations.”

			

			“I could trade you this goat.” 

			The goat bleated. 

			“Coin or a one-horned beast will not stave off the night, stranger.” She tracked the position of the sun. “And now you waste what little time I do have. The Lord be with you and your companion.”

			“Please, we are desperate and know no one in this town.” 

			As if to bolster the argument, the Youth began to moan. 

			She touched the Youth’s foot compassionately, or as compassionately as one can touch such a thing. 

			“Please, there must be something I can offer.” 

			“I am having important guests for supper tonight,” the Midwife said. “I could use additional hands, if I’m to tend to his wounds.”

			The Butcher hesitated. 

			She put a hand to the Youth’s forehead. Frowned. 

			“What is his name?” The Butcher felt an urge to know.

			“Ask him yourself sometime, if he lives.” The Midwife hooked a pinkie under the dirty rags wrapped around the Youth’s thigh. Lifted and inspected. Clucked her tongue.

			This is beneath me. 

			I do not have time to dawdle over a pot. 

			

			“Very well,” the woman said and stepped away, inspecting the goat’s damage to her fruits, then went about her errands. 

			The Youth moaned and the goat bleated. A headache blossomed. “Wait. I will help.”

			She stopped. 

			“And offer whatever of my bounty may be of use.” 

			She inspected the cart, the pile of root vegetables near the Youth’s head. A few choice pieces remained. “Hmm.”

			“If you will provide a room for a night.”

			“I only have room for him.”

			“I cannot leave his side.”

			“The more we haggle, the more daylight is lost, and I have yet to slaughter my lamb.”

			“I am a butcher.”

			“Praise be,” she said, lifting her face to the sun. “You can sleep on the roof.”

			Parapets surrounded the flat roofs of Bethlehem, bolstering storage and workspace. Good enough. “Agreed. But—”

			She silenced him with a hand. “We must address his wounds, before he is beyond the reach of prayer.” 

			As they climbed into the cart, the Midwife gave stink eye to the Roman Legionary from the gate, now on patrol. The Butcher muttered words of apology and gratitude for her assistance, and they rode to her home.

			
X

			
Sutures closed the gaping wound, like laces on a Roman sandal. 

			The Butcher had asked if he could do the work. The Midwife showed him how to start with a thick needle and silk (a personal preference over catgut made from the twisted intestines of horses and sheep). Midway through the run of stitches over the Youth’s thigh wound, she corrected the Butcher’s work, guiding his hand by touch, and after a few stiches he found his own rhythm. The Midwife pulled her hand away as though balancing the last piece of a puzzle. She sat back on a wooden chest next to her bedroll and watched. The Butcher kept the rhythm. Then, at the nod of the Midwife, stopped as the stitching neared the end of the wound. “Do not stitch the ends of the wound, so it will drain. Like this.” She mimed the knot to tie off their operation and the Butcher followed suit. “Good. Steady hands.” 

			In the silence that followed, the stitching completed, the Midwife slumped, satisfied with her work, before taking a deep breath and straightening her posture. 

			On to the next thing, the Butcher thought. “May I ask you a question?”

			Her eyes glazed and she blinked them clear. The same glaze that covered his wife’s eyes after months of night nursing their insatiable daughters. 

			With a flick of her hand, she produced a key from around her neck and unlocked the wooden chest. Pulled out a lustrous blanket and covered the Youth’s legs. The Butcher could not see what other treasures she might have locked away. “Silk will keep him cool in the day and warm at night.”

			“Oh.”

			She handed the Butcher a woolen blanket. “The ladder for the roof is in the courtyard.”

			“Thank you.”

			“The Youth had a satchel in the cart.” She secured the chest. “You might find his name in it. If you can read. Now, prepare your needle, while I tend to this basket.”

			
X

			
Trickier was the gut wound, but the Midwife knew anatomy. Sorrow and panic sounded in the Youth’s moan as the Midwife carefully returned his innards. Unsettling enough that the Butcher wanted to ease the Youth’s pain with a blade, which, Lord forbid, seemed a greater mercy. The Midwife had made the Youth sip a concoction of fig wine and willow bark tea. When he got drowsy, she carried on, speaking softly to the boy as she focused on her needlework. She allowed the Butcher to tie off the silk. He did it deftly, despite his stiff and thick fingers. 

			“You missed your calling,” she said.

			The Butcher acknowledged her with a grunt. He watched as the Midwife prepared a poultice of hyssop for the newly closed wounds, and a drink with borage and myrrh. “This will help with the fever and infection.”

			The Butcher nodded, thoughtfully. “I am wondering…”

			“Yes?”

			“Might you have heard of a babe from here that escaped the Culling, perhaps thirty years ago? I—”

			She held up a hand. Not now. “I see the Youth’s ring. You’ll get your turn after my guests leave. It is imperative that this supper goes well. If you wish for me to continue my assistance.” 

			The Butcher nodded, but confusion remained. He found the company of the Midwife amusing, if not a bit exhausting. The goat and the Youth had spoiled him with ample deference. 

			I must be patient. 

			I must be humble. 

			

			“Is there anything else I can do?

			“Yes.” She washed her hands. “Pray.”

			Outside, the goat bleated.

			“Can you spare a bit of hay for my goat?”

			“Yes, but first—” the Midwife said, “how good are you with a knife?”

			
X

			
Next to her, chopping vegetables, the Butcher noticed how clean the cuts, how little juice—unlike her lamb he butchered earlier. She’d been impressed with his knife skills. But now the Midwife admonished the Butcher for cutting the vegetables too thin as she didn’t want them to turn to mush. “I am not an old maid. I still have my teeth, and I like to chew, thank you.” After another handful that met her approval, she elbowed him to indicate that he had chopped enough. 

			At first, he was taken aback by the physical contact. A foreign, yet familiar feeling, as if he was standing next to his wife. The Midwife and his wife, they were of similar height, but her spirited attitude reminded him more of his daughters, before the Culling. They were much younger than the Midwife, and for the length of time it took to cut an additional handful of fruit and vegetables, the Butcher surprised himself by daydreaming that he was no longer on his holy quest, that this was his life. 

			He wanted to tell his host, this midwife, the story of his son. Did he want to unburden himself to somebody, unlike the Youth, who was conscious? Did he want forgiveness or did he want his story to be heard? Did he want to tell her his mission, even if he might have to, Lord forbid, turn his blade on her? If she was indeed connected to the false king, the Lord would test him truly. Perhaps these contrary thoughts were a temptation of another kind. 

			His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, and he asked quietly if she could spare a bit of date wine, and the Midwife attended to his request, leaving the Butcher alone in contemplation. 

			
X

			
The goat watches the lamb settle as the Butcher bends and holds one of its ears over the eye that faces him. Submissive now, passive, on its side in the corral. He cradles and lifts the lamb’s head with the same arm, and in the other hand his sakin, impossibly sharp, as only one trained in the art of shechita can make it. 

			The Butcher mutters the prayer invoking the name of YHWH and with a decisive one-two back and forth motion slits the lamb’s neck. It bleats once and kicks as blood pours into the earth. The goat scratches at the dirt as though trying to divert the stream of warm blood its way.

			

			
X

			
A knock at the house door turned the Midwife’s head; the Butcher moved only his eyes. It was the young soldier from the village entrance. The color had returned to his face. He poked his head in, sniffing. “Meat?” the Legionary said. “There must be a special occasion.”

			“Indeed,” the Midwife said, “and I do not have time for your lesson today.” 

			“Then I will eat.” The Legionary laughed and stepped inside the small dwelling as he removed his helmet politely, and leaned his spear against the wall. The low table was set with several places and floor mats.

			“Such a small table for many guests,” the Legionary said. “I hope they’re all skinny.”

			The Butcher continued chopping the same vegetable so as to not have to engage in conversation. He had wondered if the roasting lamb would be cubed and put into a boiling pot to make its sacrifice last longer. The Midwife then instructed him on such cuts, and he thought that her guests might be offended at such a meager meal as a stew. 

			The Legionary seemed friendly enough with the Midwife, and though she did not greet him warmly there was a familiarity, punctuated occasionally by a twitch at the corner of her lip that one might mistake for a smile. The Legionary kept his eyes on her, looking for any reaction, playfully prodding about dinner, about who was cooking, who did the butchering, and who were the anticipated guests. He did not see the Butcher.

			It was not an interrogation, but mere curiosity, never with a touch of envy or jealousy. The Butcher caught the Midwife’s sigh and raised his knife in jest, but she shook her head: no need. She could handle it. “Please go check the spit roast,” she said to the Butcher. He kept his knife and took a platter with him to the courtyard fire pit. 

			“Oh,” the Legionary said, surprised when he noticed the Butcher. 

			The Butcher paused outside the doorway, eavesdropping, but there was nothing of value in the conversation, only a particular teasing and more laughter. The Butcher could not ascertain the nature of the relationship, other than this was not the first time the Legionary had entered unannounced; but she seemed a bit more edgy with these particular guests coming, of which the Butcher also knew nothing. Her recognition of the sigil ring only made him more curious.

			Regardless, they were being treated to a feast of meat, a rarity in these parts. The Midwife grew flustered when she realized she had not baked bread that day, but the Butcher offered his services. One of the first things he taught his daughters when they were young was to sprinkle sugar and cinnamon onto a separate loaf of bread, as a special treat. (Despite their differences, they both had a sweet tooth.) When the Butcher suggested this the Midwife appeared surprised, but accepted his offer then sent him to market to buy more date wine, extra figs, olive oil. Another task off her list. She was, after all, behind due to his untimely arrival with his voracious goat and wounded companion.

			 
X

			
When the Butcher returned (the market was but a group of nomadic merchants), the Legionary asked, “How is your companion?”

			“Resting.” 

			“Still alive?”

			“He possesses more heart than you,” the Midwife said to the Legionary. 

			“Yes, but does he have the strength of Mars or the speed of Hermes?” 

			“Mercury.” 

			“What?” 

			“Mercury is your Roman god; Hermes is the Greeks’.” 

			“And Apollo?”

			“Both.”

			

			“Both what?”

			“Son of Jupiter, whom the Greeks call Zeus,” the Midwife said. “They both call him Apollo.”

			“Ah, I cannot keep up,” the Legionary said. “It is all a ploy.”

			“I would agree,” the Butcher said.

			“It’s a conspiracy between the Temple and the sculptors. As soon as one gallery is finished, a new pantheon is commissioned.” The Legionary laughed and the Midwife threw a piece of carrot at him. “Artists have it easy.”

			The Butcher chuckled despite himself. Took a sip of wine.

			“And then the pagans and their tree worship,” the Legionary said to the Butcher. “It is all the same.” 

			“Do not let your centurion hear that.”

			“He’s welcome to travel here and correct me,” the Legionary said. “And you, hostess, whom do you worship?” 

			“She is a Jew,” the Butcher said. “She worships Yahweh.”

			The Midwife gasped at the utterance of the Lord’s name and confiscated the Butcher’s cup of wine. “You do not answer for me in my house.”

			The Butcher bit his tongue.

			“And who else?” the Legionary said.

			“That is it,” the Midwife said with narrow eyes.

			

			“You don’t have many gods for different things?” 

			“We do not.” 

			“Lucky you.”

			To the Butcher, the Midwife said, “He knows this. He prefers to be difficult.”

			The Butcher agreed, hoping to get his wine back.

			“He must be a busy god.” The Legionary scratched his stubbled chin. “And you, stranger, to whom do you pledge your soul?” 

			“My goat.”

			“Wise answer,” the Midwife said. 

			“Hostess, what would Yah—your Lord say to that? Would He understand this man’s heart or would He curse him?”

			Outside, the goat bleated, having already eaten its ration of straw.

			“I think, soldier,” the Midwife said. “That is your answer.” 

			The Legionary bleated a response back, and the Butcher thought he saw another smile crease the Midwife’s face. Almost. It was as if the small corner of the Roman Legionary’s world had been vexed by a man with a large goat. 

			He shook his head in amusement, if only his own, and asked the Butcher about his blade. The sakin had a smooth wooden handle, worn and warmly polished, with comfortable finger grooves formed from his grandfather’s and father’s hands. 

			“Was it a commission, a theft, a gift?” the Legionary asked, inviting a story. “Or was it won in battle?” 

			The Butcher laughed and handed his sakin to the Legionary, handle first. Explained that he was a laborer now, having worked mostly in Egypt these last few decades, but had been trained in the art of shechita, the art of slaughter.

			“As have I,” the Legionary said. 

			Trained but not employed, the Butcher thought, recalling the sickly face and retching back at the town’s entrance. “It is little more than an heirloom now.”

			The Legionary examined the sakin. Tested the edge with his thumb and marveled at the sudden and pain-free appearance of blood. “Impressive,” the Legionary said, handing it back to the Butcher. Thoughts moved with his eyes from the blade to the Butcher. The Legionary asked about his traveling companion, and the Butcher knew he was trying to connect the sakin and its edge to the Youth’s wounds, or, if not, was trying to suss out the relationship between the Butcher, the Youth, and now the Midwife. 

			The Butcher was in no mood for inquiries from the soldier, essentially an enforcer of laws. Instead, he explained how he was traveling with the caravan when he came across the wounded Youth. It was truth enough, and would stifle further questions. Or so he thought.

			

			“How did the Youth receive those ghastly wounds?” 

			“Something did not agree with him.”

			“That goat, I’d wager, with the one horn,” the Legionary said, his voice part question, part jest. “In my youth, I had combative encounters with such goats and donkeys.”

			Now it was the Butcher’s turn to jest. “One must prove their virility.”

			The Legionary snorted. “I have stories.” 

			“If only you could write,” the Midwife said. 

			The Butcher laughed. Then it dawned on him. “I do not think the Youth has eyes for goats. I suspect he prefers his beasts hairy and on two legs.” With boyish smiles they bantered while the Midwife fed the Youth and chided the men for lack of imagination, and to prove her point neither Butcher nor Legionary posed a rebuttal.

			
X

			
With great pomp and pageantry, they rode into Bethlehem. The Butcher and the Midwife could hear them from far away, almost near the town’s gate where the Midwife was sure they would be haggling or bribing or cajoling legionaries. 

			Who is here? 

			

			He wondered if the Midwife’s legionary was at the gate. He could sense people in the street taking note, nothing definitive, a shifting as silent as a ripple on a pond. 

			The Butcher ran out of the courtyard on the heels of the Midwife. She knew the nature of the commotion, but before he could ask, another thought occurred as clear as his visions of hell, and in the Butcher’s own way this was, indeed, another hell: 

			The supper guests. 

			The wind blew strongly, and the Butcher smelled them before he saw them. Down the street, they came into view, and he counted three, four, five, eight, perhaps a dozen of them on camels, including the slaves. Whatever wealth and opulence the Merchant and the Butcher’s last caravan had displayed, it was outshined here: their headwear braided with gold and silver thread and adorned with colorful exotic feathers. The camels paraded with ornate decorations even as the beasts of burden carried wooden chests and trunks, lashed to their towering bodies. 

			The animals’ attitude matched perfectly with that of the riders, a contradictory mix of arrogance, stoicism, aggravation, though minus the jubilance of the big rider. He was rounder, or as a butcher would think, well-marbled. He seemed pleased to be here, smiling and bowing and looking around as if this was a place heard of only in myth. He exclaimed something in a tongue the Butcher did not comprehend, but his hand gestures and mimicry communicated clearly enough: big goat. 

			The Butcher preferred to forego this gathering, but a man’s thoughts are often not as private or as quiet as he would think, and the Midwife grabbed a fistful of his clothing and pulled him back into the courtyard. Swiveling her head to watch the visitors’ approach, she gave the Butcher several commands regarding hospitality. 

			Do this. 

			Do that. 

			The Butcher tried to keep a running list in his head (surprisingly clear).

			The Midwife stood at the entrance to the courtyard and welcomed each traveler with a bow and a gesture. The riders returned the gesture. Though both parties knew the ritual, the Butcher could sense that they did not know each other. The first rider looked the oldest at first glance; deep facial lines, whether carved from age or the sun, the Butcher could not tell. He was stoic, and perhaps an uncle of the group, or the oldest brother. On the second camel, the jubilant round man picked at his seat.

			It was then the Butcher had a suspicion as to their identity and entertained it but for a second.

			Such a foolish thought. 

			The third camel carried three: a boy with a sullen air, and, like nesting dolls seen at markets afar, the next figure was female and taller by a head, and the female behind her was also taller by a head, giving the illusion of a single creature. He had met travelers who worshiped gods with more than two arms, but he could not recall one with two heads or more. 

			Four more camels arrived, moving slower as if taking in the quaintness of the town. Each rider wore red and gold pieces of armor with cutlasses hanging from their waists.

			The Midwife held simultaneous conversations with both the stoic one and the round one, with the occasional reply thrown over her shoulder to the boy. She spoke their tongue, albeit haltingly. Neither of the females spoke. 

			The Butcher hoped to enjoy the meal with these two across the table from him, and not for lustful reasons, but for their silent manner. Or perhaps one to his side and one across. That would be ideal, if he could not sneak out before stew was served. 

			The riders leaned back as the camels knelt, then dismounted into standing positions. The stretching and twisting and massaging of legs and buttocks and spines told the Butcher not only the length of their journey, but also their general temperament. Sour.

			The Butcher inspected the men’s hands and saw three of the males and one of the females wore an onyx sigil ring, similar to the Youth’s. 

			If my eyes are not failing me. 

			

			The Butcher attempted to ascertain their status. If the rings were of the same quality as the Youth’s, these foreigners were no mere travelers. 

			The round one passed gas, pleased with himself. 

			My nose does not fail me. 

			While the slaves unloaded the camels, the Midwife ushered the travelers inside and gestured for the Butcher to hand them cups of water. 

			“Please, welcome our guests,” the Midwife said by way of introduction. “The grandchildren of the Magi, the Princes and Princess of Persia.”
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The proclamation shocked the Butcher’s attitude, as if he had dunked his head into a bucket of spring water. Notions of sneaking from the supper washed away. YHWH did lead him to the proper place. If these men were Princes of Persia, relatives of the Wise Men from the East, then the Butcher could learn much in their presence. Their history, and perhaps their future plans, and then he would decide if blood must be shed. 

			
X

			
The meal was a disaster, according to the guests. The meat was too greasy. The stew too thin. The figs mushy and the wine too sweet (though the Round Prince feigned indifference, the jug remained within his reach). And what manner of bread was this? (They did not care for the Butcher’s cinnamon bread.) All this grousing from the young Handmaiden in a black veil and red caftan, as she interpreted the foreign tongue of her companions.

			No doubt she was translating correctly, based on the body language of the princes. The Butcher read her face as slightly embarrassed and annoyed with their lack of politeness. It was the Boy Prince who annoyed her the most. He with a litany of grievances that, under his breath, extended to the journey and other incidents back home.

			The Round Prince reacted with small nods (even as stew dribbled down his braided chin beard) and narrowed eyes (always coming back to leer at the Tall Princess), as if considering what the Boy Prince was saying.

			The Stoic Prince, the Butcher now surmised, was not the oldest brother, but perhaps a cousin. He said little and listened expressionlessly. As the Boy Prince complained, the Stoic Prince sipped his wine and sipped his soup slowly and politely, though he snapped his fingers at the Midwife for more refills of stew and vegetables and meat and bread on behest of the Round Prince, as if the large man’s mouth was a fire that must not die.

			In the courtyard, fetching more stew, the Butcher asked the Midwife, “Where is their humility?” He thought to act on her behalf, as the Stoic Prince did for the Round Prince, but he knew this was a visit that must run its course. “I must be agreeable,” he said to himself. “But they are making it difficult,” he said to the Midwife with a clenched jaw.

			“You have food in your teeth,” the Midwife said.

			A commotion turned their attention back to the house as the Boy Prince knocked over his stew, spilling it on the table and splattering the Tall Princess’s caftan. She was not pleased, but said nothing as the Handmaiden swatted the Boy Prince. He reached back as if to hit her, and the Round Prince, cup of wine still in hand, caught his wrist. Not a drop spilled. He let go of the wrist and groped at the Tall Princess in the guise of wiping the stain, but she slapped at his hand, quick as a cat, dragging her nails. 

			And then they were yelling and chastising each other, pointing fingers, pointing at each other, pointing to the sky, pointing to the earth. Everywhere they pointed with a reason, a problem, a challenge, or a past grievance. Familia fighting transcending language. 

			Finally, the Stoic Prince banged his fist on the table, startling all, including the Butcher. The others became quiet in deference and the goat bleated approval. The room now his, the Stoic Prince spoke quietly to the Handmaiden, who turned to the Midwife and translated thus: “We humbly apologize for the poor house manners of the young prince. The meal was most adequate and prepared with care.” Even as she relayed this, the Round Prince snapped his fingers at the Butcher, signaling for more wine. “But we have come a long way, and now we would like to…” His eyes lit up as he tapped his onyx ring. The others held their breath. 

			“We would like to see it now.”

			
X

			
With a glance from the Midwife, the Butcher refilled the Round Prince’s cup. The Butcher had lost count of how many he’d drunk, considering the wine never settled in the bottom of his cup, only the bottom of his belly. The Round Prince set his cup down as the Stoic Prince cleared his throat. He bent his head in prayer and the others followed. The Midwife gave a be patient look to the Butcher. The Stoic Prince removed the ring from his finger and placed it on the table. The Round Prince did the same as the Boy Prince tossed his, a pebble not worth more than a polished river stone. The Handmaiden also put her ring in the center of the table. The Tall Princess’s voice hitched; a cry stuck in her gullet. She looked at her hands, dug frantically through a bag.

			“She cannot partake if she has no ring,” the Midwife said, and the Handmaiden translated with only a shake of her head understood by all. 

			

			The Tall Princess began to cry as the Round Prince began to protest. It was a silent look from the Stoic Prince, the look of a disappointed parent, that said I told you with a raised eyebrow.

			“Come,” the Midwife said. “I will take you now.”

			The Tall Princess sobbed, her hands under her veil, a double mask of fear and shame. The Butcher wanted to comfort her, a hand on her shoulder. But he did not. As they filed into the courtyard following the Midwife, the Stoic Prince regarded the Butcher. 

			The Handmaiden translated the Prince’s look. “Not him.”

			The Midwife started to speak, but the Butcher reached into his tunic and revealed a thin leather strap on which hung an onyx sigil ring. The same as theirs. It was the Youth’s, taken for safekeeping or payment; he hadn’t decided. 

			The Stoic Prince eyed him suspiciously. Indicating the Tall Princess still doubled over with shock, he spoke to the Butcher, and the Handmaiden translated. A quiver in her voice. “I believe that is her ring.” 

			“I believe you are wrong,” the Butcher said. 

			Then to the Midwife, the Stoic Prince said through the Handmaiden, though her tone did not match his, “I did not expect a thief in your house. In this town certainly, but not in your own house.” To the Butcher, he said, “You will not be coming.” To the Tall Princess, he told her to fetch more wine even though servants were nearby. With a short whistle, he summoned the men in red, now brandishing their cutlasses. He commanded them, and the Handmaiden translated with a whisper, “Take the ring. And his hands.”

			The men in red quickly overtook the Butcher. They were meaner men, trained in combat, heightened by the sentiment of royal impunity. They wrestled the Butcher to the ground of the courtyard even as slaves slid a chest in front of him, and the men in red pinned his hands to it. One slid a jeweled dagger under the Butcher’s chin, held so tightly a swallow would draw blood. The Butcher wondered if this Man in Red was capable of doing a quick one-two slice. If not, the Butcher would not be a kosher kill. This made him laugh, and the blade drew blood, a thin necklace that thickened with each laugh. 

			The Midwife would vouch for the ring’s origin.

			Why do I not speak up?

			The Midwife growled and tussled with another guard as he raised his cutlass. She pushed his arm, she grabbed his wrist, the frantic dance of a young pup, fierce but small. He shoved her to the ground. 

			The Stoic Prince whistled and the cutlass raised. 

			“NO!”

			It was the Boy Prince, swinging the Butcher’s sakin like a sword. His blood fingerprinted the handle, a result of testing its edge. “Use this.” He handed it to the Man in Red, who could not hide his annoyance with the Boy Prince. He passed the sakin back and gestured for the Boy Prince to step up and do the deed. 

			The blade, though sharp, was not designed for chopping. And the Boy Prince did not have the Man in Red’s strength. 

			It will not be clean. 

			Or quick. 

			For a dark moment, the Butcher considered shaking his head against the dagger at his throat and doing it himself. But YHWH would not forgive such a desperate act. So, he prayed as the Boy Prince stepped up, all eyes on him. 

			“More than five whacks, I’ll wager,” the Round Prince said. The Handmaiden dutifully translated. The Stoic Prince held up a hand to silence him. No one took the wager.

			The Butcher could see the hesitation in the Boy Prince’s eyes, the trepidation. The sakin vibrated as the Boy Prince’s hand trembled. This one was used to raising his hand and voice only to give orders. 

			He had never worked. 

			Never toiled. 

			Only watched. 

			The Boy Prince slow-stepped into position. Blood from his nicked thumb trailed down his wrist and dripped. “The handle. It is slippery,” he said, hinting for guidance, for a reprieve. 

			The world is different with the blade in your hand.

			Is it not? 

			His bottom lip began to quiver, and the Man in Red snickered, and the Boy Prince’s tears turned to fire. 

			His face spoke for him: this will silence the doubters. 

			He raised the sakin.

			The Butcher did not close his eyes. 

			The Tall Princess yelped, squealed, and then laughed. So out of place were these sounds of delight that everyone looked to her. She hopped on one foot for a moment, reached down and held up the lost ring. 

			The Boy Prince hacked the chest and left the sakin buried next to the Butcher’s intact hands, satisfied he had proven himself. The Tall Princess hugged the Handmaiden and slipped on the ring, her admission to the Midwife’s show. The Butcher said nothing as the Midwife tied a cloth around his throat to staunch the bleeding. The Stoic Prince gave the Butcher a curt nod. Despite the acknowledgment, minimal and political as it was, the Butcher had but one thought: 

			I will kill him first. 

			

			
X

			
Lanterns hung high on either side of the Midwife and illuminated the stall in an unused stable. Before her, an object under a plain blanket. She tasked the Persian royalty to sit, ignoring their mumbling and grumbling at the prohibition of their satin pillows. Behind them, the Butcher leaned against a wooden stall, his sakin lying on the top rail, like a patient serpent. The Midwife was also patient, a schoolteacher waiting for her class to settle. When the gulping of wine by the Round Prince was silenced with a look from his siblings, the Midwife spoke:

			“A generation ago, your sires, the great Magi, followed a star that rose in the East and guided them to Judea. They visited King Herod and told him of their trek, and that all signs and portents pointed to the birth of a new king, the King of the Jews, the Son of YHWH, our Lord, also called by the Tetragrammaton, Elohim, El-Elyon, El Shaddai, Shekhinah, and Adonai Tzevaot. He who is both of this world, and beyond this world; our Messiah.”

			The Haindmaiden translated. The Round Prince nodded, impressed with a title longer than his. 

			“King Herod, despite his beatific demeanor towards the guests, your forefathers, was a jealous and wicked man, and tasked them with finding this babe and reporting back so he could welcome the new child. Your family, though, could sense the malicious intent in his smile and hospitality. Unlike you, they came to Bethlehem under cover of night. Without an entourage, without protection. 

			“Lead by the star which we now know was an angel, the Magi came here to Bethlehem, each of them bearing a precious gift for the newborn king.”

			She took a sip of honey lemon tea as the Handmaiden translated. 

			“The Magi found a woman and a husband with a babe here in this stable, the inn being full at the time, though I suspect the otherworldliness that accompanied the couple frightened the innkeepers and the landlords, for the star to them was an uneasy sign of change. Now let us consider Joseph, before the Magi’s arrival.” 

			The Butcher rocked on his feet with impatience. He blinked sweat from his eyes, though it was cool in the stable. His task felt immense. Beyond his ability. 

			The Midwife beckoned the Stoic Prince, who for once in his life looked to his cousin for approval. She nodded and the Stoic Prince was positioned by the Midwife, the aura of the storytelling prohibiting any petulance. From beside him, the Midwife’s voice conveyed Joseph’s perspective, the prince becoming a conduit for his story.  

			“You, Joseph, are alone with your expectant wife. She is terrified and scared. The baby’s time is nigh, and you are riddled with doubt that threatens to turn to righteous anger. She claims the baby to be the product of not another man, but divinity. This is no burning bush, no vision, but a swollen belly and the word of a wife the age of four and ten, in a marriage that has yet to be consummated. Now what should be a joyous moment, a moment to be celebrated, is instead filled with dread, as if you’ve entered a trap here in this small stable. The smell, the shame—imagine your royal wealth being stripped away—no resources, no family, nothing but meager prayers. Here. In this place among straw and shit.”

			The Midwife faced the Stoic Prince as the Handmaiden translated. The Round Prince belched and caught a backhand from the Handmaiden who did not stop her narration. The Boy Prince giggled, as the Round Prince glared at the Handmaiden, but tempered his next belch. 

			“How did it come to this, you ask. Even now, here in Judea among your people, the very people liberated by Moses, you cannot provide for her. You are turned away at every door. How could you not provide better for your family? And if this be a baby born of divinity, how can you raise a family here in such squalor, animal droppings squishing between his toes with his first steps? Couldn’t you have been more persuasive with the innkeepers, with the shop owners, for a bit more food, a better shelter? Are you not the head of your house? Why does this timidness overcome you? What about thee causes thy neighbor to shun?”

			The Butcher knew Joseph’s shame. That claustrophobic feeling of powerlessness. He thought of the night the Black Masks conscripted him to their ranks. The sacrifice. 

			The Lord guided my hand.

			He will guide my hand again. 

			She made eye contact with the royalty, listening as the Handmaiden interpreted her words, a distorted echo. And when she paused, the Midwife answered her own question: “Because, like you, they were scared.” 

			The royalty glanced at each of their kin for verification or denial. The Midwife put her hand on the Stoic Prince’s chest. “Certainly, you must feel the shame take root in your heart, its tendrils creeping through your veins, into your skull, your limbs, your small voice whispering faithless prayers.”

			As the Midwife’s hand lingered, the Stoic Prince’s face flushed. The Boy Prince noticed this. How odd to see the Stoic Prince uneasy, almost embarrassed. His mouth mushed, restraining a laugh. The Butcher would savor the Boy Prince’s blood on his blade. He would make him watch the others die and then take him, the family’s lamb, as the boy had been prepared to take the Butcher’s hands. 

			The Midwife stepped forward, a subtle but rehearsed move, upstaging the Stoic Prince, and addressed the audience. “I remember the birth of my own son,” the Midwife said. Her eyes pulled at the Butcher, the Round Prince, and the Boy Prince. “My heart burst. Nothing in the world mattered but protecting him, raising him to learn a skill or trade, making his own name. I was widowed while I was with child. 

			“But I did not need a husband. I knew that I would teach him all that I knew; I would be there for his mistakes to guide him. I wouldn’t treat him as a puppy. I would let him discover this vast world that we have, this world the Lord has given us. This was my hope, my dream. A dream I’m sure Joseph had before the star, before this stable, before the Magi.”

			Her hand drifted away from the Stoic Prince, a raft unmoored. His hand raised tentatively as if to keep hers in place. The Midwife pulled the Tall Princess to her feet and guided her opposite the Stoic Prince. The covered object still center stage, she spoke of the Virgin.

			A delicate hand on the Tall Princess. “You are his wife, your belly swollen with child. Joseph, ever dutiful, but there is a coldness to him now. He asks how the baby is doing. That way, you can’t say he never did. You say lively, as if he is already playing with others. Perhaps it is twins and then what, he wonders out loud. But you say, No, it is but one. You can feel it here, here, and here…” 

			The Midwife moved to shift the Tall Princess’s hand to her belly, but it was already there, exploring in slow circles. The Boy Prince shifted uneasily, his neck visible for a moment, the jugular pulsing, a slight flicker of shadow. The same excitement as when the Butcher was on his knees, his hands bound.  

			

			“…a slight nudge and bump as the unborn stretches his limbs, testing the limits of this young womb. How could they talk? How could they have tea, afraid of misspeaking?

			“How would it feel to have this child growing inside her? The unknown, the fear, the thought of being called a liar? How does a woman with so little life experience explain the divine? And now here she is in a filthy stall with livestock, after a vision in which she was commanded to carry the child, be the mother of the King of the Jews.” 

			The Midwife brought the Stoic Prince and Tall Princess together. She placed the Stoic Prince’s hand on the Tall Princess’s belly. Neither resisted. In the lantern light, shadows made it grow under his hand. A squeak that might have been a choked gasp or a stifled laugh escaped the Boy Prince’s mouth. A backhand from the Round Prince caught him on the side of the face and knocked him over. The Handmaiden glared at the Round Prince. A warning. The stunned Boy Prince crawled out of reach and sat up. The Midwife held her tongue, until her audience settled.

			A wave of rage cleared the Butcher’s head. His periphery darkened. 

			How thick with fat, the Round Prince’s throat. 

			What a glorious challenge he will be.  

			“She is terrified. She had confided in a friend, behind the Temple, the experience of the angelic vision. Her friend said that often demons and devils appear as angels and that it is those who seek the most comfort that are the most vulnerable and now, perhaps she has this thing, this son of the Lord, growing within her, or maybe it is something unspeakable.”

			Upon translation the Stoic Prince’s hand withdrew as if the Tall Princess’s skin was aflame, but the Tall Princess snatched his hand and adjusted his fingers on her belly, as if arranging flower stems. 

			If only the Stoic Prince knew what awaited the world, the Butcher thought, the holy wars, the blood of innocents. Perhaps the Stoic Prince himself would take up arms in the Butcher’s quest. Perhaps he would turn a cutlass on his own and eradicate this story from memory.

			The Midwife’s hand caressed the Tall Princess’s cheek. “Joseph, by comparison, is merely an inconvenience, but still your husband,” she said to the Tall Princess. “You are a virgin: young, scared. Joseph, tender, dotes on you, brings your tea, brings your slippers, fluffs your pillow, when you had such bedding; but his distance now scares you. You are a virgin, but with child. Joseph tries to smile as others say congratulations as you walk to and fro, up and down the streets to the market; your appetite, voracious and random. Under other circumstances, you would have laughed with Joseph, your nose flaring at the smells, and mouth watering.” 

			

			The Midwife smiled adoringly at the Tall Princess, then the Stoic Prince. “She must have wondered, after the birth of the child, would you, Joseph, stay, even if you could not truly consummate the marriage, for this is not a partnership of survival but of divine duty, rising above the rewards of the flesh. This is man and wife.” 

			The Midwife lifted the veil of the Tall Princess, as a groom might do with a bride. It was intimate, and an unexpected wave of enchantment passed between the players of parents-to-be. The Round Prince glanced at the Boy Prince who made no childish noises, now fully drawn into the nativity. 

			A quick strike would eliminate one of the males, the Butcher thought. 

			First the Round Prince… 

			Though he had wrestled livestock bigger to the ground, it was always one-to-one. And docile. His eyes did a calculation of the oil lanterns. The straw. The barred door. He imagined the veils of the females aflame. The fat of the Round Prince crackling and hissing. They would beg for his blade. 

			“You are Joseph, and you love your wife, and she must obey you, and you see nothing but truth in her eyes, and this disturbs you.”

			The Butcher shifted uneasily as though the Midwife had called him out. Thoughts of an uncontrolled flame faded like doused embers. 

			“You are a builder who has given no thought to the Lord’s existence other than rote prayers, observing the Sabbath, all those things that are part of your culture, part of your daily activity, your daily bread, routine with nothing more than muscles repeating the same movements.”

			Shame washed over the Butcher. Sweat trickled from his face, as if the flames in his mind had come back to life. The air grew thick. 

			Do not falter.

			“And now you are here, here at your awakening, your truth, your revelation,” the Midwife recited. “To see born the face of YHWH.”

			The face of the devil, more like. 

			For did the wolf not come in sheep’s clothing? 

			Tears streamed down the Handmaiden’s face as she interpreted this. The Boy Prince now mesmerized. The Midwife uncovered the object in the center of the stall: a manger. Wooden, unstained. Utilitarian. A contrast to the opulence of her audience. 

			The Butcher clawed his chest for a moment, as blood thundered in his ears. He staggered a step, and felt lightheaded. 

			Lord, give me strength! 

			

			“But doubt dissipates when the baby arrives. The new mother glows with the light of the divine.”

			The Stoic Prince smiled reassuringly, forgivingly, and wiped a tear from the Tall Princess’s cheek. She said something softly. It was not translated. There was no need. The Midwife guided the couple to their knees aside the manger. As if countering, the Round Prince climbed to his feet, his beard damp with wine. His eyes wild as he swayed. 

			“Angels sing as they clean the babe and hand it to the Mother, and her heart fills with—”

			“I am babi!” The Round Prince dropped his full weight onto the manger. Wood snapped and splintered as the son of YHWH’s cradle collapsed under a lifetime of gluttony. 

			The Midwife fell to her knees and wailed and shrieked. Bodyguards outside the stable started to pound the door, fearing an ambush. The royal family devolved into a chaos of accusations and repudiations. She commanded the royalty leave. The Butcher unbarred the door in the chaos. The Men in Red pushed in, even as the princes pushed past their entourage and quickly fetched bags of gold and coins and other tributes. They showered the Midwife with gifts in a panic of reparation. 

			Unappeased, she chased them out of the stable even as the Tall Princess and Handmaiden herded the Round Prince by beating him with their sandals. The Butcher barred the stable door behind them, the Midwife filling the night with curses for them, their families, their station. 

			Quietly, the Butcher retrieved his sakin from the rail. 

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			The Midwife cursed venomously at the barn doors. Listened to their squabbling fade as they moved on. Then she took a deep, cleansing breath. Her mask of grief and shock disappeared instantly. She snapped the remaining pieces of the manger and stacked them like kindling, as if preparing a cooking fire. 

			“The stoic one was a distant cousin of royalty,” the Midwife said. She cleared her throat, hawked and spat. “The others, concubines, mercenaries. They bribe smiths to make those rings to ‘prove’ their legitimacy and display their influence.” 

			Waves of frustration and anger rocked the Butcher like an ocean storm. 

			This was but a pantomime? 

			Theater?

			“Then what was this, this display?”

			“They crave a story. And I provide it.”

			“You deceived them?” 

			“They believe what they want.”

			

			So close had he been to slaughter, his ropelike fingers locked around the knurled handle of his the sakin. How close the straw to being soaked with the blood of his host, her guests; these imposters and grifters, their station in life beneath his holy quest. 

			“And it is mutually beneficial.” She spoke to him as one would to a dullard. “This stable is my amphitheater, good sir, and their desire to have a new experience, to relive a myth, contributes greatly to the prosperity of this humble town.”

			Despite their sins, the foreigners were not for him to judge. Somewhere in this town a babe was born, and that babe grew to be a man, and the Butcher was tasked with his death so that the people of the world would live. 

			And now, he was no closer to the truth. In his rattled mind, he blamed the goat. 

			That stupid beast. 

			“You deceived me, as well.”

			“Ah, the uninvited wishes for a recompense. How delightful.”

			The Butcher said nothing. 

			“Grab the bounty,” she said, indicating the bags and tributes. “Since you still have your hands.” 

			
X

			

			
The Butcher dipped the spoon into the stew and placed the wetness against the Youth’s lips. His tongue eased out like a creature exploring a potential snare, but his lips pursed, and he sucked the liquid from the spoon as if a babe on a teat. Soon, his appetite propped the Youth up, even as he cried out. But despite the tears, he drank greedily. Between spoonfuls, the Butcher picked out the larger pieces of lamb and ate them even as he continued to feed the Youth broth. The Youth quickly became tired from the effort and lay back down, moaning in pain. 

			“I regret we have my pipe no more.”

			The Butcher took a cloth from a bowl of tepid water and wiped the boy’s face, cleaning the dirt and crust from his eyes and the glaze from pain that had formed under his nose. He continued onto his arms, his legs, and torso (mindful of the wounds), as he had done with his daughters. As he once did with his newborn son.

			He was slow and tender and wary as he did his task, his mind reliving the Midwife’s performance. Relief filled his heart, warring with his mind’s frustration that he was no further in his quest. Relief he would not have to kill the Midwife, she who had been most welcoming in spirit, if not of tongue. 

			Perhaps this was a lesson: Keep only YHWH in thy heart. 

			For others could cause doubt to spread like venom, paralyzing his limbs when it came time to do His bidding. When it came time to strike, a familiar face would cause hesitation as it had in the beginning. But the Butcher told himself he had no room in his heart, and that it was a shrunken vessel. 

			Only by fulfilling his Calling might it be restored.

			The sutures held neatly. He took pride in this, but the swollen redness along the wounds concerned him. Perhaps the wound was aggravated from the Youth’s movement. He made a note to ask the Midwife if there were additional remedies, pastes, or poultices. He washed the Youth’s feet, and noticed cracked heels, which surprised him, given the quality of the Merchant’s clothes. He remembered the look of indifference on the Merchant’s face as he held his dying son, and the other mask that appeared as he negotiated the rate, the supplies, and the cart. The blade. Perhaps the Youth was the beneficiary of secondhand sandals that had been soled and resoled, stitched together countless times. Perhaps the Youth was not the Merchant’s true son. The Butcher wished now he could speak to that man again. Anger reddened his face, and the heat made the cool room unbearable. 

			There are things I would say.

			Things I would do. 

			As the Butcher prayed for the Youth and for his own temperance, he heard sounds from the other room. Soft discreet sounds, nothing like the everyday clatter of chores. The low sounding moans of a woman. From the doorway, the Butcher saw the Legionary pressed against the Midwife, his hand between her thighs. Her hand to the back of his neck. Sinew and muscle rippled with tension in their forearms even as their foreheads pressed together, as if they were wrestlers, pushing and pulling for leverage, their entanglement coming to a stalemate. She bit her lower lip, stifling moans. Determination replaced pleasure on the Legionary’s face. 

			The Butcher’s pulse quickened even as he was trapped. He started to turn back to the Youth, but the Midwife’s eyes locked with his and the Butcher blushed. 

			A louder moan. 

			No, he could listen to no more. A clever retort or three came to mind, but as she had reminded him this was her house, and he acknowledged that her charity, if not her character, was above reproach. Head down and eyes forward, the Butcher walked cat-like past the couple and out into the courtyard and into town, where he decided to begin inquiries of his own. 

			Oh, little town of Bethlehem, divulge your secrets. 

			
X

			
The fig in his hand made the Butcher’s mouth water. 

			The market, though small, was abuzz with haggling over fruit, vegetables, nuts, and honey. The Butcher found it a great place for gossip and struck up conversations so he was a stranger no longer. Enough traveling merchants passed through the market that he often received the benefit of manners and talk from the vendors eager to gain confidence (and coin). 

			“Sir, that fig will not ripen quicker by staring at it.” This from a market vendor. “It is already ripe, but it will not get tastier sitting in the palm of your hand, nor do me any good. If you must have a sample take one, but please let me conduct business with those behind you.” 

			Such a simple thing this fig, purple and squat, the Butcher thought. His wife craved them when she was with child, yet neither of their daughters cared for them. He made many special trips to the market. She was picky; often they were too ripe, not ripe enough, too chewy, too dry, rotten, bitter (the good figs often the same as the bad figs, simply switched behind his back or “replaced” during a feigned trip to their root cellar where they would miraculously become perfect).  

			“Sir, please, you are making my day long and my business sad.”

			He wondered, not for the first time, if his son would have liked figs. 

			A cacophony broke through his reverie. 

			Can a man not have a moment to contemplate? 

			Murmurs quickly increased through the crowd, then shouts and yelps and cursing and children squealing with laughter at the unseen chaos. The disturbance grew. Voices of vendors roared and raged, shouting, as if a curse: Whose goat is this? Whose goat is this? This goat is a monster, this goat is a monster.

			
X

			
The Butcher found his star-marked goat wreaking havoc; fruits and nuts and the like spilled here and there, children racing to grab treats like cats pouncing on mice. The goat’s horn was twisted in racks and stands of wooden carved goods. It froze when it saw the Butcher, as if a shameful puppy. The Butcher took in the disarray. 

			He gasped. 

			Several mangers, the exact kind the inebriated Round Prince had destroyed, lay broken and jumbled. And then the Butcher knew for certain the showing at the stable was a farce. A show the Midwife used to grift foreigners (grifters themselves) and gain coin.

			Thus, Bethlehem gives up a secret. 

			But I no closer to the Lord’s will. 

			He kicked a squashed fig from beneath his sandal. 

			And even further now from my mission. 

			Aggrieved vendors circled the Butcher, demanding reparations. He paid them multiples of what they would have made that day. He did not want to be marked by the citizens as trouble, fearing it might be the end of any further gossip or cooperation. 

			One verbose vendor shared that the “King of the Jews” had fled with his family to Egypt, but they had returned to Judea years later, perhaps under different names. Jericho or Jerusalem was suggested as places where they had returned from Egypt. That could be his next step, but he sensed the vendor had only told him what he wanted to hear. Yet another tactic of persuasion to loosen the Butcher’s purse strings. 

			The upset vendors complained vehemently about the inadequate compensation, despite their hands heavy with coin, when abruptly they stopped.

			“I think you might need this.” It was the Legionary offering him a quarter of rope. The vendors backed off, and soon they had walked the goat back to the Midwife’s courtyard. 

			The Butcher realized he had forgotten to buy the foodstuffs the Midwife requested of him. She’d given him a slip of paper, now lost. 

			“It is unfortunate that she is a Jew,” the Legionary said.

			A nub of new-growth horn poking through a red circle on the goat’s head caught the Butcher’s eye. “Beg pardon?”

			“Or is it unfortunate that I am a Roman?”

			

			The Butcher chuckled, even as he touched the horn nub. He yanked his thumb back and sucked at the drop of blood that welled there. 

			Sharp.

			“My uncle is a centurion. He would disapprove. But she is teaching me to read. One must be able to read orders to be promoted to a centurion. That is what I strive to be.” He sighed. “Reading and writing; I have not given those Greek poets their due.” 

			“Ah, the poets.”

			“You’ve read them?”

			The Butcher grunted. 

			“And your scar?” The Legionary traced the shape of the Butcher’s scar from mouth to eye. “It is worth a poem, I wager.”

			“Fishing accident.”

			“Big fish.”

			“Indeed.”

			The Legionary then fielded questions from the Butcher regarding the distance and travel to Jerusalem and Jericho. The Legionary cautioned him not to travel alone as bandits and highwaymen still abounded in these peaceful times, despite the presence of Romans. Or perhaps because of, the Butcher thought. The Legionary then inquired as to the condition of the Youth. 

			“We continue to pray.”

			The Legionary clasped the shoulder of the Butcher as one would an old friend or brother. “The gods show your companion favor. I am glad for you.” The Legionary handed the rope tether to the Butcher. “Perhaps there is something to this one god of yours.”

			The goat bleated, and the Butcher swatted its hindquarter. “I’ve enough of you today.” The Legionary laughed as the Butcher found the Midwife’s list in another fold. He handed it to the soldier. “She asked me to give this to you. It’s an act of service, I think, to prove your devotion, and her prowess as a teacher.” 

			The Legionary blushed, and the Butcher could not help but laugh. 

			 
X

			
“No.” Curt. Dismissive. 

			The Butcher had offered to pay the Midwife for continual care of the Youth upon his imminent departure. He listened as she continued to divide the gold and tributes from the Persians. She marked totals in a ledger, muttering to herself as she did. It seemed to the Butcher she was earmarking whom the riches would best serve. The infirmary. The sick. The poor. Breaking ground on a new temple. A new loom, she said even lower. A treat for herself, the Butcher guessed. As was his new habit, he offered to pay her more, realizing his bargaining power was considerably weaker now in the face of her newfound mammon. 

			“I have enough responsibilities,” she said. The Butcher could see this reflected in the dark circles under her eyes and the increasing depth of her frown. “And more coming. You have taken advantage of my charity to its fullest. And your goat, that behemoth, is a pest. As well as foul.” Before he could speak, she clutched her stomach as though it were cramping. “You are no better than those mock princes and their gold rings.” 

			The Butcher apologized, and the Midwife paused as if considering his fate, before apologizing herself. “I have not been feeling well lately.” Then matters turned to the condition of the Youth, and she remained hopeful in speech, if not demeanor. “Feverish,” she said, “I fear infection. We will continue to pray—”

			“I am tired of prayer!” His own outburst surprised the Butcher. 

			She regarded him before rendering judgment. “Perhaps you should nap.”

			 
X

			
At dawn, the Butcher returned the goat to the stable. 

			

			It was early still, the clouds to the east lightening with the coming sun, yet sweat already ran on the Butcher’s temples. The Butcher missed the chill of the night. Restless, he had spent the dark hours wandering the town. Enjoying the silence. Until he heard the goat bleating. He chased its song up and down roads throughout all of Bethlehem, catching only its fleeting shadow in torchlight. Finally, exhausted, he found it outside the stable, chewing. He checked the stable door once again to make sure it was not loose. If he had a bit of rope, he would’ve tied it shut, but the rope from the Legionary was missing. No doubt digesting in the belly of the goat. He wondered if the goat had discovered how to use the one horn as an extra appendage to lift the latch, like a blacksmith prodding a fire or the Midwife with her spoon in the stew. 

			He looked at the Midwife’s dwelling across the street. A shutter was open. He stepped to the window to see if she was awake and saw her kneeling before her wooden chest, tucking away a bundled blanket. Her head fell into her hands as if made of stone. In her nightclothes, her fists clenched and unclenched against her temples, as if they were trying to jar a memory loose, and then her fingers wrapped around the sides of her head, as if trying to contain it. 

			Then, as quick as her distress arose, it passed. 

			She locked the chest, took a deep breath, held her stomach and released it, running her hands up and down her sides exploring her shape. Her breasts. Her hips and then stomach, where her hands came to rest. On her knees, she prayed. The Butcher felt he was intruding on her privacy and stepped around to the courtyard door and waited for a moment or two, to give her time to finish her prayer. He rapped at the door, wishing he had brought something, guilty for intruding with empty hands. Perhaps there was a task he could complete that would be of greater value. 

			A moment later, the Midwife opened the door. Dark circles under her eyes. She had washed her face in an attempt to hide the redness of her crying and the salt of her tears. The Butcher’s wife had done the same on occasion. She cast her gaze downward. 

			“I beg your forgiveness,” the Butcher said. “I confess I have been up all night, searching for my goat. Persistent and mischievous, that one.” 

			She nodded, but did not reveal whether she had woken early or if she, too, had been up all night. 

			“Pray tell, how is the Youth this morning?” 

			
X

			
The Youth would not see middle age. He would not see a family. He would say nothing ever again, his lips now tinted blue. His brown eyes had darkened like burnt charcoal, and stared off to a place the living could not see. 

			The Butcher stood in the doorway, hesitating to step forward, fearful he too would step into the land of the dead. Within a blink or two, he found himself kneeling beside the Youth, holding his cold hand, massaging it, as if by sheer friction he could warm the blood and pray it travel to the heart that no longer pumped. The ache and sense of loss the Butcher felt was odd, familiar, and despite the Youth’s wounds, unexpected. He placed the Youth’s hands on his chest, closed the Youth’s eyes so that he might rest.

			The Butcher sat with stillness. 

			After a time, he reached into the Youth’s satchel, and found a small scroll of calfskin wrapped around a wooden core. Maybe there was a clue there as to the Youth’s name, but did he want to know it now? Might knowing it add to his unexpected grief? Was there still room in his heart? Or was it a matter of curiosity? Regardless, he found the small scroll filled with the Youth’s neat, small handwriting. 

			The Midwife watched him, her face beatific in the lamplight. A section caught his eye.

			He showed her the scroll. He could tell by the layout of the words it was not a letter nor a journal entry, but something else; its shape mimicked those of poems his daughters had shown him, and he could not hold the scroll steady. He asked the Midwife to read one to him. 

			
solemn, this mood 
quiet day o’ longing
for flesh surrendered 
a face unmoving in 
linens and folds— 
the same you lay under
strong hands, the hair on your chin— 
shall it be? not a 
soul ought to doubt 
our narrow misery 
bodies draped in 
silence but never 
in mourning. 

			
In his youth, the Butcher would have scoffed at such words. Clearly from a deviant. But time and longing lifted the words from dismissal. The verses resonated now, the Midwife’s voice singing a song with no music. 

			
not in light of day, no 
father walks within 
the stones of death
I now call my heart 
merchantmen tend to 
yield to love like this
o’ my soul, burning low
like a gallows fire
licking the feet of 
my sin and your tender 
wines. still the reckless
must move on, my friend
this new land is chaste
without your verses 
and swells beneath me

			the musk of your neck 
our hard bodies aching 
to caress in unity that ought 
not to be, they say
and so I burn out, miles 
away without your tongue 
your warmth your blessings
hollow has become me
I cower at the grotto and 
lament o’er and again 
that our entwined bodies 
be not scornful but bright
that my time, though run through 
may have a little left for you

			
When she was done, he dabbed his eyes and asked her to read it again, and she did. Upon the third reading, her finger traced the words as she spoke them, and the Butcher followed along, trying to memorize the poem. The Midwife placed her hand on the Butcher’s shoulder and said she would take care of burial arrangements. 

			And now, the Youth was gone from the Butcher’s life. 

			
X

			

			
The Butcher slept on the flat roof that night, drifting in and out of slumber, his dreams not tainted by visions of his mission. Had the Lord forsaken him already? Was he too slow? Had someone else been tasked with hunting the King of the Jews? He found himself counting stars beyond his capacity. He imagined them souls yet to be born. Witnesses to his mission. Would failure keep them imprisoned in the vast darkness? Or were they souls awaiting judgment? If he failed, would he join them? He started to pray, though with little conviction. Instead, the Butcher began to carve the goat horn as he recited the Youth’s poem once more, his lips moving around the unique sequence of words. The loss of unacknowledged talent touched him more than any sermon. The Butcher tried to connect the dots (souls) of light to make sense of this world. Was this YHWH’s way of lightening his load for his mission? To help him regain focus? 

			It was not the path he had chosen. 

			But was the path before him.

			“Come, I need your skills now.” The Midwife’s head appeared at the top of the ladder. “Bring your sakin.”

			
X

			
“The baby has turned,” the Midwife said. “Mother and child are in jeopardy. I need you to open her belly so I can deliver the baby.” 

			Bile filled the Butcher’s stomach. Torchlight danced like ghosts, doubling his vision.

			Lord, give me strength.

			The dwelling was much cooler inside, and the desert sun of his mind yielded to oil lamps that exuded a soft, warm glow, contrasting with the screams of the expectant mother. The Midwife turned to the Husband and expectant father (whom the Butcher recognized as the impatient fig vendor), as if asking his permission. 

			He nodded. “Please save them. Please save them both, but if I must choose—” 

			The Midwife shushed him. “There will be no choosing.” 

			A woman, her sister by their shared features, held the mother-to-be’s head. The Midwife beckoned the Butcher closer. The Husband turned away from his wife, after kissing her on the forehead, and stepped to the doorway. Men gathered around him and began to pray. The Sister dampened the mother-to-be’s head with a cloth, but the screaming woman found no comfort, the gesture more for the Sister’s nerves. 

			The Midwife pulled the Butcher into a kneeling position between the woman’s legs. He knelt awkwardly, not knowing where he should put his hands or even his eyes. 

			“The baby is turned.” The Midwife put her hands on the woman’s tummy, feeling, as if to verify her diagnosis. “We must slice gently through here and here. There will be blood, but we will bring this baby forth.” The Midwife scooted back and pressed the Butcher forward. “I may let you stitch her closed.” 

			The Butcher was troubled by this, but also admired her resolve, recognized it, respecting her steadiness in the storm. 

			She is no fool. 

			“Look here at my finger…” She drew her nail under the swell of belly, cutting a line through the glistening sweat. “Cut along here slowly, and do not pay attention to her screams. Focus, and focus only here.” 

			This was the antithesis of his shechita training. 

			The Midwife took his hand and kissed it. 

			The Lord will guide my hand. 

			Things became sharper, clearer. 

			The Lord will guide my hand. 

			Nervousness left his body. 

			The Lord will guide my hand. 

			The Midwife’s prayers echoed, distant and far away. Despite the sobbing encouragement from the Sister, who held the hands and head of her sibling. Despite the shrieking and the screaming, and chanting of prayers outside the door. Despite these circumstances, the Midwife and the Butcher worked deftly as life emerged from the bloody abdomen. 

			Silence synchronized between all, and there was no sound but the labored breathing of the sisters. 

			Seconds passed as the Midwife scooped out mucus and fluids from the baby’s mouth and held the baby upside down. The Butcher staunched the blood with a folded cloth, modesty and embarrassment replaced by curiosity and hope.

			Still silence. 

			The Midwife put her mouth over the newborn’s nose and mouth, applied suction, then spit out plugs of mucus and the baby wailed, signaling its arrival to the world. 

			The men outside shouted and the sisters touched foreheads and sobbed and sobbed. The Midwife wiped the baby clean and presented the baby to the mother who managed to utter, “Welcome, little one. I love you so.” 

			And then passed out. 

			The Midwife handed the baby to the Butcher as the Sister looked up in anticipation and said thank you even as the Midwife began to give her instructions in assisting with the mending of the new mother’s belly. 

			The Butcher stood awkwardly with the baby, not knowing what to do. Babe in arms, he stepped out into the night air. The men on their knees in prayer tilted their heads to the heavens in jubilation, but the Butcher did not give the baby to the new father. He walked through them into the street, as if they were ghosts. A small hand gripped the Butcher’s finger. He inhaled the baby’s scent and held the baby close to his chest. He felt the small puffs of breath on his chest, and held it tighter. The baby squeezed his finger and the Butcher began to hum. When he could no longer bear the bliss, he looked up to the starry sky. 

			A bright star twinkled, and he stopped humming. 

			Am I a fool? 

			Footsteps behind the Butcher. The Butcher knew this was the babe’s father, and he turned and handed the baby to his father, but the hand, the tiny hand of the baby was reluctant to give up the Butcher’s finger, its first earthly purchase. “It is a boy.” 

			“A boy? A boy!” The Husband kissed the Butcher on either cheek, gave praise and offerings of anything the Butcher might want. The Butcher only said, “Praise be to the Lord. Go be with your family and introduce your son to his new uncles and aunt.” The Husband laughed with delirious joy and returned to the dwelling, introducing the miracle to its family. The Butcher stood alone in the street, the warmth from the baby dissipating. 

			His hands shook for a time, and then the revelation: 

			These are the people I will be saving.

			

			These are the people who will be spared the evil that is to come. 

			I must not falter. 

			“Please, for you.” The new father returned and thrust a bulging bag at him, his smile touching ear to ear. “Please, for you.”

			The Butcher took the bag.

			
X

			
At the Midwife’s, sitting on the wooden chest, the bag of figs weighed in his lap.

			The Midwife washed her face, her hands. “You are a father.” 

			“Once, but no more.” He rolled a fig in his palm, testing its ripeness. “Two daughters. A son.”

			Pause.

			“Once is forever.”

			“I do not agree.”

			“We could use somebody like you. Ofttimes births do not happen naturally. Someone with your proficiency would be invaluable.” She washed her neck, wrung out the washcloth. “I could pay for your services.” 

			But the Butcher’s mind was elsewhere. “I lost him young. Before his first steps.”

			The Midwife lit another candle. The wax ran and pooled before she spoke. “The Culling?”

			The Butcher said nothing. 

			“I lost many infants whose first breath was mine own to the Black Masks,” she said. 

			They sat in silence, both lost in a memory shared and not shared. The event the same, the experience, worlds and nightmares apart. Outside, clouds swept the sky of lights, starfish washing in and out with the night tide. 

			From the stable, they could hear the goat bleat, as if in a dream. 

			“You and I,” the Midwife said, her hands clasped in her lap. “Have experienced a pain like none other. A void in our hearts. A head of memories made from wishes and wine. The loss of the Youth was indeed sad, yet he was not our kin but a stranger who may or may not have wished us harm, grifted us, stolen. He too is gone, but takes nothing of us with him. Our circle completed tonight. From our mutual loss to tonight’s gift. You and I have ushered into this world that which we have both lost.” She looked upward. “Lord, what do I have now that I can offer this man as gratitude?”

			The stable door creaked and the goat bleated. 

			The Butcher stood to arrest the escape, but the Midwife stopped him. Her hand was warm on the Butcher’s arm. To hide his trembling hand, the Butcher reached for a fig, but dropped the bag. The fruit rolled away into the shadows at their feet. 

			“My gift to you is a story,” she said. “The true story of the Nativity.”

			 
X

			
“The innkeepers hosted a full house of merchants, bringing desperately needed goods and spices. Joseph, the husband, poor and delirious, was muttering the child was not his, over and over again. It seemed inappropriate to give them a room. But the innkeepers were not cruel, and offered a stall to the couple. They sent a runner for me when they heard the pains of her labor.”

			“You let a babe be born in straw and shit?” 

			Do not antagonize her. 

			Fool.

			“What is the earth but straw and shit and prayer? I arrived mid-birth to find the husband yanking on legs as if delivering a calf. I delivered the child from disaster. The father saw its face, backed away, shrieking like an old woman; the child was blue. The mother screaming, the father muttering to himself, fists clenching and unclenching. ‘Take him, take him.’ Rooting for the baby’s silence to be unbroken. I have seen husbands lose meals. I have seen them fall to their knees in gratitude. I have seen them take to the role of father as a swan to the sky. I have seen bottomless grief when a baby is stillborn. I have never seen a father mutter that his child was a blue-faced demon. ‘Let it perish, let it perish!’ ”

			She giggled. As if euphoric and shielded by their recent success in delivering the baby. Gone was the edge to her voice, the hunched shoulders. 

			“I tore the caul from his blue face. Sucked the mucus from his nose and mouth. I breathed life into him. The mother put him to her teat, as the husband stared at me as though I were a witch. I was ten and five. Men had looked at me with worse intent, but this man’s demeanor and heart seemed beyond the Lord’s touch.”

			She delighted in the retelling.

			“I brought them food. Drink. Fed the babe when Mary ran dry; me, a wet nurse with a babe of mine own. Boiled water to bathe their son. The water oft the color of blood. The cord still seeping. The babe’s features favored his mother’s and no one else’s. This upset Joseph who had hoped the child’s conception was nothing but his wife’s delusion. 

			“Mary paced a circle in the straw, while Joseph sat in that corner. He would not let her leave the stable, and when he napped, she would climb with the babe to the loft and feed in the slats of sunlight. Often, she would not come down, one bucket to hoist food, the other to lower waste. On occasion, she would send for me to help feed the hungry boy. Mostly she would rock him back and forth. Her eyes glazed with the sun. Where she went in her mind, I cannot fathom.”

			The Midwife paused, sifting through more memories. “Once, before the birth, Joseph coerced me to poison her food, so that she might lose the baby.” 

			Another pause. 

			“And I did.”

			Here her tone took on one of contriteness. The Butcher thought of the stew. Of the princes. Would she have poisoned them had they been more disrespectful? 

			But then she said, “And instantly I regretted it. But I confused the bowls. I oversalted their broth and threw both away. A day later, my neighbor’s ass foamed at the mouth and died. I can tell you with certainty it was the greater loss.”

			Her face darkened even as the candle flared and sputtered. “Joseph heard rumors about the Black Masks slaughtering newborns through Judea. The Roman sentries were ill-equipped for chasing shadows. But he could not decide if they were safer here or on the road. For who would help them flee Judea? They were poor and had no friends, but I.

			“And then the princes came,” she said, pointing to a small pile of sigil rings. “The Magi heaped treasures upon treasures on the young couple as they bowed before that wooden chest you sit upon.”

			The Butcher jumped to his feet as though the chest was aflame. 

			The manger. 

			Foolish man. 

			“Oh, how quickly Joseph’s demeanor changed, this Ruler of Straw and Shit. Then they confirmed King Herod’s plan to slaughter all the newborns in an attempt to kill this new king born under a star. I begged Joseph to take my son and me with him. He now had the means, but they fled in the dead of night with their bounty, leaving me but a scattering of coins.” Then, more painful than the shunning: “They did not share the name of their son.”

			“What was a man to do to protect his family…?” the Butcher asked.

			“Coins could not stop the Black Masks.” She looked at him with pity. “A pittance for me and my son. And nothing for the community that sheltered him.” 

			“The same community that shunned him.”

			The Midwife smiled, politely. “Would you like to meet my son?”

			
X

			

			 
She took her hidden key and retrieved the bundled blanket from the wooden chest, the same “manger” Mary and Joseph had used. But there was more to the bundle than the blanket. The Midwife stepped to his side, and drew back a fold. 

			“This is my son.”

			This butcher had seen and done things that lived in the far reaches of his mind, on the edge of insanity, things that tethered him to his own hell; ghosts and spirits of circumstance, and damnable choices. 

			But now…

			Within the bundle lay a mass. Stiff and shriveled like a dried fig. As if still in the womb, tiny limbs contracted tight and fetal. A head lolled permanently up and to one side; curious about its holder when held in one arm, curious about the world when held in the other. 

			“I keep him in the chest. I paid an Egyptian to preserve my child. It was costly. I have broken many laws, and I will be punished, but what more can Yahweh do to me that has not already been done?”

			Her words continued, becoming background noise, like the desert wind, ebbing and flowing as the Butcher stared at the embalmed child. 

			Abruptly, the Midwife handed the corpse to the Butcher. 

			

			Light as a feather, as though the blanket wrapped only a memory. 

			The Midwife skittered off to light another candle. The flickering flames gave the illusion of the baby’s half-lidded eyes blinking. “I know it is hopeless, but I pray, I pray, I pray that someday I can take this manger to the son of the Lord and He will bring him back.” She gazed longingly at her dead son’s sallow face. “He will bring my son back as when I brought Him back in that stable. Would He not do that?” She rubbed her belly. “And then this little one would have a brother.”

			She is with child. 

			The Butcher saw the incisions along the baby’s torso where the organs had been taken. Not unlike the Youth’s wounds. But one thing stood out in contrast to the Youth. Along the baby’s neck, loose stitching ran from jugular to carotid. The Butcher’s stomach tightened, and he grew lightheaded. He was familiar with the cut. How many had he dispensed? He could not count, not because of infinity, but because he had no memory of them. He turned away from her to hide his weepy eyes. But the sight of the baby remained, details burned into his mind’s eye. 

			Did I kill this one? 

			“Let us read the Youth’s poem!” Giddy now, as his wife had been when they courted.

			His mind raced, shaking loose dark memories. Should that droplet of a port-wine stain on the Midwife’s baby tell him a story? Should he recall its eyelashes that women would envy? Should the clubfoot jar a scenario loose? Should the thatch of dark hair recall his son’s? 

			No. 

			Nothing. 

			He paced the floor, feet moving of their own accord, his world now the face of this lifeless angel. 

			Only the memory of slitting one babe’s throat haunted him. 

			A confession not yet spoken.

			Yet.

			Perhaps now is the time for— 

			A sharp, wrecked inhale of horror broke his thought. The Midwife gasped; the Butcher’s satchel overturned, its meager contents spilled. In her hand, the Midwife held the Butcher’s black mask, stiff and cracked by time. 

			“I thought my vision was but a nightmare…” She held it up to the Butcher’s face. “Merciful Lord, I’ve let evil into my house. Again.”

			She thrust the mask at him, as sharp as any dagger, and seized the swaddled corpse.

			The mask fell to the floor along with any pretense of civility. 

			

			The Midwife slapped him. 

			“I am not afraid of you,” she said.

			The Lord will guide my hand. 

			“I see the look of contempt in your eyes as though I had delivered the Devil himself.”

			The Butcher picked up his sakin, the handle cool, indifferent to his touch. 

			I must do it. 

			“I am not afraid of you!” she howled and backhanded him, bloodying his lip. 

			Tears escaped the Butcher’s eyes. 

			“Oh, you think you have seen things… Hear this, Butcher of Children, Hand of the Devil, Son Slayer: I, too, have had a vision. I know your end; a woman will be your undoing and the earth will not receive your corpse.” 

			And then a lightness about her face, the glow of revelation. Her tears of joy and triumph confused the Butcher. “Unless, you take my son to this divine King,” she said. “Bid Him breathe new life into my babe. Do this, and the Lord will forgive all.” She laid the child at his feet.

			“That is not my calling, foolish woman.” 

			She kneeled, head tilted back, throat exposed, hands up in praise. 

			

			“I cannot,” he said. 

			“Take your blade, and do what you must, what men do.” Eyes closed. “But know this: my son is now yours.”

			 
X

			
“Where is Cassia?” The Legionary was without his armor and sword. It took a moment for the Butcher to reconcile the voice with his travel garb crisscrossed with the straps of two overstuffed satchels. The Legionary’s question was not without merit. 

			The Butcher’s front was surprisingly clean in spite of his gloves of desiccating blood. His thumb rubbed his black mask. “The goat,” the Butcher said, as if answering a riddle, “is in the stable.”

			And indeed, as the Legionary sprinted to the stable, nary a bleat was heard nor its massive shag glimpsed, nor a silhouette of one horn either in the courtyard or the corral. 

			The Legionary threw open the barn doors. 

			“Cassia?” 

			When he saw it, his mouth dried instantly. The lungs in his chest seized, and his heart cramped and squeezed. He shuffled slowly towards the lamplit stall, his sandaled feet gathering straw like a rake. 

			The goat watched this from the corner stall, tucked away in the shadows of the rails, a single lantern lit in the nativity stall, another by the door. 

			Tossing off the satchels as though the weight was impeding his vision, the Legionary stood before the carnage. His knees buckled and he collapsed. 

			The goat’s jaws worked the straw pile in front of it, though found it unsatisfying. 

			Cassia the Midwife lay slumped against the wall and the side of the stall. Her red tunic glistened wet, shining in the lantern light. Precious rubies still fell from the dark necklace of the Butcher’s work. The wetness of her tunic formed a second skin around her belly, a swollen roundness. Her eyes fixed on a point between this world and the next, perhaps hoping an angel would cross her field of vision. Perhaps the Legionary would find a modicum of solace in her face. The furrows between her strong brows were gone, smoothed over with the loss of earthly burdens. Her deep mouth lines bracketed her last word, not a prayer and certainly not a scream.

			“Her last word was the name you had picked,” the Butcher said. 

			The goat watched as tears streamed from the Legionary’s eyes, drops glowing like rain momentarily before being absorbed by the crimson straw. Its hunger grew. 

			So occupied with the horror before him, the Legionary did not hear the door bar sliding into place. Nor did he hear the Butcher’s approach. 

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			With a practiced one-two stroke of his sakin, the Butcher slit the Legionary’s throat. The soldier clawed at his neck, even as his lifeblood sprayed the stall, but he did not fight with his last moments. Revenge or begging did not drive him, but instead he crawled to his beloved, collapsing against her, his arm and hand caressing her cheek one last time, before coming to rest on her belly.

			A sharp pain behind his eyes, like a spike, clouded the Butcher’s sight. Visions of the flame deluge danced before him. Shadows became ink. The desert, glass. He tore off the black mask, and when his eyes blinked clear, the tableau before him mocked the Midwife’s previous performance: he the Magi with his dark gift, the Legionary’s final gesture of devotion delivered to a woman in repose. There was no manger with a babe, but a child in the womb. 

			Or had been, as the goat chewed at her flesh, its muzzle now buried inside her belly, feasting while the Butcher wept.
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			book ii

			A brutish man picked up a stone as though it was wadded cloth. 

			The Butcher indicated the rock. “What did the judged do?”

			With his other hand, the Brutish Man selected another stone, this one bigger than the Butcher’s fist, then shrugged. “I know not. I was late for the verdict.”

			
X

			
Miles behind the Butcher, the Midwife’s stable burns. His black mask and sigil ring atop a pyre of hay and kindling. The dead watch with disinterest, even as their flesh chars. Embers float on the night air and war with the stars before dimming to ash.

			
X

			
The Butcher had secured a room at an inn, and left his goat and cart as a stream of folks pushed him like a current from his desire for sleep and prayers. An event was transpiring, and the Butcher felt compelled to witness, and perhaps take the temperature of the city. A hunter scouting his new territory in the City of Jerusalem, pop. 70,000. 

			Aqueducts greeted travelers from the south, seen first in the distance, then the city walls built on a plateau of hills. The patchwork walls told a story of various rulers, occupations, and a history of being sacked. It was easy to distinguish new walls from the old, the repaired walls from those untouched. The larger muster gate opened across from Herod’s Temple, and the Butcher felt a great unease as he considered this entrance, as if the ghost of King Herod awaited his arrival. 

			Instead, the Butcher had entered at the Fountain Gate, near the south, where Roman soldiers waved in familiar merchants and pilgrims efficiently into the lower city and without close inspection as long as they paid the city tax. They were here for the Sabbath, and all gates were open. The Romans acknowledged the Butcher and his goat with little more than an innuendo or two. For this, the tired Butcher was grateful.  

			
X

			
And now townsfolk marched through the city to a large pit outside the west city wall by the Golgotha Garden, stopping casually to pick a stone or two. The city was noisier and smellier than the villages, the walls containing the chaotic oasis. 

			A man with hands bound sat on the earth, flanked by two Roman legionaries. He looked forlornly to the sky for help as the sun marked time. 

			The Brutish Man handed a boy one of his rocks. The Boy used both hands to keep from dropping it. He looked at the Brutish Man and shook his head. “Too heavy, Father.” The Brutish Man took the rock from his son, offered it to the Butcher. “This one will suit you.” The Butcher took it as a courtesy, afraid declining would offend. The Butcher asked the Boy, “What has the judged done?”

			“Plenty,” the Boy said. “I heard he’s a bad man; a streak of sin runs through him, dark as night.”

			“Evil must be purged,” the Brutish Man said. 

			

			The Butcher turned the stone in his hand. It was slightly oblong, roughly triangular in shape with a blunt edge. Barbaric. The Butcher had no taste for public stonings. 

			Thou shalt not kill. 

			Unless by divine guidance. 

			At least the blade was quick. If done properly.

			Or was it? 

			But he knew stoning served a purpose. With the entire community participating, it became a deterrent for any family members who wished to strike back. And witnessing it would help deter those who harbored dark thoughts. Still, the Butcher thought the act required no precision, no skill. Only ceremony. 

			These are the people you will be saving.

			Unless they have touched the child of Mary and Joseph.

			It is not for me to judge. 

			“We don’t want to be late.” The Brutish Man selected stones of a more appropriate size for his son and then pushed him to the front of the crowd, near the edge of the pit. “Your arm will not make a toss from the back.” 

			A mix of citizens; men, women, and children sat with stones, weighing each one in their hands, finding the perfect grip while two or three other stones balanced awkwardly in their other hand. The Butcher saw that they did not want to leave their advantageous positions to gather more rocks. The pit was not much more than twelve feet deep and forty feet across, with a sloped dirt ramp on the other side. 

			To drag out the bodies. 

			The crowd parted as two Roman legionaries cleared a path for a man in black and gold with an ornate walking stick. The robes at first glance looked expensive, but further scrutiny revealed the tattered hems, the lower half mended poorly, holes puckered with bad stitching. Patches of color were fixed across the grain of the fabric, yet the Pharisee carried himself with an air of aristocracy. 

			A grizzled Roman soldier pried the Pharisee’s gloved hand from the stick and inserted a scroll. The Pharisee nodded. The soldier stepped back with the walking stick as the scroll unfurled. In a deep theatrical voice, the Pharisee read the charges: “Mark of Jericho, you have been found guilty of adultery.”

			The Butcher felt the Pharisee’s authority ring true, and his haunted eyes set the Butcher ill at unease. 

			I would not wish to run afoul of this man. 

			“Your wife and sister have rendered their testimonies,” the Pharisee said. 

			Two women in dark tunics and scarves nodded a brief acknowledgement. One kept her head down. This was the Wife, according to the swirling gossip. The other, her sister, stared at the man called Mark. 

			The Pharisee asked them, “Do you wish to recant or shall we proceed?”

			The Wife choked on her words, her tongue tied. The Sister put a delicate hand on her shoulder for strength and said clearly, if not loudly, “She wishes to proceed.”

			To the Sister, he asked, “Do you wish to recant or proceed?”

			Without hesitation, “Proceed.”

			The soldiers pulled Mark to his feet. His legs were jelly, and it took a slap from the grizzled soldier to keep him upright. They turned him to face the women. Tears fell and disappeared in the dust. “Martha, please…” The Wife did not look him in the eyes as she and her sister put their hands on his head. 

			The Pharisee led them in a prayer. “May the evil in our city and in those whose hearts may be tempted to partake in adultery be purged from our homes and into this sinner.”

			Mark pleaded with her, even as the Pharisee finished the prayer, invoking a communal “amen.” Mark screamed at the Wife, “Your sister is a whore!”

			Though not her right, the Sister shoved Mark into the pit. He landed awkwardly. A clavicle snapping even as his head thudded. Stunned, he groaned. The Sister spat at him, and her aim was true. 

			

			“The Witnesses may cast the first stones,” the Pharisee said. Exhilaration and anticipation rippled through the crowd.

			As does a plague.

			Their hearts raced as they hefted rocks, seeking a grip, nervously restraining themselves against the bridle of excitement. 

			Bloodlust.

			The Wife’s stone landed wide, its trajectory ending in a puff of dust. The Sister’s stone, despite her smaller stature, struck Mark in the face, cutting a deep gash in his cheek, exposing bone. A sound rose from the crowd, part triumph, part shock, part anticipation; regardless, this sound did not drown out the piercing wails of those who must have been the guilty’s other kin. 

			The Pharisee stepped onto a tall rock and let the Roman soldiers fill in the space before him, as townspeople jostled for better positions along the edge of the quarry. Perhaps this was to protect the Pharisee from an aggrieved family member. Perhaps this was to hide the fact that he had no stone. 

			The crowd shifted from one foot to another, exchanging the rocks in their hands or doing a quick trade with a neighbor for that perfect stone. One that felt right, felt preordained, one that would enhance their aim and carry their thought from intention to truth. One that would purge the evil that plagued the community. The Wife threw another rock, and this time, having the range, struck the man in the rib cage. A satisfying snap could be heard. 

			The crowd cheered. 

			Mark tried to scream in pain, but found the broken collarbone and ribs stole his breath. The Sister’s second stone struck the man in the face, splitting his nose, breaking it and obliterating an eyelid. Mark’s unblinking eye forever unable to close and shut out the horror.  

			Witness. 

			The Pharisee cleared his throat, raised a gloved hand, held it. 

			Mark’s lungs no longer carried the power to scream, pleas replaced by mumbled sprays of pinkish bubbles, sticking like pollen on the swollen petals of his lips. With great effort, he rolled over on his stomach, his legs kicking, pushing his chest and the non-injured side of his face against the dirt, and attempted to crawl out of range, the instinctual act of a dying animal. 

			The Pharisee dropped his hand.

			Stones rained upon Mark of Jericho. His muted grunts did not mask the crack of breaking bones, echoing louder and sharper than any prayer passing his lips. He lifted his head to survey his surroundings, to find shelter, but there was only the ring of his fellow citizens and their rocks. 

			

			The Butcher thought this realization more painful to witness than the first stones. 

			But he would be wrong. 

			The second rain of stones shredded his clothes, exposing even more vulnerable flesh. With the third rain of stones his body began to swell with knots the size of generous eggs, the bruises darker than any gems. 

			He looks a victim of plague.

			Perhaps he is. 

			The Pharisee called for a halt to assess the punished. 

			The man named Mark was still. 

			The crowd began to turn when his leg pushed against the floor of the quarry, but found no purchase, merely marking the dirt as a child might with a toy. Then stillness. A puff of dust was spotted by Mark’s face. Then a wet, crackling sound. 

			The crowd tittered with excitement. 

			It is a death rattle. 

			Nothing more.

			The Brutish Man saw that the Butcher still held his stone. “It is too heavy for me,” the Butcher said.

			The Brutish Man took the stone, screamed a curse, and heaved it. His aim was true, cracking the adulterer’s skull. If not death then, it would follow before the sun dipped below the horizon. One way or another, the punishment had been ultimate and definitive.

			Evil must be purged.

			The Wife and Sister spat their farewell, a venomous salutation. The Pharisee ordered the Roman soldiers into the pit to retrieve the body. They had to wait for one last shower of smaller stones from the women and children in the back, who would not be denied their cast. The Romans cursed but the Pharisee said nothing, for the community must participate. 

			The Butcher wished he could see regret and remorse and sorrow on all their faces, but it was not the mask they wore. Not this day. 

			Pity.

			Now, I will tend to my goat and sleep. 

			
X

			
The goat was gone. 

			As was the cart and his meager supplies, including the manger. Shadows lengthened for the time the Butcher stared at the empty space. Though the trip had only been five or six miles, he had dozed at times, a slumber brought on by emotional exhaustion. He thought of the Midwife’s stable. Despite all his years as a butcher, he had not imagined there would be so much blood. In Jerusalem, the goat, once again, had seemed to know where he needed to be, as there was a room at the first inn. He wanted to see this as a good sign, though he was learning that attributing signs to coincidence and happenstance led to disappointment and misfortune. 

			The Butcher only wanted to sleep, lying horizontally like the the edge of the earth, perhaps with an exquisite Magi pillow, a blanket smelling vaguely of perfume, and a mat still warm from the body heat of another. These things now were more desirable than the remaining coins in his purse. In his haste fleeing Bethlehem, he had left the coins from the Midwife in her abode. He had enough for now, but if he had been in his right mind, he would’ve realized that her coins could have afforded him a place away from others, time to contemplate and to confront his visions, his nightmares; time to rethink his intentions and efforts.

			Disappointment.

			
X

			
And now that damned goat was elsewhere, and the only direction was forward. 

			Due to the size and prominence of Jerusalem, legionaries and the frequent centurion were seen patrolling the streets. Oft a local leader would be accompanied by a pair of soldiers. Or a tax collector. Such positions were earned by the highest bid, and often delegated to an eager toady. 

			Is that my role here? 

			The Lord’s toady? 

			Also, the Lord must have a sense of humor, for who in their right mind would steal a goat of that size and odor? 

			At midday? 

			From a stranger? 

			There have always been thieves. But if this is the direction of the world, we are certainly headed to the Abyss, he thought.

			He had planned to wash up. The remnants of his bloody hands were still visible, though most had flaked off with an aggressive rubbing of sand and dirt. But with such under his fingernails, he felt the evidence of his visit to Bethlehem present for every handshake, wave, salute, or task.

			Visions of the flame deluge flashed in his mind, a temperamental spike in his skull. Water flooded his left eye in an attempt to quell the heat. The pain intensified like the sun in a cloudless sky. He had to find the goat, more specifically the cart and its contents, for he had plans for the manger and doubted that any explanation of those plans, or how he came to possess that chest, would pass any official (or unofficial) questioning. He saw two opposing streams of people, one with baskets full, the other with baskets empty. 

			A market, he thought. 

			On a hunch, he waded into the stream of empty baskets.

			
X

			
Halfway there, the Butcher heard his goat bleating. He ran to the market square, ignoring the elbows and curses as he shouldered ahead. There he saw a stooped man with a rope around the goat’s neck, coaxing it into an alley. Someone else screamed in the crowd, and they gathered around a child and the Butcher’s overturned cart, its contents spilled into the square. 

			Misfortune. 

			Two women tended to the child, while their husbands attempted to right the cart. Strong men, they were able to do it, but not so observant as to see the manger lid flip open briefly. The Butcher had forgotten the key in Bethlehem and thus it remained unlocked. 

			The Roman soldiers threw the Thief down to his knees in front of the Pharisee. The Thief yelped in pain and cradled first one knee, then the other. Rather than drag him to a holding area, the Pharisee shuffled up, leaning on his walking stick, and questioned the Thief in front of the townspeople. Local matters such as these were left to the local rulers or Pharisees. As long as the scales of favors maintained adequate balance, the exchange of coins transcended cultural barriers. 

			“Your goat and cart have injured this child. Do you have any form of restitution besides good will and prayers?”

			“This is not my goat and cart,” the Thief said. “I merely saw no one minding it. I thought, what an unusually large goat, then a noise startled it, and it ran off with the cart, striking the child. I gave chase and wrestled with its harness until it stopped.” The Thief’s brow furrowed with pious indignation. “Next, these two heathens are throwing me down before you. You accuse me of theft and injury when I prevented such.” He pled to the crowd, indignation slipping into desperation. “You saw. I stopped it. You saw.”

			The crowd murmured, everyone with an opinion regardless of their status as a witness.

			“Liar!” A small girl pointed at him. “I saw him lead the goat and cart away from the Lower City inn. I also thought, how strange this goat, how much milk this strange beast might produce, and the Thief led it away, whistling a tune, pleased with himself. I tried to tell my uncle, but he only told me to mind my tongue.”

			“The child is confused,” the Thief said.

			“I saw the same,” an older boy said. “She speaks the truth.”

			“What say you to that?” the Pharisee said. 

			

			“These children are addle-headed with mischief.” The Thief made a calculated move. “Yes, I was leading the goat and the cart away from the inn. The goat and cart are mine. I bought them; such a magnificent creature, yes? Such a fair deal caused me to whistle. Can a man not enjoy one of life’s small victories, a good trade?” The Thief looked around. He spoke again, but softer, or perhaps only the Pharisee could hear him. “No one has reported a stolen goat and cart, yes?”

			He hopes no one is game for reparations to claim ownership. 

			Patience.

			The Pharisee turned to the crowd. “Does any man lay claim to this beast and cart? Speak now.”

			No one spoke, including the Butcher. The Thief, despite no longer holding the goat’s rope, seemed capable enough of hanging himself. Yet, the Butcher thought to provoke the Thief with questions. How much did it cost? What did the seller look like? But decided he would only trip over his own wits. He pressed the palm of his hand above his left eye to keep the spike at bay.

			“If that is the case,” the Pharisee said, “and this is, indeed, an unfortunate accident, then reparations will be needed. Do you agree to pay the family for their loss of labor and income?”

			Ah.

			“Yes, yes. I beg their forgiveness.” The Thief patted his tunic as if trying to find a magic pocket with a magic purse. Upon finding none, he begged the Pharisee for a moment as he limped to the cart perhaps in an attempt to draw sympathy, or relatability to the injured child. 

			Standing next to it, a dutiful Roman held the goat’s rope, lest it be drawn away by the scent of delicious refuse. The Butcher eyed the manger, the wooden chest still closed. His body tensed as the Thief inspected it.  

			The wooden chest required no key to give up its treasure. And not only was the Thief disappointed to find no coin or anything of nominal value, but also puzzled at the husk swaddled in a stained blanket. The Roman soldier, this one more curious than his ilk, pushed the Thief away so that he could see. The Butcher recognized the grizzled Roman from the stoning. He leaned his face forward, his nose wrinkled, as if a scavenger sniffing detritus. The soldier, well-traveled and blunt, scratched his beard and turned to the Pharisee. 

			“There is a baby mummy in this chest.” 

			
X

			
The crowd gasped and jostled for a better view. A dozen cried, others wailed, others peeked with curiosity. Murmurs ran through the crowd until, inevitably, someone suggested the Thief be stoned for what was certainly blasphemy. 

			

			Their bloodlust from the pit has yet to be satiated. 

			Will it ever?

			“As this appears to be a local matter, I will defer judgment,” the grizzled Roman soldier said, and walked away. His comrade, a soldier younger than even the Bethlehem legionary, did not follow, but stayed for his own apparent amusement.

			The Thief, sensing a mob forming, turned on his heel and pointed an accusing finger at the Butcher. “It is his goat and cart. The chest belongs to him. That stranger there, he arrived into town today.” He lowered his head and clasped his hands. “I beg your forgiveness for yielding to temptation. I have shame in my heart, but that man brought with him a child corpse, and that monstrosity”—he nodded towards the giant goat—“into our sacred city. It is a desecration.”

			All eyes turned to the Butcher. 

			
X

			
They apprehended him with no struggle—the Butcher too exhausted to run, too parched to weave an elaborate lie. He fessed to nothing, only raised his hands in surrender. One Roman soldier took the goat and cart away, the other the injured girl. 

			At least I will sleep, he thought. He would also be away from the mindless mob and could focus on a story that would satisfy the Pharisee. The Pharisee himself had not tossed a stone, and the Butcher pondered this, thinking of how the Roman pried his hand from the stick. The Pharisee seemed a learned and articulate man, one who mended his own clothes (badly), and thus would not delegate his rulings or conversations or deliberations to the mob, he hoped. 

			Whatever elation the Butcher felt the week before, with a spark of renewed purpose, now diminished. 

			Did I think the path would be smooth?

			The choices obvious? 

			How easy it would have been to stay in Bethlehem, to open a shop, to apply his trade. To haggle with vendors, to observe Sabbath, to chase that damn goat. 

			To start a new family.

			But no. 

			I am still a married man. 

			(Though he had not seen his wife in thirty years.) 

			
X

			
Instead of a series of holes in the ground, the Pharisee had constructed a novelty; a jail. It was an austere barred cell (though still far more accommodating than the dungeon holes and shackles prevalent throughout the rest of Judea): sleeping mat, a bucket of fresh water and ladle, and a decorative pot for defecating and urinating. The Butcher wondered, idly, if the artist that made the pots knew their current use, or if once coin changed hands it was no longer in his thoughts. A partial copy of the Torah lay next to the mat, as well.

			Why was his purpose such a tug-of-war in his heart? 

			Had he not shed enough blood during the Culling? 

			The visions of the flame deluge continued to spike his skull; clear as crystal, sharp as his blade. YHWH required more bloodshed. If he did not hunt down and kill the King of the Jews, mankind would be annihilated and wiped from the Earth; Jew or no, Roman or no, Egyptian or no, Persian or no, along with cultures that had not yet emerged, generations that had not yet been born, nations that had not yet risen. 

			I hear you, Lord. 

			I must escape.

			But the thought was draining. His head ached, as though staring at a midday sun. He clutched his chest, as if to soothe his heart, to quell a rising dread. He recited the Youth’s poem in his mind, and then again out loud. It quieted his mind and his heart. Perhaps this was the Youth’s purpose in his journey, gifting him this poem. Such balm. And unlike the goat and the cart, once committed to memory, it could not be taken from him. 

			Have faith. 

			The Lord is at your side.  

			“Why do you have a dead infant?” The Thief slumped in the jail next to the Butcher. At least for now, they were both safe from the mob. “And a mummified one at that. I believe this will be not only a bitter song to sing, but one to hear,” the Thief mused, as he cupped his ear.

			The Butcher indicated he was listening, as a spoken response might only entice the Thief to prattle on and provoke a careless response from the Butcher. 

			“I might lose a hand, but stranger, you will be cast into the pit,” the Thief said. “Whether it be for blasphemy, idolatry, or simple murder is the only question.”

			“Hmm.”

			“I daresay of the two of us,” the Thief yawned. “I will sleep the best.” 

			But not first, as the Butcher began to snore.

			
X

			
A slat of evening light crossed the Butcher’s eyes, and the flames of his visions bellowed in his ears for a moment, and he awoke. The Pharisee sat patiently on a wooden bench, his walking stick across his lap. His gloved hands inert. 

			As if waiting for an opponent. 

			And so it begins. 

			“The babe has been stolen,” the Pharisee said.

			Disoriented still, the Butcher thought the Pharisee was referring to his son. 

			“Elders of the community realized the babe was killed in the Culling. They’ve taken it, I assume, to give it a proper burial.” 

			Ah, the Midwife’s son. 

			The Butcher’s eye fluttered as sharp pain blossomed slowly in his temple. 

			“I feared I would not be able to find a second witness for your crime, but as of last evening I have had a score of folk, men and women, volunteer to be witnesses.” 

			“Volunteer, but none gave testimony?” the Butcher said.

			“Not yet.”

			“I see.” The Butcher stared at the Pharisee’s gloved hands. “By sunset they will have sorted their little lies.”

			“We all have stories, no?”

			The Butcher held his tongue.

			

			“Ask how many volunteers were parents that lost a child in the Culling. Although the details of you are vague, they are willing to swear, before the Lord, that they saw you. The Culling devastated many families, many communities. I fear we have lost the souls of more than the children. I suspect the mob will come for you soon enough.”

			The Butcher waited patiently for the offer he knew was coming. 

			“And me?” the Thief asked.  

			The Pharisee tapped his walking stick against the bench, and a Roman soldier entered and terror filled the Thief’s face. He resisted the smaller soldier until he collapsed onto the floor and wept. The grizzled Roman soldier entered with nary a word, and the two dragged the Thief away. The Pharisee sighed relief. His shoulders slumped a touch as he struggled to remove his gloves. 

			His shiny hands resembled pieces of gnarled driftwood, and the Butcher understood his difficulties as he labored to pour them each a cup of wine. “With a confession, I might be able to relocate you to Jericho. Arrange an alternative punishment. One less permanent.”

			This was outside the norm. The Butcher asked the Pharisee about his burned hands, partially a stalling tactic, partially to learn more about his captor. 

			The Pharisee turned his palms up, as if examining an ancient relic, or a memento long forgotten. The hands grotesque with shiny ridges like melted tallow from lighted candles forgotten in the night.

			Whether one hand was subjected to the fire before the other, the Butcher could not tell. There was little difference in the degree of scarring and puckered flesh. Only a couple of his fingers could tighten with a useable grip. Relinquishing any grip was arduous as well. The Pharisee said, “Thank the Lord, all was not lost.” And now with his warped fingers spread, the Butcher could see digits missing, as if snipped from a glove. 

			Like a scorpion’s pincers.

			“A meager tax,” the Pharisee said. “Though it is humbling, my faith is stronger.”

			But the Butcher noted his grip was weak, and he often struggled, if not focused on the task at hand, so to speak. The Butcher asked what kind of accident it was. The Pharisee stared at the jagged scar on the Butcher’s face as though he too had a story to trade. The stare was enough that the Butcher acquiesced and broke the silence. 

			Almost.

			
X

			
“I recognized that old wound on the babe’s neck.” The Pharisee paused. The Butcher offered nothing. He was under no obligation to make this conversation interesting. The Pharisee continued. “I assume you recognize this.” The Pharisee flattened out a dark leather mask. 

			A chill rippled the Butcher’s flesh. The smell of copper filled his nose. He steadied himself, for once hoping the spike would return; a remedy to the memories that poisoned him. 

			But there was no need.

			This mask was different than the Butcher’s. The eyeholes were precise, the overall construction meticulous. This mask would hang loosely over the entire face, with a flap at the nose, a small slit for a mouth. All the better to hide one’s identity. The Butcher’s had done little to hide his from those that knew him. 

			The eyes give you away. 

			They sat in silence for a moment, still playing their game, in which one had made a move but the endgame remained unclear. The Pharisee, though keeping his own time, still had the community schedule to tend, and blinked first. 

			Despite only the two of them being in the jail, the Pharisee looked over his shoulder and spoke, “We did not find a mask among your possessions, but I have to ask, why would a participant return thirty years later with a babe slaughtered in the Culling?” He let the question hang as the mask held the Butcher’s eyes. “Is yours a tale of redemption, guilt, or has the sun scorched your mind?”

			Whose mask is this? 

			

			“Are you looking for the parents of the child?”

			What trap is baited with such?

			“Do you have an apology on your lips?” The Pharisee stopped and let the question hang in the air until it solidified.

			“No,” the Butcher said, sounding disappointed as if the Pharisee’s theory would’ve been more palatable for both parties. “She has passed.” This answer was honest and true and sad, and the Pharisee could see that he knew the mother of the babe. 

			“Then you did not kill this babe?”

			“I am unsure.” 

			The Pharisee tilted his head in such a way that the Butcher felt compelled to continue speaking. “I did wear a black mask and performed, ah, my duties as commanded by our King Herod,” the Butcher said. “I hardly say I was a volunteer.”

			The Pharisee understood all too well the recruitment into the Black Masks, the Butcher noted. “And yet, it has been revealed to me King Herod was but guided by the Lord’s hand.”  

			The Pharisee held up his hands, turning them in the meager light. First one, then another. Fingers twisted from his hands like flotsam. Most missing. The dark mask dangling like seaweed from one. 

			

			The chill returned. The Butcher trembled and fought to quell the rising tempest inside him.

			“I do not understand why I am compelled to confess this. I fear once it passes my lips, I may not find the strength again to speak.” He rolled the stick in his lap. Traced its carvings. “Before I was a Pharisee, I was a Black Mask. I wore this one. I participated in the Culling.” 

			The Butcher said nothing, but the look on his face betrayed him. 

			“When the Culling settled, I thrust my arms in an oven to purge myself,” the Pharisee said. 

			“Stones for the community, fire for self, hmm…?”

			A courtesy nod. “My meals are now cut for me, as though I am, myself, a babe. The Lord certainly knows justice.” 

			Despite sitting behind the bars, the Pharisee had put him in the position of power. 

			A deft tactic. 

			“You have strong hands,” the Pharisee said. “A lean body. And your skin, darker from the sun. Where did you labor after the Culling?”

			From a perceptive man. 

			“I’m sure, as a Black Mask, you do not want to hear of the years I spent toiling in Raqote,” the Butcher said. “Laying stone by stone for Roman-inspired roads, toiling in service to several small towns and markets, so that goods could move more easily. The people of the towns prospered, and even I learned to read. Though I was but one locust of the plague that descended upon Judea, in Egypt I was of service. I was known as a Builder. A builder of roads. Odd nights, I dreamt I had balanced the scales.”

			“Indeed.”

			“But I had not. At night the Lord visited me in visions, and the Lord spoke to me directly. These are not frivolous dreams, but waking visions. Dreams are not for me to interpret as Daniel did for Nebuchadnezzar. Do you understand the difference, Pharisee?”

			“I do,” the Pharisee said, in such a manner the Butcher knew he told the truth. A long-buried bond joined them. It would be a travesty if they could not share their truths. 

			“I would be lying if I said I welcomed these visions,” the Butcher said. “They threatened me at first. Sweat and fever soaked through my bedding. I cannot begin to tell you the horror in those images; incomprehensible to me at the time, so vast that I would feed a fire and sip tea all night trying to ward them off. I saw men on horses with swords and spears trampling over men, women, and children. I saw women in a far-off land burned on bare timbers, kindling at their feet, flames crawling up their bodies, consuming them alive.”

			The Pharisee regarded his hands. 

			

			“It is said that flame cleanses, yet I saw in my visions ordinary people subjected to interrogation and torture,” the Butcher said. “I saw, in another far-off land, a populace forced to take a knee, bodies cut and sliced, discarded. The followers of this new king, good and kindhearted people, became victims of false witnesses, politics of a new church that used piety and purity to hide its own wickedness. I have seen the mutilation of women, babes in their wombs, fathers drawn and quartered. They are all mad, these institutions, and perhaps among those were wicked men who deserved no less, but certainly not children, as you and I know. You and I could be among those bodies and the scales of justice would tip closer to a true balance, but not the bodies I saw. And finally, here in Judea, I saw a flame deluge. Like the great flood, but instead of water, fire. Do you hear me, Pharisee? Fire.”

			Twitches rippled through the Pharisee. 

			Yes.

			Feel it. 

			“And as the Lord once flooded the earth, the followers of this king obtained such a power that sand was turned to glass. People into shadows of ash, the gardens of this world salted with the snow from the skies, where nothing will ever grow again. This is the end we face, if we do not intervene.” 

			The Pharisee looked up. Shook his head instinctually, rejecting the notion.   

			

			“There is no cave, there is no boat that would outlast this plague,” the Butcher said. “There is no shelter to protect one from this flame deluge. I saw the earth barren, a devil’s playground fit for only demons and the unholy.”

			Took a deep breath. 

			“Those that survive, slowly starve, the sickness in their minds, their skin savaged, fighting over food staples, the promise of Noah’s rainbow and ark rescinded. His devil disciples will be an infection that will fester and eventually lead to our ruin.” 

			Wordlessly exhaled.

			“And that, dear Pharisee, is why I seek to kill the one babe that escaped our blade. Do you understand now the enormity of my mission? We must finish the Culling, or that bloodshed will have been for naught.”

			The Pharisee glanced to the window, the shadows keeping time. 

			“This maggot must be excised.”

			Outside, the clamor of a restless mob. Then a croak of a whisper: “When do you see this flame deluge happening?” He cleared his throat. “Is it in our lifetime?”

			“No, it happens not in our lifetime,” the Butcher said. “But in future generations. Descendants of the twelve tribes, descendants of people not yet discovered. It will happen over many, many lifetimes. These atrocities, these wolves in sheep’s clothing, tricking and deceiving the shepherds, poisoning their minds, in the name of this new king. No, it will not happen in our lifetime, this flame deluge, the end of it all. But we have seen it start with a star in the sky, with the Culling. Oh, there will be many cullings. So no, Pharisee, you will not see the flame deluge, but you have seen its spark.”

			“Perhaps this dream offers you a chance of redemption,” the Pharisee said, “of salvation, the cleansing of your bloody sakin.” 

			He deflects. 

			“Do you think I use these dreams as a distraction from my sins?” The Butcher’s voice rose with anguish. “As a way to cleanse my own soul? I doubt there is any task that would right what I have done, but I know if I complete this mission, my son will not have died in vain.”

			The Pharisee’s head tilted at the phrase my son.

			“And that, truly, the Culling will have served a purpose beyond the jealousies of the dead King Herod.” 

			The Pharisee leaned his head back, staring at the ceiling or beyond. Perhaps for guidance, perhaps for intervention. Even in the fading light, his pale throat glowed. 

			Short of breath, the Butcher’s pulse drummed in his ears. “Join me, noble Pharisee, so that we may complete our journey. What say you?”

			

			The Pharisee held up a deformed hand. Wait. And the Butcher quieted, though anticipation rocked his tired body, a desert storm within. The Pharisee considered his question, his stiff fingers tapping his walking stick, and then replied with his own: “What was your initiation, your first cull?”

			My words have moved him. 

			Or else he is buying time. 

			The Butcher felt his vision darken, his head spinning. He gripped the bench, his soul a bird on the edge of flight. Had he never told this story aloud? The Butcher nodded to the Pharisee’s twisted hands. “A story for a story?” 

			The Pharisee nodded. 

			The Butcher steeled himself for a tale never told, only lived. One he must tell, trading the darkest of moments at a market of confession. 

			If this be the price…

			…so be it. 

			“A Black Mask entered my abode long after sundown,” the Butcher said. “My wife was awake, feeding our son. As was my habit, I got up with her to watch, taking in their beauty while my daughters slept. I cannot recall if he knocked or broke the door, but there he was in a black mask, a blade in one hand. It was a curved blade, to be sure. And in his other hand, my sakin. 

			

			“A butcher will have many blades for many purposes, for different animals. He had picked out the perfect blade; not too long, not too short. One that would enable an efficient slice of a babe’s throat. My wife, as always steady and calm, covered herself and the baby. She turned her body away, watching over her shoulder.”

			“A protective mother,” the Pharisee said, with admiration. 

			“Immediately, I stepped between the Black Mask and his blades. He kept his voice low; he knew there were others in the house. He spoke plainly and matter-of-factly. He pointed out the twinkling star that had heralded the arrival of a new king. We all remembered the star, it shone but a bit brighter for a week, but there was nothing divine about it. And somehow this presented a threat to King Herod who had been betrayed by foreigners who were supposed to report back as to the whereabouts of this newborn king. His edict was simple and broad: slay all male children, two years and younger.”

			A wince from the Pharisee confirmed this directive.  

			“Our son was only weeks old, not yet named,” the Butcher said. “That edict, I implored him, could not include our son. He had not been born when the star shone. Our son could not be this king. No twinkling star, no visit from foreign princes. And this happened when, a year ago, six months ago? Our babe was not yet conceived at that time, or was still in the womb. I said this, trying to hide the fear in my voice. This was simple reasoning. 

			

			“Please, leave us be. 

			“But he told me the edict was as it was and that our babe must be sacrificed. That is the word he used: sacrificed. As if to make it noble. But as a butcher I heard the true word: slaughtered. 

			“I was prepared to sacrifice my life at that moment to save my son. It occurred to me, with us awake, as witnesses, he would kill us all. I thought of my sleeping daughters, I thought of my wife—my friend since we were children—and I knew I would die in that room. 

			“And I was correct. 

			“The man in the black mask held my sakin aloft. ‘You are a butcher.’ It was not a question. ‘You must now wear this.’ He held out the black mask. The craftsman in me cringed at its asymmetry, at the ragged seams, the jagged holes.

			“‘By the order of King Herod, you have been conscripted as a Black Mask. In the city of David, a king is born that threatens King Herod’s rule, and his rule is absolute.

			“‘You must join me, and swear an oath to carry out the King’s will.’

			“What was I to do? ‘Anything, if you spare my family.’ By then my daughters had awoken and stood in the shadows of the doorway, listening and watching. My wife, Lord bless her, forbade that I follow this assassin’s orders. ‘Quiet, woman,’ I said. ‘What must I do for my family to be spared?’

			

			“My wife screamed at me that our lives were not to be bartered. She threw pottery, taking the assassin by surprise. He dropped his blade, my sakin, and I snatched it. We stood there, knives facing each other, like gladiators.

			“But it was not his blade that cut me but his words: ‘There are many more Black Masks that obeyed without question. Those that did not are no longer among the living. You are fortunate that I am the one that stepped into your house. I offer you this: show your loyalty to King Herod and the Lord by sacrificing your son, as Abraham was willing to do with his son, and I shall spare your wife and your daughters. This is the most mercy I can offer you. The cost is but of a thing so young you have not yet named it.’

			“My wife shrieked. But he continued, as if a vendor at a marketplace. ‘When this edict of King Herod is fulfilled, you’ll be able to produce another son or two, whose dowries would enrich your life.’

			“His blade dropped to his side, and he offered me the black mask. My hand reached out to take it, for his words were true. We could produce another son, for this babe had not yet a personality, or even a name. And I would not sacrifice my wife or either of my daughters for such a small blob of flesh. With this twisted rationale, I put on the mask.

			“Whatever shame I felt, whatever guilt I felt bubbling up, I put a lid on, as one might a boiling pot. I had slaughtered creatures larger and smaller with a quick hand and a prayer. ‘For our daughters,’ I said as I pulled my infant son from my wife’s arms. My wife screamed obscenities and curses and blasphemies at me. She slashed my face with a pottery shard, giving me a scar that no mask could hide. I shoved her back into the corner, even as my daughters screamed and rushed me and beat me with their fists.”

			His words hung in the air like motes of dust, each one a punch from his children and a curse from his wife. He collapsed back into his cell and felt old. 

			“Rumors of the Black Masks had traveled quicker in my daughters’ circle of gossip than they did with the adults,” the Butcher said. “The children would’ve been glad to pack a satchel and flee, but as parents there was so much more: my trade, our community; and I was certain the rumors were only that, rumors. For who would give credence to a plot born of a twinkling star that led a group of foreigners to the newborn? And that such a story would drive Herod to issue such a decree. It seemed madness.”

			The Pharisee shook his head. “And it was.” He said this softly, perhaps reliving his own test. He traced the carvings of the stick.

			“If I had known the Black Masks and Culling was not old wives’ gossip,” the Butcher said. “I swear I would’ve fled with my family to Egypt.”

			“But you did not.”

			

			“I held my son in my arms, the blade in my other as my family beat me. I said a small prayer, the same as I would over a calf or a chicken. I imagined him to be the same, in aid of my task. But my daughters continued to beat me, and the one-two slice I gave my son was not clean. For the first time in many years, I failed a kosher cut. My son did not receive that which I administered to fowl with nary a thought. 

			“It took a third slice to silence the crying of my son. There was no bucket and the blood poured to the floor. The air was filled with the shrieking of the womenfolk. No, I’d saved them, but damned myself. I took the mask and my blade and disappeared into the night to participate in the Culling. That was the last I saw of my family. The last I saw of my son. I had salted any garden I may have grown.”

			The Butcher took a deep breath, letting the exhale form a humorless chuckle. “I exiled myself to Egypt and dedicated myself to hard labor. I did not pick up the blade again, but used my hands and my back for the betterment of the community. They knew me only as a hardworking stranger with no history, no family. ‘The Culling’; so formal sounding.” The Butcher looked past the Pharisee toward the whole of Judea. “I was part of that plague on innocence. King Herod died shortly thereafter, and in all the years since, nothing changed.”

			“Nothing changed,” the Pharisee said, his voice a wispy echo. Then, even softer: “Yet everything changed.”

			

			“I miss my wife,” the Butcher said. “I missed seeing my daughters grow into womanhood. And, I am ashamed to say this: I do not miss my son, for my memories of him are only lost dreams.”  

			The Pharisee took this in, head tilting as if sifting through the details for an epiphany. “You miss what might have been.” He did not question the veracity of the Butcher’s story. Nor did he offer his sympathies. 

			The Butcher felt the slightest loosening in his chest, the slightest weight lifted off his shoulders. Where he should stash it now, he could not fathom. But in the retelling, he found his memories a bit more blurred. Details a bit fuzzier, as if his story had been laid in the desert, bleached by the sun and weathered by the wind. 

			Does nothing last?

			“Now hear me, Butcher. I, too, have had a vision,” the Pharisee said. His demeanor shifted. He sat taller, prouder. “I, too, have a secret; not a confession of blood, but a confession of life.”
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“I was young and did not think through the devastation of my own purge.” The Pharisee lifted his hands. “I became crippled. I was not desirable for labor, let alone a family. With many years behind me, I can say now without shame that I became a beggar. Prior, I had looked down on them as though they were slothful and reluctant. Leeches on the community. But now I was sitting in an alley, my bowl precariously balanced on my knees, the pity for my hands amounting to a few shekels. A plump boy about the age of ten and two, not paying attention, bumped into me, spilling my bowl. As you can imagine, with these fingers, picking coins off the ground was an arduous if not impossible task. With apologies, he gathered my coins and placed them back in the bowl. He looked at me not with compassion, but with distress. He studied my hands for a moment, and then my face, whereas others would have passed by without a second look.”

			As I have done many, many times. 

			“‘I am lost,’ he said. And he did not mean a lost soul. He could not find the Temple. I knew the way and gave him directions. He asked if I would escort him. I could sense his distress was now replaced with curiosity. He pulled me up by the forearm. He was strong. He placed his hand in mine—his fingers were sticky. He liked honeycomb, you see.” The Pharisee smiled. 

			The Butcher’s mouth watered, and he wondered the point of the Pharisee’s story.

			“In the Temple, he sat among the teachers and asked questions. Everyone was astounded with his patience and answers and thoughtfulness. He asked several questions. I pointed out many questions he could answer on his own if he could read, but he could not so he asked me to teach him.”

			The Butcher thought of the kind shop owner in Raqote that taught him to read in the evenings. 

			“Strangely, he had shekels to pay me, so for a few days we sat in the shade of a palm tree, eating dates and honeycomb while I tutored him. Three days later, his parents arrived. He had stayed behind when they left for home after the Festival of Passover, not realizing he was not in the caravan. He was often wandering, and talking to people. ‘Son, why do you treat us this way?’ his mother asked. ‘We have anxiously been searching for you.’

			“‘While you were you searching for me, I was in my Father’s house.’ And then he introduced me as his teacher to his earthly father, Joseph.”

			A certain lightness buoyed the Pharisee. 

			The Butcher dared not hope. He had not said the words, yet. 

			But it must be.

			“His mother, Mary, sensing a connection, and with the blessing of his father, immediately employed me. They were wealthy then, and for two years I taught and I learned and these—” He held up his hands. “Became a lesson.”

			The Pharisee’s expression darkened, blanketed with…remorse?

			“I also protected him from the families who would leer with jealousy and animosity. He had no friends his age, you see, for we had killed them all, boy and girl.”

			The spike jabbed the Butcher. He shook his head clear. His breath quickened with a dawning. 

			Joseph. Mary.

			He knows the one I seek. 

			“Families who were victims of the Culling had no children for several years,” the Pharisee said. “They feared that the Culling was not over, or that King Herod would send a second wave of Black Masks, even from the grave. So, the boy grew up alone. Though his father had shekels—by what means, I have no idea. Whisperings of why he had been spared haunted the boy like ghosts—divine origin? Ha! Vendors and shopkeepers offered them no discount. The price often double or triple. This was not only a ‘wealth tax,’ it was a tithe for being spared the cruelty of the Culling.”

			Patience. 

			“On cold nights with my useless fingers stiffer than usual, the boy would take these hands between his two palms and rub them.” He rolled the walking stick on his lap. “Oft moments I felt warmth in my dead skin once again. The boy we did not kill saved me.” 

			

			Misty eyed.

			“One day marauders struck and the family was wealthy no more.” The Pharisee cleared his throat. “They sold most of their remaining possessions: clothing, trinkets, odds and ends with no purpose other than status, and headed back to—” He caught himself, changed his choice of words. “Elsewhere, where they had family and could seek work. Before he left, the child gifted me this…” The Pharisee admired his walking stick, its wood worn smoother than glass. “And honeycomb he had saved. I then went to work for the Temple.” The Pharisee looked beyond the jail. “I cherish those moments when my hands were in his.” 

			Silence.

			The grasp of the Pharisee’s words lifted the Butcher from despair. “We can finish our edict.” Fingers closed around solid bars, cool and unmoving. The Butcher drew himself up so that two bars framed his face, as if releasing the words beyond the bars would give them more power. “We can eradicate him, his history, and save all these souls.” The exhilaration. “You know him by name, where he resides.” 

			Such hope. 

			Such blessing. 

			The Pharisee offered a pitying smile. The Butcher joined the smile, a mirror of misunderstanding. He thrust his hand out toward the Pharisee. “Join me. Join me, brother, and together we can finish our task.”

			The walking stick twirled in the Pharisee’s lap, like a millstone’s axle, his hands rotten cogs, long in need of replacement.   

			“Why do you sit there, smiling like a fool?” The Butcher’s hand wavered. “Do you not understand we can finish what we began? The cost of all our sacrifices repaid. These sacrifices must have meaning. We cannot fail. I forbid it, Pharisee.” A warm sensation radiated from the Butcher’s head, filled him momentarily with such heat, sweat streaked his brow. 

			“I FORBID IT!” the Butcher screamed. “I FORBID IT!” 

			Then a chill stiffened his body, as if he were unclothed on a winter night out in the sands. 

			Oh no.

			His strength ebbed, and now he gripped the bars to keep from collapsing. 

			“You love him,” the Butcher said, his voice a whisper of defeat.  

			“As if he were my own son.” 

			
X

			
Jagged rocks on the seashore bashed the Butcher’s ship into pieces; his wet clothing dragged him down with the shore in sight. His feet touched the sandy bottom. The sun filtered through the water above him. 

			He watched as it dimmed into nothingness, drowning in failure.  

			Why hast thou forsaken me? 

			The commotion of the mob broke the Butcher’s reverie as the sentries brought the Thief back, his face dark with exhaustion. 

			Torture? 

			The absent Pharisee was immovable, but perhaps the Thief could be converted. He let the Thief settle in. It was now the two of them. 

			“What did they offer you?” 

			“Kindness,” the Thief said. “A hot meal. Mended clothes.” 

			Not torture. Guilt.

			Perhaps an opportunity? 

			“Simple things are the best.” 

			“And these.” The Thief wiggled his fingers. 

			“The Pharisee must be jealous,” the Butcher said. “And generous.” 

			The Thief shrugged. “Snakes need no hands to be dangerous.”

			

			The Butcher chuckled knowingly, tapped his fingers together in a gesture of serious contemplation. “There is a man more dangerous than the Pharisee roaming here in Judea.”

			“He told me of your visions.”

			“A man more evil than King Herod.”

			“There will always be craven men who don temple robes.” 

			“Herod’s edict was to protect his rule. But it would have also prevented another cleansing of the world, like the flood.” The Butcher nodded. “This false king will bring madness across the land.”

			“…and use visions to frighten and deceive, yes?”

			Did the Butcher detect the slightest waver in the Thief’s voice, a sour note of doubt in his song? “Perhaps.”

			“But I will be far from here come the morrow,” the Thief said. 

			Less sure.

			The Butcher taunted him. “In your goat-pulled cart?”

			… 

			“This coming scourge will travel to lands far and wide,” the Butcher said. “It will rain fire and snow-poison across all the lands,” the Butcher said. “But perhaps that goat will outsmart us all.” 

			

			“I have heard this tale countless times.” The Thief yawned. “Damnation for those that do not fill the offering plate, yes?”

			“Hmm. Yes. My wife was a believer in the ‘temple tax.’ I found it a necessary insurance for her happiness.”

			“The true path to bliss.”

			They chuckled. Then the Butcher paused and laughed harder.

			“Yes…?”

			“Nothing.” The Butcher shook his head dismissively. Plucked at the ragged hem of his tunic. 

			“Please, share,” the Thief said. “I am in need of frivolity.”

			The Butcher focused intently on the hem. Pretended to take note of what needed mending. “Forgive me. It is not appropriate.”

			Incredulous. “Will they jail us?” 

			“I was thinking of the offering plate the Pharisee put before you.” The Butcher stretched. His knees popping like pinecones in a cooking fire. “And your donation of false testimony.”

			The Thief’s smile faded, a flag of surrender. His face flooded with blood before blanching again. 

			“How easily they bought your soul.” The Butcher sat and laughed, his head between his knees. For weak-willed men, a laugh may cut deeper than his sakin and the wound fester longer. But time was short. Now for the salt into the wound. “I envy your position,” the Butcher said. His tone confessional, quiet, reverent. “No duty to another but self. They speak of the joy of parenthood, but it is fraught with terror punctuated by moments of relief.” He shrugged, giving the thought the benefit of the doubt. “Your decisions, my friend, are yours and yours alone. The consideration of family gone. The need to please or supplicate others.” He scratched his beard. It had grown. Took a sip of water. 

			“I think you have spared yourself much pain, not having a son,” the Thief said. 

			The Butcher coughed, choked on his water. “What?”

			“Recall when you were young,” the Thief said. “How often did you wish to put a blade to your father’s throat?”

			“No.”

			“How many times did he belittle you?” 

			“No.”

			The Thief snorted. “Children will always betray their fathers.” 

			The spike toyed with his skull, and the Butcher withdrew to the corner of his cell to collect himself. 

			“The market square was the first time I felt my voice heard by all,” the Thief said. “Though it was with a serpent’s tongue, I am jealous of your steadfast purpose.” 

			So tired. 

			I can only speak with my heart. 

			“Help me escape,” the Butcher said. “A great disaster will befall these people.” 

			“Who, the mob selecting stones for you? I would think a sweeping plague outside these walls would benefit you.” 

			“They are few compared to the coming fire.” 

			“How many souls perish?” 

			“Most. If not all,” the Butcher said. “Judea. Egypt. And lands across the seas. The flame deluge will not discriminate.”

			“We do not have a voice?” the Thief said. “Pity. Will the Lord look favorably upon me if I aid you?” 

			“I cannot say.” 

			“Hmm. What is your reward?” 

			“I am beyond reward. I can only pray for redemption. But a common thief would be blessed the remainder of his days.” 

			“You, good sir, know me not.” 

			“I know you are desperate. I know your tiredness. That you stole my goat and cart in hopes of being caught. In hope of ending uncertainty. But you—”

			

			In unison they said, “Stole the wrong cart.” 

			“Yes. Yes, you did.”

			They both laughed. Heartening. 

			“Or perhaps not,” the Butcher said. “Perhaps you are exactly where you are supposed to be.” 

			The Thief glowered. “Were you, when you slit your son’s throat?”

			The Butcher had no answer, and the Thief offered no rebuttal as it was now his turn to snore. 

			
X

			
They dragged the screaming Butcher to the pit, his sandals flying off his feet, the unforgiving ground bloodying them. His remonstrations were not pleas for mercy but a proselytization of doom, of the flame deluge, of the holocaust to come. Clusters of citizens ringed the pit, still wiping the sleep from their eyes. Too early to hold the stones, the rocks sat in piles at their feet, like barbaric memorials. Children traded rocks, bartering, negotiating for bigger, smaller, shinier, edgier, seeking the perfect grip, the perfect fit.  

			The first sight of the Butcher enraged the crowd, and his warnings did not penetrate their ears. They heard only their blood thunder as they stooped to gather stones to unleash their own lightning. The Butcher felt a tingle between his navel and groin. A rising sense of fear welled up in him. His whole body vibrated. And because the Butcher was a stranger, he had no allies in this crowd. No one to speak on his behalf. 

			“Why aren’t you listening?” the Butcher wailed. “Listen to me!”

			The crowd itself became a beast with hundreds of mouths and hundreds of arms. News of the Butcher’s participation in the Culling infected them like a disease, filled them with rage and the desire for revenge. This was a stoning in which all could, would, and should participate with no feelings of guilt. To them this was a spiritual act, a gift of retribution. 

			Can’t they hear me? 

			The grizzled Roman soldier who discovered the babe in the manger grabbed the Butcher, dragging him to the pit. Alongside him, a single soldier casually escorted the Thief to the pit to bear witness. 

			As if sensing his panic, the Roman soldiers held the Butcher tighter, and the Butcher knew that fleeing would be futile.

			The Pharisee raised his hands. The adults quieted, and then shushed the children who had still not obtained their desired rock.

			The Lord will guide my fate.

			

			The Pharisee read from a scroll like the one he had read from the day before. 

			The crowd murmured in their disbelief at the charges. How quick they were to conjure fresh outrage. The Pharisee called forth the first witness, and the Thief stepped forward and offered a succinct story of how he found the goat and the cart loitering from the inn, thinking it abandoned after seeing the Butcher riding it into town. He thought of the meat and milk and cheese the goat might provide his family, the cart his business. He felt shame, but also felt YHWH’s divine hand using him as an instrument so that the Butcher’s horrific crime of the corpse, the child, would be discovered, for it was the greater crime, and the Thief asked, “Who among you has lost a babe to the Culling?” 

			And the Butcher knew then with the shifting and raising of hands, and lowering of heads, the families whose number was reduced by the Black Masks.  

			Of this, he was guilty.  

			The Butcher felt an urge to confess his participation in the Culling, to receive their judgement, to cleanse himself, to lay down his burden heavier than all the gathered stones.

			The thought of the families’ lineages perishing in a cloud of fire stayed his tongue. The Thief, head lowered in contrition, stepped back, ceding the stage to the Pharisee. The Pharisee called forth the second witness. The Butcher saw the Brutish Man and anticipated the story coming from his lips. But the crowd parted and the second witness, a woman, stepped forward. 

			Her voice was strange, yet known. Authoritative enough to quiet the crowd for her testimony to begin. The Butcher’s chest heaved as he caught his breath, exhausted from his screaming and struggle with the soldiers. He faced the witness. A veil covered the woman’s face, her eyes peculiar, yet oddly familiar. She removed her veil and still she was a stranger, but when she spoke the voice and face came together like the snap of a child’s puzzle. 

			My daughter. 
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Merciless in her recounting, the Butcher’s younger daughter offered details that the Butcher himself could not recall. He stared at his daughter, taking her in as she spoke: her face broad, her shoulders stooped, as if carrying this story kept her bent and bowed. She described the incident, the aftermath, the things that transpired, the things that fouled, the things that melted away, things that were lost in the night after the Butcher left, never to return. The Butcher wondered the whereabouts of his older daughter and his wife. He scanned the faces of the crowd, but he saw only a sea of anger. In the roar of the crowd, her details were lost, a cry on the beach as waves dashed the words, their syllables carried away by the tempest winds, their meaning lost beyond the birds, beyond the sun.

			It was the Thief’s voice that cut through it all, caressing the Butcher’s ear like the whisper of an angel—“Are your visions true? The end of man?”

			“Yes.”

			The Thief looked upon the multitude. “The Pharisee spoke the same, but that the present must be satisfied to retain the Temple’s order and stability. And that the flames of the future are for others’ concern.”

			“Brother…” 

			“They have decided for all of us,” the Thief said. “Have we no say in this?” 

			The Butcher’s daughter finished. The crowd lathered like a horse fighting its reins. 

			The Pharisee raised his ruined hands as high as he could, and the crowd quieted. The scraping of rock as they shifted hands, the sound of a stone golem stirring. 

			The Thief spoke with a loud, trembling voice. “My name is Judah, and I know this man. I know his heart and what he is accused of. I’ve heard the witness of his daughter, and I implore you to take a moment, let his story be heard—” His voice caught in his throat, as if choking on an olive pit. 

			He coughed, trying to clear his voice, his thoughts, when the Brutish Man pushed his way through to the front of the crowd and screamed, “Enough! We will not listen to the rambling of a thief when we have suffered a generation of loss because of this man and his blade.” He grabbed the Butcher by the shoulders and tossed him into the pit as though he were a lamb. Upon impact, air left the Butcher's body, and coherence, his mind. 

			“Throw it,” he screamed to the Butcher’s daughter, and she did. Her aim was true, and the stone glanced off the Butcher’s head. Stars, brighter than the day’s sun, exploded in his vision. The world seemed on fire, and a woman deep in the crowd screamed. Blood ran down the Butcher’s forehead into his eyes, masking his face in red.

			This is my punishment. 

			This is where it ends. 

			The Thief’s voice boomed: “I RECANT! HEAR ME CITIZENS OF JERUSALEM, I RECANT!” 

			The crowd murmured and undulated, like jellyfish at the ebbing tide. A few dropped rocks, now unsure.  

			The Pharisee gestured to quell the horde, but it was the Brutish Man, his voice, louder than thunder, that rumbled across the pit. 

			“ENOUGH OF THIS. Generations have suffered,” the Brutish Man said. “We all have suffered, our friends, our families. We have, indeed, lost a generation of men.” He pointed to the Thief. “The devil speaks with this tongue. And in the name of the citizens of Jerusalem, I rebuke thee.” With a nod from the Pharisee, the Roman soldiers tossed the Thief into the pit. 

			He landed beside the Butcher, their faces inches away. “I did not have a voice, until now,” the Thief gasped. “I regret it was not louder.” 

			The Pharisee raised and dropped his hand with no ceremony. 

			“Forgive me,” the Thief said. 

			Citizens cast their best stones. 

			The Pharisee said nothing, even the Roman soldiers grimaced at the brutal spectacle. 

			The Butcher’s and Thief’s eyes met as dust and chips of rock stung their faces and larger ones pummeled their bodies. Through the assault, the Butcher felt a sense of brotherly love, and wiped a tear away from the Thief’s cheek. Despite the barrage, the Thief crawled over onto the Butcher, attempting to shield him, cradling his head to his bosom. Their screams of agony mixed with thunder as the town of Jerusalem rained stones.
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Night. 

			In the end, it was the grizzled Roman sentry who showed mercy. The Butcher had crawled out from under the ruined body of the Thief, and slithered his way to the top of the pit. The familiar Roman found him on patrol and rather than apprehend him or worse, he offered a bit of food and wrapped muslin around the Butcher’s chest to keep his cracked ribs from grinding. 

			“I think your god has smiled on you,” the Roman said. He salved the Butcher’s lumps and bruises with a thick balm and let him sip from a wineskin filled with a rich wine (tinged with frankincense) to steady his nerves. “Pray he does not smile on you further,” he joked. 

			“What is your name, stranger?” the Butcher asked. 

			“Longinus.”

			“Merciful Longinus, I have one only one thing which I might gift you as repayment,” the Butcher said, chest hitching on every word. “But it is in my cart. And that has been seized.”

			“The Pharisee has your cart.” His voice lilted. “And your goat.”

			The Butcher placed a hand of gratitude on the Roman’s shoulder, wincing. “Then I would ask that you would answer one question for me.”

			“Proceed.” 

			“Where does the Pharisee reside?”

			
X

			

			
Reed pens and inkpots and papyrus scrolls lay in disarray among wax and stone slabs, littering the Pharisee’s home; the strain of lifting and organization eclipsing his capability. Several clay oil lamps akin to squat teapots illuminated the main room, one near each major pile of forgotten tablets. An inkwell and scroll lay on one table, filled with either the Pharisee’s indecipherable handwriting or a foreign language. A dark stain marred the bottom of the scroll as though the Pharisee could not synchronize pen and ink with consistency. 

			“When the boy king left your tutelage, where did he go?” the Butcher asked, his sakin at his waist. He had found it easily in the cart outside the Pharisee’s abode. Along with his goat (now with a half-grown horn, this one smooth in contrast to the ridged one), and the half-carved goat horn (retrieved from the belly of the Youth); all spoils from the day’s justice for the Pharisee. As offered, he gifted Longinus the spearhead, now sharpened and deadly. Longinus tested the edge with a thumb, drawing a thread of blood. 

			“Mayhap it will fit fine atop the Pharisee’s walking stick,” the Butcher had said. 

			“Good hunting,” Longinus replied, and disappeared into the darkness.   

			Without his voluminous robe, the drunken Pharisee resembled a twisted stick man, his posture slumped, as if his dignified bearing during the day was a charade. Here in his home, he projected no authority. The Butcher stood silently as the Pharisee hooked a pitcher of wine with two curled fingers, the waxy rivulets of frozen flesh visible from fingertip to elbows. The Pharisee paused in his pouring, fighting for a better grip, failed, and slammed the pitcher on the table as he steadied himself. It was then the Butcher noticed the Pharisee’s black mask next to the marred scroll; the dark leather absorbed the candlelight, creating an illusion of a square hole in the table, a hole leading to the Pharisee’s demons. A confession scrawled on papyrus, perhaps. 

			The Butcher, his sakin now at his thigh, offered no aid, and relished what must have been a daily struggle for the Pharisee. If he had servants, none were present. “Before the sun rises,” he said, his voice tempered with anger. “You will tell me.”

			The Pharisee blinked his glazed eyes back into focus and doubled his efforts to refill his goblet. The few drops that escaped caused the Pharisee to frown, but also smile. Such was his burden. As he managed to pour a cup for the Butcher with minimal spillage, he looked around, as if a djinn might appear and clean his mess.

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			And that is when the Butcher swung his sakin, striking the Pharisee’s wrist. 

			The blade cut through bone and stuck in the table. 

			

			With shock, the Pharisee looked at the Butcher, his eyes clear now and his lips moving as though stuck on a vowel. The Butcher levered the blade free and struck again, severing the Pharisee’s other hand. As the pitcher spilled, blood and wine mixed, yet the difference in thickness and temperature kept the liquids aswirl, like a child’s painting. 

			The sakin’s edge had chipped significantly, and this made the Butcher angry. It was not a blade for chopping, but for slicing. He knew better.

			The Pharisee’s body began to quiver. The Butcher shoved the Pharisee to the floor and tied off his wrists. The Pharisee could have shouted for the guards. He could have screamed a prayer, or the quizzical expression on his face might have been his final mask. 

			“Tell me.”

			But the Pharisee did not. 

			So be it.

			The Butcher took down three of the oil lamps, extinguishing two of them.

			
X

			
The two men stood at the edge of the pit, as though gauging its depth. A slant of moonlight pooled a shadow so dark it appeared a gate to the Abyss itself. Looming over them, the silhouettes of three empty crucifixes on Golgotha’s rocky skull. Nightjars sang a bittersweet dirge. Circles of light passed atop the city wall as the guards did their rounds, but the patrols did not come to the pit, for what was there to steal?

			“You have squandered the opportunity to complete our edict,” the Butcher said. The lamp’s oil flame spilled blue shadows. “Instead, you spent years nurturing and teaching this child, evil incarnate.” 

			The Pharisee, now on his knees, slumped; ochre dribbled from the stumps of his wrists; the white of bones suggested wicks buried deep in the wax of neglected candles. His eyes blindfolded with the flap of his mask, tied tightly upside down. He could not see, could not grasp, but he could hear. 

			“Who is the son of Joseph and his wife, Mary?”

			The Pharisee whimpered, “My son, my son, please, not my son.” It was the same utterance of the Butcher’s wife decades ago. The Butcher opened the two unlit lamps and poured their contents onto the Pharisee’s head in a perverted ablution. The oil plastered the Pharisee’s hair to his face, his tunic to his chest. A high-pitched moan escaped his lips as the oil found the ends of the Pharisee’s truncated arms, and now the Butcher squatted to the Pharisee’s level. “I admire your attempt to purge your own guilt with flame, but it is a meager gesture in the face of the approaching firestorm.”

			

			“Tell him Ezra misses the touch of my hands clasped in his.”

			“Tell whom?”

			Shadows from the oil lamp danced across the Pharisee’s masked face, his voice hopeful in the surrendering of his broken spirit. “Jesus of Nazareth.”

			
X

			
Despite the moonlight, the Butcher’s eyes watered as if flirting with the sun. His fingers spidered across his face trying to find the spike that blinded him. As always, there was no physical spike, and the throbbing in his temples from the thrown rock had robbed him of his sense of time. The Butcher traveled in a limbo.

			The rope reins tugged in his hands as the goat wandered off the path. He jerked them back, and the goat bleated in pain. “Stay the path.”

			As clouds extinguished the brilliant stardust of the night sky, the pain in his head flared, a nova consuming his eyes, his brain, his thoughts. He doubled over, the reins falling from his hands, trailing now beside the goat like twin snakes. His breath hitched in his chest. He threw his head back and let loose a primal howl. His body contorted with the effort, straining ligaments and muscles, popping and creaking like a wooden boat in a squall.  

			

			At the pit, tears had mixed with the oil on the Pharisee’s face in the faint glimmer of anticipation, as if about to meet an old friend. 

			“A taste of my visions, Pharisee, so that others may live.” The Butcher knelt beside the Pharisee. “In this way, you will serve our Lord.”

			As the Butcher brought the lamp’s flame to the Pharisee’s clothing, the Pharisee emitted a deep, soul-cleansing laugh. Flames engulfed the Pharisee, and the Pharisee’s laugh did not stop. With a kick to his chest, the Pharisee tumbled into the pit, and the laughter stopped. The Thief’s body lay there still, his clothing and body now additional fuel. At the edge of the pit, the Butcher tossed in the lit lamp, where it shattered and splattered. Flames dispelled the shadows in the pit, glowing now like a lake of fire. “Thank you, Judah, my brave friend,” he said to the Thief. “May your Heavenly voice rival the trumpet of angels.”

			
X

			
Leaving the pit, the Butcher’s heart hammered the spike in his head, making him dizzy. He took pained breaths to steady himself, and tasted the air of charred flesh. He would be tested again, but the Butcher felt confident, his faith and resolve strengthened, for what else could the devil put in his path?

			

			His daughter, he assumed, lived here somewhere, perhaps with a husband, perhaps with children. But there was no sign of his daughter. Did he expect an invitation nailed to a door? She had disappeared as quickly as she had appeared, long enough to jar loose memories. Would the headache and tightness in his chest never leave? It pained him deeper than his damaged ribs. Once an aching in his heart, the wound was now open. Still, he did not let his purpose escape, instead rejoiced in the excitement about what lay ahead, now that he had the name and location of his prey.

			Jesus of Nazareth.

			
X

			
Shadows danced in the waxing moon; his tears of joy, a prism distorting the landscape like an apprentice’s stained-glass window. Suddenly the landscape topsy-turvied, and the Butcher thumped to the ground, cracked ribs stealing his breath. The goat looked back with irritation and continued on, its head still drooped from the jerk of the reins. It stepped off the main path onto an overgrown animal trail. 

			“Damned goat!” The Butcher’s curse like gravel from his throbbing and ragged throat. Or had it been a prayer? “Water…” he pleaded with the desert. 

			The supplies, packed so neatly in the cart, eluded him. He called after the goat, barely visible in his blurry eyesight. The chill desert air aggravated his lungs, and a coughing fit dropped his cheek against the earth. With each hacking cough, puffs of dust danced in the moonlight like phantoms. 

			
X

			
For hours, the Butcher crawled after the cart and goat. With each ragged breath his ribs exacted a toll. Each time the goat disappeared from sight, it reappeared around the next bend, waiting, but not encouraging; vexing, but not tormenting. As the Butcher’s strength ebbed, and the dirt offered a permanent respite, the goat stopped atop a small hill and began digging with its hooves. Silhouetted against the moon, the horns of the goat looked the same length, and the Butcher could not recall which horn had broken off in the belly of the Youth. His eyelids grew heavy as he tried to climb to his feet, lest sleep leave him for the creatures of the desert. Though the burden of his mission would be gone, his soul, he felt, would be caught in shadow, forever restless awaiting judgment. 

			He felt the side of his hellish road crumble and fall into the dark abyss, the ground under his feet paved with the same small stone tiles he laid as a builder in Raqote. The Butcher fought to get up on one knee, then another. His head hung, lolling in a mimicry of the goat. He realized with no irony that the road he traveled now was of his own making. He had no energy left for a curse, let alone a prayer. 

			“Titus…?”

			Two syllables. A two-note prayer played on the sweetest instrument. Recognition’s claws tore his heart and his sight swam. He clasped at his chest. Would his body ever belong to himself again? He felt the strings of a cruel puppeteer at every joint, every limb. 

			“Titus…?”

			The voice again, calling his name. Its melody coaxed his head up like a charmed snake.

			“Titus…?”

			He blinked. “Sarah?” 

			His wife offered a hand.

			“What cruel vision is this?”

			“I am no vision, husband.” He took the ghost’s hand. Solid and cold. She pulled him to his knees; his ribs protested. Age had not sapped her strength, nor had it warmed those familiar cool fingers. 

			The goat bleated, its commentary directed elsewhere.  

			“You…” He looked around. 

			“I am alone, Titus.” Her hand did not leave his, nor did it pull him close. “I saw you leaving the pit as the flames rose. I dared not call out your name, until I thought the desert had swallowed you. I feared you could not hear me, or worse, that you could and would not stop.”  

			“Sarah…” 

			The Butcher found himself on his knees, his hands clasping his wife’s. Their daughters would have last seen him slaying their baby brother. The absolute terror and anger they all felt. Sarah would never get over that memory. He knew this, and now desired to simply beg for absolution. His chest hitched, holding back a sob lest he fall in a pit of anguish and despair. Save for the ambient sounds of the desert and the goat’s pawing at the dirt, all was quiet. 

			If she would only forgive him, he could go on with the freedom of half a heart. He kissed her hand tenderly, her scent unchanged. They were no longer young, but their grip remained as firm as two whose souls were connected even across decades of silence. She faced him in the moonlight. Age slipped away, and they looked as when they made love in the glow of an eastern star, conceiving their son. 

			“Please, my beloved Sarah, forgive me.”

			A chill shook her, and she asked questions in a rush. “Where did you go? What did you do? Why are you back? You are so thin and—”

			“Old?”

			“No,” she said. “Something else.”

			

			He told her of his self-exile in Egypt laying stones for roads. He did not tell her it was a memorial to the babes of the Culling. Sarah would make the connection. “I left the trade and put down my blade. Not a night has passed that I do not see your face. I cannot say that face was at peace. But among all my nightmares, I would catch a glimpse of your smile, jaded eyes, and bewitching laugh.” He stifled a moment of joy, biting his tongue. “How did you come to Jerusalem?” 

			“I am here for the Sabbath and to visit Margaret and her husband and their…” Sarah shook her head as if her tale had little interest. 

			“And Myra…?”

			Her expression melted to one of forlornness, a bittersweet smile. “She is with our Lord now. Fever took her.”

			The fist squeezed again in the Butcher’s chest. Another spike stabbed his head from the side, and his vision blurred. Sarah wrapped her arms gingerly around him, their heads touching, and they grieved as only parents can. “Myra defended you against her sister. She was old enough to know that you had saved them, but Margaret, as you saw…I am so sorry, my husband.”

			Myra had always been vocal, mischievous, always asking questions. She drove him mad at times, but she was a quick study, useful, smarter than the Butcher. She wanted to know why she could not join Titus in his trade. It was forbidden, but he still taught her. If nothing else the vendors at the market would not be able to take advantage of her.

			“She asked about you often. She would threaten to go out and find you. We had horrible, horrible fights. She found forgiveness so much quicker. Please forgive me, Titus, for keeping your daughter from you.”

			The Butcher’s head swooned. His body trembled and warmth radiated his body.

			“Please come home, Titus. Come home to your wife.”

			“I…”

			“Come home with me. I live outside of Hebron, and I have land. And goats. Your goat will make a handsome addition.” 

			A nightjar reiterated her sentiment. Her moonlit eyes pulled him forward, liquid so clear and pure it would certainly cleanse his soul. He thought of standing next to the Midwife as they prepared a meal. The nostalgia for his family life. 

			Here it was.

			All I have to do is say yes.

			Salvation? 

			Say yes.

			Temptation?

			

			Say yes.

			But they would be childless. Could his heart take that? He took her face in his hands and spoke softly. “I must go to Nazareth, Sarah. I must finish the Culling.” 

			She shied away, lines of an old heartbreak etching her face. 

			He told her of the visions, flame deluge and shadow ashes, that it must be stopped. That his son—their son would not have died in vain and then, by doing this, he would find peace.

			“But I forgive you. Is there not enough peace in that? Can we not take the goat and cart and ride home now? Nazareth is so far away. There is danger on the roads, but I know the path home. Come with me, Titus. Let us be whole.”

			The sound of the goat digging changed timbre. Instead of hooves on sand and earth, it was wood. The Butcher pulled Sarah with him; her first steps weighed with reluctance. The goat gave him ample room to see its work. The Butcher dropped to the hole, scraped more dirt from around the wood. His fingers found the edges and traced out a square. 

			It cannot be.

			He excavated the wooden box. The manger. “A miracle,” he said to Sarah. He opened it, and his wife gasped. 

			
X

			
The Butcher cradled the baby. Its gray skin appeared cool, but alive, in the moonlight. The Butcher had a thought. “I know what I should do now. I see it.” He spoke softly lest his voice wake it. “I will take this babe to Nazareth, and if this man is truly the son of the Lord, life may be breathed into this child, and our family restored. We will indeed be whole again, and we will make up for these wasted years of grief.” He rocked the baby as though alive. “If I can have that, then I no longer care what may transpire in the future. I have seen the souls of Judea, and they are not worth saving. Not if I can have you back.” 

			“Titus, grief has warped your mind.” 

			“Do you not see this miracle before us? The possibility?”

			“Let the dead rest in peace.”

			“Would you turn your back on that?” 

			“My beloved husband, my heart is open.”

			“Can you not see the blessing?”

			“My arms are open. My home is open to you. Let us begin to heal. But if you leave now for Nazareth, then…” She fought to get out the words clearly. 

			“It will not come easily, but we can do it, Sarah. Please.”

			“…this will be our final farewell.”

			

			A nightjar called out a rebuke.

			Titus tempered his voice. So tender now, so inviting. “If you would hold him.” He offered her the swaddled corpse. “He is alone. His parents are no more. He is a divine gift. Don’t you see?”

			She stepped back, a hand held up, rebuking the offering. Her lips trembled. “Please Titus, do not break my heart again.”

			The child cradled to his chest, the Butcher felt it twitch in his arms. The moon seemed brighter. His wife’s eyes wider. She glowed as she did when she was with child. The nightjars’ song echoed over the sands, warning of the coming dawn. Even now, blue chased black on the horizon. Sarah’s hands trembled, one near her lips, the other reaching out to Titus. Her lips quivered also. The Butcher thought if her fingers touched her lips, her face might turn to ash. His eyes fixated on the fingertips as they moved towards her lips. The child felt cold in his arms. 

			Her fingers touched her lips and were still. She laid a hand on the child. 

			The moonlight painted her face with forlorn strokes, then another shade Titus did not recognize. Her eyes stayed on the child. Her hand adjusted its ragged swaddling. 

			“Sarah…?”

			“Titus, please—”

			

			The goat bleated, its full-throated cry shrill and piercing enough to startle Sarah. It pawed at the ground. Titus hissed at the goat, and it jerked its head, lolling side to side. Then quieted. A sliver of sun glowed like fire on the edge of the earth, melting the stars and overtaking the moonlight.

			She embraced him, her lips finding a long-forgotten taste. “Go to Nazareth,” she said. The wife stroked her husband’s cheek, tracing his scar. Her voice strong. 

			“Bring me back a son.” 

			[image: ]

			

			

			book iii

			Who can fathom the will of the Lord?

			He thought of Sarah. Her smell was different, yet the same, and he felt as young as when they were first betrothed. Now, he would seek out this divine Jesus of Nazareth, tell his story. Be blessed with a son and return to Sarah in Hebron.

			And they would start over. 

			Though poor now, YHWH would provide. 

			After all, He brought my wife to me.

			

			Didn’t He? 

			
X

			
Ten miles outside of Jerusalem, the Butcher realized he was ill-prepared for this leg of the trip, riding instead on the euphoria of reconciling with Sarah, and their new pact. He rummaged through the cart and found pieces of dried meat, the wineskin from Longinus, and little else. His body throbbed with the bruises and aches, his knees stiffening. He stopped the goat every quarter mile or so to stretch out the stiffness and also to check on the manger in the cart, where the babe lay. The headache returned. Intermittently, the spike probed a new tender spot to jab and rest. The pain conjured a buzzing, annoying and constant, traveling from ear to ear. 

			Then he realized with a laugh it was a bee. 

			Perhaps an imagined one, for who could tell in this heat? 

			But if so, the goat joined his imagination as it shook away the bee when it landed on its rear quarters. Another one flew around the Butcher’s face, and he waved it away. They were not imagined, which felt encouraging to the Butcher, as the spike often caused doubt and distraction. 

			Soon another joined. To them his headscarf was perhaps the petals of a desert flower. Soon the bees left both the Butcher and the goat. 

			

			Curious. 

			They were far away from the nearest town and apiary. 

			Further down the road, one of the wheels cracked, functional still, but awkward enough that each rotation jostled the Butcher’s achy joints and bones, reminding him how close he came to dying in the pit. He said a small prayer for Judah the Thief. How fitting that someone who took from him also gave the ultimate. The Butcher would think about this often on his journey. 

			But for now, he lamented the lack of Roman roads.

			
X

			
A small pile of shavings littered the ground at the feet of the Butcher as he whittled away at the goat horn dagger in the shade of a fig orchard while he and the goat rested. The act was meditative, and near complete, until the buzzing came back. This time, large black flies the size of the Butcher’s thumb tested his patience. He snatched one from the air. Its body, plump as if it had been feeding, popped in his hand. He wiped the red and green on his tunic. The morning sun glinted off the wings of hundreds of flies in the distance, leading like a floating trail of iridescent gems. The goat bleated its impatience as the wind shifted, and the Butcher caught an all-too-familiar scent.

			
X

			
He recognized several faces. Of those that had any remaining, that is. Members of his original caravan, the one he had been a part of when the goat had attacked the Youth. If he had abandoned his mission and stayed with them, he too would have been among the marauders’ feast. Yet another sign he rode the path of the righteous. 

			He thought of the fake Magi and wondered if they had made safe passage. 

			Several bodies lay in a row, organized for meticulous looting, others strewn about. Their raid had been interrupted. By what, the Butcher could not imagine. The Butcher scavenged among the death and chaos. He liberated one or two wineskins from the merchants, and shriveled fruit and candied dates from the corpses of the goat herders. 

			Amid the buzzing, he heard a moan and followed it to the source. 

			It was the Youth’s father, the Merchant. His face was ruined but the Butcher recognized the exotic scarf tied around his neck. Evidently too exotic for the highwaymen. The brown stains had been replaced with red. The Butcher tugged the scarf from round the Merchant’s neck and used it to shoo away the flies. He caught a whiff of perfume. For a moment there was an eerie quiet, as if all the flies had settled down at a dinner table and bowed their heads in thanks. The low droning of bees mistaking scarves and the red blossoms of wounds for flowers tickled the Butcher’s ears. It was an odd sensation, and not altogether unpleasant. 

			The goat’s head lolled back and forth as it tried to shake off a squad of bees determined to draw nectar from the star flower on its forehead.

			The Butcher took in the carnage, the Merchant at its epicenter. Many wounds were strategic, like a severed Achilles. Others rampant with brutality, multiple stab wounds. In the distance, a wounded camel howled in agony. Other beasts of burden lay in various stages of dying. He had not heard them before. Perhaps only the tingling buzzing of the bees and the flies could catch his attention now, as the sounds of slaughter had become commonplace. Sticky blood told the Butcher the ambush happened earlier that day. 

			Neck hairs prickled.

			He was being watched. He should’ve taken better precautions upon wading into this aftermath. 

			The Merchant grabbed his ankle, startling the Butcher who stumbled backwards. 

			Like father, like son. 

			Beasts of burden and other men began to moan, as if the presence of the Butcher had revived their will to live and call out for help. The Butcher patted the Merchant down, took a hidden purse heavy with gold. 

			

			The Lord provides.

			A thought crossed his mind.

			He also provides opportunity.

			The Butcher went back to the cart, retrieved his satchel, and took a seat beside the Merchant who labored to sit up. The Butcher pressed him back down, smiling. 

			“Be still.” 

			He unfurled the Youth’s scroll and began to read with labored breath: 

			
this season of life

			has cast a shadow thicker 

			than the night sky on my window 

			I search for you, father.

			mine is a period of penance 

			the hours between suns

			gone are the moments when 

			pride and esteem were pledged 

			from your chest to my ears 

			to speak of it now in words 

			would be humorless 

			that I’ve let you down is 

			the largest underestimation. 

			every measure you set 

			I failed to reach.

			I can see you now, standing 

			

			over the hills with your back

			arched from carrying 

			all the chances I had to 

			be yours, esteemed and able 

			son of my father, I let 

			them fall like ashes 

			that lay around me

			soft and discomfiting

			all these years I’ve scolded 

			your shape in my mind 

			the maps I’ve laid from this 

			point of reason to your door 

			I never planned to follow

			to find you standing, a figure 

			in sorrow, and I, full with apology

			and on my tongue, absolution.

			father, my father 

			if I could I would weave 

			back together the time 

			wash the silt from my eyes 

			and see for me, all you have given.

			
And then at the bottom of the page, hastily scrawled as an addendum: I forgive you. 

			The Merchant’s eyes floated in his head and came to rest on the Butcher. 

			“I am willing to wager, you did not approve of your son’s proclivities. He wrote about it here. I’d also wager, the incident with the goat was plotted by you.” The Butcher tapped the Youth’s scroll, the poem. “Regardless, you understand now,” the Butcher said. “And while your son forgives you…” 

			He clutched the Merchant’s greasy hair in a fist. Pulled. 

			“…I do not.”

			With a slow stroke of the sakin’s jagged blade, the Butcher slit the Merchant’s throat.

			One-two. 

			He was not satisfied. 

			Even as blood poured from the neck, he readjusted his grip on the Merchant’s head. The Merchant’s eyes followed his, and he thought of the Thief’s remarks about sons and fathers and blades. And now the blade’s imperfections caught on muscle, larynx, spinal cord and wedged for a moment between vertebrae as he laboriously sawed head from body. The Merchant’s eyes blinked in bewilderment, before fixing on a point beyond the earthly realm. 

			Better.

			And now my obligation to you, Merchant, and your son is complete. 

			The Merchant’s ornate necklace slipped from his headless body onto the ground. The Butcher picked it up and rinsed it. A fine gift for Sarah, he thought. 

			

			He labored around the site, where he felt more compassion for the beasts of burden that worked daily for their sup yet for their loyalty found themselves a feast for maggots.

			An unusual bee drew his attention from the flies. It was brightly banded in colors he had once seen in an Egyptian pageant. He followed it with his eyes and let his mind drift until it joined a larger mass circling a cart. 

			Hmmm…

			The Butcher worked through the carnage, over bodies face up and face down. Death by spears, swords, blunt instruments. He could not tell what had been the preferred method. Beyond the bodies, he recognized the apiary cart—most of the urns stolen, a few toppled and shattered like vandalized tombstones. A cloud of bees swirled over their ruined homes, still angry at the invaders they could not repel. Though apprehension made him cautious, curiosity pushed him closer. Beneath the swarm, amid the ruined pottery, the sun shone on a cracked urn, glinting off its golden treasure.

			
X

			
Like a neglected blacksmith’s bellow, the Butcher’s lungs labored as he chewed on a piece of honeycomb. He plucked stingers from his cheek and hands where the striped warriors had jabbed sacrificial barbs. His neck throbbed, and he felt his throat swell and breath wheeze, even as he pinched and flicked away the offending stingers. He wrapped the rest of the honeycomb in a scrap of the exotic scarf for safekeeping, and tucked it into the swaddled silks of the Midwife’s babe across his chest. The manger in the cart now filled with foodstuffs and overlooked loot, he concentrated on breathing, the wheezing getting louder and troubling before stabilizing. 

			
X

			
The day sun cast abstract shadows of the goat’s horns across its back. The Butcher fashioned a rudimentary canopy for shade (he could not recall when the parasol had disappeared), and while this helped with the heat, the bad wheel jostled him and reminded him of his battered body. The last of Longinus’s wine took the edge off the aches and pains. 

			“If I had tiled this road we would have arrived by now,” he said to the babe. The goat bleated. “I wasn’t talking to you,” the Butcher snapped.

			He took a sip of water and choked. He focused on breathing, his wind thin and reedy. He held the babe to his chest and hummed a ragged lullaby until the notes played only in his head. 

			There was not enough wine remaining in the wineskins to balance out the bumps, but enough so he did not care. He felt drowsy, though he dared not fall asleep. Not with the delicate child with its twig-like bones and parchment-like skin strapped to his chest. Now the bumps and jostling of the uneven wheel were no longer mere inconveniences. Like a load of cracked bricks. Or a burnt loaf for his daily bread. No, they were now a danger. 

			Is this the burden of motherhood? 

			
X

			
When he thought about the visions, he thought of Jerusalem and the pit. So bloodthirsty. So unforgiving. He thought of the Merchant. The Pharisee. Only the Romans had shown him any mercy or kinship. 

			Perhaps the visions were meant to soothe the Butcher. To know that the wicked would be punished. And that his loyalty through such tribulations would be rewarded. With the child corpse clutched to his chest, all seemed possible, even as the goat’s silhouette now resembled a creature from one of the great Greek myths.

			He had scavenged enough of value from the caravan massacre that he and Sarah could buy time to grow reacquainted.

			Time to bond. 

			Time to raise the child. 

			

			Time to find work. 

			Or begin a new trade. Though it would not be as a butcher. He had had enough of the business of death. Perhaps he would apprentice with a physician. He smiled. 

			Still much to learn. 

			But who could know the will of YHWH?

			
X

			
Dressed in oversized bright clothes, the Butcher rode on his goat into Nazareth. He’d hastily sewn together an oversized tunic, the swaddled infant underneath giving him the appearance of a potbelly. The Midwife’s skill translated to fabric as well as flesh. He’d also tented the remnants of the Merchant’s scarf with reeds from a basket and placed them atop his head like an Egyptian jester’s hat. The manger was strapped to the goat behind him like a traveling trunk, sporting golden tassels in a mockery of the Persian style. The Butcher jubilantly ate the last of his figs, smiling and waving as he passed a bored Roman Sentry at the village’s unmarked entry. The Sentry did a double take at the spectacle, forgetting to stop the traveler with the pointed hat to ask his business and to collect a tax. Nevertheless, the Butcher tossed the Sentry a bauble from the caravan worth more than a Roman soldier would make in a lifetime of service. Whether it would disappear into his purse or show up with the monthly collection was another question. 

			Nazareth was a small hamlet off one of the major roads to Rome. Unlike Jericho or Jerusalem, it was not gated or fortified; sitting on the slopes of a basin in hill country was deterrence enough. There was little of material value in this village, save for four hundred souls on ten acres. As such, the Butcher was noticed immediately. He nodded and smiled to all the Nazarenes. He had not been here during the Culling, but imagined it had been but a quick stop on the way to other towns. 

			The Butcher had heard this village held secrets under the abodes: storage pits for grapes and olives, pressings for wine and oil beneath the houses, and below, on a third level, additional dugout pits for those who did not wish to be conscripted into a war or wanted to evade the tax collector. He wondered if any families during the Culling with infant sons had enough warning to hide in such secret holes. 

			Regardless, he recognized the small size of the village and that Roman resources amounted to an afterthought, hence the lone Roman Sentry (his posting certainly a punishment). For a moment, the Butcher did not think they even had a market in town but he did see a trading square and a few carts settling in for business. He assumed most of the craftsmen, builders, and laborers traveled outside the village for work and were constantly gone, the population shifting daily. So, while it might be easy to find Mary, it was likely Joseph and Jesus were working in another town. He might have to stay a while. 

			These reasons had played into his decision to be as conspicuous as possible when he came into the village, better to draw folks out, and not scare them into their hiding holes where any advantage would be lost.

			He tossed candied dates to children, shekels to the poor, and other trinkets and baubles to those he deemed worthy of good fortune. He kept the honey to himself. As he rode further into the village, he felt a euphoria with the giving. Such a contrast to all the taking. The tantalizing reward of his family intact was beyond his imagination, beyond his comprehension. He was buoyed by a foreign feeling that he failed to recognize as hope. The task would not be easy, but news of his generosity would spread quickly. Less scrupulous citizens might take advantage of him. Robbers might stalk him, but the more citizens he could impress, the more would help him find Jesus of Nazareth. 

			And it was for him the precious honeycomb was saved.

			Heads turned as the Butcher rode the giant goat into the village square. It was modest with but a half dozen vendors and their small carts scattered about casually with meager goods. Few citizens stopped, most glancing perfunctorily, unlike at the market of Jerusalem, where vendors elbowed one another for prime space for their wares and negotiations. 

			One cart looked familiar, not the structure but its contents: hundreds of bleached road tiles, similar to the kind he had spent years laying in Egypt. His hands itched with the memory of the callus-producing stones and waking up with fingers curled stiff from the day’s work. In certain weather, he still could not uncurl them. 

			He overheard one man telling another that Nazareth would soon be paving its roads with these tiles. 

			The other man laughed. There was not enough commerce, let alone work, here in Nazareth for the roads to be paved. Regardless, they would not live like Romans. Had they not taken enough? 

			The man countered, had the rains not ruined enough of their roads, broken enough of their carts, snapped the ankles of enough of their mules? 

			“These tiles could bring more merchants.” He held a tile out, flat side up. “More work here. Less travel. More time with family.” 

			The other man shrugged. Perhaps he preferred work away from his family. 

			The Butcher could not help himself. “It takes skill to lay a proper road.”

			The man with the tile scoffed. “How hard is it to lay them in a row? My son could do it, and he is dimwitted.”

			The Butcher turned the tile over in the man’s hand. “They are laid curved side up.”

			His statement was questioned with a raised eyebrow. 

			

			“For proper drainage. If you lay a bed of shale under it, the water will run off and be absorbed in the porous layer. The ride is smooth enough and you will not get stuck, and your animals will enjoy mobility on four legs.”

			The man with the tile looked as though the riddle of the sphinx had been solved. 

			“Dimwitted like his son,” the other man added. “Best you keep chiseling and not paving.” And they all laughed. But the Butcher could see the man grasping the concept. Grasping the future. 

			He will succeed. 

			Perhaps one day this village will become the economic center of Judea.

			The other man commented on the size of his goat. “If you had to put that one down, you would feast for days.”

			The Butcher dismounted from the goat and chatted more with the first man. Stone engraving was his trade, among other things. The Butcher purchased one tile from the man, and employed the engraver with a simple task, paying thrice his standard rate. 

			The Butcher stroked his midsection, the hidden child corpse. 

			I must do this thing, little one.

			Before our family is made whole.

			

			A small boy tugged on his tunic. “Did I see you ride this goat? Joseph said it impossible, but I saw with my own eyes. Is it that strong?”

			
X

			
And for a time the Butcher gave the children of Nazareth rides around the village square on his large goat. They held on to its horns (its old ridged one and the newer smooth one, perfect for small hands) as an inexperienced rider might hold onto a horse’s saddle pommel. The kids laughed, parading behind it as it circled the village square. The adults were amused, especially when the goat shat and two children stepped into the mess. Everyone laughed. Even the children with soiled sandals. 

			Despite the smell, they rejoiced at the energy of the mime and his large goat. The Butcher charged each of the children a small pebble to ride the goat. He was entertained as they scoured the village square for the perfect small pebble, the criteria for which was a mystery the Butcher kept to himself. At the end of each ride, the Butcher would lean over and whisper to each child, “If you see Joseph of Nazareth, tell him the stranger with the goat brings tidings from Ezra of Jerusalem.”

			Shortly, word made its way through the village of the stranger in the brightly colored clothes with the giant goat giving away shiny baubles. The Butcher held a few back in case of need, and when he heard a whispered request for a bauble he would smile sadly and shrug and offer a free ride on the giant goat. When he spoke to citizens regarding Joseph and Mary, he was more often than not met with polite smiles and shrugs (not unlike his own), or the question was ignored. The Butcher sensed that Joseph, though not hated, was not much liked. He remembered the Midwife’s animosity and resentment, her rancor for his sudden fondness for wealth and ensuant stinginess. How fresh in her mind that day, from thirty years ago. He decided then he would not speak of the Midwife to Joseph.

			
X

			
An alarm sounded, shrill and panicked. The townsfolk dropped their burdens and retrieved farming tools: hoes, rakes, trowels, anything of weight that could be held with two hands, anything that could be held between their fragile bodies and the blades of the approaching marauders.  

			The gallop of horses slowed to a trot as the shrill screams gained in intensity and range. It made the Butcher think of a dance performance he had attended in Raqote. So odd that this marriage of sounds reminded him of that. The marauders appeared to be Arabian, on dark horses, blades still stained, perhaps from the caravan with the Merchant. The Arabs’ clothing was not as rich as the Magis’, but their headdresses were adorned here and there with shiny jewelry they did not craft themselves. Their horses ridden into such a lather that they foamed at the mouth. 

			As is always the case with a group on horseback, one rider stood out. He flaunted gaudy ornaments on his person, and on the tack and saddle of his horse, the biggest. The Butcher wondered if he needed a step stool to mount the animal. His thoughts turned to the all the citizens of Nazareth he had shared the caravan’s treasure with, if they would be slaughtered for whatever bauble he had bestowed upon them.  

			I carried egregious wealth into this village and I am dressed like a pageant jester. 

			Easily spotted.

			He grabbed his sakin, unsheathing it, while chastising himself for not maintaining its edge, for not grinding out the nicks and chips, which weakened it. It was not a weapon of war, and it would certainly shatter against foreign steel. 

			Had they followed him here? 

			Was I a banner of greed, waving in the desert wind? 

			Dear Lord, please tell me I have not led senseless slaughter to Nazareth’s doorstep.

			The leader, a gaunt and wiry man, coaxed his great stallion forward, in no hurry as women and children flooded into their houses, no doubt climbing down into their hiding holes and praying. The wind kicked up a fog of dust at their feet; the leader’s loose clothing billowed, swallowed him, giving him the appearance of a desert specter.

			A specter of death. 

			The Butcher adjusted his grip on the sakin, the handle already slickened with sweat. Instinctively, he wrapped his other arm around the swaddled babe under his tunic. He would freely give the remainder of his booty as long as they did not take his son.

			The swaddling wrapped across his chest and stomach constricted, like wet leather in the sun. He felt movement in the swaddling, and could not take a deep breath. The pressure grew, and he found air to be more valuable than anything he had given away. Despite his bloodshed, he was not a warrior. He knew this. By the way he was dressed, the marauders, too, would know this. Had this been the Lord’s plan all along, to torture him with despair, then hope, testing his faith only to have him die in Nazareth dressed as a fool?

			Sarah, my wife, I’m so sorry. 

			Please forgive me.

			Shouts and screaming behind him. More marauders cutting off escape routes. Soon Nazareth would resemble the caravan, dunes replaced by houses, merchants replaced by villagers. It must be a blood feud, for marauders were permitted by the Romans to conduct their raids, but not bloodshed. This was personal and deep, and would not be settled by yielding baubles. The screaming of the citizens transformed into coherent directions: where to hide the children, what safe word to listen to, final goodbyes, and prayers to the Lord.

			Please forgive me, my daughters.

			I, too, was young once. 

			The Butcher joined the uneven phalanx of men as they approached the marauders tentatively, each praying that death would be swift, a reward for their modicum of bravery. By now the Butcher could smell the fear from the men. Piss and shit; their bodies beyond embarrassment.

			Marauders joined their Chieftain in a staggered line, weapons at the ready. Their steeds, each a brute of spraying foam and fury, fought against their reins. The Butcher felt his body tremble. Words of resistance, stuck in his dry mouth. His last scream would be as dry and brittle as deadfall. 

			He felt the swaddled infant stir against his stomach. His senses became heightened. He fought for control of his bladder and sphincter. Was this the fear he had instilled in defenseless men and women while he bled their infants? 

			Now he understood Margaret’s rancor. 

			Marveled at Myra’s forgiveness, as well as Sarah’s. 

			

			The grace of the Lord had undoubtedly touched them.

			But now he stood with the people of Nazareth, and would die here, in this settlement, to prevent them from taking his son. Anyone’s son. In that instant, the Butcher knew what it was to feel community. He gripped the handle of the sakin tightly, as if it were the last rung on the ladder atop Mount Sinai.

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			The Chieftain raised his sword above his head and spoke to his men, and the Butcher knew when the Chieftain brought the sword down the marauders would charge, and nothing would stop them.

			A shift. 

			Barely perceptible.

			A small vibration in the ear.

			It carried on the wind like a rustling of leaves after a rain, like the hum of insects at dusk. If it was a song, it was tuneless. If it was a hymn, it was wordless. The men in the phalanx followed the eyes of the Chieftain and his marauders. They turned to see a man walking towards them. The term walking was generous; he lumbered with an uneven gait, as if a pebble nested in his cracked sandal. His ample midsection created a taut mound of his tunic, and strands of short stringy hair hung longer on one side, teasing one of his cherub cheeks as he moved with a tilt to his head. He smacked his lips, the bars of his tune escaping his lips between swallows. 

			He spat out desiccated honeycomb and took a bite of fresh wax, held in his hand as one might hold a heel of bread. He licked the dripping honey from his fingers, wiping them absentmindedly on his tunic, which was, from the stains, habitual. His tongue licked his lips capturing amber drops still glistening in his stubble like nectar in a flower. Instead of a weapon, he brandished a smile of indecisive teeth.  

			The Chieftain pointed his sword at the man as he approached. He swatted away the marauder’s sword, impatiently, like one would a fly. The man did not look at the Chieftain, instead made eye contact with his horse. The horse stood its ground, though its unease evaporated. The man adjusted the bridle and bit, and the horse shook its head, leaned forward, and licked the man’s face. Whatever adjustment he had done suited the horse (who knew how many miles it had ridden with such irritation), as did the stray drops of honey.

			He fed the horse a bit of chewed honeycomb, then turned his attention to the Chieftain. He grabbed the Chieftain’s sword hand and tugged him off the horse, careful not to catch his foot in the stirrup. Toe to toe, the man was shorter than the Chieftain, but seemed taller from where the Butcher stood.

			The other horses shifted uneasily, their riders impatient, but also curious. The man spoke to the Chieftain in his native tongue, and the Chieftain likewise responded with a few words. The man gestured to the phalanx behind him, the village behind them. He pointed off into the desert, asked a question, and looked at each rider as if expecting them to have their own answer. 

			The Chieftain showed the man a map, and for a minute they both consulted it; whatever objective on the map lay in the shadow of their touching heads. The man leaned forward as if to kiss the Chieftain on the cheek. Startled, he jerked his head back, and everyone laughed, including the Chieftain. The man handed him a bit of honeycomb wrapped in a cloth and accepted a small gift in return. They bowed respectfully to one another in a manner foreign to both their cultures. The man gave the Chieftain a boost back upon his mount. Grunted and held his back in pain. They all laughed, and the marauders headed back out into the desert. The man stretched, smiling through a grimace, and shook a pebble from his sandal. 

			A stout woman with a girlish face and rich eyes pushed her way through the phalanx and wrapped her arms around the man. The man kissed her on each cheek. He leaned on her as one might a crutch and held his lower back. His other arm wrapped around her shoulder, his head leaning against hers in a sign of familiarity. As they walked back through the phalanx, the Butcher could see the man’s tunic was soaked with sweat despite the arrival of the evening chill. 

			After a few steps, the man’s knees buckled, and he fell to the ground on all fours. The woman comforted him, holding him as his body trembled, giving way to the moment now that the danger had passed. Those that approached to sing his praises paused and turned away, giving the two a moment of privacy. It was not out of embarrassment that they turned away, the Butcher realized, but of respect. For who among them could turn away a cohort of murderous marauders?

			The Butcher approached one man who did not turn away, but had lingered back, forming a second line of defense. His clothing was a patchwork of worn silk and other exotic fabrics that had once been bright but were now drained of color from time in the sun. This man stared at the town’s savior and his companion with warm eyes, his cheeks dimpled with a touch of pride. 

			“Such a brave man,” the Butcher said, indicating the savior.

			The patchwork man eyed the Butcher and his outlandish clothes with suspicion. He acknowledged with a sound from deep in his throat, like a toad’s, and stepped away towards the village’s savior, elbowing others aside.

			Behind him, the Butcher heard a woman’s gentle weeping. Tears of relief and joy. 

			And pride.

			Hmm…

			With one hand resting on his abdomen, the Butcher acknowledged the town champion, now in a brash throng of praise and gratitude. The statement, meant to be duplicitous and ingratiating, escaped the Butcher’s lips with purity. A tear cut a path through the dust on his own face. In front of the woman, he repeated it, as if testing his own thoughts. Again truth. “Such a brave man.”

			“Indeed,” the beaming woman said. “He is my son, Jesus.”

			
X

			
The Butcher bowed. “My name is Titus.”

			
X

			
And now his scalp crawled with sweat, a nagging itch that spread through his body, sheathing him in the gooseflesh of a frightened child; then a vibrating thump of his heart, and a thickening of his lungs, the air growing dense and liquid. 

			Titus forced an exhale and drew in his gut to lessen the size of his belly (his tunic swollen with the keystone of his anticipation). Joseph, the head of the family, lifted his hands and offered a blessing over their bread. Jesus, wet hair slicked back from a swim, sat across from Titus, and Mary completed the circle around the low-set table, giving Titus’s hand a friendly squeeze even as her stomach growled. 

			

			The man he sought now lounged across the table from him. 

			All was before him.

			Titus had been granted an audience with Jesus through Joseph, but thought it to be a one-on-one, not a family dinner. How could he ask his favor here in front of the mother and father? How long ago the meal with the Persians seemed. How long ago his life changed. How long ago his mission changed. Already he felt his breath shorten with the deception under his tunic.

			There are no fruits without toil. 

			There is no toil without pain.

			There was no numbing the pain. Except in his legs, already fallen asleep from an awkward posture. Once he saw the others had closed their eyes, Titus did the same and mouthed his own prayer: 

			Please Lord, let this man be divine and full of kindness, and grace my new child with the spark of life. Let another take the task and burden of my visions so that my family can be made whole. For this, I offer a life of service in your name. 

			And let this supper be not insufferable. 

			I beg you. 

			The family concluded the blessing with an “amen.”

			Titus released his breath and draped an arm casually over his belly as Mary poured olive oil into dishes, arranged the dates and cheese in a pleasing pattern. “It has been a long time since we have had a proper guest for supper,” she said. 

			Titus shifted at the dinner table. Kneeling like the rest, the bundle under his tunic impeded a comfortable position that also lessened its prominence. He now had more empathy for his beloved wife Sarah (three times she carried full-term!). Even as memories of their desert kiss teased and distracted him, he fought intruding images of the Midwife and her torn womb and pressed the flashes into an inky blackness, forcing them next to the Culling images under a tomb capped with endless miles of road tile, burying them alongside the memories of those he could not bury himself. 

			He grew lightheaded. 

			Breathe, fool.

			Steady.

			Titus found he could not make eye contact with Jesus. A lack of will. 

			The table sat in awkward silence. 

			Expectantly. 

			It is here. 

			All is here. 

			

			…

			An echo pinged his ear. A question hung in the air. In his reverie, he had not heard it asked. “I apologize. My mind wanders as if I am still in the desert,” Titus said. “Even among gracious hosts.”

			“Yours and my son’s, both,” Joseph said.   

			Jesus ignored the comment, and before Titus could reply, Mary spoke. “Your clothing is festive.” 

			The Butcher laughed. A tiny foot poked his stomach. 

			I feel you, son.

			Do they not see it move? 

			He patted it instinctively, reassuringly. Discretely. 

			“This is not my usual garb.”

			Mary asked, “Where are you from?”

			“Mary…” Joseph said.

			“I could ask him why he is here. At our table,” she said. “But that does not seem polite.” 

			“To see me,” Jesus said, sucking honey from his fingertip. 

			Titus adjusted the swaddling and stretched his legs as much as he dared. Pins and needles. The bundle seemed to settle in, a nestling of the desert. 

			Yes, my proximity to Jesus stirs you.

			

			Soon, little one. 

			“Obviously,” Mary said. “And what did you bribe my husband with…? More trinkets? Elixirs? Frankincense?”

			“Enough, Mary,” Joseph said. “Perhaps we should give Titus and Jesus their privacy.”

			Yes. Please. 

			Even this polite charade causes me distress.

			He dabbed at his temples with a sleeve to soak up the nervousness.  

			“Why do you step on my curiosity, Joseph?” Mary said. “It is a proper question to ask a stranger at our table after the blessing.”

			“Please, I do not mind,” Titus said. Meaning time alone with Jesus, but Mary read his reply as the other side of the coin: patience. 

			“See?” Mary said, the matter settled. “There will be plenty of time over bread and honey.” 

			Joseph sighed (very well).

			Mary cleared her throat (thank you).

			“I welcome the conversation,” Titus said, as pleasantly as he could. “My goat listens but does not ask many questions.”

			“Like a good wife,” Joseph said. An olive struck his forehead. Oil splatted his brow. He narrowed his eyes at Mary as she looked skyward, holding out a palm as if expecting more falling olives.   

			Jesus bit his lip. Wiped bread crumbs off the swell of his belly and stifled a belch. 

			“Jesus, please.” Mary clucked her tongue. “Save a bit of honeycomb for our guest.”

			Jesus set aside his honey dish, and Joseph grunted, the effort causing a semblance of a smile.

			“When Maggie is not around, I dine with heathens,” Mary said. Jesus laughed with a spray of crumbs, and Joseph’s face cracked a laugh, a sharp unexpected report, and Mary’s eyes glinted with a spark that only comes from decades of a spirited marriage. 

			Now Joseph held his hands up in mock surrender. Then: “Where is Maggie?” 

			“At Tamara’s,” Jesus said. “She is in pain.”

			“She is big. Tamara,” Joseph said to Titus. He smiled at Mary. “Bigger than you were.”

			“She is with twins, Titus,” Mary said. Then to her son, “I was huge with you. At one point we suspected twins.”

			The table quieted. Titus nodded politely, remembering those times Sarah carried his children. All the figs.  

			“I do have an appetite,” Jesus said. 

			

			“I wish you had as much an appetite for work,” Joseph said, “as you do for honey.”

			Jesus shrugged; clearly not the first time such a comment had been uttered over bread.  

			“He is awaiting his Calling,” Mary said, sotto voce. Either prayer or mantra, perhaps both. Regardless, she pushed on, ever the engaged hostess. “Delivery was not easy. Save for Cassia, our midwife, I’m not sure—”

			A look from Joseph cut her off. She lowered her eyes, the glint dulling. 

			The bickering made Titus shrink within himself. 

			Jesus said to Titus, “Beekeeping has its own rewards.”

			This supper veers towards disaster. 

			Lord, guide me.

			The bundle at his belly radiated warmth. Sweat ran freely down his cheeks. Titus stroked his belly to steady himself. 

			“And you, dear Titus,” Mary said, as she sliced more butter and cheese for Titus’s bread. “My always inquisitive husband is quiet, so a bargain between you two for an audience with Jesus must have been struck already. But he is my son, too. And until I know more about your intentions, I’m afraid you are stuck with me, as a guest at my table.”

			Joseph cleared his throat, a baffled bullfrog. “That is not your decision. I say this as your husband.”

			

			“Do you now?”

			Jesus scooted back from the table. His eyes darting from one side of the table to another, even as he swiped a finger across the honey dish.

			“I would like to know what affairs this man, this stranger, bold though he may be, brings to our son,” Mary said, standing. “I say this as your wife, and the woman who sees you preoccupied with trying to replace wealth we lost—”

			“It was stolen.”

			“We had no right to any of it.”

			“If Bethlehem had shown us any kindness—”

			“She did.”

			“Mary…”

			“As a wife, I will obey my husband, but also do not forget—”

			“Sit down, woman.”

			“I CARRIED THE SON OF OUR LORD, NOT YOU, I.” She slapped her hand against her breast. “AND GAVE BIRTH WHILE YOU SHRIEKED LIKE AN OLD HAG!” 

			…

			… 

			…

			

			The Butcher struggled to soothe the moving mass under his tunic. Embarrassment lowered his head; a scared young unwed mother-to-be with her parents. Shielding them from a secret. He could not shrink any smaller. 

			A family squabble steals my opportunity.  

			Doth the Lord have such a cruel heart? 

			Mary glanced at Titus’s midsection and restless hand. Curtly: “Does the meal not agree with you?”

			“It agrees with me too much, Mary,” he said, wiping unseen crumbs from his mouth. “I need pace myself. It is most delicious.” 

			Yet his stomach churned, and nausea rocked his body. He could not hide his shaking hand as he reached for more wine. 

			Mary turned her attention back to Joseph as though victorious in battle. Rearranged the foodstuffs on the table. She touched Titus lightly on the arm. “Please, eat.”

			He could not ask for his favor here. Not in front of Joseph and Mary. He had maneuvered his way into a corner. Sitting across the table from an eccentric savior currently studying the intricacies of a honeycomb, while Joseph pouted behind his cup. The air, again, grew thick as liquid, even as his mouth dried and his tongue became leather. His breathing became shallow. His fingers curled of their own accord, and darkness teased his eyes. The doom he saw in his visions felt near. Coming for them all. 

			

			I must flee lest I die. 

			Lord, help me. 

			“Tell me more about yourself.” Mary poured them both more wine. “You travel like an idiot mummer and yet give gifts like a king.” 

			The insult sounded unintended, and Titus drew in a deep breath in the guise of a smile and a stifled laugh. The waves of panic receded a bit. With curled fingers he reached past the hard-boiled eggs for a fig, as if it could anchor his mind. He held it, a thespian with a prop, nibbling it as if an exotic delicacy. He focused on its taste. Texture. Smell. He conjured Sarah’s face, her memory now a blend of the young and older Sarah. Again, he wished to tell her of his newfound respect for motherhood. He thought of their kiss in the desert and imagined the kisses to come. Slowly, the shaking subsided, rich air filled his lungs and his body settled. 

			Thank you. 

			Thank you, Sarah.

			He took a bite of the fig; its syrupy juice loosened his tongue. “I have also been an idiot in plain garb.”

			They all laughed. Forced as it was, it still lightened the mood, and all reached for their wine as though the mirth had synchronized a silent toast. 

			“I have been a fortunate man blessed with good business,” Titus said. 

			Mary began to peel more hard-boiled eggs with a sharpened thumbnail. 

			“And I am merely passing this wealth along. To those that deserve it. Feel free to donate whatever I may have given you to the Romans as taxes, or to the Temple in Jerusalem.”

			Titus felt the swaddled babe crawl up as if seeking a breast at which to feed. He shifted his posture and put more weight on his arm, arresting the bundle’s movement. For a horrifying moment he thought he heard a tiny bone snap. But it was his tired and worn knees. He felt Jesus’s eyes upon him.

			Look at him.

			Be not a coward. 

			“Not all that seek an audience with my son are allowed,” Mary said.

			Jesus cleared his throat as if to speak, but said nothing, observing the Butcher as he might an insect. 

			Titus kept his eyes elsewhere. The wine made his head light.

			Why can I not look at him?  

			Look at him!

			“I understand, hostess. And for what it is worth, I do not fault your protectiveness. I would do anything for my son,” Titus said, still feeling the spot where Mary had touched him. He thought of the Midwife, their time shared preparing for the Magi. He thought of the tearful reconnection with Sarah, both on their knees in the enchanted desert that blessed them with amnesty. A surge of relief filled him, and he knew that a new life awaited him, if he was but brave enough. “But far be it from me to ruin any surprise.” 

			“Oh,” Mary said. She drained her wine cup. Refilled it. “I do apologize.” Though her tone still had notes of a trickster’s Pan-pipes. “Perhaps I should give my husband the gift of doubt.” 

			“Yes.” Joseph sat back, wary of a trap. “You should.”

			Ah, the medley of marriage. 

			So many melodies.

			Titus missed singing those songs. And yet, without a babe to return to Sarah, this pilgrimage would be for naught.

			Mary asked Titus where was his wife (I might prefer her company).

			Find strength.

			For Sarah. 

			“There is, indeed, a gift for you,” Titus said. 

			Joseph sputtered, and glared at Titus.

			

			Titus shrugged. (I grow impatient.)

			“Joseph, are you keeping secrets from me?” she asked in a sing-song voice, playful and embarrassing, her wine cup bottomless. 

			Joseph reached for the eggs. Took three. Sprinkled a pinch of salt. 

			“Do show me,” she said. 

			Joseph surprisingly blushed, and cocked a mischievous eyebrow as he ate an egg in two quick bites. (Oh, woman.)

			Then Jesus drummed his fingers thrice. (Settle. Down.)

			Joseph spoke now as if at a council table. “A gentle reminder, Titus is a guest here. A stranger that stood with us against the marauders. He stood with us, even as he was unaware of our son’s influence.” 

			A swell of pride emboldened Titus, and he looked at Jesus whose gaze studied his own father. 

			“He stood more prominently than I,” Joseph said. He cleared his throat and nodded to Titus. 

			“I apologize if we’ve made you uncomfortable,” Mary said. “We fear a strange season approaches.”

			… 

			…

			“Hebron.”

			

			“What?” 

			“I am from Hebron,” Titus said. “I live there with my wife and family. To answer your first and latest question.”

			“Oh, Titus of Hebron, you must think our family mad.”

			“I have seen madness.” Titus drained his cup. “And it does not sit at this table.”

			
X

			
Joseph of Nazareth turns the ornate necklace over in his hands. “I commissioned this piece in Raqote for my wife many years ago,” Joseph says. “How did you come about it?”

			The Butcher feels as if he is being fooled. Who was the Roman trickster god? This was meant only as a bribe; he has no knowledge of its connection to Joseph and Mary. “Hidden among a caravan of merchants.”

			Joseph looks off to the south, from where the marauders approached, the puzzle coming together. “Once again, the Lord works through my wife. Perhaps.”

			“By all rights it is yours,” the Butcher says.

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			“Keep it.” The Butcher gently closes Joseph’s hand around the necklace. “Regardless of your decision.”

			The goat bleats, but only Joseph turns in its direction, his hands weighing the chain, feeling a familiar weight, perhaps being pulled to a time when other decisions loomed heavy and dark. He looks up to the sky, the evening redness in the west.

			The Butcher cradles his burden, still hidden under his tunic, his sakin lashed to his waist.

			Patience.

			“Yes.” Joseph tucks the necklace into his satchel. “I will grant you an audience with my son.”

			
X

			
When Mary and Joseph left the table and cleared the room, Jesus broke a piece of bread and handed it to Titus. Titus felt buoyed with promise, excited even. But when their fingertips touched, Titus the Butcher experienced no spark, no sign of the divine. 

			Is this sloth of a man truly the Son of YHWH?

			I cannot decide.

			“Brother Titus, you have traveled far and are a stranger to our village, yet you stood fast with the others,” Jesus said. “You could have run, you could have hidden—perhaps you did not know where to hide—you could have sent your goat charging at the marauders had it been trained as a war steed, which no doubt it could be. That goat is a beast!” He laughed and waved his hand under his nose as if he could still smell it. “But you did not. This alone has earned you my respect.” 

			He spoke this as if a royal proclamation; whether amusing himself or the others in the house, Titus the Butcher could not ascertain. It kept him unbalanced, even as he adjusted the child under his tunic. 

			The façade dropped. “Father says you bring tidings from Ezra my teacher.” 

			Earnest now.

			Titus nodded, and nibbled at the bread. 

			“Ezra is a good and thoughtful man, and I do not know why I have not visited him.” Jesus paused, dipped his bread into a dish of cloudy honey, and took a bite. A plate of peeled hard-boiled eggs remained untouched. 

			“No, that is not the truth.” Crumbs of bread fell from his mouth. “The truth of the matter is my father, Joseph, would be jealous. Though he raised me, along with my mother, Mary…” 

			Does he have the power to breathe life into the dead? 

			“…compared to Ezra, Joseph’s teachings were lacking.” Jesus broke off another piece of bread, choosing the hardened end. “He was not a curious man, nor particularly resourceful. I know where he obtained his wealth, yet saw that he carried himself in shame after it was taken.” 

			He chewed thoughtfully. “My mother and I felt no different, and perhaps a bit relieved. She is uneasy around mammon. But she is generous with her time and hospitality, as you can see.”

			Titus nodded. “This honey is near the finest I have tasted.”

			Jesus raised a curious eyebrow and continued his familial observations. “My father, I think, felt elevated with the stories of my birth, however, once he no longer had the means to bolster our status, we traveled back to Nazareth, back to extended family.” 

			The bundle at his stomach moved and kicked. 

			I love you, son.

			We are almost home.

			“Family is everything,” Titus said.

			
X

			
In the other room, Mary marvels with tears over the empty manger Titus has brought from Bethlehem. She stares at it in disbelief, but a familiar mark on the inside lid makes her lightheaded with memories. Joseph turns away from her, his eye and fingers on the jewelry Titus has gifted him. A piece that has been stolen and lost and found its way home.

			A miracle, Joseph thinks.

			If only Cassia’s child had also made its way home, Mary thinks.

			
X

			
As Titus soothed the squirming bundle at his lap, Jesus listened, his head cocked for signs that his parents’ ears were not pressed to the door. Gossip being its own currency, even in Nazareth. 

			Patience.

			I will introduce you soon, my son.

			“While Bethlehem had no room for my parents, we were treated with deference in Egypt. The Magi’s gifts opened many doors. I think my father had an inclination for finer things, which as a craftsman I appreciate, but he was more interested in status. It did afford us the one thing I could not find when we returned to Judea…” He let the thought hang unanswered at the small table. 

			Another bite, wiping the dish clean with a piece of crust and licking his fingers.

			“Honey?” Titus ventured as an answer, with a nod to the dish.

			Jesus roared with laughter, his head thrown back as bits of bread sprayed the Butcher. “Excuse me,” he said, apologetically, through more chortling. He covered his mouth with a sleeve as Titus dabbed his own face clean. 

			

			This is the man that will inspire the flame deluge?

			No.

			Then he thought of the Chieftain. 

			In the other room, voices rose, hushed, and arose again. The lyrics of Mary and Joseph’s song were indecipherable, but their notes were not. Reminiscences. Accusations. Corrections. Terse. Flowing from song to tribal grunts to other tongues of marriage. 

			Yet, this man turned away a murderous horde.

			With a smile. 

			Now the grunts were low and discreet, felt more than heard, but Titus shifted uncomfortably. With a slow inhale and exhale, Jesus noted the near-empty honey dish and suggested they continue their conversation with a walk. 

			
X

			
The Butcher rubbed his ears. A slight vibration mixed with Jesus’s dulcet voice distracted the Butcher.

			“…and community. We are nothing without community. But a soul needs solitude to reflect on themselves and their place in that community.” Jesus gathered a bundle of green branches, bound them together, and wrapped an oil rag around the end. As they walked down the slope to the bottom of the shallow valley, the vibration’s source became clear. 

			An apiary.

			Dozens and dozens of wooden beehives dotted the landscape like modest monuments. Despite the season, flower blossoms dotted the valley slopes as if placed by the tip of a painter’s brush.

			Like jewels on a beach.

			“…no one close to my age. They had all been killed in the Culling. What an odd thing it was to return to Judea and find no peers.”

			Busy bees buzzed, though not as loudly as the drones in the caravan. These bees were docile, more relaxed, more at peace.

			“Our family was met with great jealousy and derision. ‘Why did he survive?’ So, Ezra became my best friend and constant companion for years. Until our wealth was taken, and we moved here. But in my mind Ezra and I parted before this. Is it a trick of memory, or did he no longer have need of me when we lost our means to be his patron? I do not know.” 

			With practiced ease, Jesus struck flint to steel. Sparks jumped onto his torch, and soon the green bundle of moist sticks produced heavy smoke. Jesus walked to the hives, rows and rows of them. The Butcher found himself stepping back. Jesus noted this. “I was going to ask about the welts on your face and arms and legs. Less than charitable bees.” Jesus laughed. “The price of honey, eh?”

			The Butcher grunted, the bundle at his torso writhing. 

			“I do not begrudge those that have made a comfortable life for themselves; I begrudge those that do not give back to the community,” Jesus said. “I have experienced what sudden wealth can do to a family, and I have seen what its sudden disappearance can do, as well. I have no interest in it. My father Joseph thinks me lazy for not leaving home as much to work. Sick, lame, and lazy, he sing-songs to himself.” 

			With a nonchalance that unnerved the Butcher, Jesus waved the smoking bundle, and the bees parted before him. As if he were sprinkled in pollen, a few crawled in his unkempt hair, curious if he might be of use in making their honey or feeding their queen.

			“I love Maggie,” Jesus said. “I love honey. I love being kind. I love being patient. I could stand still and watch the seasons turn and not be bored or wish for things to move faster. I am a good listener, Titus. I say this as I am rambling on, but there are few people with whom I can speak my mind and heart.”

			He handed the torch to Titus. 

			“Maggie is one such person, but I do not wish to burden her with all of my thoughts. She is an intelligent woman. She can read. Sometimes it feels like she can read my mind, as well as my heart, but there are things which I cannot articulate. Things with which I do not wish to, again, burden her. 

			Delicately, Jesus pulled out racks of honeycomb. “And today, stranger, you are fresh ears.” He pulled off a piece of gooey wax. “Let me thank you with gold.” Jesus paused, a sly smile on his face. It slowly disappeared, a flower wilting. “Ezra.” As if he now remembered the reason for the Butcher’s visit. “My mind wanders, day and night.”

			“As with most learned men,” the Butcher said. 

			“You are a kind soul, Titus.” Sluggish bees crawled on his fingers, up his sleeve. “Your teacher must be proud.” 

			The Butcher flinched, but Jesus did not. 

			“My, you’re curious today,” he cooed, and shook out the bees and handed Titus his gold. “I cannot understand why Ezra did not want to be my teacher at the end. Was it mammon or something else? I sort through my memories to see if I had offended him as my teacher, as my friend, and I can recall nothing, and this has haunted me. It is as if he had a secret whose burden he could not share. Mysteries abound these days.”

			He broke off a second piece of dripping honeycomb. 

			“I owe Ezra a great deal. I have not reached out to him even in letter. By the time we parted, I had found a new path in my relationship with Joseph. I finally acknowledged the great burden of fleeing Bethlehem with his family, finding us shelter and succor in Raqote. We became more amiable. And for that, I thank my heavenly Father.”

			Waiting for his host, Titus held the honeycomb, turning his hand to arrest any drips, lest the honey return to the flowers. 

			“Perhaps my wedding will be a joyous opportunity to seek out Ezra. No doubt he will be surprised at my size, but it was he that introduced me to honey.” 

			And with that Jesus popped the nugget into his mouth. 

			Titus followed suit. 

			They chewed and devoured the honey and then licked it from their fingers. Sweet, yet earthy and light with hints of clover. He looked at the beekeeper and that look told him all. 

			Mana from heaven.

			“Indeed,” Jesus said, patting his gut.

			Titus accepted another piece, patting his own burden. 

			Soon. 

			“So, what news do you bring of him, Titus? Is Ezra well? Have his hands become more dexterous? Is he still teaching? Does he still favor wine over water? Does he still tell children’s stories at the market? He talked one day of writing a play. He introduced me to theater. No doubt you and I have similar tastes; I see your brightly colored clothing is inspired by their pageantry. My father did not appreciate Greek theater with its moralities. No, he preferred the fools and the jesters, and the laughter, I think. He loves the sound of my mother’s laughter. She can be stern, but loving.”

			Titus nodded. 

			Much like Sarah. 

			“Mary told me she yanked me from the womb, lest I drown in her motherly love. I find it a confusing testimony.”

			“Is that why you favor one leg?” The Butcher asked, realizing he did not ask it in jest.

			Regardless, Jesus smiled. “Joseph is fond of reminding us both.”

			The Butcher squatted deeply. Jesus cocked his head as though about to see a magic trick. The Butcher stood and both his knees popped, like hot rocks dropped into cold water. “I too am reminded constantly of our fragility.”

			They shared a laugh, and the Butcher felt good. He had been too long without true fellowship.

			He swatted away the marauder’s sword. 

			“You say you used to lay road tile in Egypt, in Raqote,” Jesus said. “As odd as this sounds, I think I may have watched you when I was young. As a builder of roads, you were quick, laying down the tiles like so.” He mimicked setting stones side by side and tamping them, and then repeated the pattern. “Yes?”

			His form was correct and accurate to Titus’s method. “Yes.” 

			“I knew it! I would sneak away from my lessons every so often and walk to that side of the city to see your progress,” Jesus said. “I saw no Romans. Joseph said the city paid for the tile and that you provided the labor in exchange for room and board. I often wondered if there was another trade at which you, Titus, would have excelled. If there’s something else you could’ve built. But you were serious about your work. I hope it was as satisfying as I witnessed.”

			“Indeed.” 

			He turned away a horde with his tongue.

			Prevented a slaughter with honey and laughter. 

			“As you can see, there is little commerce or work in Nazareth,” Jesus said. “I travel often to build. I lay stone. But my back aches. I am considering woodworking as a trade, but who would take me as an apprentice at my age?”

			There must be divinity here. 

			I am certain.

			This man did have the power to resurrect the dead.  

			“My reputation as a survivor of the Culling, as King of the Jews…ah,” he laughed. “Ofttimes in Jerusalem, Jericho, even here in Nazareth, people are kind to my face. I am acknowledged, though people do not meet my eyes, and I wonder if it is because they see what might have been had their sons survived. I wonder if they are looking for a hint of their progeny in these eyes, this unkempt hair, the sweet tooth, my awkward walk. Am I a living reminder of what might have been?” He shrugged. “I do not know.” 

			Such a burden for a man, let alone a child. 

			A playful smile emerged. “Would you like to see the queen?”

			The Butcher shook his head. 

			I would like to see the King. 

			The swirling buzz unnerved him, but he could only think of his own burden, the one under his tunic. 

			“I do not know why I bore you with this tale,” Jesus said. “Perhaps it is because you are a stranger and do not sit at my table with preconceptions buzzing like a swarm of angry bees. Let me tell you, Titus, it is refreshing and I, for one, am glad you are here.”

			They locked eyes, and the Butcher felt his knees weaken as Jesus asked him a simple question: “How may I return this favor?”

			
X

			
Still in the apiary valley, wadded honeycomb lay at their feet as the Butcher found his voice: “Are you the son of YHWH, born of man?”

			“I believe so, yes.” Jesus put his hand on Titus’s shoulder. “What do you believe?”

			Titus paused; his mind blank. 

			Have I truly not answered this question?

			For myself? 

			Titus felt his chest open, felt the years of toil and tension slip away as the answer presented itself not in his head but in his heart. “I believe that you are, Son of YHWH.” Lifting his tunic, Titus untied the swaddled silks at his shoulder, and cradled the small burden in his arms. “I would ask that you grant this favor.” Delicately, as if separating the petals of a flower, he opened the silks to reveal the babe. The once-clean cut along its throat now erratic, jagged, like a tiny shot of lightning. Its gray face grown more shrunken since Bethlehem. “Please breathe life into my child.”

			Jesus took in the dead child, his eyes glazing with a lifetime of guilt. 

			Bees droned.

			The wind swirled at their feet, through the hives, and the wildflowers danced. The smell of clover grew. 

			Silence. 

			

			Jesus’s jaw set. The tears evaporated in his unblinking eyes. “So, Titus, the builder and butcher, it seems your arrival was ill-timed with the marauders’. Or perhaps it was perfect timing.” His voice changed as he spoke through the splintered gate of his teeth. “You impressed the village with not only your generosity, but your bravery. And on your person, you had jewelry that my father once bought for my mother. Such a precious gift.” He hawked up something dark, and spat. His eyes moved to the desert, to bleached memories. “And you brought my mother the ‘manger’ used at my birth.”

			The accusatory tinge of anger pushed the Butcher back a step. His body tense, his mind disoriented, as Jesus’s eyes settled back on him. 

			“I wonder what gift you have brought me, besides a false face?”

			A wave of shame bowed Titus’s head in deference like a guilty dog’s. “Repentance.” His voice wavered and he knelt. “And bees, my Lord. I brought Turkish bees. Their honey is the sweetest ever.”

			“Sweet Titus, I jest,” Jesus said, his voice softening. “Listening is a gift. I require nothing else.” 

			Titus offered up the babe. Delicate bones snapped under his fingers. “Take him, Jesus.” 

			Please.

			“I have traveled far.” The decades of grief and uncertainty changed Titus’s voice. Grief lumping his throat like shale. “So, so far.”

			“Turkish bees would devastate the colonies I have cultivated.” Jesus knelt and cupped Titus’s chin and lifted it. His voice soothing and quiet, a lullaby. “It is the flower, not the insect.”

			“Please,” Titus whispered.

			Gently, as if the babe were but sleeping, Jesus reached out with a fingertip and traced the scar along its throat. Titus expected the scar to disappear under his finger, but it did not. Jesus traced the eyelids, and Titus expected them to open, but they did not. 

			Instead, the eyelids crumbled to dust, revealing blobs like withered grapes beneath them.

			Titus curled his toes, gripping his sandals as his hands closed into fists around the swaddled silks. He ground his teeth; chips and grains of his teeth sprinkled his dry tongue. This to stifle the scream building within. 

			I beg you. 

			“I beg you.”

			And Jesus wept. 

			He held his head alongside Titus’s, his hand on the back of the Butcher’s neck. From a distance, they looked like proud parents cooing and doting cheek to cheek over an infant. Dizziness threatened his posture, but Jesus’s hand stayed him. Titus’s and Jesus’s tears mingled and fell on the babe’s face. 

			I do not know what to do.

			I am lost.

			The babe stirred, nudged Titus in the ribs. 

			Please.

			“Please.”

			I’ll do anything. 

			“I’ll do anything.”

			“I know,” Jesus said. He took Titus by a hand and guided him to the other side of the valley. 

			
X

			
“Nazareth is a poor village. Most cannot afford a family tomb.” Jesus pointed to the east, near foothills. “But here…” 

			A sea of small gravestones, not unlike the tiles the Butcher set into Egyptian roads. 

			So tiny. 

			Jesus presented the graveyard with a grand gesture. “The markers’ size belies the holes they have left in the village’s heart. Each one an untold story. Ones in which we might have been players.” 

			So many. 

			“None of these babes met a natural end.”

			The Culling.

			“If I could raise the dead, do you not think I would bring forth a generation of boys, now men? Do you not think I would scrub the loneliness from my youth? I know of my birth. I know of my origin. Mother Mary calls me special, but I have not yet been called into service by my Father. It is a dreadful specter, this waiting. Perhaps I will be old and stooped when He sends me on the path. He will guide my feet.” He placed a hand on Titus’s shoulder. He felt heat radiate from the touch. “Until then, I can only help you bury your son.”

			Bees danced among the tombstones, lighting on scattered wildflowers.

			“This is not my son,” Titus said. “My son died by my hand.”

			Whatever rancor Jesus might have felt allayed.

			“Time has long since reduced him to a sack of dust and bones in Hebron,” Titus said. “I wore a Black Mask.”

			Jesus’s craggy face softened. 

			“And the child I hold before you is the son of Cassia the Midwife, the woman who pulled you into this world, while your father Joseph prayed your breath to stop. You and this babe are by all rights brothers.”

			Vulnerable, yet empathetic. Jesus alone could understand their burdens, now tying them together in a way no ceremony could. 

			“I also slaughtered this child,” Titus said. 

			Jesus’s lips trembled; his face now pained. 

			“His eyes were as blue as any pool. There. I have paid you in confession,” Titus said. “And now before you, I bring this child, whom I would raise as my own.” Titus patted the bottom of the child to comfort it, and cooed like Sarah had with their son. His smile twisted into a plea.

			See?

			See the joy you could bring? 

			“We are here now, and you wait for a sign from above?” Titus spoke plainly. “We are here now. In this moment. Decades of suffering for us both have led us to this moment. If you cannot do this for me, then do it for Cassia, the woman whom your father abandoned. What say you?”

			Jesus stared at the child, its ruined face reflected in the windows of his eyes. 

			Titus stood there. The weight of the silence slumped his shoulders, as if the child’s bones, once light as a whisper and hollow like a songbird’s, their presence as joyful as the wildflowers, with colors deeper than any gem, had become leaden with the cold iron of chain. 

			

			Hope evaporated, like the memory of Sarah’s face, the touch of her lips, the warmth of her hug and forgiveness, her voice telling him to bring her back a son. What had been an invitation now faded in his ears as a farewell. His lean back, loosened so recently from decades of manual labor by this child of salvation, tightened again. Muscles knotted themselves from his neck across shoulders and down his spine, his lower back, as thirty years of toil rendered him a statue carved of flesh and grief and failure. He looked out over the Culling graveyard. How many sacrificed under his blade, he could not recall. That memory lay buried in Egypt beneath so many tiles. 

			Would it have been better to have fought the Black Masks, for his family to have died in their home? 

			Would it have been better for his family to lay with their bodies intertwined as Cassia and the Legionary had—living, loving, dying as one?

			The thought of his daughter succumbing to fever, the grief and hopelessness Sarah must have felt. The rage of his other daughter as she testified against him. The only time he would see her grown face, it was riled with anger. Not crying, not wanting her father’s comfort, not sleeping peacefully, not flushed with her first crush. 

			His abhorrent sin revealed in a carnival of barbarity.

			So much shame.

			A thing burned in his heart and throat now. Bile and acid. His body fought to purge the hopelessness. He choked it down. If Jesus would breathe life into the child in his arms now, he would sacrifice all the descendants of these sinners and their greedy ways; their adultery, gossip, and communal violence. 

			He would let this Nazarene live and let the future suffer its own fate. 

			If he could but have his family back now. 

			Even at his extended age, he would do that. He would enjoy old age with his beloved and marvel at what kind of man they would raise, their own miracle babe. Maybe the babe would bring peace to this world or simply enjoy a full and healthy life. For that simple gift, the Butcher would let the Nazarene live. A life for a life. And the Butcher would care not for the poison snow, or the flame deluge, and if that meant the Judeans would turn to ash and Judea to glass, then so be it.  

			Did Jesus not recognize the sacrifice the Butcher had already made, was willing to make? 

			Please, Lord.

			“What say you?”

			Jesus said nothing, for what was there to say? 

			The silence turned Titus’s anger to malice. “I wonder, could this child be your true half-brother?”

			It was improbable, but, unlike his bees, this barb did sting Jesus.

			“No.”

			“Your very birth culled my family, my wife, my daughters,” Titus said. “That’s who you are, son of YHWH, a plague, a fornicator, and a glutton with but a dash of charm and the sweet tooth of a child.” Titus spat at the Nazarene’s feet. “Behold his glory!”

			Silence. 

			“Forgive me, brother Titus,” Jesus said. “The person you blame does not exist anymore. I am no longer that babe in the manger; I am no longer that threat to Herod. I truly wish that you find peace. I know what it is to walk the earth without it.”

			“You walk the earth while hundreds of babes do not.”

			“I can pray and grieve with you, Titus.” His hand lifted as though to bless the dead babe. “As though he were my own.”

			Titus twisted his body, taking the child out of the reach of Jesus. “This is your divine proclamation to a grieving father: No?”

			Jesus reached out his hand to comfort Titus. Titus slapped it away. “Touch me not, Nazarene. You suffer with milk and honey, waiting for your Calling. While I have been called twice. And I have answered that Call at the cost of everything. And now you withhold as would a false prophet. Do you think our meeting coincidence? I meet you with a box and necklace from your past. Do you think my faith misguided? My child moves when near you. I feel it stirring, begging for your divine touch. What say you to that?”

			Jesus said nothing.

			“Do you think anything but the Lord has brought me here, put this babe from my past back into my arms?” He shoved Jesus in rebuke. “You wait for your Calling. I have been Called. Truly. And now I see that this was to show me your true wickedness. Delivered not with a dagger, but a silver tongue. For how am I, a mere man, to judge without a taste of what you will bring to the world? You have nothing to offer but misery.”

			“Belief is the bedrock of faith, Titus.” Jesus spoke haltingly, as if selecting his words from a dusty shelf. “It is a tool that allows us to persevere, to see that which is unseeable. To hear the unhearable. To bear a burden beyond that which our muscles can lift.”

			“You know nothing of faith.”

			“Do not turn your belief into a weapon,” Jesus said. “As Herod did.”  

			“How dare you.” 

			“I—” 

			Titus slapped Jesus, rocking his head back. “A generation of our people annihilated.”

			“Forgive me.”

			“Would you give your life for them if they could return?”

			“Please, brother Titus…”

			“Would you die for them now?”  

			…

			The son of Joseph and Mary faltered in silence. 

			“You speak as though you know grief. You do not. You speak as if you know sacrifice. You do not. But you shall know both. This I swear.”

			The Nazarene shook his head gently, perhaps in pity, perhaps in denial.

			“I see now this babe is my final test, a last temptation. I think now if you were to offer me its life and my family, I would stand firm. That is sacrifice. Hear me, Jesus of Nazareth, I know the pain and suffering you will bring into this world, and it will pale to what you have done this day. You do not know true suffering.” 

			Yet.

			
X

			
Jesus removed his tunic and laid it by the pool. As he waded in, Maggie arrived and set about cleaning his honey-stained clothing with a lye powder on a flat stone. 

			She sighed as Jesus spit a stream of water like a lion-head fountain and posed for her, until his antics broke through the resistance of her tongue and teeth and she smiled. Once the stains had faded enough to her satisfaction, she shed her own tunic and waded into the water. 

			
X

			
The Butcher wandered the Culling graveyard, cradling his carcass of despair. The goat nowhere in sight. 

			
X

			
“You are ticklish this morn, my flower.” 

			“Your stubble scratches.” She dabbed more golden amber between her breasts. “You need a shave, but for now…” Maggie’s fingers spidered through his hair, pulling him closer. But he resisted and swiped the honey from between her heavy breasts and glued a sprig of violet to her cheek with a dab of amber. 

			“There are other seeds you might plant in this garden…”

			They laughed. He lay his head on her breasts and sighed.

			“You are distracted, my betrothed,” Maggie said. “What is wrong?”

			“Something is out of place, love.”

			She reached below the water playfully. “I say not.”

			“There is a slight vibration in the air, my flower. Do you hear it?”

			She did not.

			“The wind carries a different tune.” He wrapped his arms around her, pulled her soft body closer. “It blows from the wrong direction this season.”

			“Hmm.” Weary of his melancholia, she turned his head. “You missed a spot.” And once again pulled his mouth to her breasts. He did not resist until she giggled and spoke: “A large goat watches us.” 

			Jesus lifted his head from her breasts, his lips shiny with honey. “Where?” 

			“There. To the side of that thicket.” 

			Jesus’s eyes narrowed. He waded forward protectively to get a clearer view. “That is a man in a goat skin.” 

			“What?” 

			“He is on all fours, watching us.” 

			“Your eyes are filled with sand, love. That is but a goat.” 

			He stared, eyes intense and weary.

			

			“Look closely, it is only a creature shitting and eating flowers.” 

			His head tilted as if studying a puzzle with incongruent pieces. “Hmm, perhaps you are right.” 

			“Save your precious flower!” Maggie dunked him playfully, and they splashed about, laughing among their sputterings. When all was quiet, he turned her in the water and kissed her broad shoulders, nibbling along her neck up to her ears. She purred like a great cat. His hands cupped her breasts and teased her nipples the way she liked. Her breath quickened as they responded; her flesh rippled with excitement. Her fingers traced his and then slid into the water. 

			The goat watched.

			
X

			
Joseph tugged at the sleeve of his threadbare tunic. The fraying was maddening. He would ask Mary to darn it. He remembered when it was fresh. People paid him more respect. That was back in Egypt, but still the garment was worth saving. He thought to when this wasn’t always true. He and Mary had fought then about being frugal versus the time it would take to fix. He’d argued he was helping other artisans, businessmen, and that they should be grateful they had the means for new garments. 

			

			And now they do not. 

			Perhaps she will sell her reacquired jewelry.

			I hope not.

			He had anticipated a fight over the tunic then. Too extravagant and not to her taste, but she flattered him, surprisingly. Perhaps she recognized the burden and conflict within him. And if keeping silent while he splurged on a garment worth somebody’s monthly wages kept the domestic waters calm, then so be it, for peace in the house was priceless. Joseph understood this later and loved her for it in a way he could not fully articulate.

			He came to the door of their courtyard and saw a note tacked to it. Small, tight, deliberate script. He read it aloud, still ashamed he was not as literate as his son. 

			The note read: 

			Cassia dead. 

			Ezra dead. 

			Mary dead. 

			Your son dead. 

			Your bloodline dead. 

			So that others live.

			May YHWH forgive you. 

			

			A sensation shot through him from belly to groin, and he felt the sudden urge to defecate. Joseph looked over his shoulder. 

			Another prank. 

			So much jealousy in this village. 

			He shut the courtyard door. They had no animals to escape, but it was a habit he’d cultivated since their return to Judea. Yet another thing he and Mary clashed on. As soon as he barred the door, there was a knocking, light and rhythmical like a children’s tune. 

			He unbarred it, and a figure rushed him and knocked him to the ground. The door shut behind him as he rolled up and looked at his assailant. Was this Titus, the man whom he’d had in his home for dinner? Confusion and shock filled Joseph as he scrambled backwards in the courtyard, trying to gain enough distance to get to his feet. 

			The intruder struck at him with a blade. Joseph thought, it’s not a sword, but this did little to help him as he raised his arms in defensive, and the blade caught his hand, severing fingers.

			“Stop, stop, stop!” A panicked mantra. 

			He did not scream, but said the word repeatedly in a manic way. More damage would have been dealt had the intruder been wielding the weapon with two hands but he swung with only one while the other clutched at his stomach, cradling a swell. 

			

			Joseph could not claw enough traction. 

			He kept scrambling, one hand stamping the ground with blood like a wax seal. Legs pumping in retreat, his sandals flew off, and the intruder struck. The blade came down again and again. Joseph’s palms split, his fingers hanging by threads of flesh. The blade changed angles, and the meat of a forearm fell to the ground. The blade struck his skull, the blow echoing in his head as a dull thump. 

			Joseph’s assailant fell on top of him, and the bulge at the intruder’s midsection crackled and snapped, like kindling in the dry season. 

			The sound enraged his assailant more, if such a thing was possible. Joseph cried out to his Lord for mercy, and the blade struck his face, carving away a cheek that this morning had been kissed by Mary. 

			Another hack, and an ear flopped to the dirt. Such a foreign thing to witness. His assailant grunted, and Joseph thought briefly and lucidly: this is what it is to be attacked by a wild animal, and then he thought: this is what it is to die.

			The blade cleaved his collarbone and then his throat, and Joseph’s breath became difficult and liquid. 

			His assailant’s burden crackled again, deformed, and collapsed. The blade struck Joseph’s skull, and he heard the metal snap with a ting, even as bone cracked like thick pottery. His legs danced without music. Came to rest.

			

			He stared at the sky, the same color as Mary’s eyes. His assailant stood up, his shadow shielding Joseph’s eyes from the sun, gifting him the blue a final time.

			
X

			
Titus walked through the streets of Nazareth, now wearing one of Joseph’s spare tunics. He’d washed quickly and left the courtyard door shut. The bulge in his midsection now a shapeless bag, broken and destroyed, loose like a woman’s belly after birth. Under one arm, a sealed urn buzzed. Tucked under the other, like a scholar’s tome, the engraved road tile he’d commissioned. The engraver was proud of his work, and Titus had praised his craftsmanship.

			But now he felt lightheaded, and his eyes vibrated in his skull. Where he’d tethered the goat and cart escaped him. He walked in a trance. Lost. No one took notice of him, for he no longer wore the bright tunic or jester cap, or walked the goat with an inviting smile. His heart roared in his head and he could not hear the daily sounds of Nazareth. 

			In front of him, a woman screamed. 

			This came not from Joseph’s abode. A woman stepped out into the street, screaming for Mary Magdalene: “It is time! It is time! The baby has turned!”

			

			Even the children sensed the urgency in her voice, the desperation. They abandoned their games and scattered with purpose.

			“Send for Mary Magdalene, send for Mary, send for Mary! Please Lord, now! Tamara’s baby has turned!”

			And yet the Butcher walked on. 

			The Lord will guide my feet. 

			Mary Magdalene came running, her speed belying her girth. Determination on her face. She gave the Butcher not a second look. They would need an edge as sharp as the Butcher’s sakin had once been. And knowledge on where to cut. 

			The Butcher knew this.

			And still he walked on, though puzzled that his thoughts turned to figs. 

			
X

			
The goat bleats loudly from over the hill at the apiary. Likely in annoyance of the bees as it feasts on the wildflowers, the Butcher thinks, like a selfish child in a field of sweets. The bleating, though distant, aggravates his ears, and the familiar spike returns to his head. It had dissipated with the slaughter of Joseph. 

			But now tears of pain blur his vision as he hacks at the earth. The earth does not want to be worked, impatient for the rainy season to come. Instead, Titus the Butcher constructs a small burial mound of sun-bleached rocks and pieces of tombstones cracked from neglect. He has chosen a place at the edge of the graveyard for children of the Culling. It seems appropriate and right to do so; a completion of a journey. Under this mound, Titus buries the loose swaddling of silks containing the powdered bones in the blue-gray skin of the Midwife’s son. The son that he prayed would make his family whole again. 

			Another bleat.

			With his broken sakin, he chops a groove into the earth to plant the tile, a small headstone engraved with the name not of the Midwife’s son, but the name he and Sarah had chosen. This name did not come to him right away when he commissioned the engraving, and he had to fish the depths of his memory, cloudy as it was, to be certain. 

			He tries to deepen the groove for the pristine marker, but again the earth does not want to be worked. The goat bleats again, joyful as it frolics. 

			Anger rises within the Butcher. 

			Stupid animal.

			The goat mocks him. His grief. His task here in the graveyard of the Culling. 

			Lazy animal.

			

			He fights to finish the groove, hacking at the dry earth with his ruined blade like a savage. The spike drives deeper into his skull, and he rolls away in pain, chest heaving as it draws breath. The spike relents a bit; his vision sharpens. He stands, knees popping, blade still in hand. He places the marker as best he can, tamping down on it with the butt of the sakin. 

			He was not your son.

			You have done enough for him.

			He stretches his back, the muscles tightening from his modest labors. No.

			From the rejection of Jesus. 

			From the slaughter of Joseph.

			On the horizon, Heaven and Earth meet. There is no discerning the land from the sky as a taupe band connects the two. A desert storm, the Butcher thinks. Heading this way. It will drive the villagers into their homes, perhaps underground. He has only a small window to slay the Nazarene. He stares at the desert. Sees its surface of glass stretching as far as the eye can see. 

			His vision, 

			the warning:

			Innocents trampled under horse hooves.

			Heads on spikes. 

			

			Tortured by pious neighbors. 

			Burned at the stake. 

			Dragged through the streets, behind metal machines.

			And finally, the flame deluge. 

			Judea turned to ash and glass. 

			No animal or man or plant will survive. 

			All in the Nazarene’s name.

			He understands the sins of today are to be forgiven. And he has been chosen to protect the innocents of the future. They should not pay for the sins of their fathers. He has paid already. 

			The end is near, and he must do what he must do.

			The goat bleats.

			The Butcher issues his own warning, a guttural scream:

			I am the storm! 

			I am the Lord’s wrath!

			
X

			
Titus says a silent prayer of contrition before the burial mound, the urn of Turkish bees his only witness. 

			His attention turns from the graveyard to the apiary. The goat runs among the beehives, as if playing a children’s game. The area now flowerless and devoid of color, victim to the goat’s appetite. Perhaps the bees notice, as the goat yelps and paws at its head. It runs in circles, faster and faster, sprinting the length of the apiary and back. The Butcher skirts the apiary and tries to draw its attention. 

			“It is time, you stupid animal.”

			The goat heeds his voice and runs towards him, but does not dodge a beehive; instead lowers its head and crashes into it. The bigger pieces fall to the ground as wax and honey and splinters and bees tumble through the air. The goat pauses only to grab a bite of honey-drenched wax and then runs past the Butcher, bringing a swarm of bees. 

			They sting the Butcher where his flesh shows, expending their weapons and lives in the name of their dead queen. Invisible spikes stab his head from every angle and the Butcher retreats to the graveyard, where the goat circles the vibrating vessel of Turkish bees. The bee venom burns and his lungs wheeze. The goat bleats as it shakes off a dozen of the insects, even snapping a few from mid-air; its frolicking noises exacerbate the Butcher’s pain, hammers pounding the spikes deeper into his skull. He hears the goat laugh. His vision clouds, and his eardrums throb with a pulsing that pushes his mind to the edge of madness. 

			He prays for stillness. Demands it. 

			Damn you!

			

			Be silent!

			A revelation ignites inside him. The spikes blind him, the truth deafens him. 

			Sarah was an apparition. 

			A devil’s temptation. 

			Heat colors his body, anger curls lips, teeth grind to powder with the strength of his clenching. Such folly to believe she was real, that he could be made whole again. Waves of despair stagger him. 

			The goat’s bleats resonate at a frequency of the damned. 

			Dolt.

			Dimwit.

			“Why did you sniff out the manger and child?”

			The bleating is torment… 

			Whom do you serve? 

			Whom do you truly serve? 

			“This is your doing!

			“This is your doing!

			“This is your doing!”

			Where there should be light, there is darkness. 

			Where there should be darkness, there is noise. 

			

			SILENCE!

			SILENCE!

			…and invitation. 

			“Stupid, stupid animal,” the Butcher growls, wiping his eyes clear. He climbs to his feet, every breath a screaming whistle. He lurches toward the goat and grabs it by its horns and wrestles it to the ground, as sure as Jacob wrestled an angel. As sure as he conjured Sarah.

			Lord, guide my hand.

			Blissful silence but a moment away. 

			With the jagged remains of his sakin, and no ceremony or prayer, the Butcher attacks. 

			One-two. 

			
X

			
The jewelry the Butcher brought back to Joseph is used by Mary to buy a family tomb in the hills outside of Nazareth. 

			“It is too much,” the Tilemaker says. He has only earlier received a handsome sum for engraving a tile for the stranger with the goat. The tiles are quarried from a cave in the hills that Mary now wants to buy. He begins to realize the business death brings. 

			

			Mary knows his only family is a dimwitted son, and she wants this exchange to be tidy. “Take it,” she says. “Please.”

			The makeshift tomb is modest in size, and perhaps the coin could be used to benefit the community more, but the jewelry now feels cursed, and she realizes she would like a space in which to visit her husband, to pray in his presence, to perhaps air old grievances without recourse. And to be alone. 

			The round rock that will seal the tomb has yet to be finished, and she hopes she will be strong enough to move it by herself, but thinks with Maggie’s strength it will be possible. The walk alone will provide them with ample time for discussion away from the gossipers. In her heart, she hopes against instinct that Maggie and Jesus will announce a wedding date soon. It would be a blessing to gain a daughter before her son is called. For a time, her grief allows this foolish salve. 

			
X

			
“Behold a man. A servant of the Lord.” 

			Though still dazed with grief, Jesus delivers the eulogy for his father. It passes muster and draws nods from the gathered, even if it lacks a certain polish, and carries more than a hint of an apologetic tone. He makes eye contact with Mother Mary and Mary Magdalene fleetingly as if to avoid judgment, as if to avoid fault. He includes a few brief anecdotes about Joseph that neither she, his mother, nor Mary, his betrothed, have heard before. Mary wonders if the other has been trusted with such stories, but Maggie’s puzzled glance answers that question. 

			And neither will ask Jesus.

			When the Nazarenes are instructed to bow their heads in prayer, Mary sees that a good many of them have not, Jesus being an exception. They pray, but their eyes dart around, wary sheep on the lookout for the wolf that took Joseph.  

			They do not want the shepherd cradling them as he did his father.

			
X

			
Good fortune smiles on the Beast. 

			It watches the tail of the funeral procession lag from the main group as they head back to the village. The edge of the storm has hit. Stinging sand peppering flesh, obscuring vision. 

			But not for the Beast. 

			Two of the mourners have broken off from the procession back to Nazareth and are now alone. Whether by instinct or design, the Beast knows these two must be destroyed. As a man, stalking in such conditions would be impossible. Save for the narrow paths, the hilly terrain is rocky and uneven. The footing improbable. It does not know how it can hold the weapon that it does. Its head feels lighter now, despite the two massive horns. 

			The Beast bounds over the path, from embankment to embankment, its hooves quiet and sure. The Beast feels at one with the landscape, finally.

			The couple it shadows do not hear it, or if they do, it is dismissed as a trick of the storm. The Beast pursues. Not for food, not for sport. It is a primal urge it cannot fathom, but can only obey. 

			This is its purpose. 

			There is nothing else. 

			
Whether he means to or not, Jesus leads the procession. Whether he realizes he has left the Marys behind, Maggie does not know. Though Joseph’s death has distressed him, he is lost in his head. Something beyond sorrow has taken root in her betrothed.

			The Tilemaker holds the hand of his son. His son is taller and outweighs him by far. The son, curious and mischievous (unlike most in Nazareth), snuck a peak at Joseph’s corpse as the Marys prepared his body. Joseph was a constant presence in the community, tolerated by the majority, loved by a handful, ignored by many, but always looked out of place, an erroneously placed puzzle piece.

			Mother Mary slips her hand into Maggie’s. Maggie, midwife, betrothed to the son of YHWH, nurse, baker, beekeeper. 

			She is the rock of the family.

			She calms us all.

			Maggie squeezes the hand of Mary in acknowledgment of her presence. Words are unnecessary.

			Yea, Joseph will be missed by only a few. His contributions to the community negligible at best. But they are a community, and as one mourns, all mourn. The Tilemaker can say nothing that will absolve the heart of his son, or erase the memories of spying on Joseph’s mangled corpse. He can only reassure his son that it is the work of an animal that found its way into a courtyard.  

			Or, perhaps, the marauders have returned, his son says. 

			The Tilemaker scoffs and uses this incident as an example of what happens when you do not bar your gate. He feels somewhat guilty for doing this, but his son can be dim.

			

			They will both grieve for the appropriate time, as is the custom. 

			Mary feels a heavier grief, as she knows it is only a matter of time before she loses her son to the world. It is a different type of mourning regarding her son, a small black egg nesting in her heart since his birth. Joseph’s death now eclipses this mourning. She could never envision losing her husband before her son. 

			She appreciates Maggie holding her hand. She has never wanted to rely on Maggie but she has been agile and able in times when Joseph, even Jesus, was not. She pities Maggie and her foolhardy belief that there will be a wedding ceremony. Maggie is clever in ways that Mary and Joseph are not, but whereas Jesus is the sun to them, he is a blind spot to Maggie. 

			The path jogs to the left. The Tilemaker knows that the path goes to the right. He squeezes his son’s hand as he stops to get his bearings. 

			Have we missed the turn? 

			Has he been so preoccupied that his feet have betrayed him?

			Mary feels a sharp pain in her chest. 

			She squeezes Maggie’s hand, and they stop in their tracks. She bends over, feels a wave of despair wash over her. In spite of the differences and struggles with Joseph over the years, Mary already feels a void in her life, even though nothing in her daily routine will change. Perhaps this is the root of her grief. 

			The Tilemaker’s son takes this moment to bend over and flick pebbles from his sandals. It is a foolhardy attempt, like trying to beat back the tide. Maybe they should travel to Egypt. Maybe the stranger that commissioned the engraving on the tile will share more information. If they can find him. The Tilemaker cannot remember his name (a disadvantage for a man of commerce), only the bright tunic and his stinky goat. 

			Shouldn’t be hard to spot.

			“Or smell,” his son says. 

			The Tilemaker has been thinking aloud again. He rubs his son’s head and laughs. As he shakes pebbles loose, the son confesses that he spied Maggie and Jesus naked in each other’s arms in the pool. The Tilemaker cuffs his son on the ear, and says that is no business of theirs. The Tilemaker and his wife had both been guilty of fornication prior to marriage, but nonetheless he catalogs the information. It might have been leverage with stingy Joseph, but now that what-if is moot. Besides, Jesus carries a divine aura around him, or so others say (certainly Joseph did). 

			

			But Mary Magdalene is a big woman, and the Tilemaker does not want to be the object of her wrath. 

			Still…

			He cautions his son not to gossip, as to keep the nugget valuable, but his son trades in secrets recklessly for trinkets and status among his peers. Bones before hungry swine.

			Maggie lets go of Mary’s hand, puts a consoling grip on her shoulder, but does not bend down. The storm feels ominous, different. It could be imaginary, but she senses she is being watched. Perhaps Jesus is up ahead, waiting for them. She scans the embankment in the hills near their path. 

			She knows it is not a creature that slayed Joseph. Jesus showed her the broken blade. They both deduced it belonged not to marauders, but to the jester that broke bread with them. 

			But no one has seen him, or his goat. 

			Before the funeral, Maggie and Jesus talked, or rather Maggie asked questions, but Jesus, distracted by his grief, could not answer. She did not blame him, but knows that the community is at risk, so once again matters of the village fall onto her broad shoulders.

			

			A creeping sensation of unease filters through the Tilemaker’s brain. “Keep moving, boy. This storm will not be defied.”

			The hairs bristle on Maggie’s neck. 

			Twice during a difficult delivery, she has had this feeling. It is not one to be ignored. Maggie begins to pull Mary to her feet. Not that she is unsympathetic, but she wants to catch up to Jesus, she wants to get back into the village in case Tamara is finally ready to give birth to the twins, the latest emergency having simply been a matter of gas and anxious grandparents-to-be. Her family has stayed behind, offering their condolences with loaves of bread. Perhaps Jesus or the Roman Sentry will act as escort for her when Tamara’s time comes. 

			Maggie had suggested delaying Joseph’s burial until the murderer was caught or perhaps a few more soldiers could be summoned from Jerusalem. Mary disliked both options. She was rigid in her dismissal, adamant about observing kavod ha-met. These were reasonable thoughts then, but now Maggie’s body screams take shelter.

			Gooseflesh ripples down Maggie’s arms. “We must go, Mother.”

			A force rams Maggie in the back. Her breath leaves her body before she is on the ground like a felled tree. She struggles to breathe; her lungs do not cooperate. Sand stings her eyes. She cannot blink them clear, and what she witnesses appears only in flashes. 

			Her mind boggles.

			The Beast turns to Mary, drops to all fours and charges her. Maggie sees this in a slow dreamlike fashion. Yet she still cannot draw a breath, let alone scream a warning to Mary.

			A horn gores Mary above her right breast. 

			She screams for the both of them. 

			Still impaled upon its horn, the Beast drags Mary. It shakes her loose, and she falls to the ground near Maggie. Mary reaches towards her, but there is too much distance. The Beast tramples Mary’s outstretched hand. Maggie can hear bones break even above the wind’s cry, distinct and horrific.

			
The Beast snorts, its head above Mary’s face. Spittle drips as it sniffs her face. 

			Kill.

			It lolls its head back and forth, as if engaged in an instinctual ritual. It stops with a horn under Mary’s chin. 

			Its stench, a noxious mix of rotten fruit and sulfur, makes Mary cough even as her prayer sputters with faltering breath. What is she praying for? A quick death? Salvation? Maggie’s life? Her son’s future? The village itself? She beats at the Beast’s face with her unbroken hand, shredding palm against its upper teeth and skull. As she squirms backwards, she feels its horn dimple the flesh under her chin. Now piercing it. Mary stiffens her thumb and pops one of the Beast’s eyes like a soft-boiled egg, and it screams not in agony, but in frustration. 

			The Beast rears up like a horse and comes down on her. Its hooves crack her ribs. 

			It is a fight for Mary to breathe. 

			It lolls its head again, the horn back under her chin, hooking flesh. She soils herself; otherwise, she is inert. 

			It is my time.

			This revelation makes her curious. She stares, eye to eye with the Beast. What she sees there in that X pupil is not evil, but pain and sadness. Her mind flashes to the nativity back in Bethlehem. The stable. The Midwife. The chaos and Joseph. 

			A peace washes over her. 

			And in that moment, she understands it all. 

			My journey. 

			

			My purpose. 

			It is not my time.

			Mary reaches out to touch the face of YHWH, when the first stone hits the Beast. It swings its head, dragging its horn under Mary’s chin. Blood soaks her neck. 

			Maggie climbs to her feet as the second stone hits the Beast in the chest. It emits a high-pitched animal skreich that pierces their eardrums. The stones are being thrown by the Tilemaker and his son. Maggie picks up one of the stones as the Beast takes a few steps, running on two feet, then four, and charges the Tilemaker’s son. Both throw stones, but they only glance off the charging Beast. One horn strikes the Tilemaker’s son in the belly. The Beast thrashes; its head disembowels the son, who cries out for his long-dead mother. Now the Beast is on two legs lumbering with short, awkward steps towards the Tilemaker. 

			The skin of the Beast flutters in the wind, a ragged coat of unspun wool. The Tilemaker throws a larger rock at it, but does not have the strength for it to be effective, and the Beast diverts its arc with a cloven hoof. Improbably, it holds a weapon in its other. 

			The Tilemaker wets himself. 

			The horns. 

			

			The devil comes.

			Before he can beg for mercy or say a prayer, a jagged blade strikes him, cleaving through his collarbone into his shoulder. The next strike nearly severs his head, and the Tilemaker falls to the ground where the dirt and storm claim the spilled rubies of death. The last thing he hears is the wailing of his son.

			The Beast drops to all fours, inspects the Tilemaker and the son. One is dead. The other screams, and the Beast bites through his throat to end the shrieking. Then it turns to the Marys. 

			They are gone.

			Blowing dirt and sand, once an advantage for the Beast as it stalked its prey, is now an advantage for the Marys. 

			No scent. 

			No tracks. 

			The clamoring of other Nazarenes, as they respond to the death wails, can now be heard. As the first arrive, the Beast bounds off on all fours into the storm.

			
X

			
Maggie is reluctant to share details of the attack. 

			

			How do I put into words the terror? 

			The evil, the dread? 

			The young Roman Sentry encourages a straight account from her, even as he inspects Mary’s wounds. He has seen worse and tells her as much. Maggie eschews his wineskin and attends to Mary’s wounds one-handed, her other hand occupied, whereas Mary’s is crushed. 

			Maggie does her best to describe the attack, even as she directs others how to apply dressings with pressure to Mary’s wounds. How they were ambushed. How the Tilemaker and his son saved them, giving them a chance to escape. With the Beast’s back turned, Maggie hauled the wounded Mary off the path onto large rocks, pulling loose shrubs and branches over them, changing their shapes. No doubt the injury to the Beast’s eye helped, as did the storm. 

			People offer their expertise: 

			Yes, that is a sharp-edge weapon wound. 

			Yes, that bruising looks like the kick of a mule or hooved animal. 

			Yes, that bite mark was done by an animal.

			Wounds staunched, they rush Mary back to Nazareth on a litter. The Sentry tells Maggie it is safe to put down the large stone gripped and poised on her shoulder. A catapult winched and locked.

			

			She lowers the stone, but does not set it down. 

			“Evil is upon us,” someone says as the storm breaks.

			Maggie asks, “Where is Jesus?”

			
X

			
After the funeral, Jesus slips away from the procession to the pool. Its water is neither cold nor warm, neither shocking nor soothing. It bears him as though he were floating in space. Fittingly, the clouds cover the sun, shielding the earth. There is no glare. Simply an endless gray limbo. No blue, no white. The only color here is rust, the last of his father’s blood crusted upon his skin. The water dissipates it like ink from a poorly dyed garment, leaving a memory of impotence. 

			
X

			
The son cradles his father. 

			Their places in the life cycle of new dad and babe reversed. He holds the whole part of his father, though bits and pieces surround him. This is a fact, and it is beyond his comprehension. But the how is not. The broken half of the Butcher’s blade shows unclean and matte. Whatever moisture the desert air does not take, the greedy ground swallows. Red bubbles form and pop around Joseph’s lips, tiny bubbles like the welcome of freshly poured wine. Each bubble contains a word that will never be heard. Jesus tries to wipe clean his father’s face. It is a vain, but valiant, attempt to hold together an exenterated creature. He pulls his father close and offers these words that are neither prayer, nor bargain, nor canticle, nor eulogy: “Forgive him, Father. As I am your son, please forgive him.”

			
X

			
Like a slumbering fish trilling its fins, Jesus moves his limbs, rolls his fingers. His nails are still stained with his father. He wants to be clean, and is unclear on the laws but does not want to wash away this artifact of last contact. 

			He rolls in the water, face down, eyes open. But there is nothing of beauty that will erase the images. There is no creation to ease the destruction. 

			He wishes he could breathe water. That this pool would be his home; he would swim and eat here as one of the Lord’s fish. 

			A simple life, yes. 

			And perhaps one day his body would nourish a family. 

			He prays for this aquatic transformation and holds his breath as his vision darkens.

			But, like the Call, it does not come. 

			

			He defies his body and sucks in a mouthful of water and convulses. Lifts his head, sputtering and coughing as liquid spills from his mouth and nose. It tastes sour, as if the experience of death has contaminated the pool. If nothing else, the charnel-house smell of the courtyard is lessened. 

			He kneels in the pool’s shallow end. 

			One, two, three leeches attach themselves to his body, as if feeding off his sorrow will sustain them through the next dry season. 

			He does not know that for which he should pray. 

			
X

			
The goat’s beard hangs from the Butcher’s chin, pasted on with spilled honey. In a previous time, he would be embarrassed at the amateurish skinning of the goat, the edges of the pelt ragged and shaggy with wool fringe. The broken sakin now little more than a hacking tool. 

			The sewing needles from the Midwife are sharp. Despite the swelling in his fingers from the bee stings, they pass easily through the goat’s thick coat. 

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			The Midwife would’ve been proud, if the horror of it did not overwhelm her. He pushes the needle through the pelt of the goat and then stitches it through his own flesh, creating a second skin. Between labored breaths, he works large loops of the goat’s sinew from his shoulders down his biceps and forearms, through skin and muscle. Each time the needle passes through the goat’s skin and pulls his flesh tighter, the spike in his head withdraws. 

			Even though his jaws clamp on the wooden handle of the sakin, the pain lessens with each stitch. The unscraped fatty tissue and blood feel gentle and soothing against his naked skin, a damp cloth dipped in a stream on a summer’s day. With the goat’s beard already in place on his chin, one would be hard-pressed to discern man from animal. 

			If such a discernment still exists.

			Flaps of flesh hang from the goat’s head at his feet. He has already separated skull and jawbone with his hands, like a titan in a Greek myth. Now, with the cloak of the goat shrouding his naked body, he places the horned head atop his like a warrior’s helmet. 

			The spikes reform, stabbing through the goat’s skull into the Butcher’s brain, affixing it to his skull. 

			Now, one last thing.

			The Butcher takes out the goat’s horn, the carving of its dagger shape now complete…

			The Lord will guide my hand.

			…and plunges it into his belly. 

			He lets out a skreich. 

			

			And now both man and goat cease to exist. 

			In their place, the Beast.

			
X

			
Out of the pool, Jesus can sense another storm coming from the desert even before the wind nips at his damp tunic and wet hair. He has a complicated relationship with the land. He knows it is his land. He knows that it can be savage, yet in the twilight and dawn he can think of no greater beauty. 

			This is the face of YHWH. 

			Not I.

			Not with his crooked teeth, and limp, and pitted skin. No, he cannot compete. In his youth, he traveled across this land. He collected the bones of animals. Even a human skeleton once. On his walks with Maggie, which fed his soul in a different way, they stood here at the edge of this desert. Often, Maggie marveled at the colors, wondered how to duplicate them in fabric (and make them honey-proof). As she pointed out the shades of coming night, Jesus stared beyond the colors, beyond the sand. He could sense something out there, but it had not yet called to him, and so with a gentle kiss as a signal, they would begin the walk home.

			But now he has buried his father in this land. 

			

			Why does the Call not come?

			He has eulogized Joseph poorly. How can one spread the word, be an instrument of the Divine, if one cannot speak a simple homage without stumbling? 

			Why did I falter?

			Because it was your father.

			Perhaps now is the time for him and his betrothed to set a date for their wedding. They have waited so long, have postponed their hearts. For the first time, he considers that perhaps his Call will come much later in life, perhaps when he is his father’s age. 

			He remembers his father’s words from his childhood, this promise: 

			I will walk beside you until you are called.

			He thinks of the Butcher’s words:

			You do not know true suffering…

			Yet.

			
X

			
The village is on edge.

			At night, they burn precious oil and torches on their rooftops. The men and youths take turns on watch, peering from their own flat rooftops behind parapets. None pace. Fearful of being a target, they squat or stay on their knees, then move, hunched over, to take another position where they can scan the roads for movements. 

			No one objects to the curfew. 

			In fact, there is no official curfew. 

			People bar their doors before dusk. One or two on a rooftop becomes dozens. The Roman Sentry, who they thought had deserted them, returns from a day trip to a market and brings a dozen ram horns. These are distributed throughout the community. If a torch is waved, the closest horn will sound and the Sentry and a rotating posse of men will rush to the call. 

			More than one false alarm has caused a bit of hysteria to ripple through the village of Nazareth. Livestock has gotten loose, a cat darts between alleys. Youths, eager to prove their use, their manliness, create false alarms in the shadows and are chastised by the Roman Sentry and then punished by their parents. Though the Sentry does not govern the village, in regards to security they acquiesce to his leadership and offer him bread and wine daily.  

			The women and children, the elderly and infirm take shelter in their basements. Those with smaller basements are invited to stay with those with larger. Community in crisis. 

			And for this, Maggie is proud of Nazareth. 

			

			
X

			
Another storm approaches. The third this week. It is as if the desert wants Nazareth itself to be erased, a tide washing away footprints. Maggie has not been to the apiary and wonders how the bees are faring, but nature finds a way, and she thinks about them only in an attempt to keep images of the Beast from her mind. She finds sleep does not come easily, if at all. Mother Mary, now mute, insists Maggie drink her special tea through gesture and facial expression. Maggie finally accepts a cup even with its bitter taste. She prays the tea does not become an invitation for the Beast to visit her dreams. 

			She is miserable. 

			At night, her moaning and thrashing from nightmares disturbs Mother Mary, who needs healing rest, so Maggie moves her bedding to the roof.

			Jesus is attentive and dutiful, in a cold manner. Perhaps he cannot bear the thought of burying two parents within a fortnight. This grief keeps Maggie at arm’s length. In her private thoughts, Maggie feels that Jesus has already buried Mary. 

			Yet she does not confront him. 

			Now is not the time. 

			Jesus stays by his mother’s side, feeding her liquids and emptying chamber pots. (Despite the wounds, nothing vital internally has been damaged. Her hand, however, will remain useless.) 

			And late at night up on the roof, when the day has not yet broke, and stars litter the sky, Maggie prays to YHWH, who also seems distant and grieving. But she gives thanks that they escaped mortal injury. When sleep does find her, the slightest noise wakes her. When her mind dozes, her body remains vigilant. Jesus has startled her more than once when he brings her bread and wine. These nights she sups alone.

			
X

			
On the occasion when she does not wake, Jesus sets the food next to her arsenal of stones. Jesus knows they are too heavy for him, but not for Maggie. It is here he thinks stones should be reserved for defending against beasts (and giants), and not punishment for men. 

			
X

			
His growing distance saddens Maggie, even as Mary strengthens. His unsure voice during prayers startles her. This darkness tests us all, even Jesus of Nazareth, she thinks. 

			

			Maggie splits her late evenings between changing Mary’s dressings, readjusting her body to prevent bedsores, and surveilling from the rooftop. Maggie can see the faces of her neighbors on their own rooftops. She waits to make eye contact and gives a small wave. A palm held upward in the torchlight. 

			All is quiet.

			The wave is returned, a connection made, and relief spreads momentarily. 

			Recently, it is her only comfort. 

			
X

			
In the corner of the courtyard of their family home, Jesus draws his knees to his chest, wills the shadows to bend around him, a blanket of invisibility. Save for a smoldering fire pit and himself, the courtyard is empty. High above, stars wink among moving clouds. Another storm comes.

			Appropriately enough.

			The tattered and stained piece of parchment crinkles in his fingers, presses him even deeper into this corner with grief and foreboding terror. He has discovered it in the courtyard, in the opposite corner, as he barred the outer door. It could have been a stray leaf from a giant’s dream. But instead, it is a list: Ezra, Mary, and even Cassia, the woman who brought him into this world. Those who gave him succor.

			A death list.

			Earlier, Jesus prayed for Mother Mary and Maggie’s quick healing, for their wounds to close cleanly. He prayed for their mouths and throats to allow sustenance. He prayed for patience. He prayed for guidance, for insight. Tonight, though, his prayers faltered and his voice wavered enough that Maggie flinched, then turned that flinch into a loving hand squeeze. Maggie, his rock, now standing vigil on the rooftop.

			Inside, Mary sleeps, aided by wine and Maggie’s tinctures.

			The parchment of the death list cuts the webbing of Jesus’s thumb and forefinger. He mocks himself.

			Look, I too have been injured!  

			He mourns Cassia, a woman he does not recall. Her dead child, whom he has touched with his tears. The man with fire-ruined hands who taught him to read. His memory now frustratingly elusive and faded. His fingers rub the list, as if he could bring them back with his touch. He should burn the list, but instead holds it between his eyes and the fire; the list glows. 

			He reads the names aloud, even as they flicker. 

			“Cassia.”

			“Ezra.” 

			

			People are dying for him. Simply because they knew him. Know him. Taught him. Teach him. The Culling, he could not control. That wickedness belonged to Herod and Herod alone. But this…

			They died for me?

			Would I do the same? 

			He reads further.

			Mary dead.

			Stops at Your son dead. 

			Did Joseph take in this note before his attack? Tears of guilt blur the small fire, cut the diamonds of stars as he looks above for answers. 

			What horror must have flooded Joseph’s heart. 

			And now his body rots in a cave. 

			Could my eulogy not have been stronger, more from the heart?

			I spoke of my earthly father as if he were a distant uncle.

			Again, the childhood memory: Joseph’s hand on his. I will walk beside you until you are called. 

			The questions he would now ask his father as a child would: 

			If I am the son of YHWH, what would people fear? 

			Why would they not welcome me with open arms and an open heart? 

			Why does this beast fear me so? 

			What will people do in my name that has caused this rage? 

			In whose name was Joseph murdered?

			He has no doubt of Joseph’s murderer. Half the bloodied sakin blade tells him as much. It must be the Butcher, his despair and grief so great, yet Maggie spoke of an unholy beast. 

			Can such grief turn a man into a monster? 

			It is not beyond the pale, he decides. His has spent time hiking through Judea, traveling throughout Egypt, riding a barge down the Nile. He has taken in many beautiful and wondrous sights. A few made by man, most the Lord’s creations. He has entertained many tricks of light and shadow, animated with his own imagination.

			But the list is not imaginary. 

			The person who wrote it felt that he was on YHWH’s side. Is it men that create sides? Does YHWH present the sides? Does YHWH work through rage as well as forgiveness and grief? 

			These questions tear at his heart and spirit. 

			You do not know true suffering, the Butcher did say. 

			The burdens, Jesus thinks. The Butcher carrying a fist of grief in his chest for decades. Jesus cannot imagine it. Not true, he thinks.

			“We carry the same grief for all those babes, dear Titus.” 

			You and I are more akin to brothers than that babe.

			Is this what happens when two righteous men face off?

			Lamentations: He should have been more empathetic. He should have opened his heart more. He thinks of the babe corpse, badly mummified, under the Butcher’s tunic as though he carried like a woman. 

			How did his grief excavate hope from such sorrow?

			Did his rage excavate and release this terror upon Nazareth? 

			No. 

			The Lord is not so cruel. 

			But Maggie’s story did not waver in the telling. She is a rock and not prone to exaggeration. Regardless, it is clear that evil walks among them. 

			He knows his presence here brings danger to all. He had thought to stay and protect the women. But with what? A sling? He is not a warrior as King David was. Perhaps he can enlist Maximus to guard their house, but why should his family receive more protection than others? Because he is the future king? The King of Nazareth? 

			The King of the Pond.

			

			Joseph would have made such an argument, and Jesus would not have agreed. His father would say the most Jesus can do at the house is delay the inevitable. Mother Mary is in no shape to flee and Maggie, even with her strength, is weakened. He thinks it odd how this is the first time he has thought of Maggie as being vulnerable. Jesus knows he should leave this house. He is on the list. It will come after him. Certainly, the most prized trophy. 

			Could he offer himself to the Beast, if that means his community will live?  

			A memory of Ezra, after the Roman harassed them: There is no equity when bargaining with evil. 

			Death brings doubt to the living.

			And unwelcome adversaries. 

			Perhaps he can lure it away from here, but then he will have to stay away from Nazareth. And he has not yet been called. In this matter, he knows. Perhaps he can lure his enemy into a trap. The Beast may have ferocity, but Jesus has one thing it does not: knowledge of Nazareth. 

			“And thus, I can choose the place of my death,” he says aloud, with humor.

			He huddles in the corner beyond the warmth of the fire, mulling over plans; his eyes dart from shadow to shadow, his ears perking like timid prey every time the wind whispers. 

			

			What does death sound like?

			(His father learned such knowledge.)

			His hands open in prayer. One for cowardice, one for shame, but words fail him. 

			He stands and carries the list to the smoldering embers. The courtyard, Joseph’s last stand. For a day, his splatters were a patina of terror across their courtyard. A mosaic of death. Then the wind erased his terror, the earth drank his blood. 

			He flicks the list as if to jar the names free and then feeds it to the fire. Flames lick the list eagerly, startling the shadows. The warmth caresses his face and hands for a moment before the chill returns. Why did he assume the path would be easy?

			He thinks briefly of Ezra’s hands, that untold story. “Punishment,” was all Ezra had said, when asked as they shared a honeycomb. Was this Beast in Nazareth his punishment? His sins of gluttony (it is only honey), lust (sins of the flesh—yet, she is a virgin still), and sloth (work interests me little).

			Joseph is dead, and Jesus has not been called.

			I am not the Chosen. 

			I am being punished.

			How do you renounce a crown you do not wear? 

			

			He feeds the courtyard fire enough that flames from the list do not die out. And there in the place of his father’s death, Jesus of Nazareth prays for gills.

			
X

			
The storms have settled. 

			And now an eerie silence blankets Nazareth. The night winds have erased the tracks of humans and livestock. Courtyard doors open in the morning. People lean out, afraid to take another step, lest they too become erased.

			The citizens walk on one side of their modest roads, as to muddle their tracks, hide their numbers, and also leave room for foreign tracks. Perhaps to get a sense of where the assailant hides in the daytime. 

			Once, Maggie saw hoof marks in the village, tracks that did not follow the pattern of a four-legged animal, but a two-legged animal. She followed them to the foothills where they disappeared, and later said nothing to anyone as memories of the attack made her cower.

			Now, she fears Tamara will go into labor with the twins. Maggie knows the stress in the village could break her water at any moment. She knows that it would be prudent to stay with Tamara’s family until this crisis is over, but she dares not leave Mary with her wounds, lest infection surprise them. As for Jesus, her betrothed, he does not know the difference between a poultice and a potion. 

			He is not a healer. 

			Often, he leaves the abode to go to the pool. He feels cooped up, a fire burning within him. Even the occasional cool nights on the roof do little to assuage the sweat on his brow. It is as if he is struggling to remember something: a fact, a name, a moment. His fingernails claw at his scalp, as if trying to unwrap his mind, to satisfy an unknown itch. He does not sleep. He is restless, and Maggie can offer him no comfort. He pampers his mother when he is present, but in a distracted manner, and she excuses him as the tea and medicines make her drowsy, and she does not want to entertain her son as when he was a child.

			Mother Mary sends Maggie on her way as well and claims she can look after herself, but the wounds are ugly, and despite no signs of infection, something festers in the home, and Maggie knows her place is here for now. 

			As she changes Mary’s wrappings and bickers with her over the refilling of her wine goblet and the taste of her bread, a rapid knock at the courtyard door startles her. 

			
X

			
They hustle through the roads of Nazareth. The Roman sentry Maximus in front, another volunteer behind her. Tamara’s water has broken and complications have arisen already. Young mothers have arrived at Mary’s abode unescorted, with food, wine, and water. A small army of volunteer nurses to look after Mary. It is the least they can do to repay Maggie for the services she has provided their families. 

			Halfway to their destination, a ram’s horn sounds but is abruptly cut off. Whether by an outside force or a stifled false alarm, they do not know. Maximus quickens his pace, and Maggie matches his stride. He is a good man, this sentry, and Maggie realizes they have judged him too hastily, and that he has risen to this occasion. Perhaps it was his commander that judged him too hastily, or perhaps the commander saw him as a threat to his leadership and posted him to Nazareth.  

			Regardless, Maggie thanks YHWH for his presence. 

			She asks Maximus if he’s seen Jesus. 

			He has not.  

			
X

			
Indeed, twins.

			Praise the Lord.

			The first, a boy, comes easily, eager to join the world and meet his family, and perhaps find elbow room. With hushed tones, the family cheers with joy, still mindful there is a reason Maximus stands guard.  

			Maggie’s heart is a hare running in place. She finds it difficult to concentrate, but the memory of her muscles takes over. She has delivered many babies, but this one—when it takes its first breath and cries, a feeling awakens within her. Tears flow, streaming down her face, and she takes several deep breaths to arrest any sobbing. She too wants to be a mother. The future with her betrothed is nebulous at best, but still, she feels an ache and a desire. So much so that she takes extra time examining the baby as she wipes the fluids from its eyes and body.

			A ram’s horn sounds. 

			The men look up from the baby, the mothers do not. The Roman pokes his head in the door. “Is the babe delivered?”

			“It is twins,” Maggie says. “One more.”

			No sooner is the baby put in Tamara’s arms than a family member takes it away. 

			“One more, Tamara.” 

			The ram’s horn sounds again. 

			A young girl in the family, Paula, she thinks is her name, grabs a hammer and firewood and goes to the door. She splits the wood with the hammer and taps a wedge under the door. Maggie knows Maximus will not be able to come inside, but he is a warrior, and she wishes she knew him better. 

			

			These are dark days.

			Another ram’s horn sounds, piercing and startling everyone. 

			It is closer. Much closer. 

			“Tamara, you must push now,” Maggie says. To the others she says, “Get below, get into whatever basement you have.” She looks to the young girl. “You as well. Now!”

			Only two people move, a young woman and an elderly woman. Paula escorts the elderly woman into the basement. For a moment the smell of grapes and tannins and fermented sugars fill the small domicile. The elderly woman says to the young woman, “If you’re going to stand there, pour us wine.” Paula shuts the basement trapdoor.

			Tamara grunts and cries as she pushes. This baby, unlike its sibling, does not want to enter this world. Perhaps its current darkness is warm and comforting whereas the darkness outside is perilous.

			The cry of the rams’ horns now echoes throughout Nazareth. 

			They are all blowing. 

			The flock has spotted the wolf.

			To the others, Maggie says, “Barricade the door, and pray.” But there is little to use in such a spartan dwelling. 

			Paula holds the first newborn. She is a natural, supporting his neck and head while gently wiping away the last details of his birth. She will be a good mother one day, Maggie thinks. 

			There is a frantic pounding at the door, and yelling. 

			A boy moves to open it. 

			“No!” Maggie says. “Do not open that door.” Maggie encourages Tamara to push, gives her a rhythm that Maggie has employed dozens of times to success. In the middle of the third push there is a pounding at the door. It is an angry, unearthly thunder. Without direction, the men rush the door as it splinters open. Something rolls by Maggie’s knees, and she knows without looking it is Maximus’s head. 

			The Beast has arrived. 

			
X

			
Bubbles disturb the surface of the pool. Jesus breaches like a leviathan and gasps for air. 

			Did he hear the echo of a ram’s horn? 

			His flesh is a prune, wrinkled and cold. He swims to the edge and wades to his dry tunic. His plan is to lure the creature into the pool. He is at home in the water. His belly weight will not hinder him. His back aches, and his hands are swollen with splinters from the several sharp stakes he has planted in the soft bed under the water. The wool coat of the Beast will be an anchor, weighing it down, hindering its movements, and he will impale it and drown it. But now, half a night away from home, away from Mary and Maggie, what has he accomplished? 

			Turned that which gives life into that which kills. 

			Did he thrust the marauders under such water? Impale them with wooden stakes?

			No. 

			Perhaps he could hire his new marauder friends to scour Nazareth. Could the cure be any worse than the disease?

			Perhaps.

			No.

			The task is his, Jesus, son of Joseph and Mary, and his alone. He plucks splinters from his numb hands. He will walk back to Nazareth and present himself to that which took his father, attacked his family. He is not a hunter, yet he will not be prey. He will stand in the town square for as long as it takes.

			And let YHWH guide his future. 

			For it is my providence, not my faith, that is in doubt—

			A sharp pain in his hand interrupts his reverie. He looks down, puzzled to see an unusual bee fly away. A red welt flowers. He has been stung.

			

			
X

			
The Beast is here.

			The young girl Paula screams as the Beast enters the small abode. The men attack it with knives and hoes. Edges dulled by the earth and neglect fail to penetrate its woolly hide. 

			Perhaps they can buy her and Tamara enough time for the other twin to enter the world. But what will it be entering, a slaughterhouse?

			Tamara stares over Maggie’s shoulder into oblivion. She stops pushing, the baby’s head visible now already, its hair thick and black, eyebrows darker than Maggie’s, similar but yet different than her sibling, whose hair is lighter and thinner. Maggie screams at Tamara to push. Terror overtakes the labor, and her efforts falter mid-birth. The men scream; their last sounds abruptly end with splatter. 

			Impulsively or instinctually, Maggie grabs the young girl and the baby boy and— 

			Lord, forgive me. 

			—abandons Tamara. She runs into the next room as the Beast continues its slaughter.

			Shrieks and screams of laughter and madness fill the abode. She can hear nothing but this. She lifts Paula and shoves her through the window. The baby next. Maggie is too big to make it through the window. She can either duck into the basement and pray, or go out the front. She grabs a cleaver and races back to the main room. Maggie almost trips on a severed limb, hops over bodies like a tiger avoiding pitfalls. She thinks she sees the remains of Tamara and the other twin.

			What is clear, however, is the Beast. 

			On its hind legs, it hacks away with a jagged weapon, feeding its blade with blood and bone. With its one yellow eye, it sees her coming and drops to all fours and swings its head, catching her arm with a horn as she brings down the cleaver. A jolt runs up her arm as her blade finds its skull. The cleaver is ripped from her grip as it lodges at the base of a horn, and her ears ring with a piercing skreich, and then she scrambles out the front door, running past the body of Maximus, poor headless Maximus. 

			Paula holds the baby boy, standing next to the abode as if to receive Maggie at an obligatory reception. Maggie cannot carry them both. The young girl is sobbing, eyes closed, mouth open, clutching the newborn. Maggie takes the baby from Paula and knocks her with a hip. It shocks the young girl out of her frozen stance, and she scampers to the hills.

			Maggie swaddles the newborn in her headscarf, pulling it tight with her teeth even as she runs, one arm dangling useless, numb. Her hair flows behind her, free. Blowing sand and dust limit her vision. Whether it is another storm or unseasonal gusts, she does not know. All she knows is she must run. She could go in any direction; she knows the terrain, every crevice, every rock, every hiding place she and her betrothed used to explore each other’s bodies. 

			As she runs with the baby at her breast, rams’ horns sound as though she is a combatant entering the Colosseum. But she is no gladiator, she is prey, and the primal fear of being hunted edges her senses. 

			In her heart, she knows the Beast has a purpose. And she is part of that purpose. It will keep hunting her until its daemonic mission ends with her death. 

			It will not be in a hole. 

			Like an animal.

			Instead of a hiding place, she heads for the pool. 

			If nothing else, she will lead the Beast away from her community. 

			And if she finds Jesus, she prays he will be her sword and shield.

			
X

			
The apiary is now a graveyard with countless dead. The inert honeybees form a carpet in the undergrowth beneath his sandals. The flowers, too, are gone as if they have ceased their cooperation in the bees’ cycle. Jesus reaches down and gently pinches an oddity from the scrub. It is half a bee. He bends down closer and sees that most of the bees have been halved. 

			The rams’ horns sound a cacophony, echoing weakly among the hills. 

			But instead, Jesus hears a droning vibration. 

			One hive buzzes with activity. Strangely, only one. 

			Even from here, he can see its bees move differently, the wings vibrating at a different pitch. And the color is wrong. His hand throbs, and he sees it swelling still. He scans the rest of the apiary. Gold catches his eye. It is honey, rich and amber, even in the fading light. It’s among cracked pieces of clay. He recognizes the vessel the Butcher carried. 

			Turkish bees; his offering to resurrect the long-dead child. 

			And his goat ate my flowers, he thinks. 

			Petty. 

			But the Butcher’s wish was not petty. 

			Nor doable. 

			He does not fault the Butcher for his anger. 

			He wonders if he could’ve said something singular to the Butcher named Titus, different words to soothe his wounds, to take away the ache in his heart. Jesus feels pain, as he is stung again. The invasive bees have spotted him and signal the others. 

			Swarming fingers leave the hive and reach out to him.

			Why did I not retreat to the pool? 

			Certainly, a safer harbor to wait out this storm. 

			But Turkish bees cannot fly in Judean winds. 

			The desert song howls as it sweeps through the Culling graveyard and over the hill and down through the apiary. Sand stings them like glass shards. They falter and fall to the ground, seeking shelter in the undergrowth. 

			Jesus pulls his cloak tighter, pulls his hood down over his head. He retreats to the graveyard with a steady stride, not with the panicked frenzy of prey. He shoos the stronger fliers even as they sting his hands and lower legs. Fire courses through his limbs. Indeed, their venom is more potent than their dead cousins’. They reach his face.

			
X

			
In the Culling graveyard, a shift. 

			Barely perceptible.

			A small vibration in Jesus’s ear. He turns as a force knocks him to the ground so hard the foreign bees clinging to  his body take flight. Jesus fights to draw breath, even as his blood burns with their venom. Disoriented, the effort to roll onto his back drains him further, and then it is on top of him, the great Beast. Through swollen eyes, Jesus takes in this monstrosity. Two great horns embellish its size and silhouette; no ordinary man would be able to move with such weight. The cleaver in its skull puzzles Jesus even more. 

			What nightmare is this? 

			Even as its ragged coat is matted pink and slicked red with Nazarenes, this is the one it has hunted, since before its transformation. The X-shaped pupil of its yellow eye dilates as it locks with Jesus’s stare. The Beast reaches into its belly with cloven hands and unsheathes the horn dagger. Carved details shine in ruddy bas-relief. Bile pours from the hole, acetic wine from an unplugged cask. 

			The Beast raises the carved dagger and, though Jesus flails defensively, stabs him. Jesus grunts in agony, screaming inward, and the bees, as if being summoned, swarm the Beast, targeting its good eye. The Beast swings wildly at the insects. With the strength of a man who knows his time is at end, Jesus throws himself at the Beast, grasping at the handle of the cleaver. Both its handle and his hands are too slick for purchase. 

			The horns are not. 

			

			


			Using his girthy weight and locked arms, Jesus leverages the Beast downward. The Beast thrashes and Jesus finds his stamina ebbing as he fights to keep the devil grounded.  

			Father, give me strength.

			He feels a swell of power as the Beast fights to throw him. But Jesus’s grip is sure and righteous and, with a sucking wet sound, the skull helmet of the Beast tears off. A human scalp comes with it. Sticky tendrils of red flesh snap and pop. 

			Yet the sight, the sight of this unholy Beast unmasked, breaks Jesus. 

			His knees give, and he collapses in the Culling graveyard.  

			“See me, devil.”  

			Its voice raspy and dry, like starved leaves.

			There is a familiar quality to the face and voice, but it eludes Jesus. And once again he does not know that for which to pray so he cowers, retreating inside himself. The Beast approaches, slowly this time. Bees swarm and lose their stingers and innards on its rotting hide. It straddles Jesus, gently like a lover. The Nazarene’s body thrums and pulses with wounds, collapses beneath the weight of the Beast. 

			Father…?

			

			


			The skull helmet and cleaver lay within reach, mockingly so. 

			The Beast gives him opportunity to grab the cleaver, but Jesus’s arms remain curled and withdrawn, like a newborn’s.

			It stabs him again and again. 

			Jesus’s breath becomes reedy and shallow. 

			The bees settle as if awaiting a victor.

			The Beast leans close to the swollen face of the Nazarene. 

			“Take comfort.”

			It speaks in a harsh whisper: “A fire burns in men not yet born, atrocities committed in your name: the metal cages, the trampling horses, the burning stakes, the severed tongues, the exiles, and genocide, and at last, the ashen shadows and glassing of Judea. In the name of my sacrificed son, your spilled blood will extinguish the coming flame deluge. This is your bounty.” 

			It spots Jesus’s heart with a cloven hand, raises the horn dagger in the other. 

			“Behold, Nazarene, the true hand of God.”

			A thud precedes a loud crack as stone meets skull.

			

			The Beast’s head moves one way, its body another. 

			The Beast is inert. Head at an odd angle. Neck broken. Its cloven hands and feet do not move, yet its jaw opens and closes rapidly and without sound, like a child’s puppet. 

			Without words or reason, Maggie drops the Butcher’s tile marker and gathers her tunic and straddles the Beast. The swaddled newborn dangles from her jaws like a tiger cub. A wormlike vein throbs at the tigress’s temple. 

			Jesus stares at this tableau as love produces violence. 

			She retrieves the tile marker with one callused hand, forearm muscles rippling. Few men could do the same.

			Despite the pain of his body, Jesus feels love for this woman. And something one might call pity for the Beast. A guttural growl startles Jesus, but it does not come from the Beast. It comes from the throat and gritted teeth of Mary Magdalene. 

			She raises the tile above her head. Her arm quivers with its weight, but it does not weigh more than her strength, her will, her love.

			A bee lands on the face of the Beast, crawls over its X pupil. It blinks. 

			Maggie slams the tile down on the Beast’s face, cracking it. She pounds it again and again, each strike punctuated with a snarl. She does it until her arm can do no more, long past the face and skull being recognizable as man or animal. 

			She brings it down one more time. 

			The tile shatters and the pieces fall from her fingers.

			Away from the Beast and her betrothed, she drops the newborn softly onto the grass. She attends to Jesus as the bloodshot whites of his eyes roll back in his head. She is tired, so tired. She wants to curl alongside his body and go to sleep, but she wastes no time with soft gestures. She rips her tunic with her teeth and fashions bandages, stanching the bleeding. She shoos away flies even as she softens moss between her teeth for a poultice. She fears there is not enough in her midwife purse for all the wounds. They are grievous, and already black flies threaten to lay eggs.

			Jesus talks feverishly, as if in his sleep. 

			“Yes, Father.” 

			His chest hitches as he struggles for breath; Maggie shakes with anguish. She knows the song of the dying, and it is now sung before her. 

			The sun illuminates the day.  

			“So bright.”

			Mary must squint. She drags the newborn by its swaddling to her hips, lifts Jesus’s head into her lap, shielding his eyes from the sun, and cradles the baby tightly to her chest. 

			“Yes.”

			He sees something beyond her vision, beyond the sun. 

			Over the next hill, she hears the villagers passing them even as they call out for her. Her throat, raw and destroyed, stifles jubilation when she cannot find the strength to answer their call. She produces no sound above a wheeze.  

			Their voices begin to fade, as does Jesus. 

			Despair takes hold. 

			No, no, no. 

			She inhales deeply, smells the newborn. 

			It’s all she needs. 

			She whispers a prayer. 

			And pinches the baby’s toe. 

			The baby boy cries out. 

			For even the meekest of us have a voice. 

			
X

			
Afterwards, they burned the Beast, its carcass nailed to the ground with the stakes retrieved from the pool—a whisper from Jesus to Maggie warned of their existence, preventing a tragic accident. Wool and flesh became ashes, the Beast’s bones pulverized with a hammer into powder; these remains scattered into the winds of the desert, blown out of sight, past all trace, save for the skull, which disappeared. Scavengers, likely. If the village had questions, they remained unasked, their desire for routine overshadowing their curiosity. And like the Culling, the Beast faded, if not from memory, then their oral history; the event eclipsed by the coming unrest.

			
X

			
When Maggie brings the blade to his face, Jesus flinches. The months spent convalescing have seen his stubble grow into an unfashionable beard. She attempts to give him a shave, to groom him and pamper him when her shoulder no longer hurts. Even though he reassures her of her deft touch and his trust, she can see the fear in his eyes. 

			When she brings him honeycomb, his face sours. The wax irritates his gums, and the honey does not melt. “The taste is bitter,” he tells her. She’s gathered honey from the Turkish bees with but a few stings. Stronger smoke helps the cultivation. Their honey is different, richer. In the days to come, at dusk with tears flowing, she will set fire to their hive. 

			But today she harvests.

			
X

			

			
When she changes his dressings, he softly moans and expresses his gratitude to her for saving his life. She not only brings life into this world, he says. She is its guardian. She guards against delirium, infection, and despair. Other children are born during the time of Jesus’s convalescence with the aid of Maggie. More than one is named Jesus, Joseph, or even Mary, though which is never specified. One is named Maximus.

			There will be no division in this community. 

			It matters not to her, as her new joy is the twin whom she rescued. It has no surviving kin, and Maggie becomes its mother. After only a fortnight, her body responds to the suckling babe, and the services of a wet nurse are no longer needed. Though the name “Joseph” is suggested, the baby is given the name of “Ethan,” meaning strong.

			
X

			
During these times Maggie is loath to leave Jesus’s side. But after the slaughter she takes solace in her skills, and gratitude from the families she can help build. She hopes that cries of the newborns will drown out the screams of the dying that echo in her mind. She also lets herself feel anger. Each time she slaps a newborn’s bottom, it is a blow to the Beast’s memory. She has killed it physically, but spiritually it still haunts her.

			

			Mother Mary’s recovery is much quicker, a miracle in and of itself. So egregious are Jesus’s wounds that the Marys, when not praying together, take short walks to the tomb, and prepare his resting place next to Joseph. They do not tell him this, nor will he ever find out. 

			Jesus spends his time reading as many texts on stone and wax tablets and scrolls of papyrus and leather as the Marys can find for him. The Butcher was right that the Turkish bees’ honey is sweeter, and for a time they find ample buyers at bazaars far and wide.

			
X

			
It is Mother Mary who encourages Jesus’s first steps after the attack. She was there for his first as a babe, and is again here for his first at his rebirth. Once or twice in the middle of the night, they are sure that he has crossed over and joined Joseph, only to see him open his eyes come morn. They begin with practical steps to a chamber pot and back to bed, then to the courtyard for fresh air and sun. Then outside the courtyard to the next road and back. 

			Waves and blessings greet Jesus, but at the request of the Marys no one approaches. People one day will flock to him in droves, but today is not that day. He builds up his strength to walk up to the edge of the village and back, like an old guard dog. His stride strengthens. 

			
X

			
Early convalescence. Each Mary took one arm for support on his daily constitutionals. Though Maggie was strong enough to support him by herself, she welcomed Mother Mary’s participation. She knew that these walks did all good.

			Prayer was balanced with the practical. Mary sewed new tunics or took in Jesus’s old ones, as a loss of appetite made his ill-fitting. Maggie missed taking his tunics to the pool to clean the honey stains. Because of its proximity to the graveyard and the Beast attack, it was for the better. Her mind would wander and ruminate with the task, whereas over in the apiary the bees kept her focused and present. And at night by lamplight, when Ethan and Jesus slept and the nightmares circled, the Marys repurposed Jesus’s old tunics into baby clothing. Maggie made duplicates, while Mary eyed Maggie’s belly and dared not hope.

			
X

			
Now Jesus dresses and feeds himself, and the Marys must contend with answered prayers. Jesus does not let his mother dote, and there are few women in labor for Maggie to attend. Boredom and lack of service eat at them. Ethan becomes a comfort passed back and forth reluctantly. They bicker and forgive. And all is right. 

			
X

			
One evening at the end of a Sabbath, Jesus beckons to Maggie. He has his father’s satchel slung over his shoulder. He invites her on a walk. It is not a given as he now prefers to hike alone. 

			But recently his spirits have lifted. Mary sleeps, exhausted from her day, and the baby is fussy, and so Maggie brings him. Before they leave, she takes a small flower from behind Ethan’s ear and glues it to her cheek with a dab of honey, in hopes of coaxing a smile from Jesus. 

			She takes the hand of her betrothed as they stroll out of Nazareth.

			In the sky, pinks chase blues; she can’t remember the last time she looked upwards.

			As they walk, Maggie suspects but does not ask if the satchel contains a blanket, bread and honey, or a Greek poem that he discovered in his convalescence. Perhaps there is a drying towel in there. Perhaps they are going for a swim at the pool. She hopes they will tuck the baby safely in a cradle of tall grass and branches and give it wildflowers to pluck. 

			She would like that. She would like to kiss Jesus’s lips, now hidden under an unruly beard and mustache. She would like to comb his hair and braid it, and have him tickle her nose with it. She would like to feel his now-slender fingers on her body, on her breasts, her hips, her thighs.  

			Inside her. 

			He is a new man. Not only physically. 

			He is quieter even with his breathing; he does not snore anymore, and listens more carefully. He is still funny, with a wonderful smile that appears on occasion, but every conversation now does not end with a ridiculous jest. She misses it. She hopes he will take her to the pool, and she will trace his scars silently as he lowers himself between her legs, and they will make love on the edge of the pool. 

			Finally. 

			I will accept his seed. 

			And bear him a child of our own. 

			It is her turn.

			She has delivered so much joy into the world. So many babies. She has waited so long for right now; her heart is bursting with a mix of love and lust. She does not let shame take hold. Instead, she finds herself luxuriating in intense anticipation. Her body responds, and she finds her breath quickened so much that conversation becomes impossible. 

			She touches the flower on her cheek, reassuring herself the walk is no dream.

			

			
X

			
The goat watches them travel past the pool, the apiary, and the Culling graveyard. They are arm in arm at the edge of the desert. The sun is low, a glowing wheel touching a distant road. As the woman points a finger to the setting sun, to long shadows of the desert vegetation, the man cups her chin and turns her face towards his. He takes a moment, hesitates as he sees the flower dabbed to her cheek. He tests its fragrance, a part of him hoping it will be potent enough, like a tincture or elixir to clear his head. To persuade him to cease this conversation and instead walk her, arm in arm, back to the pool.

			It does not. 

			He speaks in low tones. 

			The woman slowly starts to shake her head in disbelief, her body trembles, she throws her arms around him even as she protects the baby and slides to a knee. He kneels down with her and speaks. Reassuring, but firm. Compassionate, but unyielding. Stern, but loving. Persuasive, but truthful. 

			He can no longer be her betrothed. 

			“I can bear you a second son,” she says. “We can have our family. A family you dared not dream of, the one you confessed to me so many times while I lay in your arms. It is here now, my love—all you have to do is say yes.”

			He looks deep into her eyes. He has loved her for many years. 

			And for a moment she hopes. 

			But he has been called.

			She begs Jesus to stay.

			He cannot.

			Yet he will soon rely on her even more than during his convalescence. 

			She asks where he is going. 

			He looks to the desert. 

			“To find My Father.”

			As he helps her to her feet, he places a gentle kiss on the babe’s forehead and one on hers. She feels like a child. Tears not yet dry, Maggie turns from him and walks toward the apiary. She gathers material to fashion a torch. The flower stuck to her cheek falls to the ground. Tonight, with the smell of smoke and beeswax still perfuming her hair, Maggie will lay Ethan down in Jesus’s manger, but at this moment she turns as He starts his journey. She notices, incredulously, that He no longer walks with a limp.

			The goat begins to follow her, then is stopped by the sight of the plucked flower. A treat. There next to the flower is the broken road tile, the tombstone for the Midwife’s child, now discarded, leaving the small burial mound unmarked. The chiseled and cracked epitaph is one word: 

			JOHN

			[image: ]

			

			

			omega

			Jesus stands on the edge of the world, looking into the desert. Shadows have not yet joined, and the land dances in the dusk. The Nazarene mutters to himself; occasionally the wind carries a word to the goat: 

			father 

			sacrifice 

			healing 

			anger 

			rage 

			

			madness 

			When the wind no longer brings it words, the goat advances a few steps up the steep hill; its footing fails once. The goat shifts and bleats in pain as it loses balance. Jesus turns. 

			“Greetings.”

			The goat catches its balance and takes a bite of scrub and chews it.  

			Jesus watches it for a moment, then breaks off a piece of day-old bread and holds it out to the goat. The goat steps forward, favoring a leg, the slip having caused a strain. Jesus takes a half step toward the goat, letting it limp towards him. It nibbles gently as if testing the crust. Its mouth opens; yellow chunks of teeth, smooth and round, take the offering from Jesus’s hand. 

			He traces an old scar that runs from the goat’s mouth to an eye, opaque and eggy, near a colorless splotch of ash not unlike the shape of a flower. He strokes its head as it chews, freeing a petal. The goat reeks of a funeral pyre. 

			As the dull specks drift into the desert, the shadows soften and dissolve. How long has he stood here?

			In this twilight, time feels uncertain.

			The goat chews the last of the bread.

			Or perhaps it is grass now. 

			

			A wave of gratitude floods Jesus, and his vision blurs. He wipes the crumbs from his dry hands and blinks the tears from his eyes. 

			The goat turns its head, twisting it grotesquely as it puzzles over the man. A bee lands on its eye. A shudder ripples through the goat’s head, shaking the bee off. It circles the space between man and beast.

			Jesus takes a long look over the goat’s head, a farewell to Nazareth. 

			For now. 

			Maybe forever. 

			“Come, adversary.” 

			He pulls his cloak tight against the rising wind and hikes down the hill toward the desert. 

			“I am in need of a companion.”

			The goat watches, its head still lolling as the landscape loses its edges and blends in shape and color. The bee tests the ash flower, then buzzes the goat’s ears and lands on its snout. As it searches for pollen, the goat’s head whips back, a tongue darts out and snatches the insect in its lips. The bee pops between its teeth. The goat gives none of this thought as it watches the wind begin to erase the pilgrim’s footprints. 

			When darkness settles across the land and the nightjars sing their lonely ballad, the blowing sands veil Jesus.

			

			And the beast follows. 

			
–The End–

			

			

			


			


afterword

			If you’re curious, the term “flame deluge” was deliberately taken from A Canticle for Liebowitz by Walter M. Miller Jr. In my mind, the Flame Deluge (nuclear holocaust) of that story is the same my poor Butcher sees in his dreams, which makes this (in my mind) a prequel. 

			

			


			


a note on the typeface

			The text of this book is set in Robert Slimbach’s famous interpretation of Nicholas Jenson’s archetypal roman typeface, with the italics based on type designed by Ludovico Vicentino degli Arrighi. The decorative ornaments were designed by the preeminent book and type designer Bruce Rogers.
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