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THE MISTAKE

Part II:  Scenes from a Childhood

Chapter VIII (ed. experimental)
Extra curricular activities

The voice rose high and sweet.  Marcus shut his eyes, concentrating on the words as they leapt into the air, expanding in breadth and power until they filled the entire room with their sound.  Then the voice fell away and there was silence.  Into the sudden hush, there came the whispers of men and the twitterings of birds, delicate and mellifluous, calling one to another in harmony.  Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts.  At last, the other voice resumed its chanting, earthly, deep and sure.

Marcus opened his eyes and looked about as the men around him stirred from their meditations, eventually sitting down on the hard stone benches.  Here and there, the sun, penetrating through the leafy cover outside, filtered into the room in warm golden spots, lighting up bits of the mosaic floor and the walls and the men.  

The Sabbath prayer service ended.  The lull that had fallen on the congregation began to dispel as men stood and conversed amicably.  Then a man stood up from among the congregation and moved to the front of the room.  Silence swept the room into renewed stillness, and in its hold, the man began to speak.  White haired, white bearded, blue eyed, with white skin translucent and smooth as a baby’s, the man radiated perfect calm.  His voice was low, monotone, at times indistinct.  His Hebrew made use of a dialect of Aramaic that Marcus did not understand perfectly.  But as the man spoke, Marcus gradually began to feel unburdened, then completely relaxed.  He followed every movement the man made, Marcus’ eyes moving back and forth as the man turned slightly to address the audience, to the right and to the left, then back again.  Eventually the man looked straight at him, directly into his eyes, holding his glance as he spoke.  Locked in his gaze, Marcus sat rapt.  And soon, he felt himself in a rising tide, borne aloft on the words and the bits of scripture recited.  Disengaged from his body, he let go and followed.  Until, a calm point amidst the whirlwind, he left all sense of self behind and soared.   

There he floated in white light at peace until the white light flowed towards a spectrum of vivid color.  Streaming through channels of yellow and orange, one distant part of his mind signaled to hold on.  Ignoring that, he moved past into a huge marble hall of red, a hall vaster and more magnificent than any he had seen in Caesarea.  Unearthly.  Gliding through the red palace, undefined, boundless, there were no walls or direction.  Until beckoning him onward to the far end of the Hall, he had heard a small, still sound like the singing of doves.  

There, at the end of the room, an open gate led to another hall.  The light inside was softer, purple melting into a serene blue, infinitely desirable.  The singing grew louder, ringing, bell-like in its perfect pitch.  Marcus moved slowly towards the blue hall, yearning to enter, this time against an unseen counter-force.  He reached the gateway and stopped only to listen to the disembodied voices.  Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts, he heard, and felt himself pushed away hard by something intangible, out into free fall.  Startled, unsteady, Marcus opened his eyes and gazed fully up into the sun for some moments, as its rays angled downward into the gray stone hall, now unblocked by leaf or bough.  

Sun dazed, Marcus finally dragged his eyes away and then glanced slowly, carefully about the room, as he came back to himself from far, far away.  Everywhere he looked, there were bright pools of light so intense, they hurt his head.  He closed his eyes.  Only moments later, when he reopened them, had his vision cleared.  He could see things again, the way they truly were.  Marcus slowly breathed in and out, in and out, the same technique he used to calm himself down after a bout of fighting when the blood swirling inside possessed him with anger.  

The talk had finished.  The hall had mostly emptied out.  Jonathan sitting by his side seemed aware of his state and waited for Marcus to speak.  Marcus, though, felt unaccountably inarticulate.  He managed a long, sideways glance at his uncle.  

Jonathan reached across and drew his hand over the back of his hair until he touched the nape of Marcus’ neck.  It felt warm and comforting and, despite himself, Marcus was glad that Jonathan let the hand linger on his skin.  

“I felt it, too,” Jonathan said at last.  “But, perhaps, not as strongly as you did, since it was not my first time and I already knew what to expect.  It didn’t take me by surprise.”  

“You knew what to expect?” said Marcus.  There was a certain difficulty in communicating.  

“Of course,” said Jonathan.  He pointed his head to where the man had stood.  “Rabbi Chanon bar Hisda was my teacher some years ago when I studied at Sura years ago, before the massacres.  He escaped them and resettled in Cana, where I studied with him again between expeditions.”  The planes of his uncle’s face shifted, became impersonal.  “He’s a well known rabbi, a learned man and a mystic with a rather eclectic following.  He also happens to be one of the reasons I brought you to Yavneh.  I want to introduce you to him.  And for him to meet you.  Although, I must say, I had not envisaged this.”  Jonathan paused.  “Now, as to whether you consider your susceptibility to such an experience a blessing or a curse, that’s for you to decide.”  

“Oh,” Marcus mumbled.  

That elicited a smile, a true one, warm and dazzling, full of understanding and camaraderie, like his mother’s.  And it effected him the way his mother’s smile sometimes did.  All at once, Marcus felt open, unbalanced, simultaneously happy and sad.  Tears came into his eyes, so he bit down hard on his lip, before they could fall.  His father would have reamed him, he thought, for showing weakness in public, something he had not done since he was a young child.  And on that thought, the tears dried up automatically.  

Still observing him, Jonathan removed his hand from Marcus’ neck and stood up.  “Sit and relax in comfort for a little while longer, Marcus,” he said.  “I want to go speak to Rabbi Chanon for a few minutes, to set up a time to meet him a few days from now.  When I get back, we’ll go together to the mid-day meal.”  

“I couldn’t possibly eat right now,” said Marcus, feeling dizzy, elated, and somewhat scared.  

“Don’t be a simpleton.  It’s the festive meal of the Sabbath day,” said Jonathan.  “The point is to enjoy its blessing with other people.  Of course you’re coming.”

“Where’s Tullian?” said Marcus, looking around him.  

“There’s no escape that way,” said Jonathan. “He’ll be at lunch, too.  You think he’d miss a chance at holiday fare?”  

“Why didn’t he come this morning, then?” asked Marcus.  

“He’s still recovering from his last encounter with Rabbi Chanon.”  Jonathan leaned in to whisper, “To tell you the truth, he’s terrified of him.”  

Later that day, electing not to return to the chilly stone hall for afternoon prayers, Marcus spent some time walking around the city of Yavneh with Tullian.  A town of mixed population, Greco-Syrian, Roman, Philistine and Jewish, Yavneh was not as large as either Caesarea or Ashqelon.  Yet, like Ashqelon, it was a city of great antiquity.  Located inland, it possessed a port city some miles from Yavneh proper.  

Since the Great Revolt, Yavneh’s importance had increased.  At the end of that revolt, the Second Temple, rebuilt magnificently by Herod, a gift to the people of the land as his chief work and greatest architectural accomplishment, , had been thrown down.  And to Yavneh the rabbis had come to establish their law court, called the Sanhedrin.  In its wake, many schools of Jewish learning had formed, like clusters of small islands around a mainland.    
Tullian and Marcus walked randomly down curving alleyways, high walled on either side and crowned here and there by archways that opened into luxurious squares.  An occasional fountain played in their midst, encircled by the foliage of early spring, bright flowers and spring-green leaves.  People surrounded them at times, men and women promenading in Sabbath finery, in their fine tunics and gowns; others bustled through town in ordinary working garb.  

After they had strolled through several squares in silence, an occasional word murmured here or there, Marcus turned to Tullian.  “How come Yonatan didn’t take your hand and lead you to prayers this morning,” said Marcus with asperity.  “That’s what he did to me.”  

“See, that’s your problem.  You’re his nephew.  In his eyes, he has an obligation.  Because of who your father...  “  Tullian met his glance.  “Well, enough said.  You understand me.  But in the general way, I leave all this matter of prayers to Yonatan.  Speaking with the gods on our behalf, that’s his concern.  I think of him as my personal amulet, warding away evil and attracting good luck.  My business in the company always had to do with mundane things.  Training the guards to protect our merchandise and so on.  

“Weapons work, you mean?”

“In the main.  And being sure those guards had good intelligence, knew the land we were traveling on, knew who potential enemies were, knew alternate routes in case of trouble, knew that it was best to stay honest themselves.  I’m an earthy type.  So I think in terms of practical matters.”  

Marcus digested that for a moment.  “You know, he said you didn’t come because you’re scared of Rabbi Chanon.”  

“It doesn’t surprise me.  I let him think that, ” said Tullian, with a  malicious grin.  “It’s his way of explaining to himself why, even after the subduing of Dura Europos and Sura, I don’t take more of an interest in praying to our ethnic god.  He can’t really grasp my lack of interest, so he puts his brain to work to come up with a rational explanation.  And one that doesn’t flatter me, I might add.  Then, with an explanation in hand, he can let the problem lie.  It suits us both, see, to let him think whatever he wants.  

When he finished laughing, Marcus considered the essence of what Tullian had said as they continued their walk through the small city.  Reaching the wide limestone steps of a public building, he sat and peered up at Tullian, eyes squinting from the sunlight.  “Yonatan knows the Rabbi well then?”  

“Ah, yes, I heard about your interesting encounter with Rabbi Chanon bar Hisda earlier.”  Tullian, leaning against a balustrade, his back towards the sun, examined his sunlit face closely.  “I believe they were quite close once.  Yonatan was the Rabbi’s prize disciple for a while in Sura, more than ten years ago.  But sometime later, the Rabbi acquired a more brilliant disciple.  From what I gleaned, Yonatan didn’t like playing a subordinate role.”  Tullian winked at Marcus.  “Not that he explained it quite that way.  Soon afterward, he left Sura and began to put his energy into developing his father’s business.  That’s when I met him, down in Cana, trading.”  

Tullian paused.  “Sometime after that, we were up in Parthia, doing tactical surveillance, when Galenus netted us into doing business with him.  Galenus didn’t know us.  He’d heard of us from some of his contacts.  Afterwards, a report got out about that, back to Sura, that Yonatan had betrayed our allies to do business at a cut rate with the Romans.”  Tullian ceased speaking for a moment.  “In fact, we had done just that.  Yet, at the time, we hadn’t any choice.  Not if we wanted to live.  And I was rather stubborn in private, I’m afraid, about my insistence on avoiding martyrdom.”  Tullian shook his head.  “Yonatan never forgave Galenus for using us that way, forcing us to do his bidding, even though it cemented our cover for a few years and it gave us a chance to spy inside a Roman camp.  There were other reasons, too, for his attitude.  But those I don’t mention.  Ever.”  Looking at Marcus, Tullian shrugged.  He moved to the left, examining the steps fastidiously before sitting down on them, his legs stretched out in front of him.  

“Some people considered him a traitor for that.  So we couldn’t go back to any of the communities up north, Jewish or Parthian for some time.  But then Yonatan learned the Proconsul, Lusius Quietus, was on a rampage, exceeding his orders from Rome.  On the plane between the Euphrates and the Tigris, no community of Jews was safe.”  Tullian spit on the ground.  “Lusius Quietus.  Trajan executed him for that, too.  Eventually.  And never a man deserved it more, the scum.  If only it had been more painful and drawn out.  Lasting days with vultures eating his guts and spitting them out.  I wish we’d crucified him, him and his boys.  What he did.  Full out massacres, town after town, the women raped before and after their throats were slit, the young boys slashed end to end, and raped too very like, the tiny babies staked on plows and left to rot.  Purple bloated bodies, unrecognizable for the most part.  Heads without bodies kicked around for sport.  Bodies without heads used for target practice.  Ever walk into a town, Marcus, where everyone’s been dead some days.  The smell alone is enough to drive you wild for a time.  And if you’ve known the people, you go insane with grief.  You don’t recover from that very soon, I tell you.” 

Shielding his eyes from the sun with his right hand, Tullian looked at Marcus’ face.  “Lusius fought that rebellion with some men from your father’s Legion too, you realize.  He took some soldiers from here, and others he brought with him from Africa, where he served before.”

“I heard.”  Marcus spoke in an undertone.  “I know.  Thank God it happened years before my father arrived.  Thank God.  So how did the rabbi manage to survive?” 

“Ah, the rabbi.  He probably wouldn’t have survived at all.  Except Yonatan organized a rescue for him and his students.  Being completely immune to Rabbi Chanon’s charms myself, I told Yonatan he was a fool to put his life at risk.  Again.  And mine of course.  And that of our men.  But he paid no heed.  Typically.  In truth, considering the insane things he made us do on that expedition, I don’t think he cared much just then whether he lived or died.  Or us either.”  Tullian looked down at the ground.  “He was out of his mind, a bit.”  

“I suppose, too, the rescue was his way of doing public atonement for our idiocy, two years before, in letting ourselves be cornered by a rat in a trap.”  The wrestler met Marcus’ eyes.  “So he proved his deviousness as a tactician.  And that he had the biggest balls on the peninsula.  And returned, if only momentarily, to Rabbi Chanon’s embrace as his well beloved, first born son.  Now the rabbi thinks of him as a kind of prodigal, returned to his bosom to do God’s will.  That’s a mistake.  But then the man’s too pigheaded to accept he was entirely wrong about Yonatan for those few years.  He knows it, too; just can’t admit it to himself straight out the majority of the time.”  

“And after that?  What happened next?”

“Oh, we took off east for a while.  Sailed to India, then came back and rode the trade winds south to Africa.  We stayed there for a time.  But after a while…”  Tullian shrugged.  Well we didn’t belong there.  After some time, we both felt it.  Eventually we went back to Felix Arabia.  That’s it really until we came west.” 

“That quite a lot.”  Still, there was one tiny thing that Marcus wanted to know.  “After that, it doesn’t seem possible the Rabbi could do anything that terrified you.” he said.  “So what did he do?”  

“I’d say, Marcus, the likelihood of your finding out about that from me doesn’t exist.  Your one hope, as far as I can see, is to broach the subject with the rabbi himself.  Because Yonatan won’t tell a thing.  Not if that monkey knows what’s good for him.  And he does.  Oh, he does.”  

Marcus cast a sideways glance at Tullian and found him smiling.  “Well that’s blocked my advance.”  

“Securely.  Like I wanted it to,” said Tullian.  

“On the other hand, I could change my ground.  If I become a disciple of Rabbi Chanon, at the end of the thing, I might lure your worm from the apple.”  

“Marcus, if you ever become a disciple of Rabbi Chanon bar Hisda, I’ll gladly turn my balls in for a bigger pair, enough to plan a mission to rescue you from his clutches.  And not to belabor the point, but your father might have a thing or two to say about that.”  

With a little jolt, Marcus realized that Tullian had stopped joking, and now spoke the truth.  

“It’s not that I think he is a charlatan, some type like a Greek magician, muttering spells in Hebrew he doesn’t comprehend.  No, I’ve seen his power.  It’s real enough.  At moments.”  Tullian stopped himself, as though internally he was in some debate.  “But the man has a certain whiff of zealotry to him.  Best to avoid it.”  

“Zealotry.”  Marcus clucked his tongue  “And my uncle?  Does he think it’s a problem?”  

“I never convinced him of it.  But then he’s got streak of it himself, like granite seepage in a rock wall, spoiling a pure deposit of lapis lazuli.”  

“But you’re a bit of a pagan, Tullian.  That is, from what I’ve seen, you’re worse than me.  You’re lax on most of the commandments.  Maybe the whole thing is less of a problem than you believe?”  

“You think so, lad?  It’s a problem because fifty-five years ago Rome walloped us here.  Because of the extremists among us forcing us to rebel.  And nothing has been right since.  Had we waited only another few years, Nero would have died and the problems abated.  Somewhat.  Not altogether.  Enough though.  But now, in our own country, our position would be stronger than it is.  And all those rebellions since, they wouldn’t have happened.  Oh, Rome would still rule us, but not with the brazen fist she shows today. That's why, to my mind, zealotry is the most dangerous option before us today.”

“Worse than Rome smashing–,” Marcus took a breath, “–us to potsherds?  How?  I don’t see it?”  

“How?  Because if we follow its lead, it’ll force another war against Rome.  At the moment, that’s a war I can’t see us winning.  See, Marcus.  Jacob fled Esau and didn’t return until he was strong enough to win.  Even then, he deferred to his brother to avoid problems he did not need while his family was with him, the woman and the young.  That’s our common patrimony.  And like Jacob, I prefer to be wise, wary, and alive.  And my council to you, Marcus, is to do the same.”  

*

From Caesarea, the military and administrative headquarters of Rome in Provincia Judaea, Julius frequently crossed Palestine and Judea with his troops.  Usually he rode east to Jerusalem and southeast into Arabia Petraea, a wealthy desert province, whose capitol city, Petra, was built into the cliffs of the desert wadis.  The magnificent facades of these edifices, banks and Temples and municipal buildings, were chiseled into rockface.  Clever bastards, the architects they had hired from the Western Isles to do that work for them.  But then, a hundred years since King Aretas IV had had the money to squander, so why not.  That was when his people, controlled the trade in frankincense and myrrh in southern Arabia.  His people had traveled as far East as India, for pepper, ginger, sugar and cotton.  

No longer, though.  More than twenty years since, on the death of King Rabel II, Trajan had annexed their kingdom to Rome.  Now Rome controlled the spice trade.  And they ran it by sea, primarily through Egypt, no longer through the Moabite hills.  Little came through here now, except what those Nabatean scum managed to smuggle in for themselves.  Not like you could trust that lot with the money so tight.  Sometimes they fought you, sometimes they fought for you.  You could never be sure ahead of time.  But then that’s the way it was everywhere in this corner of the East.  The only ones here you could trust were the farflung bits of your own army.  And even that only held true as long as the succession in Rome stayed clear.  

The last few weeks, stationed at his Legion’s villa a few miles outside Jerusalem at Ramat Rachel, Julius had discussed the state of affairs in the Eastern provinces of Rome with colleagues from all the Legions in the region:  a small detachment of the III Cyrenaica up north from Egypt, several senior centurions from the VI Ferrata down from Syria, and the senior centurions of his own Legion, the X Fretensis, whose main force was split permanently between Jerusalem and Caesarea.  In times of quiet, these informal sessions were an exceptional way to trade information on consecutive provinces, on upcoming problems, on training techniques, to relax at night in an expansive way with one’s peers.  Considering how stretched they were out here for intellectual manpower, these rare sessions were fast becoming an addictive pleasure; for the mental stimulation as well as the late night outings.  

While Julius liked traveling, the truth these days was that he liked home duty, too.  He missed his family when he was away.  Well, he missed Marcus.  His son’s precocity for handling weaponry continued to delight him; a joy like none other he had known in his life.  And those moments late at night with Miriame, when they weren’t shouting or fighting or ignoring each other.  Bed time always solved their problems.  At least until, regular as sunrise, they started up again the next day.  Not that he deprived himself of much pleasure when he was away.  Which was another thing he and Miriame fought about regularly.  He had finally committed to not sleeping with other women while stationed in Caesarea.  Still, it hadn’t been that much to give up.  Rarely did those times with tavern whores come anywhere near to matching what it was like with her.  Especially after one of their memorable fights.  And this way, the normal course of both their lives ran more smoothly, which was worth a lot.  It made his homecomings sweet, too;  something to savor well in advance.  Especially, and here he smiled to himself, if she were just a tiny bit angry about the women he had enjoyed while he was away.   

Their detachment rode straight towards camp. Julius dismounted and handed the reins to one of the stable boys who ran up to him, snapping a salute, right hand to chest.  “Silius, come,” he called to his chief aide.  Walking rapidly, he entered the long, unadorned military hall that contained his office, Julius had already decided, at least for today, to forego the mountain of official paperwork that must have built up in his absence.  Instead, he would ask Vincius, whom he had left in charge, to accompany him on a review of the camp while reporting in detail on the state of affairs during the ten days past.  The first moment he had free, he already planned to walk to the gymnasium and discuss his son’s progress with Rufinus. 

Tomorrow was soon enough to start on the reports.  

When Julius and Silius entered Julius’ office, Vincius was sitting at the large wooden desk, hard at work.  He looked up from the papers he was reading, swallowed once, then stood up briskly.  “Sir,” he said, and his glance shot past Julius and focused momentarily on Silius, standing slightly behind.  “I hope your trip proved enjoyable.”    

“Enjoyable enough, Vincius,” said Julius.  “And here in camp?  Any problems of note?”

“Everything’s in order, sir.  Nothing out of the ordinary to report on in camp since you left.  

Again, Vincius glanced at Silius.  Julius looked back and forth between the two men, but could read nothing in Vincius’ expressions.  Clearly Vincius was hiding something.  He would have to take extra care in sniffing it out.  

Returning later that afternoon from his tour of the camp, Julius felt perplexed.  His review had been thorough, brutal even.  But he had been unable to detect the merest whiff of anything out of place.  Nothing, as far as he could tell, had been hidden from his observation or covered up.  In fact, Vincius’ command skills impressed him.  The men liked and respected him as a junior officer, responding well to his orders.  Still, Julius sensed that there was something that Vincius was keeping from him.  And in such matters, his instincts had proven infallible in the past.  So, it was only a matter of time before Julius rooted out whatever violation had occurred.  “Vincius,” he snapped.  

“Sir,” Vincius barked out, over-enthusiastically, like an over eager puppy fearful he’s done something amiss.  Silius, too, finally appeared to have noticed something astray himself, the way he was eyeing Vincius.  

“Accompany me back to my office, Vincius.  Time for a full review of the reports that have come in and gone out while I was away.”  

And here it was at last.  Vincius looked resigned, as though he knew he could not escape the net that Julius was about to throw around him.  

“Yes, sir,” said Vincius, and fell in line behind him and Silius.  

*

And now the hand of Zeus will descend in punishment, thought Vincius, marching behind Silius.  He felt oddly detached from all this, as though this was happening to someone else.  Vincius had tried to capture Silius’ attention during the review of the camp.  But Silius had chosen absolutely the worst moment to notice that something was wrong.  And he had done so without schooling his expression, in full view of Julius.  

Julius was a prick, that’s what it came down to.  They all knew it, too.  He was a supremely efficient officer, but efficiency could be managed in more human ways, in his opinion.  Still, right now, with the sweat bubbling out on his hands and neck and torso like it was the height of summer and not a chilly day, Vincius promised himself never under any circumstances to do another favor for Miriame that undermined Julius’ authority, directly or indirectly.  

But at least, she won’t have to face this, he thought, resigned.  At least Julius’ temper will have died down – to some extent – by the time he goes home.  She won’t have the full frontal assault directed her way.  He had done his part to help her.  He knew she had used him for exactly this, but he was not sorry for it.  He thought she deserved protection from Julius.  Hell, he protected his own men from Julius, when they deserved it.  So plunging in headlong, Vincius said, “There is one other thing, sir, that I should alert you to.  Though properly speaking, it had nothing to do with me.”  

Julius stopped in his tracks and turned fully around to look at him.  “Yes?” he said 

“About Marcus…” said Vincius, taking a very deep breath.  “There’s been a change in plan.”  

*

Julius sat watching Vincius through narrowed eyes as the man stood at attention across the width of Julius’ desk.  He had already kept Vincius alert and responding to his questions for the most part of an hour according to the small water clock he kept constantly running in his office to measure the daily and nightly watches.  Julius could feel the heightened color in his own face and the heat in his blood as it whirled through his body.  There was an echo in his ear.  Calm, calm, Julius thought, calm.  The boy has only been away from his routine for a few days.  Nothing significant will have changed before he returns.  Nothing will break the bond between us in such a short time. 

“As I already said, sir, I felt that since events arose beyond the narrow set of contingencies we planned for, my limited authority over your son had been exceeded.  And that, in such a situation, it seemed permissible to allow the boy to travel with his uncle, whose familial bond surely...”  Vincius’ voice trailed off.  

“Well, then, let’s go over it again.” They had been stuck on the same point for some time now.  Over and over, Vincius’ answers were failing to satisfy him.  “I transferred authority to you at my departure in order to deal with unplanned-for contingencies.  Frankly, Vincius, I don’t see how you failed to make the leap from the set of events I discussed with you in detail to the event that actually occurred.  Rapid adjustments to new circumstances, that’s the essence of the military art.  I’ve seen you apply that very skill on the field time and again.  It never seemed a difficult skill for you to master.  In fact, you generally excel at it.  That’s the reason I left you in charge.”  Julius voice was rising again.  He paused to breathe, forcing himself to slow down.  “I’m left wondering,” he said, articulating every word carefully, “did you purposely choose to disobey my orders?  In that case, I may be looking at a case of military insubordination.”  Julius sat perfectly still, watching Vincius’ reaction.  

Vincius threw his head up and looked Julius in the eye.  “No, sir,” he snapped.  His body, Julius observed dispassionately, was now completely rigid.  Only a little more time now, Julius thought, before he’ll break and confess how Miriame persuaded him to allow Marcus to go.   

“If I may interrupt,” said Silius where he stood against the wall.  This was the first time his aide had spoken during this interview.  

“Yes, what is it?” said Julius, discommoded by the timing of the interruption.  

“Perhaps, sir, this line of questioning is becoming unproductive.”  

“Really?” snapped Julius, angered and distracted both.  

“I only meant to suggest this was a private matter, not a military one.  Perhaps you ought to relax the discipline a bit,” said Silius.  

“You make your point.  Score one for Silius,” said Julius still looking away from him.  He gestured curtly for Vincius to sit.  

Vincius continued standing, but relaxed his posture slightly.  

“And do you have any further opinions as to how I might conduct my private matters?” Julius said to Silius, staring at Vincius.  

“Only that you might take Vincius at his word.”  Silius’ voice was neutral and calm.  He said, “He did not feel he had a valid basis to override Miriame’s wishes.  His honest opinion was that his authority had been superseded.”  

Aggravated, Julius thought, Silius has just quietly, rationally, pointed out to me that I don’t have the right to confuse the boundaries separating my military responsibilities with the domestic sphere.  I can run my home life by military fiat, if I so choose.  But I can’t make my officers responsible for failing to impose military rule at home in my absence.  Even when I believe the conditions warrant it.  And inside Julius another voice countered, yet, once I relax the rules at home, what then?  I’d never be able to control the outcome.  Everything would be completely subject to the rules of chance.  And that could be a disaster for both of us.  

What torture human relations are, he thought.  We carry around with us the conditions for pain whenever we love and allow ourselves to have expectations of other people.  The trick, as he knew so well, was never to love, never to yield oneself to the emotions.  He believed in the truth of this philosophy deeply, implicitly.  Yet, so far, he had failed to apply it to his own life, except in flashes here or there, soon vanquished.  And he found that to be tragic, his failure to will himself the conditions for a tranquil flow of life.  Whoever wishes to be free, let him wish for nothing which depends on others, he thought.  But never yet had he succeeded in working himself free.  “Tell me, Silius,” said Julius at last.  “How did we end up with Vincius in charge?”

“Vincius, sir?  You appointed him.”  

“My error, you mean.”  Julius finally turned his head to look at Silius, still lurking in an unlit corner of the room.  And that annoyed him, too.  Even Silius feared him sometimes, feared his anger.  And Silius had known him since he was a youth, had known his father, had helped to train him.  Was this fact sad or useful?  Julius could not decide.  It felt sad, yet it was something that could be exploited at times, and that was useful.  “But I promoted Vincius on your recommendation,” said Julius finally, his voice calm, his complexion no longer red.  “I remember distinctly you told me you thought he was ready for command.  Well, you’ve lost your wager, Silius.  You were wrong.”  

“Yes,” said Silius, mildly.  “I was wrong.”  

*

“Fool,” Silius said to Vincius after they walked together a good distance from Julius’ office.  “First of all, you owe me 30 denarii.  Second of all, I hope you think it was worth it.”  Silius looked him over, shaking his head.  “I’ll say this for you, though.  You’re not prone to little errors of judgment.”  

Vincius grunted his assent.  There could be no argument with that.  Plus, from now on in, he was going to owe Silius plenty for rescuing him from Julius’ wrath and salvaging his career.  Even if the old man had stepped in to save him extremely late in the day.  

“You know he’s obsessed with the boy.”  Silius was still shaking his head.  “Why flout his commands on that one thing?”  

“I liked the uncle,” said Vincius, “I thought Marcus deserved the chance to know him.  He’s going to inherit that business one day.  It seemed a reasonable request.”  Vincius shrugged, and then a sheepish grin lit up his face.  “To tell the truth, when Julius and Jonathan finally come face to face, I want to see the explosion.  Personally, I’m betting on Jonathan to wipe the floor with Julius’ ass.”  

“I hope you enjoy your moment,” Silius, looked bemused; half angry, half exasperated.  “I only hope it proves worth more than a month of your wages, you fool, and weeks and weeks of Julius’ displeasure whenever he looks your way.”  

*

The tiny house where Marcus was staying contained a small gaggle of children.  Well, only three, but two of them were years younger than he was.  He was not used to sleeping with other children, especially not four to a room, with a small girl amongst the company.  Although she had a curtain around her bed for privacy.  But the parents, Tzipporah and Itamar had only a tiny chamber to themselves.  There was nowhere else to sleep.  Jonathan and Tullian were staying in a different house nearby.  His separate accommodation had been arranged by their hosts, because they thought he would enjoy himself more staying with children.   

The oldest son, Naphtali, was about his own age, only a year older.  He was intelligent and rambunctious and far more rigorously trained in Jewish law.  Considering that Naphtali lived at Yavneh, this was hardly surprising.  Marcus lived in Caesarea, home to many a Greek school, so he knew far more rhetoric and allegory and mathematics.  Not to mention every one of the martial arts.  Although none of these seemed particularly prized here, so he kept them to himself.  More or less.  

Binah, the young girl, almost ten, sylvan delicate, had big brown eyes, and long brown hair.  The first day he was around, she lurked in corners and archways staring at him silently.  But she was not shy or delicate, not normally at least.  Marcus could see that.  When attacked  verbally by her older brother, her return wit was as deft and cutting, as a gladiator’s blade.  For that, he quickly grew to admire her.  And once, when she and her brother tussled physically, Marcus pulled Naphtali off of her and pinned him down on the floor, effectively ending their fight.  But later that day when Naphtali was at work at the glass factory with his father, he and Binah, giggling together, conspired to sneak off to a rare empty lot where he showed her what to do if her older brother hit her again.  He even let her hurt him, the way she would have to in order to stop Naphtali, and more than once.  He did not mind though; with all the falling down and rolling around on the ground  together, he was having too much fun to care.  And after that, the two of them had an understanding.  Secret allies.  They even agreed on hand signals in case of need.  

In just a few short days, the ambience of familial warmth was spilling over onto him.  And, like a sea sponge, he absorbed it all.  It was altogether different from what existed in his own home, sunny, spacious, lovely, ordered, and, with its double handful of servants, far, far cleaner.  And while he appreciated all that, especially the cleanliness, by contrast, he realized viscerally there was much less tension here and – well, affection.  Marcus liked having children around him with whom to play, he was discovering, even Gad, just five years old, who jumped on him from time to time and liked being tickled into submission.  Because of the gaps in the ages of the children, he was curious whether there had been others who had died as babies.  Or, if like his mother, Tzipporah used herbs to stop herself from becoming pregnant.  Itamar had already fulfilled the mitzvah to be fruitful and multiply, with a child of either sex.  But that kind of thing, it was impossible to ask.  

Two mornings later, the day he was to meet with Rabbi Chanon, Marcus was changing into a clean light blue tunic.  He slid his arms into the sleeves, pulled it over his head and opened his eyes to find Naphtali staring at him.  

“I thought you were Jewish.  You’re not Jewish?”

“What?”  The tunic was halfway on now, over his head, but not pulled down.  “Of course I am.”

“Then how come you’re not circumcised?”  Naphtali leaned over slightly and stared at his genitals.  “You’re definitely not circumcised.  Until now, I’ve never seen someone–”  Naphtali looked back up at him.  

To that, he did not have an answer he cared to share.  He shrugged, turning his torso away from Naphtali and pulled down his tunic the rest of the way.  

“Come on.  Tell me.  Is there a reason?  You weren’t kidnapped when you were a baby, were you?  But that can’t be.  Because you’re living with your family now.  And you didn’t grow up in ignorance, so that doesn’t explain it.”     

Behind Naphtali, Marcus saw Binah sneak from the doorway into the room to stand against the wall, wide-eyed and silent, the way she acted the first day he met her.  Completely mortified now, Marcus could feel the blood mottling his cheeks.  He had no like memory of being made to feel so unpleasantly conscious of his nakedness.  His experiences so far had tended the other way.  

Naphtali stood before Marcus, his brown hair falling straight and wispy, his thin, young face serious and perplexed, relentlessly ticking off items from a tally in his brain.  “You told me yourself rabbis tutored you while you were growing up.  So how come your parents didn’t circumcise you?”  When Marcus failed to respond to that question, Naphtali lowered his voice, practically whispering to him, “Was there a ban on it where you grew up, and no one to perform it for you?”  

And that was true in its way, but not at all as Naphtali meant it.  He nodded slightly standing there like an idiot, with no idea how to slip out from this barrage.  Not by telling the truth.  The truth was too embarrassing.  And then he saw Binah signaling him behind Naphtali’s back.  

“Naphtali,” she said loudly, “you didn’t hear abba calling you to go to work?  You need to leave.  Or you’ll be late.  And he’ll scold you.  Again.”  

“What?  I’m late already?  You’re sure?”  When Binah nodded at her brother, Naphtali gave him one last assessing look.  He opened his mouth to say something else.  

“Naphtali, run!” Binah said.  And Naphtali scrambled out of the room, like an awkward hind chasing its mother.    

Then it was only he and Binah in the room.  She was staring at him solemnly, with those huge eyes that dominated her thin face.  

His face was still pulsing bright red.  “Thank you,” he said at last.    

She dipped her head in his direction, so she was not staring at him any longer.  “Naphtali loves the law.  But you know how boys are,” she said, a tiny smile gentling her words.  “Ema says he doesn’t always stop to think.”  And then she turned and exited the room, leaving him alone.  

Marcus sat back down on the pallet, his head in his hands, still feeling utterly flustered. After that, it took a while to force himself to leave the room.  But when he did, outside in the common room, he saw Binah again.  She was in the kitchen area helping her mother prepare the midday meal.  “See you soon,” she said and waved at him, smiling and natural.  

He could not help himself.  His lips were already curving up into a big smile as he waved back.  Maybe circumcision was worth it after all.  Even his father would be charmed by Binah, he thought.  

After that, Marcus walked the short distance between Binah’s cramped house to the one where Yonatan and Tullian slept.  This house, narrow and unadorned with a façade of rough hewn white limestone, was occupied by a sedate older couple, Demetrius Ezekiel and Justina, his wife.  Demetrius, once a wealthy Alexandrian trader, had sailed the east and south from Felix Arabia with Jonathan and Tullian.  And from that common journey into the unknown, a strong friendship had blossomed.  Then, after the turmoil between the Greeks and the Jews in Alexandria, displaced and impoverished, he moved his family away from Egypt up to retire to Israel, the land of milk and honey.  Neither he nor his son Justus, who had returned to Arabia to continue his father’s business, had yet recouped their former wealth.  

The door stood ajar; inside he heard voices.  Marcus knocked lightly, but when there was no answer, he entered the house.  Further in, he realized the voices were arguing.  Someone he did not recognize said, “We need to start stockpiling our own weaponry.  This tribute of the Romans, let’s make use of it for our own ends.  If we send them damaged armaments, the Romans will reject them and send them back.  And then we can easily repair what they don’t want.”  

“I see.  So it will cost us less.  And we can do it under their noses.”

“Exactly.  And when Hadrian fails to keep his promise to rebuild the Temple, as we suspect, we’ll have enough weapons to fight them and take Jerusalem back.”  

“Enough for an army?” said someone else.  “Hardly.”  

“In time.  For a large army, a successful one, with weapons spread around the country, in truth it will take years.”  That voice was Jonathan’s.  “This is a start only.  It’ll need to be supplemented by our own efforts.”  

The first voice spoke again. “True.  We have to begin somewhere.  This takes advantage of what the Romans are imposing.”  

That is when, cognizant of what Jonathan had told him the morning they left Caesarea, Marcus went back to the front door, stepped quietly outside, knocked again and scuffed the door open loudly.  So much for his spying career, aborted before it matured.  

“Sh…,” another voice said and when silence fell, the curtain separating the bedchamber from the main room drew back and Demetrius Ezekiel stood looking at Marcus before, face white and serious before ushering him into the bedchamber. “My wife,” he said to the men in the room, “went next door.  I didn’t realize.”  

The sleeping pallet had been pulled back to the wall, Marcus noted, to make room for five men, perched on small folding stools studying him, some of them nervous.  And then, light on his feet, Jonathan was standing.  “Ah, Marcus,” he said.  “I was expecting you at any moment.”  To the others, he said, “Masters, you’ll excuse us.  We have a meeting to see Rabbi Chanon bar Hisda this morning.”  Then Jonathan took him firmly by the shoulder and led him from the room.  In the outside chamber, he picked up the last casket from Ashqelon, the one that remained unsold.  

They walked to the house of study and entered.  Around them, several men sat facing each other at rickety tables.  There were wooden benches, too, where a man was giving a talk to several others.  So many streams of conversation were going on, that save where one voice sounded high above the others, individual voices cancelled each other, creating a general hub of noise. There was only a small brazier lit for the entire room, so the outside chill seeped everywhere.  The room smelt used and dusty, as though no one had cleaned it properly for some time.  

At the front of the room, near a window with southern exposure and bright light, Rabbi Chanon was seated alone, reciting a passage to himself from papyrus notes laid on the table before him.  Jonathan nodded to himand in that direction, they proceeded.  

Standing before the rabbi, he bowed his head slightly, Roman fashion, as Jonathan presented him formally.  The rabbi moved his hand, momentarily, towards the bare nape of Marcus’ neck.  As it connected to his naked skin, the touch jolted Marcus slightly.  Neck still bent, he raised his eyes, enough to see.  

“Ah, yes,” said Rabbi Chanon, leaving one hand on the crux of Marcus’ neck while its twin sat delicately in his lap.  “A mystical soul.  It runs true in your family, Yonatan.  But, my son, you need to study more.  You think you have the soul of a soldier.  That’s not so.  Yet be careful, lest you find your true self neither in one place nor the other.   A soldier kills.  And what for?  It’s a striving after wind, nothingness, against God’s law, except in necessity.”  He stopped for a moment, removing his hand from Marcus’ neck and placing it on his lap beside the other.  “Your uncle strove after wind for a while.  Look at the good it did him, exiled from his people for a few years.  His eye was not satiated with seeing, nor his pockets with money.  Better for him had he stayed with us in Sura and not left to amuse himself.”  The rabbi spoke slowly now, summoning the words from a far away inspiration.  “To read God’s words, learn his law, this you must do, at least for some time.  And then we’ll see.  You’re hiding your true light, Marcus, behind your father’s need of you.  He’s the true soldier, not you.”  

Turning to Jonathan, Rabbi Chanon said shortly, “He’s got a mystical side, Yonatan, like you.  Even stronger than yours, perhaps.  Well, I’ve seen enough, now.”  The rabbi rose slowly from his straight-backed wooden chair.  “Come here, child, let me bless you.”  He waved his hands about mumbling a prayer.  And then he finished.  “Come back to me, young man, some years from now, when you have changed your current path.  Seek God’s light.  Remember my words.”  

Then he was dismissed and Jonathan stepped forward.  

The rabbi spoke again, “Ah, Yonatan, you brought me the frankincense I asked for?  This is it, here in the casket?  Good, good.  If Hadrian’s promises to rebuild the Temple can be trusted, we’ll have to start stockpiling it again for use – a large supply.  We’ll need you again, perhaps. back in Felix Arabia, supplying it for us.  But with this, God willing, when the Temple is rebuilt, we’ll have enough on hand for a little while, at least.”

“Rabbi,” Jonathan said, “the boy…”

 “Don’t worry about what the boy hears.  I’ve felt his heart already,” the rabbi said.  “And though it’s still uncircumcised, underneath its hard shell, as yet it’s untouched and pure.  Don’t worry that he’ll betray his people.”  The rabbi looked at him askance.  “And you’re still not married?  No, you needn’t answer.  I already know.”  He shook his head.  “A man should be married at your age, Yonatan.”  

“So you have told me before,” Jonathan said.  

You still think about–”

Without letting the rabbi finish, Jonathan said. “Yes.” 

“What sorrow that was for you.  But you must one day accept she was not God’s plan for you.  It’s many years already that you mourn.  And you still have a commandment to fulfill.”  When Jonathan did not reply, the rabbi said, “Come, I’ll write a letter to the rabbi in Sardis.  I’ll have him look out for you.  Perhaps you’ll find a wife there, if God so wills.  But I’d prefer if you stayed here a little while, studying Torah with me.”  

“I can’t stay,” said Jonathan, tilting his head to one side.  “My father needs me.”

The rabbi threw up his hands.  “The two of you with your fathers.  You won’t fool God,” the rabbi said, “and you don’t fool me.  They’re your excuse, not your purpose.  Your fate is here, Yonatan, in Israel, with your people.  But you’ll return.  About that, I’m sure.  Come here, my son, step closer to me,” and his blue eyes warmed considerably.  “Let me bless you.”  The rabbi closed his eyes to make the blessing and spoke softly to himself and for a long time, his quiet words fluent to the tongue.  When he finished he opened his eyes again.  “I’ll see you again.  Go now in peace, with God’s blessing upon you.”    

Uncle and nephew walked away from the study hall in silence, side by side, neither speaking.  Only when they had reached a good distance away Marcus stopped walking and grabbed Jonathan’s arm, furious.  “Did you tell him to say that?”  

“Hardly.  As though he would do what I told him to in any case.  You did hear what he said about me in front of you, didn’t you?”  

“What does he mean I’m not to be a soldier?  Of course I am.  I’ve trained for one from birth.  Everyone – Rufinus, my father, all my weapons’ teachers – they all say it.  I excel at fighting, at strategy, at engineering.  I’m a solider.  I’m going to be a solider.”  With a worried sideways glance, he added, “You don’t believe him, do you?”  

“What I think or believe is not important, Marcus.  In the end, the matter is in God’s hands and your own.  Though I wish I were staying nearby to be more of a guide along the way.”  

“I’m going to be a soldier.”  

“If you say so.  Cheer up.  Now you know how Tullian feels,” said Jonathan.  “He didn’t like what Rabbi Chanon told him either.”  Then, responding to Marcus’ sharpened look, he added, a small elusive smile playing on his lips, “Ah, but you won’t get it out of me that way.  I’ve been informed that telling’s worth my life.”  

“There’s something I have to discuss with you.  It’s rather important, Marcus.”  

Marcus glanced over at his uncle.  They were in the bathhouse together, soaking away the sweat in a private chamber, luxuriating, nursing their bruises.  This afternoon, Tullian had finally made good on his promise to train Marcus in wrestling technique.  Even Jonathan had joined in at times to help Tullian demonstrate complicated holds and throws.  The role reversal had interested Marcus, for this time Tullian had commanded and Jonathan had followed his lead.  Tullian was outside, exercising still.  Or maybe, Marcus realized, his uncle had told him to stay away for a while yet.  Tomorrow, early on, they would set out together for the return trip home to Caesarea. 

“I owe you an apology,” said Jonathan.  

That was surprising, Marcus thought.  He raised his eyebrows and waited.  

Jonathan said, “Galenus.”  

“We’ve come out from that unhurt, as far as I saw.  He kept his word and sent no spies.”  

“I’m glad you paid attention.  Keep in mind, though,” said Jonathan, “that it might not always be so easy to tell.  But I think you’re right.  Yavneh’s safe enough.  In the short term, we emerged unscathed.  Nonetheless, there might be a problem in the future.  You heard what he said before he let us go, didn’t you?”  

“You mean about my mother?  And you’re worried about her?” said Marcus.  

“I’m worried about you as well.”  

But you’re more worried about her?”  

“Not as you imply,” said Jonathan.  “In truth, in this situation I’m more worried about her because if trouble comes to you by way of Galenus, your father will do more to protect you than to protect your mother.”

“What kind of trouble?” Marcus said.    

“If Galenus ever discovers that you and your mother are Jews, he might put a very different interpretation on my activities in his camps several years ago, one that was not at all beneficial to Rome and her interests.  He won’t like that; he’ll feel I took advantage of him.  I did, as a matter of fact.  He won’t be wrong about that.  But, if I’m not available, he’ll want to take revenge on someone close to me in return.  And if you and Miriame are in his purview, believe me, the hammer blow will descend at lightning speed.  Julius’ll shield you from it, if he can.  But shielding your mother is another story.  He might and he might not.  Who can say right now with any certainty?  It’ll depend, I imagine, on the state of their … marriage.”  

Marcus did not want to think about that.  “What activities were you involved with in Galenus’ camp?” he said, honing in on the other essential of Jonathan’s speech.  

A surreptitious smile lit up his uncle’s face.  “Marcus, Marcus,” he said, “I understood you heard all about that yesterday, from Tullian.  What more could you want to know?”  

“Everything.  Surely, he barely touched the surface?” said Marcus.  And then he registered Jonathan’s tone.  “Oh, you’re being disingenuous again.”  

“You mean, I’m lying?  No, no,” said Jonathan, “just teasing you a bit.”  His grin dissipated slowly like the fading of a field of bright starlight behind a moving front of clouds.  “The fact is Galenus’ future reprisals do worry me.  Short of dragging you both home with me to Sardis, which I’ve seriously considered, all I can do is prepare you for the possibilities facing you.  And so I have a favor to ask of you.”  

“To ask me?” said Marcus.  

“Yes, you.  I’m asking you to keep certain information you’ve learned on this trip from your father.  If he ever found out about some of my activities in Arabia, that also could bring trouble.  I never meant for you to learn of them, at least at this stage of your life.  And if not for Galenus, you wouldn’t have.  That’s my fault and my responsibility.  As it turned out, I’ve been ill prepared for several of the things that occurred on this trip.  But it’s you who must bear the burden of silence.  At your age, that’s a hard task.  And perhaps an unwanted one.  So I apologize to you.  What I’m asking of you is unfair, but there’s no way around it, and it might shield your mother.”  Jonathan studied his face.  

“I agree,” said Marcus.

“So easily?” said Jonathan.  

“You heard the rabbi.”  Marcus grinned.  “I have a pure heart.”  

“Underneath the uncircumcised shell.  I see he made a rapid convert of you <br><br>s.  But in that case,” said Jonathan, scrutinizing him, “there’s one other thing.”  

“Yes?” said Marcus.  

“If you’ve started putting together any information from the bits of conversation you overheard today, mention it to no one, not even me.”

“Another of the things for which you were unprepared?” said Marcus.

“Completely unprepared,” said Jonathan, smiling ruefully.  “I wasn’t expecting any adventures at all on this trip, just some simple trading.  And that information, Marcus, might prove even more incendiary then the extremely censored account you had about my spying activities.  So, please, for everyone’s good, say nothing.”

Marcus lay in the bath, side by side with Jonathan, enjoying the silence.  He put his mind to piecing together bits of conversation he had been privy to earlier in the day.  He suspected he knew what Jonathan had just referred to, but he had no certainty.  And Jonathan was not going to confirm his guesswork, he had made that clear.  After a while, Marcus’ mind began to drift and to pursue other avenues, until finally he became riveted on one point.  And there his mind stayed fixed for some time.  

Finally, he got out of the bath, and sat on its edge, with his legs dangling in the water.  “Uncle.”  His voice sounded very small in his ears.  

“Yes,” said Jonathan, turning to look at him.  “Is something wrong?”  

“You know I’m not circumcised?”

Jonathan gestured at Marcus’ naked body.  “The evidence does present itself compellingly to the eyes.”  

“Naphtali asked me about it today.  I didn’t know what to say to him, why I’m not circumcised.” 

“You didn’t feel you could tell him the truth?”

“No,” said Marcus.  “I didn’t want to say who my father is.  Or explain why, lest he think badly of me.”  He drew his legs up to his chest and curled his arms tightly around them.  His eyes remained fixed downward on his linked hands.  “Uncle,” he said again, his voice even smaller.  

“Mmm,” said Jonathan.  

“I’ve never seen what a circumcision really looks like.  Up close, I mean.”  He had Jonathan’s full attention now.  He could feel it focused on him, even though Marcus did not dare look straight back at him.  Marcus’ voice sounded so thin to his own ears that it was barely a thread.  “Would it be possible … that is, would you mind if I …”  Marcus cleared his throat and started again.  “Do you think … um …could I look at it … I mean … yours?”  His voice had sunk to a whisper and he could feel the blood pulsing in his face, burning his ears.  

Silence fell in the small chamber.  The room felt warm, too warm suddenly, and moist, humid, scented with thick lavender and mint.  Marcus could feel the sweat rolling in little drops down his torso.  He wanted to just back into the water again, to cover his body and his face underwater.  After a while, he glanced to his left.  Jonathan had risen from the bath and was looking directly at him.  

“The things I do for love,” said Jonathan, and gestured downward, encompassing his lower body.  “Come, look, if you like.”  

Marcus edged over slowly and bent his head slightly toward Jonathan’s genitals.  

“I pray to God,” said Jonathan, “that no one walks in on us inopportunely, while your examination is ongoing.”  Pursing his lips, he managed to look amused.  “The appearances are rather against us, wouldn’t you say.  And all I need, with the rumors still circulating about me having been a traitor, is to have someone contend I have been committing what the scripture refers to as abominations with my own blood nephew.  I recovered from being named a traitor, but I doubt they would let me live down incest as well.”

“My father wouldn’t like it either.  But then, you could always arrange to rescue someone else,” Marcus said.  Jonathan’s banter, meant to relax his extreme embarrassment, was starting to do its job.  

“Even I don’t think I could pull off another rescue like that.  And Tullian absolutely would refuse to help this time.  I nearly got him slaughtered last time.  He’s still got the scars.  Afterward, I had to spend months working into his good graces again.  I’m too lazy to do all that twice.”  

Marcus, fixated, was still staring at Jonathan’s genitals.  Then his eyes moved back across to compare it to his own, and down to Jonathan’s again.”

“Did it hurt?” he whispered at last.  

“As I was only eight days old when it occurred, I can’t say I have any memory of it at all.  But babies don’t seem to cry for a very long period, afterward.  Though, that’s not conclusive evidence.  Perhaps they are simply too much in shock at the cruelty fate had in store for them.”  

“Would it hurt me if I did it now, almost full grown.”

Jonathan’s voice responding was now completely serious.  “Adult witnesses all attest the pain is excruciating for the first little while.  But there’s wine and opium and we could import some Syrian dancing girls for your amusement while you lay convalescing.”  

“But I’d hardly be in a position to enjoy them fully, wouldn’t you say?”

Jonathan looked at him and grinned.  “Yes, in that respect, they might be rather a waste.  At your age, though, I’m sure your mother, at least, would count that as a blessing.”  

Moving away, Marcus sat back on the ledge and once more drew his knees to his chest, crossing his arms on top of them.  He buried his head in his arms, closing his eyes, thinking.  Warm water rushed in from the pipes, thrumming, creating eddies in the tepidarium at his feet.  The water traveled to the far end of the pool before trickling down to a lower level where it cooled off.

“I’m not afraid of the pain,” said Marcus at last, raising his head.  He looked into Jonathan’s eyes knowing he was unable to mask the conflict he was undergoing, that his face openly mirrored it.  Jonathan looked back at him and Marcus felt at that moment he could tell his uncle anything.  He lowered his eyes.  “I can’t do it to my father,” he said.  “It would shame him too greatly.  Everyone, his entire Legion would find out almost as soon as it happened. I couldn’t fight with them or train or bathe without them being reminded daily, or my father either.  They all sense what’s at stake between my parents.”

“Marcus, look at me,” said Jonathan.  “You love your father, and it’s God’s will that you honor him.  Then do so.  But soon you’ll be thirteen, a man grown according to Jewish law. You’ll have to make your own decisions in freedom.  The only thrall you owe is to God.  As a man, you’re responsible for yourself under God’s law.  So honor your father.  I think your desire to do so speaks very well of you.  Just remember to honor your mother equally.” 

As though he could ever forget that, thought Marcus.  They were three sides of a triangle, his parents and he; and he was the fulcrum point that kept them all aloft.  

*

That night Marcus dreamed of the vast purple-blue hall.  A sphinx stood inside the gateway, wings furled, beckoning him onward.  But when he approached, the sphinx rose up and carried him through the air, held fast in his front claws.  He dropped him and Marcus floated on a current of air into the amphitheatre in Caesarea.   

Suddenly, the sphinx transformed itself into a lion.  Then the lion drew himself up, roaring, and began to attack.  As the crowd around them cheered madly for his blood, for death, Marcus, barehanded and stark naked, fought back viciously.  He jumped on the lion’s back and rode the beast around the amphitheatre.  Grabbing it from behind, a choke-hold around its neck, he anchored one arm and tightened the hold with his other.  Then, as suddenly, the lion changed back into a sphinx and began to taunt him with an insoluble riddle, “What are you, Marcus?  Lion or eagle?”  

He froze.  He could not move a muscle until he solved the riddle.  Marcus looked into the sphinx’s black on black eyes, as flat and unyielding as wrought iron, and knew the sphinx would eat him.  Even so, he could not move.  Instead, the sphinx began mumbling indecipherable incantations in Hebrew and flew away.  

And then the amphitheater disappeared and he was all alone in a cold dark place.  

Marcus jolted out from the dream chilled to the bone, and scared stiff.  It took a moment to realize he could move again.  Then he began to shiver, like a man in a fit unceasing.  He tried to lie still as he could on the pallet, breathing in and out, forcing a state of calm over his body, just as in the fighting exercises Rufinus had taught him long ago.  

What was he?  Who was he?  

He had no idea.
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