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The rains had come.  As happened every year on the first day of the holiday of Sukkot, the nation had prayed for rain.  And this year the Holy One, Blessed Be He, had answered their prayers on the very next day in a leviathan of a storm.  This made Devorah feel sanguine in a way she usually did not.  The new moisture in the air, a delight to the skin and nose.  And the relief in the land felt palpable to her; the daughter of Zion, only days ago a parched and aching widow, now restored to some lush beauty, with the promise of more succor on the way.  She watched as the children enjoyed it too, splashing in mud puddles, sliding down the slope in rivulets that coasted down towards the Sea.  Her children, Daniela, aged four and a half and Michael, three years old, his long childish locks recently shorn short, first fruits of a male child.  The youngest one did not play.  

Little Esther had been laid to rest in the cemetery eighteen months ago.  She could see the grave from here.  

For infants who died just short of a month old, there were no mourning rites after burial. 

Devorah wiped her muddy hands on her grayish robe, the line of her mouth downturned in grief, her habitual expression of late.  A week of ritualized mourning surely would have helped, she had thought ever since.  

*

This time when Marcus set out with Jonathan from Bethar to the coast, they well knew whose agents were most likely to be shadowing them effectively enough to take them unawares.  Two and a half months had passed since their previous sally.  A period spent in hard skirmishing, oddly punctuated, as Marcus had foreseen, by weeks of community prayer.  But therein he had gained time enough for his head to heal.  Those painful twinges triggered by bright light were no more; accomplished, too, without consulting a physician.  And Argos had healed; although in the horse’s case, there had been no dearth of expert care.  By now, the hesitation in his favorite mount’s gait was gone entirely.  “Hail Fortuna,” he said aloud, provoking an exaggerated grimace from Jonathan at the pagan invocation.  

“That knock on the head may have been more damaging than I believed at first.  Can such a blow be a wrecker of character?”  

Keeping his face impartial, Marcus registered his uncle’s light tone; and also the unspoken query behind it.  He left them unanswered.  

Not the blow, but what followed.  Of that, he had uttered not a word.  

*

At least the women had come to sit with her, after.  Even a few of the Christian women in the small village nearby and a few she knew from the market in K’far Nahum on Lake Tiberias had walked up from the bottom of the mount to pass a span of time with her, to share her grief or speak their own hard won wisdom.  At the time, that had touched her.  The loss of an infant was a threat hanging over every woman’s head, a risk future, past or current.  The commonality of womankind, whose substrate, sorrowfully, was Eve’s curse.   

Despite that, they would not now come to sit with her in grief, she thought. What with the current attacks and counterattacks in the south between the Romans and the Jews, her whole world resonated with hostility.  When she walked into the village to purchase goods, even when she simply passed a group of Christian women, edging around them on the graveled paths, the tension was palpable.  A current of dislike ran through the village once held back by the banks of self interest and compassion, now overflowing, unfettered with the rampaging force of flood-waters.  

As a result, life in Korazim, already hard-pressed, became more unpleasant with the turning days.  It reminded her of the words of King Solomon, composed in the days of yore.  A time for slaying…  A time for tearing down…  A time for weeping…  A time for wailing…  A time for throwing stones….  Still not much past her youth, there had yet been no turning of the tide for her to witness. 

As for her husband, each year, he spent as much time away as he spent in the village.  Rav Shmuel had duties and responsibilities and a desire to increase his learning among the great sages that kept him away up to six months of the year.  He remained unaware of just how difficult life had become here.  Now, for instance, with conditions deteriorating, he was away.  

Her father was a rabbi, too.  After God, he had considered his primary duty to his family, the common folk in his own village, and those nearby.  And to occasional students who came to him to increase their learning of the law.  From that hand, she had learned Torah and her knowledge of a compassionately ordered world.  

In her own household, the obligations of Torah was her husband’s domain to run in accord with how he understood God’s laws; just as the ordering of the home was hers.  A traditional enough family arrangement in their society.  In many cases, it worked fine.  But not in hers.  Thus her complaints at his absence fell unheeded like so much wasted seed.  After the first year, she held her own council and instead invited her father to come stay with her for a part of the time her husband was away.  And every year following the first one, R. Ariel came, silently affronted that her husband barely altered his yearly peregrinations even those times she was pregnant, or left alone with a tiny babe.  

By now, a few years after her last pregnancy, and with Michael three years old already, she scarcely minded Shmuel’s absences.  Over the years, in essential ways, their sympathies had grown apart, never melding into family unity.  Only God knew the reason.  Shmuel had seemed a wise choice when marriage was first broached between the two families; but for some reason, some tiny quirk of fate, some failing in herself or her husband, what had resulted was a mismatch of temperament and expectations.  Family harmony had became easier to maintain in absence rather than in presence; still, this was a dispiriting realization for a woman not yet in her mid twenties, with two young children.  The loneliness she had sometimes experienced in the past had become her daily fare.  She had her children in whom she delighted and the farm animals to care for.  A few people in the village respected her as the local rebbetzin.  But most of the time, there was no one around with whom to talk and discuss and learn.  

Life was hard; still these difficulties she had surmounted.  It gave her a pride of accomplishment in herself, even when her life felt narrow, running counter to her childhood expectations.  Adulthood, she had always thought, would broaden her path, not shrink it down further.  

Once, with Shmuel away, she had asked her father’s legal advice about seeking a divorce.  It depended on Shmuel though, and she did not know whether he would be amenable.  And most times he was here, she felt sufficiently restrained and not provoked enough to ask.  The times were tumultuous enough, she considered, without adding her bit to it unnecessarily.  So she weighted her anger with guilt and left it submerged.  

Their visit this year was going differently already.  It was late morning, the day after Rabbi Ariel arrived.   Daniela and Michael worked outside at pulling weeds in the garden before they dissolved into play, their high voices shouting and laughing and occasionally squawking with tears.  As Devorah prepared a stew for the day of lamb and lentils, the piquant aroma of fresh onion, cumin, thyme and a few corns of precious India pepper mixed in, she and her father were catching up on half a year’s personal news.  With accumulating tension in her gut and forehead, Devorah was listening to her father recount the tale of his doings during the recent feast days.  His story had barely finished before she said, “Abba, you have to promise me to be more careful.  That kind of public preaching is forbidden now.  It’s not safe any longer.  You must show more concern,” she pleaded, “to preach only in private, where you know all the people, where no stray person will overhear and report you as leverage to get out of his own trouble.  You cannot trust everyone now.  Some people, if they come under pressure themselves from the soldiers, might be willing to report on you.  And even from malice.”  

The rabbi clicked his tongue.  “Come, Devorah, no one in power cares what I say in the small villages near our home.”  He smiled fondly on his only progeny.  

“Not so, abba.  It’s very near the capital.  All that land, they’ll want entirely quiescent.  Not hard for them to get a report of it.”  Devorah leaned over and kissed her father on the forehead.  “You underestimate them and their iron fist tactics.  The kind of response they might make to you because this is banned.  You must be more careful.  Please.”  

“It’s a damning thing though,” R. Ariel shook his head, “to let the Roman tyrants decide instead of God when or how to exhort and comfort our people on our own feast days.  I don’t agree to it.  I never have.  Someone, sometime, must speak out.  I’m God’s servant, as are we all, not theirs.  To that only do I accede.  

“I agree, abba, but you are not safe now.  You’ve made yourself a perfect target, playing into their hands.”

“Or God’s.  Who knows what the Holy One, Blessed Be He has in store for us.”  

“Abba, that way lies martyrdom.”  

“Still, if we do not cherish and practice our tradition, than we have nothing.  Have you not heard the parable of Rabbi Akiva recently told to his students: A fox was once walking alongside of a river, and he saw fishes going in swarms from one place to another. He said to them: From what are you fleeing? They replied: From the nets cast for us by men. He said to them: Would you like to come up on to the dry land so that you and I can live together in the way that my ancestors lived with your ancestors? They replied: Art thou the one that they call the cleverest of animals? Thou art not clever but foolish. If we are afraid in the element in which we live, how much more in the element in which we would die! So it is with us. If such is our condition when we sit and study the Torah, of which it is written, For that is thy life and the length of thy days, if we go and neglect it how much worse off we shall be!” [Ber 61b]

“But realize the price, abba.  Surely you’ve heard of the execution of Rabbi Judah the baker, peace be to him, for doing what you did.  Here we heard they took him to the arena in Ashqelon, cut out his tongue that taught Torah so eloquently, and made him watch as they fed it, still dropping blood, to a big black dog.  And after the dog had finished, they cut off his head.”    

“Peace unto him.  A great man, a learned man.”  Rabbi Ariel’s eyes were drawn with sorrow.  “But his crowds were far larger than anything I’m likely to see.”  

“It doesn’t matter.  The Romans are angry now because of all the sneak attacks.  They’ll want revenge, a revenge to sow discord among us, their enemies.  So we’ll fight among ourselves and weaken our position.  And they’ll have that too, like they did last time, if they take and kill all our sages.”

“You know who is leading a great many of the attacks, don’t you?”  The Rabbi’s beautiful hazel eyes sparkled into enthusiasm.  

“Yes.  Even here I’ve managed to hear.”  She snorted once before turning away to stir the pot on the fire, face in shadow.  “You are proud of him, then?”

“Of course.  They’ve recently started calling him Shimon’s general, strategos.”  

“Me, I wonder what his father thinks.”  She pasted a half smile on her face.  “He must be married by now.  Did you hear who?”  

“Women!  The one question sure to interest all of you.”  His return smile was irritating.  “If you must know, unless his situation has changed since Passover, when last I ran into him, I believe he hasn’t married anyone yet.”  

She scoffed, “I guess he can’t find anyone rich and beautiful enough to suit.  I can’t imagine him happy with–”  As the expression of stark disapproval spread over her father’s face, Devorah stopped in mid-sentence, then turned back to stir her pot to cover the awkwardness.  “Still, abba even here you are not safe.  There are people about I don’t trust, who might inform on your whereabouts if it is in their interest.  The town has changed very much in the last months, since you stayed here.  The mood is uglier.  You must not speak publicly here.”

“I know, sweetheart.  That’s true also at home.  And here I could endanger you all.”  The rabbi hemmed a bit, but in the end he came out with it.  “I’m not quite as silly as you think, though.”  He smiled ruefully to deflect her protest.”  You know, I’ve already decided what to do about all this.  I was going to tell you my plan, not right away though.  I didn’t want to alarm you.  Instead, you’ve alarmed me.  Very wise.  So listen, my house is already packed up for my annual visit.  Instead of staying here, where we are exposed, for the next months, I want to take you and the children south with me to one of the hubs of the rebellion, near Ein Gedi, on the Dead Sea.  A house is available to us there, a small one.  There we shall live our lives, with a measure of autonomy yet in praying and teaching and learning.  We’ll be safer, more protected.  And if we decide to stay, Shmuel can join us there, when he wishes, rather than coming here.”  

“Who knows what Shmuel will decide.  Not me.  This is his home.  He may want to come back here.”  Devorah shook her head.  “But surely you should have gone straight there yourself.  It would have been enough to send me a letter to come join you.”  

“Ah, my dear, I know your stubbornness all too well.  It would take more than a letter to get you out of here.”

That point Devorah conceded.  She never would have left only upon receipt of a letter. As the day passed and she reflected on their conversation, she became more and more anxious until that anxiety served as a tipping point for her decision.  Before dawn the next morning, as they were out milking the cows, Devorah agreed to go with here father as soon as it could be managed, in the following week; but first she needed some time to shut down the farm, deciding which of the animals to bring to market to sell, which to slaughter and which to rent out to neighboring farms until her return.  It was a good thing that Rabbi Ariel was a dab hand at contracts and agricultural law.  
*

The plan to relieve the Roman messenger and his two guards of his papers was hatched on the spot as Marcus and his small troop of men waited in a naturally formed crevasse before emerging from the Judean Hills onto the Ashqelon – Hevron road.  They spotted the Romans approaching.  There was barely enough time to arrange an ambush.  Marcus sent two men up ahead.  Then, as the Romans passed Marcus ordered two groups of two men to ride abreast of the Romans on either side.  As their horses labored to catch up to the Romans, the two men sent ahead burst out of the thicket to stop their forward momentum.  The Romans turned, but he and Jonathan emerged to block their ride back.  Overwhelmed by numbers, surrounded, there was a brief but nasty tussle.  In the end, it was Nuriel who leaned over and taking hold of the messenger by the scruff of his neck, hauled him off his horse and pushed him down, so that he fell face forward on the ground.  As Nuriel stood guard over him, foot leaning heavily onto his back and his sword pressed into the nape of the man’s neck, Eli lifted the documents from his bag and strode over to hand the papers up to Marcus.  He opened them, read them, did a double take and read them again, then handed them to Jonathan, saying, “We have to move on this immediately.”  He lifted his voice.  “Well done, men.  But there’s been an immediate change of plan.  Get those messengers up off the road before we’re spotted, tie them up and follow me,” he said and plunged Argos back onto the path through which they had come, then down towards a gorge thick with underbrush.  He waited there until they had all followed, Eli, Tavi and Enoch leading into the soldiers and forcing them into the center of the circle that the men formed with their horses as they waited for Marcus to speak.  

He held up his hand for silence, waiting until they had settled, swords drawn and pointed towards the prisoners.  “This,” he said holding up the message that Jonathan had returned to him, “contains direct orders to incarcerate and execute several of our most illustrious and learned rabbis.”  A shocked murmur went around the circle.  “Still, in our interception of this message this day, can you not see how like a shield is the might of God’s right hand in defense of his servants.  Is not this the very finger of Divine Providence, showing God’s care over us?  The Holy One, May He Be Blessed, has given us means to halt the enactment of these evil deeds.  Men, on this list several rabbis are named.  We, alas, have here only a troop of nine, not enough to rescue all of them ourselves.  Here are your orders.  We divide into three groups of three each.  The first led by myself, the second by Jonathan, the third by Eli.  With me comes Nuriel and Oded.  We’re taking the longest path, to secure Rabbi Ariel, my teacher of old.  He lives furthest north.  We’ll be the longest away.”  Marcus looked at his uncle.  “Here, too, on this list is named Rabbi Chanon.  As his former disciple, Jonathan, I entrust his safety to you.  You know his whereabouts.  Take Enoch and Jesse with you.  The last group, led by Eli, has the most important task.  With you go Yermiahu and Tavi.  Race back to Bethar, warning town’s people that you meet along the way.  Then acquire enough additional troops from Shimon to form teams of three to five men each to protect and secure the rest of this list of men, starting with Rabbi Akiva, Rabbi Ishmael, Rabbi Judah.  Five others are named, ten in total.  Show Shimon this message, tell him what I ordered.  For the wellbeing of all our souls and God’s holy law, these rabbis must be secured.”  

Marcus looked around him, engaged all their eyes.  “Men, for the duration of this mission, the safety and security of the rabbis is what is paramount.  They carry the core of our oral law and our traditions and with God’s help will help to spread them forth to future generations.  We cannot lose them.  So, in the course of this mission, if anyone gets wounded along the way or can’t keep up, your orders are to leave that man behind to catch up on his own.  The security of these rabbis is more important than the security of any of us.  This order is not to be countermanded on behalf of anyone here, including myself.  Understood?  Any questions?  Are we all clear then?”  Once more, Marcus looked around the circle at each of the men he had trained and last of all at his uncle.  

“What are we doing with these men?” Enoch called out, indicating the messengers, strung up with rope and sitting back to back in the center of their circle.  

Marcus considered the men sitting on the ground.  “Word of a lost message gets back to Roman headquarters and they’ll muster a speedy counteroffensive.  We can’t have that.  We need the time to rescue our people.”  He said this very distinctly in Greek before lifting his eyes to Enoch.  “We don’t have time or men right now to hold these men to hostage or as prisoners.  Therefore, Enoch, you’ve just volunteered yourself for the task of executioner.  You and Yermiahu.  Dispatch these three men.  Eli, Tavi, Jesse start digging them a grave.  We don’t want their bodies found any time soon.”  He released Enoch’s eyes, switching back to a colloquial Jewish Aramaic the soldiers would be less familiar with.  “Very well men, may God be with you.  I hope to see you all back at Bethar within a week or so.  Oded and Nuriel to me.  We’re leaving now.”  And with a military salute to his uncle’s that was returned, he shot off to take the road north, towards Caesarea and Rabbi Ariel’s home.  

*

In the barn at night, Devorah stood watching through a crack in the wooden shutters as a several soldiers rode slowly up the road.  With only the light of a waxing gibbous moon to guide them, they began looking about for bearings, before heading slowly up to her small farm.  Inside, the barn she held an oil lamp.  It shook now and again as she firmed her resolve and whispered a fluent prayer for help.  Outside, she could now hear the metallic jingle of weapons and spurs as the men dismounted before the barn, the building closest to the road.  There was a muffled curse or two and someone said, “hush,” in a carrying voice.  Then silence.  Heart pounding, hand shaking, Devorah made herself blow out the lamp and, with only a few slants of moonlight penetrating fissures in the barn walls to light her way, she crept behind the barn door, an ax in her hand.  Whatever it took on her part, she was not going to let them take her father away.  And then the door was opening, and she saw the tall shadows of two men coming in.  The one slightly behind turned back to whisper, “You’re right, this is the barn.  We’ll find him up at the house.”  And the one in front turned half-around, too.  On the instant, she stepped out silently, hefted her axe head-high and swung it around hard as she could to hit him on the head with its flat.  There was a sound, like a crack of bones, a whoosh of air and he sunk first to his knees then to the ground, striking his head again.  Good.  One out cold.  With a warrior heart, she stepped around the body to square off with the others.  

*

Marcus returned to consciousness at the feel of a feather cushion of breasts brushing across his chest and face.  And then it was gone.  He had no idea where he was.  But the scent was not his mother’s.  Nor Binah’s.  It triggered a memory, though, an instinct of recognition too broken down to trace, like an animal track returned to seed.  And just at the moment too effortful.  Waking up fully, or even opening his eyes, was too much of a challenge.  Somewhere at the recesses of awareness, there was a firestorm of pain.  If he forced himself to wake fully, he suspected it might be his.  So he let himself subside on a wave lapped with the edge of darkness.  

Next time he awoke, he lay with eyes closed, taking account with his senses.  His head hurt as though it were possessed by a demon-storm.  What he lay on was soft and he felt warm.  He was thirsty as hell.  But there was no sensation of danger present, just a kind of pain to which he was no stranger.  A door opened and closed and footsteps proceeded across the floor.  

This time when he tried to open his eyes, he succeeded although, immediately, the light hurt his eyes.  He closed them again, instinctively putting an arm up to block the light, then peered through his fingers.  Was that Devorah, of all people, crossing the room towards him?  Why Devorah?  Having registered that, he closed his eyes again to feel her sitting down next to him, the shifting weight of the bed, the outline of her hip and leg against him. 

“Can you open your mouth Marcus, while moving your head as little as possible?”

Her voice was soft, matching the whisper weight of breasts as she leaned over him.  Then that light impress was gone.  And he felt her hand on his lips, inserting a spout into his mouth.  She tipped it up so that a splash of liquid filled his mouth.  “Swallow,” she said patiently.  So he did, but even so some of the liquid drizzled out of the corners of his mouth.  Ah, the fuzziness was explained.  That was the bitter under bite of opium sliding down his throat.  A few more swallows then she was wiping his mouth with a cloth.  And he was sliding into unconsciousness again, descending a stair backwards into the dark.  

The third time he woke up and opened his eyes, it was dark out.  There was only the brave flicker of a solitary flame from an oil lamp across the room casting a soft glow; the cushion on which he lay; and a habitual odor of dried lavender and new mown hay that already felt comfortably familiar.  The pain in his head had abated – somewhat.  There was no feeling of danger.  But he had no clear idea where he was.  He supposed he should get up; instead he let himself rest overcome with lassitude, musing in a dream state, until someone opened the door to the room.  

Devorah.  That’s right, he had seen her before; this must be her house.  The scent reminded him of her.  For the moment, though, he could not recall what he was doing here.  Scrunching his eyes, he smiled slightly as he looked up at her.  “There’s an irony here somewhere.  Last time this happened to me, I woke up at your father’s house.  I didn’t have any idea how I got there, either.”  His voice sounded scratchy and uneven.  

“You don’t remember?  I hit you on the head with my axe.”  

Involuntarily, his eyes opened wide before he broke into laughter.  “Oh God, oh God, that hurts,” he said, sputtering to a stop.  “But it certainly explains a thing or two.  Although considering the pain, my head must still be attached.  Which means,” he said on the upward curve of a laugh, “that your aim must be appalling.”  

“I hit you with the flat of my ax,” said Devorah, half amused, half affronted.  

Marcus laughed again.  “My mistake.  Considering that my head is still attached, your aim must be excellent.  And then he sobered, “I hope I deserved it.  Because I don’t recall doing anything…?”  His voice rose into a question and dropped off precipitately.  

“You don’t remember breaking into my barn, dressed as a Roman soldier, with a weapon to hand?”  

“Your barn?”  

“Yes,” she said, nodding.

He placed his hand on his brow, thumb and fingers to either side and began to rub lightly, crinkling his forehead in concentration.  “I don’t remember…” he said, swallowing as he looked around the room.  “Where are my men?”  And for the first time there was a note of panic detectable.

“They’re safe, don’t worry.  They’re not here.”  

Marcus slid up in bed, until he was sitting upright, his back just touching the chilly, stone wall.  As it happened his chest was bare.  He narrowed his eyes, and said, “Where are they?” hardness impelling his voice.  

Smirking, Devorah stayed perfectly still, looking him over.  “You’re half naked and an invalid.”  And then she began to giggle.  “You don’t scare me at all.”  She leaned her head closer in to him. “Tell me.  Does that voice of command trick really work on your men?”

Marcus slumped his weight against the wall, and put up his arms, triangle fashion, on either side of his head.  “I’d forgotten how damn stiff-necked you can be, Devorah.”  And then with a sheepish grin, he added, “Yes.  It does work on them.  But then they actually admire my abilities to begin with.”  He lifted his eyebrows in her direction.  “By the way, how does it come about that I am half naked?  Was that, um, your handiwork as well?”    

“I’ve been taking care of you, if that is what you meant.  If you were going to thank me?”

There was a quirk of a genuine smile on Marcus’ lips, and the solitary flame burnished his eyes so much they sparkled.  “I would happily thank you.  But seeing how I only needed the help because of you in the first place…” said Marcus, with a shrug of amusement, “well one obligation seems to cancel out the other, don’t you think?”     

Devorah flushed.  “I’m sorry I hurt you.  But what were you doing sneaking up to my barn dressed like that?”  Her eyes were drawn together.  

“My incompetence.  I’m sorry I scared you.”  

“Yes, it was incompetent.  Of course I had to hit you.”  She breathed out stentoriously.  “In the circumstances, you deserved it.”  

“But not that sorry all of a sudden.  And you still haven’t told me where my men are.  You haven’t by any chance, hit them on the head as well, and stashed them naked in pens all around your house?  Like Circe with the pigs?”  

“Naked like you?  Are you the pig, Marcus, in this scenario?”

“No,” he said, red faced, “the pigs would be my men.  I’m-”  

“–Odysseus?”  Devorah began to laugh.  “Now why didn’t I think of that?”  She placed her hands exaggeratedly on her hips, her head tauntingly forward.  “Oh right.  Because your men were too smart to fall into my evil trap in the first place.  So I neither hit them on the head nor fed them magical draughts.  In fact, once they saw you were going to live, they rode away with my father and children, to fulfill your original mission.  And I stayed at some risk to myself.  Why was that again?  Oh yes, to take care of you.  But if you don’t trust me, you can always get up and look around the pens in the barn for them yourself.  

“Your children?”

“Yes, my children.”  

“Thank you,” Marcus said, responding to the news, not the tone. There had been a strange anxiety, eating at him.  This news relieved him.  He closed his eyes, feeling again his exhaustion.  “Perhaps tomorrow, I’ll go outside and look.”  He was fading fast now, but made the effort to stay conscious.  It was visible, he supposed, judging by her reaction.  

She was right there, stepping in close to the bed.  “What is it?  Are you okay?”  

He grabbed for her arm and held on to it for a few seconds.  “Something to drink, please.”  

She turned her back, and poured a measure of poppy wine from a flagon into the earthenware cup with a spout, then handed it to him.  His hands were a bit shaky, so she wrapped hers around his for support.  He drank half of it, and she took the cup back and placed it on the small table by the bed, then walked to the door to leave the room.  “You look good, by the way.  That is if I squint around the ungodly bruise on your head now turning an interesting shade of green.  More developed in the chest,” she said, raising her hand to indicate the upper body, “than when I knew you last.”  

“You, too,” Marcus said, a suggestive smile ghosting across his pale lips.  He raised his hand to his chest in exact imitation of her gesture.  “And it looks good on you, also.”  

Devorah turned bright red; she shed one backward glance in his direction, and with awkward self-constraint, fled the room.  

Marcus sunk back down into bed, sighing.  “I seem to have that effect on women a lot lately,” he opined wistfully to the room at large.  Picking up the earthenware cup, he finished the draught of poppy wine.  The drugged wine, on top of his headache, made him feel even more lightheaded and nauseous.  To sleep then.  Next time he woke, he would get out of bed.  And go search for his men…just in case…in the cages of animals…  

*

Out of Devorah’s bed, out of her lair, and staying out of sight of the villagers, that was Marcus’ position in the days that followed.  He had hidden his cuirass and shield in a lateral groove of a rockwall in case he had to hide quickly; and everywhere he went he took his bow and sword.  Saddle and bags were hidden in a nearby thicket.  He had also a blanket, some food and Argos with him.  All this, to make a nest in a harvesting hut that Devorah had shown him one night after twilight, at some distance from her house; primitively constructed, in dilapidated condition, now abandoned for the fall season, as the harvest had been brought in before the holidays, before the rainy season began.  Its patchy walls did nothing to keep drafts from chilling his bones at night.  

Now, in the late afternoon sun, he sat on the doorstep, legs outstretched on the ground before him, anxious and bored.  There was the steady thump of his heartbeat, the constant tug and whistle of wind in the hills, the smell of rain and new green growth on the air, and a light underbite of coldness.  Closer and closer came the distant figure slowly ascending the slope as he watched and waited.  Even at a distance, she had always looked familiar to him.  

He waited until she drew near enough to hear him speak in a low voice.  “We have to leave, Devorah.  Are you ready to go yet?  Tonight?  Tomorrow?”  He sat looking up at her; his brow, still bruised in a spectrum of olive green, brown and black, was deeply furrowed.  

She stood over him, eyeing him as she waited for him to scoot over on the step.  Finally, with visible reluctance, he shifted, giving up his sole ownership.  It was a close enough fit for the two of them.  “Look at you,” she said, raising a hand to his brow.  “You are still not ready to travel.  Not only do you look a mess, you’re clearly ill.”  

He shrugged off the hand with a rude lack of ceremony. “It doesn’t matter.  I’m perfectly capable of hard traveling in this state, even if it is not pleasurable.”  The expression in his eye, the tone of his voice was cruel and flat.  “Meanwhile, I watched today, from a lookout over there,” he pointed a way off into the scrub, “as two groups of soldiers meandered by.  One set searched the hut.  Not by chance, I take it.  If there is a noose, it’s tightening.  And if there isn’t one yet, there will be soon.  

“I know.  They stopped by my house also and searched it.  That was in the morning.”  

“Tomorrow before dawn we leave.”  

“I just hope I don’t have to take care of you in case of collapse.”  

“God, Devorah, will you stop babying me.  I’m not an invalid.”  

“You’re not?  The fool speaks folly.  You look like one, you act cranky as one. Most of all, you’re ill.  And a prating fool comes to ruin.”  

“Enough!  We leave tomorrow.”  The low menace in his voice was palpable.  

She stood up.  “Yes, sir.  Commander, sir.”  

He squinted up at her.  “God, I forgot how annoying you could be.”  

In reply she gave him an exaggeratedly sweet smile.  “And you.  Meanwhile I brought you another drought of willow bark for your head.  Drink it up now and then I suggest you get a lot of sleep.  Like a sick baby, you’ll be far less irritable in the morning.”  Her smile, as she left, was patronizing in the extreme.

And the most humiliating thing, he realized immediately she left, was that she was right.  

*

“Stop a moment,” said Marcus, and summarily dismounted from his horse. 

They had already been riding about an hour and a half on paths still familiar to her.  The trip had started at a fast enough clip, but in the last half hour slowed a bit.  This suited Devorah.  In the last several years, she had become more habituated to riding horses, although she hardly possessed Marcus’ expertise.  She found herself competent on her small golden mare, Zehava.  But it was barely dawn, and in between packing up her house and preparing for the trip, she had hardly slept all night.  As he headed off into the woods, she dismounted as well and started rummaging in their food stores.  Perhaps some food would wake her up.  

The third stop of the morning, she queried him.  He made a rude sound and walked off into the woods.  Still, it seemed odd; and when his absence persisted, she snuck after to observe him behind a large rock, kneeling on the ground, head in hands, retching.  

“Caught,” he said shakily, across the plane.  Evidently she had not been sneaky enough.

But nor had he.  “Caught,” she agreed and moved in closer to him.  His skin was dead white and clammy with sweat.  And he was shivering in the sunlight.  That day, when she insisted they ride far enough only to find decent shelter, he was impatient, intractable and rude.  But, in the end, she got her way.    

The pace picked up a little after that.  On the third day, they had a conversation of entirely another sort.  

“How well can you use a bow?” Marcus asked her late in the afternoon.  

“Near the target,” she said, “if not always on it.”  

“Can you use any other weapon better?” he asked.  

She considered a minute.  “The flat of an ax?”  He ghosted a smile her way, but seemed to expect a serious answer.  “Not sword nor dagger, if that is what you mean. Why?  Are you bored?  Do you want a competition?”  She smiled sweetly.  “With me?”  

“Don’t look behind.”  As he rode, he pulled out his bow and began to string it.  “But we’re being followed.  Best get prepared.”  When he finished stringing it, he loosened his sword in its scabbard.  They rode a bit further, around a bend in the road, where Marcus found an outcropping of rock upslope of their track that provided shelter enough for them and the horses, and a niche from which to shoot.  “In a pinch, this looks defensible.  There’s a handful of men behind us.  Could be innocent.  Most likely isn’t.  So here’s the plan.  I’ll shoot while they are at a distance.  But if they get closer, I go hand to hand, while you take over shooting.  If they are close enough, you won’t miss.  But if they get closer than that, use your knife.  I know you have one.  Get it out now.”  

Staring up at him, she felt perturbed, scared as hell.  Inside, her heart was tolling funereally.  

He smiled encouragingly at her, like she was a new recruit.  “Come on, Devorah, you’re a bloody Amazon when you want to be.  This won’t be too hard for you.  Gird your loins with might and think of Judith smiting Holofrenes.  Or if it comes to it, just pretend that’s me you’re stabbing through the heart; that should provide incentive enough.”  

She smiled back weakly, took the bow, and knelt where he told her to, so that her head barely showed. “You permit?” he said.  When she nodded, biting her lip, he made minute adjustments to the position of her limbs to improve her shooting stance.  “Pull it back like this.”  He touched her shoulder.  “Relax this.  Keep holding it now.  Get the feel for a moment,” and as she did so, he tugged her hair scarf off. 

“Hey,” Devorah said, eyes dark with anger, as her braids, exposed, cascaded down her back.  

“Staying alive beats out modesty.  Keep practicing while there’s time,” he said.  The undyed scarf blended into the coloration of the rocks.  He arranged it over his head as camouflage before sticking his head out just enough to survey the field.  “They’re in sight and approaching.  Now hand the bow back to me.”  Simultaneously, he tossed the scarf into her lap.  “Tie it much tighter, Devorah, or leave it off.  In a fight, it will just get in your way.”  He now had one arrow notched and another several to hand.  He lowered his voice to the barest whisper.  “Be brave, my Amazon.  If it comes to it, shoot and stab to kill, not to wound.”  And shocking to her, he leaned over and kissed the top of her head.  “Now just to make sure we’re not killing innocent men…”  And he sat still, listening.  

Soon, even she could her the rough slang of army men.  Marcus nodded to her, bow in place, then, fluid as a leaping gazelle, soared to his feet and shot, once, twice, three times.  Behind him, she saw a few of the men outflanking them.  She screamed to alert Marcus, as one of them jumped out at them from above; Marcus tossed her the bow and pulled out his sword.  She fastened her eye on one of the men approaching from down slope, pulled her arm back as Marcus had directed, and loosed the arrow.  It struck his face, and he fell down, tumbling backwards.  But now another man was jumping out, too close to shoot, so she dropped the bow, pulled out her knife, ducked away from his blade, ran towards him full force and stabbed at him.  She got him too, in the side, but not strong enough to drop him.  The soldier let fall his sword, pulled out a dagger and aimed it straight for her heart.  She jumped onto his chest, so he would not have the leverage to stab, then his hands were coming up to choke her.  She fought him hard as she could; she was tough and wily, but he was deadly strong.  Just as he flipped her hard onto her back and began to squeeze her body into painful surrender, so that red flashed in her eyes and she had no breath, Marcus kicked him in the face so that he let go of her, then swept the man’s body away, and stabbed him with his sword through the man’s chest.  Devorah stared at him as he burbled up some last words in a mouthful of blood, then died.  Eyes wide open in shock, she stood up slowly, panting hard.  Marcus was standing bent over, hands locked on knees, breathing raucously.  “Is that it?” she whispered, her hands feeling her throat.  

He looked up at her with a ruffian’s grin that faded quickly into something sadder.  “That’s it,” he said.  “Sorry I was late coming in.  You’re all right, aren’t you?  No wounds?”  

“I’m all right.  Bruised.”  Devorah sat down on the rock, legs bent up before her, hands holding them tight to her chest, and began to rock back and forth, to make the shaking that had seized her subside.  She licked her dry lips, tasted blood, withdrew her tongue.  “Why were you late?” she asked, voice shaky.  

“I was finishing off the others.”  He sat down by her side, back leaning against the wall, ribcage still visibly heaving and contracting.  “But you did well enough.  One killed, one wounded.”  He breathed out loudly between gulps of talking.  “I told you you had it in you.  A noble heroine, as I said, like Judith smiting Holofrenes.  Next couple of days, I should train you up a bit, make you more effective.”  

Strangely, his blue, blue eyes gleamed with a kind of fond pride that alarmed her, embarrassed her and made her heart feel warm inside.  “If we train, can I hit you?  Can I hurt you?”

“Of course,” he said, his eyes still gleaming.  “Otherwise what fun would it be for you?”  He glanced away.  “Just not the head again this time, okay?”

Her eyes widened.  “So that’s what slowed you down?”

“A little.”  He made his habitual shrug.  “Let’s say there were more tricky moments than I anticipated.”  

“Seems to me that injury is taking a long time to heal.”  Her face winced with guilt.  “Marcus, are you okay?”  

His hands were before him, on his lap.  He rubbed them together, then stopped, looking at them palms facing up.  They were tacky with blood and sweat and dirt.  “It’s not mine,” he said, looking from his hands to her face with a hint of disgust in the set of his lips as he rubbed them against the stone, ineffectively.  “Break’s over.  Six bodies to dispose of and the same number of horses to lead away unseen.”  He glanced her way again.  “First, I’m going to drag the other bodies up here, out of the way of traffic.  Up here, off the path, they won’t be spotted until the vultures come.  Hopefully not until tomorrow after the vultures and wild beasts have defaced the bodies.  You catch the horses, if you can.  Then while I’m eradicating any signs of the fight down below, you search the bodies for money and papers.  I suppose we ought to strip them, and take their clothes with us to burn tonight.  Or,” he said, glancing at her dismayed face, “would you prefer to reverse those last two tasks?”  

Binah nodded mutely.

“Very well,” he stood up, lazily reaching down a hand to help pull her up.  “To work.”  

Nearly an hour later, the horses caught and loaded with armor, the bodies laid together in a pile, face-up, in a way not visible from their track.  Marcus glanced at her thoughtfully, then pulled out the smallest of the leather hauberks.  He handed it to her with a light sword and a knife.  When she looked at him askance, he said, “Put it on for now.  Just in case.  It will come in handy to protect your–” he said, and motioned his hand over the top of his chest.  

Devorah looked down at herself.  She had not noticed the neat rent in her gown, made by a sword, exposing naked white skin to the eye.  And her scarf was lying blood spattered on the ground, unsuitable for further use.  She left it there where it lay, fluttering in the wind, and with distaste strapped the hauberk Marcus handed her on top of her gown.  She looked ridiculous, she was sure, like a bad artisan’s rendering of Athena after a drunken fight.  

That first night, they left the horses at a watering ground at some distance from the scene of the fight, continuing on themselves, past all exhaustion, until the moon set.  They traveled on the next day, moving circuitously through the countryside, avoiding the low lying city of Tiberius on the Sea of Galilee and the major road that ringed around south.  Instead they chose the route through the hills, where there were tiny farmsteads and villages, and occasional caves in which to hide, heading towards Shechem.  This took her into new territory in every way conceivable.  For one, since killing the soldiers, the precautions they took became excruciatingly detailed, impeding their forward movement.  At night, she occasionally woke up from a dream of pursuit, body paralyzed, feeling helpless, in a cold sweat.  And during their breaks, Marcus insisted on drilling her in defense moves: ways to break free of choke holds and wrestling holds.  The latter required an extraordinary amount of body to body contact.  Because she had realized the truth of his words, that staying alive did win out over modesty, she permitted this.  Three times as they fought she got in hard blows.  But since he never hurt her unduly, taking her only to the edge of pain so she could test her mettle and then backing off, there was less fun in hurting him than she had imagined there might be; so she soon stopped, even when he provoked her to do it.  “Let’s get this straight,” she said at last, exasperated.  “You want me to hurt you?”  Devorah’s tone was more scathing than usual, King’s prophet to the merest fool.  

“I like it.  Helps tests my reflexes.  Keeps them sharp.”  He shrugged, imperturbable. 

As her coda to their conversation, she glanced at him incredulously.  

“I realize how it must sound.”  Then his knowing smile drooped into something a bit sheepish.  “But the controlled ability to fight through pain is a learned response.  Believe me, it takes practice.”  

It explained a thing or two about him.  But that response she kept to herself.  

A day later, they cut further east again to slip the knot that Marcus sensed was tightening around him.  Herself, she sensed very little but rising panic.  His prescience in these matters was too well honed for her to dispute, though she felt like it a time or two.  That afternoon, Marcus made them dismount.  They hid the horses, then climbed far out onto a ledge.  Above her, the horizon of the open sky; below her, on a path near to the one they had taken was a string of men, and heading towards them from the West, several more.  “Are you going to pick them off?” Devorah whispered.  

“Not a chance,” he said, starting to crawl backwards, off the ledge.  “All we would be doing is letting them know with pinpoint accuracy exactly where we are.  There’s too many of them for me.  They would all dive for cover, reorganize and come after us.”  A tight grimace.  “If I had a few well-trained men with me, I might consider it, but with just the two of us here.  That would make little more than two dead Jews with  which to serenade Tineius Rufus.”  

Her heart tripped and zinged inside.  “Is this what it’s like for you all the time now?  How can you stand it?”  

“You should have seen me before my first ambush.”  Still prostrate on the ground, he turned his head up to smile at her reassuringly.  “Between prayers, I was vomiting my guts up and shaking with the fear of God.”  The smile closed into a smirk, “I say this, Devorah, as preface to my remarks lest you point how like a noble Greek hero I sound just before the gods convened to smite him down for hubris.  But, you know, old Seneca, papa’s favorite philosopher, had a point when he said, ‘Constant exposure to dangers breeds a contempt for them.’”  
After that, they stayed in place, both of them laid out flat, watching the soldiers continue away from them on a different path towards a different hill.  Only then, silent as two shadows stealing from the morning sky, did they creep down the far side of the hill away from their pursuers, leading their horses on the tricky terrain.  Zehava was fine.  But at times, Marcus needed to take her by the hand to steady her.  Leather soles slipped all over smooth rocks.  His own boots, Devorah noticed had a pattern of cobbler’s nails on their bottoms that largely alleviated the problem.  She leaned in close to him to whisper, “Next time I flee into the wilderness with you, I’m planning to wear those kind of boots.”  Marcus stifled a laugh, blue eyes singing, and they went on.   

On that eve, the Sabbath fell.  In hushed voices, they argued about whether they would stop.  “I don’t feel comfortable with our range.  Live by the Torah, the sages say,” Marcus kept insisting, “don’t die by it.”

“You saw them,” Devorah hissed.  “Those soldiers were going the other way.”  Already she felt the futility of another argument she was bound to lose.  But she was not letting go yet.  

“For a day and a half?  They’ll double back when they find nothing ahead.”  

“We left no tracks,” said Devorah, “we’re walking on stone.”

“Depends what they use to track us.  Dogs for instance.”  

“Or men who can smell really, really well,” said Devorah rolling her eyes.  “They had no dogs, remember.  For God’s sake, it’s the Sabbath.”  Even to her own ears, her voice cracked and mewled pathetically on that last word.   

“You can be killed or forced to kill on the Sabbath same as any other day,” he said.  “It’s not a holy day if you’re dead.”  Recently she had lost almost every argument with him.  This was his territory and his expertise; she was a mere wanderer within. And so they went on, putting distance between themselves and their hunters.  Though the next day, after Marcus sensed no close pursuit, they found a deserted cave in a chain of hills, resting early to mark what was left of the Sabbath.  Together, they ate most of the food they had left, bread and cheese, fruit and nuts, then stepped out of the cave to the pleasant field below, both of them wearing hauberks over their clothes and armed with knives and swords.  The sky was cerulean blue, although off in the Eastern horizon, late afternoon clouds were driving forward across the Jordan.  Cognizant of the beauty of the land for the first time in two weeks, Devorah felt a moment of peace spread through her.  Marcus must have felt it too; amazingly, he had unbent enough to fall into an exhausted nap out in the open, his back against a rock wall, hand still on weapon, head lolling leftwards.  Feeling drowsy herself, she kept on her feet to stand guard, in a kind of reverie.  

“What was that?” Marcus whispered, coming suddenly awake.  His weapon now lay out on his lap.  

She opened her own eyes.  “Shh.  Nothing.  Go back to sleep.”  

“Shush.  Listen.”  

Moments passed.  Devorah was on the verge of a snide remark when she heard the voice in the wind.  Marcus was already creeping silently forward, knees bent, head low and to the fore.  She imitated his posture and followed after him until they both could hear the raucous argument going on on the other side of the cliff.  Soldier’s slang.  She differentiated five voices.  And they did not have the bow with them.  And then Marcus was backing away; she followed, until they were out of whisper range.  “Back to the weaponry,” he said.  

Without conscious thought, as they fled together down a stony hill, then across the saddle connecting that hill to the next, their hands joined.  He gripped her hand tighter to lend her speed as they ran up the next slope together, and vanished in the cave.  Together, they moved inside a short way where there was still light on either side of the narrow ingress to the cave, facing each other, both of them panting from exertion.  No one was yet in sight from their angle of vision.  No one had followed them.  She did not think they had been spotted.  Marcus stayed to guard the entrance, sword in hand, as she gathered their complete arsenal of weapons and dumped it in a pile between them.  How familiar to her all this had become in a few short days.  After that, the only sounds were the slight creak of metal and leather as Argos and Zehava moved in the cave, their metal shoes scuffing the dusty rock floor, the wind, rushing and curving through the hills and the uneven sounds they made as they breathed, each of them sitting on either side of the cave.  When that, too, faded into the stillness of desert hills, Marcus took up the sword he had given her and began to hone it.  To a regular beat, the zip and purr of metal applied to a sharpening stone.  He handed it to her when he finished and she ran her finger lightly over the sharp edge of the blade.  Sharp as the sting of injustice against a holy man, its edge sliced through the skin on her finger.  She popped it into her mouth and tasted blood while they sat together watching the sun’s eternal dance across the sky, it’s descent behind flame tinged hills, the mingled streaks of green and gold and red painted across the sky.  For a moment she recalled the lovely peace of the afternoon.  And through all this, their pursuers stayed out of sight.  “They’re not likely to come now,” said Marcus, and permitted himself to relax minimally.  

Later, once twilight began to fall, Devorah asked, “Why aren’t you married?”  

There was a soft intake of breath.  “What?”

“You heard me.”

Marcus turned his head to the side and peered out of the entrance to the cave.  “I’m still interested in boys.” 

Devorah laughed outloud.  “Marcus, really.  You don’t hold that old comment against me still?  Who would have thought?”  

“Shh.  Hardly.”  His voice aimed at indifference.  Where it fell was somewhat short of the mark.  “On the other hand, why ask if you don’t want to know?”

“I have eyes, Marcus, don’t I?”  Devorah smirked.  “Besides, I ran into your old friend Phoenix once, years ago.  He set me straight on a few things I didn’t know.  In fact, we had a mutually satisfactory exchange of news about you.”  

“How nice for me.  I find it odd you would have been interested, though.” 

“Do you?  How little you knew me.”  

Marcus looked at her in an angular fashion.  “Consorting with the pagans!  Who would have thought!  Fie, woman.  Lashon Hara, a forbidden sweet.  Know thee not that David sings: I will take heed to my ways, so that I should not sin with my tongue; I will muzzle my mouth…” 

“…While the wicked man is before me?  Are you the wicked man, Marcus, sitting before me?”  She smiled again, her lips over-honeyed.  “Besides the conversation wasn’t to your detriment.”  She rearranged her legs, adjusting her skirt modestly to cover them.  “So, tell me, why haven’t you married yet?”  

“I was engaged.”  She noticed his hands digging into the rock floor of the cave before he stopped and put his hands carefully on his lap.  “The agreement was annulled.  Recently”    

“She didn’t take to you?”  

“Would it make a difference if I said it’s none of your business?”  

“Not at all.  What happened?”  

“I wanted to send her away.  With worsening strife everywhere, and nothing else to come perhaps for years, I wanted to send her abroad, where she could be safe, live in peace.  She wanted to stay on.”  He shrugged, looking again at the dying light at the mouth of the cave.  “Her family is here.  So she decided…” His arms hugged his chest.  “Well she didn’t want me on those terms.  It was unsuitable.  I was unsuitable.”  His face was as stony and bleak as the rock against which he leaned.  “And so I am.  She was well rid of me.”  His voice died out and the silence stretched between them, like a white desert plain and two swift white horses galloping apart thereon.  Riding their thoughts alone on receding tracks.  

Devorah pondered the puzzle of his words until her mind seized suddenly upon the image of his face a few days past as he volunteered himself in her place to slaughter all the farmyard animals she needed killed before they left.  His expression as he slaughtered the remaining beasts she had raised, one after another, wordlessly, with no visible emotion and no pity, while obviously still ill, now tingled her mind into wakefulness.  Truly, truly, in a corner of her mind, she had despised him for it; although she had been hugely relieved for him to act in her place, unasked and unthanked.  So, too, the killing of a few days ago.  Lord knows she had not been unaffected by it.  That youth she had known had paid a price, and recently she guessed, to transform himself into this hardened man.  From there, it was only a simple leap.  “She didn’t know, did she?  And you didn’t let her know.  Tell me now, Marcus.  How many men have you killed in battle, in the last few months?”  

Marcus’ head swiveled sharply towards her and when he spoke his voice sounded disembodied.  “I don’t know.  I lost count after twenty.  That was several months ago.  I prefer trying not to visualize their faces to make a full count.”  For a second, the hard surface of his eyes dissolved so that his soul stared out of them.  “Only one was like a brother, though.”  He stood up abruptly, grabbing his weapons, walking off to tend Argos.  

She left it for a while, feeling a displaced sense of anxiety for him in her gut.  Like the composition of Temple incense, her feeling was composed of all manner of things.  It had dashes of indifference and concern and … other notes, high and low…  Caustic as Carshina lye, galbunum, a bitter irritant; but also spikenard and saffron, myrrh, cassia and frankincense, the spice of kings.  Honey rendered the mixture unfit, she recalled.  Too thick and sweet, it fit her feelings not at all.  The scent of the whole was something more splendid than its parts.  Assembled, it left her dumbfounded, confounding her mind for a moment, when she discerned the meaning.  Yet she accepted it as truth.  And, as though in a dream state, quite without reference to the reality of her normal life, she got up and walked in his direction, hesitating once only before laying an arm – it trembled slightly – on his back.  Instantly, his frame went taut, his tension reverberating on his skin, like the first autumn chill.  She felt it in her arm, then through her body.  

“What are you doing, Devorah?” he whispered, his face still turned away from hers.  

She was trembling, her body tense.  “Exactly what you think,” she whispered back and snuck her other hand into his.   

He squeezed it infinitesimally; so she lay her head on his back, imbibing its warmth and the scent.  And the time for thought was over for both of them.   

He pivoted around, curled one arm around her back, while the other grappled her rear, held her hard against the length of his body, backed her up against the closest wall, and kissed her with something so approximating passion, Devorah could not tell the difference.  She kissed him back and pushed against him until, unbalanced they tipped over, falling groundwards into the sand and dirt and rock.  They landed with her on top, by his design.  He laughed out loud once, even as his hands threaded roughly through her hair to propel her lips onto his; then one hand came loose to shift her clothed body onto the pleasure point.  

Afterwards, she lay naked and open to him; deliciously crushed still by his full body weight.  A time for embracing...  The demi-verse circled her mind before, lacerated and satiated, sleep overwhelmed her.  

As for what lay on the other side, before the dawn light had yet pierced through the cave where they had slept, those who had cleaved together in the night now lay riven in two.  Two backs confronted each other, two pairs of eyes stared open and wide awake, two mouths were silent, two hearts beat, permeated by the thick black edge of night.  A time to refrain from embracing.  

The light grew apace.  The world took on a dim focus.  Only then did Marcus turn over slowly, sliding closer to Devorah’s body, giving her time to react.  He stared at the lines and curves of her naked back, saw the shadow of two dimples just above her rear.  The surge of lust was immediate.  One hand went out to touch them, thumb and forefinger splayed; the other moved under her hair to uncover the nape of her neck.  Placing his lips there, he kissed her before breathing her name aloud.  “Devorah,” he said, and moved his hand over her body to touch her breasts, “are you all right?”  

From the rigidity of her body and the stillness of her tongue he knew already that she was not. “What’s wrong?  Tell me.”  He fingered her nipples until they grew taut.  

Sitting up, her breasts in profile, the nipples erect, she began to laugh half hysterically.  “Don’t you know?  How can you not know?” she whispered.  “It doesn’t bother you that we are now adulterers?  ‘Honor thy father and mother.  You shall not kill.  You shall not commit adultery…  The adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death.’”  

His eyes were still fixated on her breasts, so she crossed her arms to cover her chest, redirecting his eyes up to her face.  “Of course.  Yes,” Marcus said.  “But that occurred to me last night.  Before we were adulterers.  It must have to you, too?”  The color in her cheeks heightened.  With her body tense, her emotions overwrought, a trembling seized her. “Come here,” he said, and stretched out his hand to touch her breasts.  “I’ll hold you.”  

“No,” she said, shrugging him off.  “I haven’t been to the mikveh since I bled last month.  I’m impure.  We should wait.”  

“That, too?”  A derisive sound ushered from his throat.  “Deed’s already done, though,” he said.  “I don’t care now.”  And off of her look.  “It’s just blood, Devorah.”  He shrugged.  “Symbol of death.  What of it?  I deal daily in maiming and death; I’ve become habituated.”  

“Only think,” she said, and began to laugh bitterly.  “But whoever commits adultery with a woman lacks understanding; he who does it destroys his own soul.”  
“Mine was pretty much destroyed already,” Marcus said, and flopped back to the ground. He crossed his own arms over his chest and stared up at the roof of the cave.  “That’s the difference.  Why this cuts at you more painfully now.”  

“You don’t lose your soul by killing Roman soldiers at a time of war.  Even mass slaughter,” she snapped.  “It’s not the same thing at all.  They’re trying to destroy us.  In that case, it’s a mitzvah, not a sin.”  

And now the strain in his voice was evident.  “And what made you conclude that’s what I was referring to?” he said and turned on his side, away from her.    

Now Devorah’s tone sharpened.  “Then what are you talking about?”  

“Nothing I care to share with you.”  His hand drew circles of sand in the ground before him, imperfect and evanescent, arranging and disarranging.  All wiped away with the backward sweep of a hand.  What is man that you are mindful of him?  
She moved over to him, and draped her body over his, so that she could see his face.  He closed his eyes, relishing the brush of her bare tits on his skin, wishing she would go away.  

“Tell me,” she said.  

She had not moved.  He reached up and took hold of one breast with his hand.  “No,” he said, beginning to stroke it with the tips of his fingers.  Then he lifted his head to put her nipple in his mouth.  

A few minutes later.  He was on her.  And in her.  Deep inside.  Where he.  Wanted to be.  Pinning her.  To the ground.  Until.  She screamed.  

Rejoice with Jerusalem, and be glad with her, all you who love her; 

That you may suck, and be satisfied with the breasts of her consolations;

That day was miserable.  A laden sky awaited them when they exited the cave that morning.  And by midmorning, the sky darkened, the wind picked up, chortling and booming through the canyons and wadis through which they rode.  Soon after, driving rain fell in torrents forcing them to ascend to escape the dangers of flash floods, making the pathways slippery below the horses’ hooves.  Devorah struggled with her horse and was silent for great stretches of the road except when asking to stop or for help.  During those occasions, Marcus was as solicitous as he knew how to be.  But as they rode on, single-file, over treacherous passages, from time to time, Marcus would peer at her over his shoulder.  Amidst the glistening drops that lay on her cheeks, he was sure there were tears.  For one thing, her eyes were red.  Over time, the tears coarsened her skin, blotching her cheeks.  In the downpour, her skirts, too, became filthy and bedraggled.  Her scarf slipped from her head to her shoulders, revealing hair, now sozzled and unkempt, that had fallen out of their braids during the storm.  

Jerusalem grievously sinned; therefore she has become loathsome; all those who honored her despise her, for they have seen her nakedness;

That reference, leaping inevitably to mind, chilled his heart.  But even after directing concentrated attention to the problem, no immediate solution to their difficulty presented itself to Marcus’ mind.  Whether ultimately for good and ill, Devorah must weather the spiritual storm now assailing her and emerge from it with her own resolve.  He could not lift the burden, and for the coming days, until they arrived somewhere safe where he could deliver her to her family, they were stuck together.  

The feeling of being useless was disagreeable.  He was no help; he was no good for her.  So instead, he addressed his mind to a strategic problem of some weight, a problem in the supply chain for the region of the Dead Seas where a number of their people were resettling.  A list of people accumulated in his mind, those to bribe, those to charm, those to threaten in order to keep them all sweet.  This took some time; when he finished, he vainly wished he had a dry scroll to note his solutions.  Even so, next he checked behind him, nothing had changed.  Making up his mind, Marcus turned Argos at an angle, stopping him, until Devorah caught up, bringing her mount up level with his knee.  

“It’s miserable outside,” he said.  “In this vicinity, I doubt if we’ll find another uninhabited cave.  And it’s not a night to camp in the elements.  We’re near Beit Shean.  So tonight, we seek out an inn.”  

“An inn?” she said, her face downturned, her eyes on the ground.  “There might be officials in the city.  Will you be safe?”

“More so in this weather than not, I’m hoping.  We’ll be careful.”  

She made a derisive note in her throat.  “Too late for that.”  

“That’s not what I meant.”  Marcus spit the words out, clenching his hands into fists and releasing them. “I apologize for what happened, Devorah.  Tonight, I’ll make whatever arrangements you want.  Two rooms if that’s available?”  

Two fat tears, falling simultaneously, splashed on the horse’s blanket, before sliding down to the ground.

Marcus breathed out in exasperation, his patience close to breaking for the first time all day.  “One room with two beds?  Or one bed?  But if that’s all that is available, I’ll sleep on the floor if you want me to.  Only tell me, Devorah!”  

She shook her head, silently, in concurrence to it all, still looking at the ground.  Marcus snorted, wheeled Argos around and road forward at a fast trot.  At the next crossroads, without checking the view behind him, he took the path that lead towards Beit Shean.  

The main road through Beit Shean ran from the flat tell at its northern-eastern end, with a Temple to Zeus built at its height, through the city to the row of hills that bordered the city to the south.  Paved with large, chequered white marble and black basalt squares, lined with colonnaded walkways, the main street through the agora was imposing.  Today though, its three famous fountains were not playing, and with the blowing rain, nor were its streets lined with much foot traffic.  The taverns were full, though, and those shops with covered arcades and inside rooms.  

Beit Shean was a wealthy city, primarily pagan, with only a few, scattered Jewish enclaves.  Fortunately Marcus knew where to go to locate a Jewish owned inn, so they might enjoy a hot meat meal and purchase victuals for the road ahead; it was only by luck – and a rather sizeable tip – that the managed to find a room with two small bedsteads still available.  As their bags were unloaded from the horses and the horses taken away to decent, dry stalls for the night by stable boys, he ordered a large dinner – he himself was starving and he assumed Devorah was as well – then whispered a few words in the proprietor’s ear.  The man looked Devorah over – she was standing against a wall, filthy and disarrayed as a drowned straw dollie, and visibly shivering, her robe clinging to her thin figure and her skirts dripping water onto the floor – and whispered back.  And then they were following a tavern lad laden with their gear upstairs to a small room, whitewashed, clean, and with a brazier that the lad proceeded to light for them.  

Marcus waited until the lad was done, latched the door, threw down the weapons bag he had carried in himself, turned around, and said, “Sit down,” in the voice of command.  Surprisingly, Devorah sat.  Hands crossed behind his back, he paced the tiny length of the room.  “Here is what is going to happen next,” he continued.  

Here, however, Devorah interjected, “I’m sorry for all of this,” she said.  “Today has been quite a shock.  I never, ever conceived of myself this way.”  She made herself say the word.  “As an adulteress.  I’ve rather thought poorly of those who were, you see.  But now to find myself one.  And to have enjoyed the experience, too.”  She lowered her eyes and her voice.  “And to want more.”  

“That’s what this was about?”  Involuntarily, Marcus’ cheeks tinged an attractive pink.  The lines of his face lifted winsomely and his body relaxed out of its military posture.  

Devorah raised her eyes, cheeks red.  “Don’t laugh at me!  Don’t you laugh!”  

Their eyes met.  There was a moment of hesitation in which Marcus stepped closer to her before sheering abruptly off towards the door.  He opened it a crack.  “I’m not laughing, I promise you.  Meanwhile, change into something dry, leave your wet clothes to hang and meet me downstairs.  We’re going to the mikveh, both of us.  Too much death, lately.”

Devorah lifted her eyebrows, the cynicism as to his intentions writ plain.  

Marcus shut the door again.  “I understand.  But your being impure didn’t deter us this morning, did it?  Either of us.  Or last night.  And if it happens again, it’s one less sin to worry about.”

“How practical!” she said, her brown eyes hot with implied accusation.  “But it won’t happen again.”  

“Fine.  But you’ll still feel better.  Hell, we’ll both feel better.”  

“Or like a true hypocrite before God.”

“Say rather, like a ‘pure’ hypocrite,’ before God” and this time with a smile like the scuttle of a filthy rat, Marcus shot from the room.  

*

Of course they had relations again.  It had been a fool’s dream, Devorah realized, to think otherwise, that they would regain a lost restraint.  As well return Adam and Eve to the Garden, through a thicket of twirling swords.  Traveling day and night in each other’s company, they were subject to strains and danger and stormy weather that made a body want to huddle at night, and sometimes even during the day.  Here in this moving space, she was divorced from all that bound her and shaped her reality:  her home with its four solid walls, her children, her neighborhood with its pretty, contained view, in essence, all that gave a framework to her life.  All except God, who was everywhere, in the sun and the seas and the hills and the firmament and in her heart.  But God surely knew her for an adulteress now.   Moreover, from bitter experience she now knew that the shame of adultery grew more sufferable as the sting of lust grew more intense.  

For the first few days, one of them, or both, with revolving determination, stood strong.  But as they slowly zigged and zagged south, escaping even the shadow of pursuit, there were moments, more and more of them, when they failed simultaneously in their vigilance; and she would end up naked, on her back, with him inside.  Full surrender.  

“It doesn’t last though,” Devorah said.  On this particular afternoon, she was looking past his head to the munificent blue, blue sky.  They were outside in the grassy cleft of a hillock with the horses grazing nearby.  Today, in the aftermath, she felt a trifle sad.    

Marcus picked his head up from her breast.  “What doesn’t last?”

Her hands lay empty on the grass.  “This.  You bury yourself in the moment.  But afterwards you have nothing.” Devorah laughed, scoffing at herself, “Except the awakening desire to do it again.”  

Right on cue, Marcus began to do it again, an odd, constrained look on his face, none at all in his body.  Devorah laughed again, before losing herself once more in a sentient armful of time.  

With the end of their journey now in sight, the future was one thing she could not bear to face head on, although she peered at it sometimes from an odd angle or two.  Devorah wondered at times whether Marcus had chosen a much longer way south because he could not either.  But she never asked, not in words, not aloud.  After all, the pursuit they had faced early on had been real; all too real the soldiers they had killed together.  And at the end of his road, unlike hers, was a never-ending fight.  He was a soldier of Israel.  Did he need temporarily the solace of her breasts, should she not provide him with it?  

But then again, maybe not, she thought the next day.  In the agora in Caesarea, there had been a multi-breasted statue of some fertility goddess.  A hundred times she had skirted it by, eyes diverted.  Never had she paid it much heed, so she did not know which goddess it invoked.  These days, with breasts and body eroticized into sexual potency, she felt more similar to that than her former image: Devorah, humble and honest matron of Israel.  Yet had not the women who ministered to those false goddesses in the past served as Temple prostitutes?  Which had never, she reflected mockingly, been a particular ambition of hers.  Nor was it now, even though  she now knew how wonderful it felt to license her body’s pleasure.  

*

The news finally reached Rabbi Ariel’s house: first, the rush and patter of small boys at his door encircling Michael, who yelled at him to come outside quick.  He exited to hear them burbling the news that his daughter had come at last, that she and General Marcus were now present in Ein Gedi.  That they were heading here to join him in a few minutes.  

Exhausted by relief, he waited in the doorstep silently.  At times their trip had seemed so overlong, the Rabbi had feared there would be no safe return, despairing that they had been picked up or even executed.  The men they had sent back to trace them had failed, an ambivalent result at best which had done nothing to relieve him.  But there they were now, side by side, just breasting the rise and coming towards him.  He recognized the horses, saw the two of them speaking to each other.  Devorah was carrying Daniela before her on the horse, who was twisting around to hug her mother, joy shining plainly on her face.  And now they were before him, Daniela chortling excitedly, Devorah beaming at him and the children.  Marcus came forward, dismounted, delicately lifted a protesting Daniela out of Devorah’s arms, then extended an arm to aid her in dismounting; in reaction to the conflicted look on his daughter’s face it was as summarily withdrawn.  R. Ariel looked between the two of them; both of them far the worse for wear, Marcus, with the marks of bruising still perceptible, holding Devorah’s reins as she slid down from the horse, then standing back as both Daniela and Michael rushed into her arms, grabbing her every which way.  “Mama, mama,” they shrieked.  “Mama, mama, we missed you.”  And now she was lifting little Michael into her arms and kissing his head.  

Marcus turned away from the maternal display towards him, his expression slightly estranged.  “Rabbi,” he said formally, and held out a hand.  “Where can I stable the horses for the night?”  

“Both of them?  You’re staying?” Rabbi Ariel said.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Devorah freeze for a second before she continued what she was doing.  

Marcus shrugged.  “It’s too late to leave Ein Gedi now.  I don’t fancy losing myself in the desert hills at night.  But if you like, I can stay elsewhere?”  Marcus looked from the rabbi’s face to Devorah’s.  “An inn, perhaps, sir, if you can suggest one?  Or someone with lodgings to rent for the night?”

Devorah regarded him, as she let Michael slip down her body to the ground.  “Nonsense.  Father…” she prompted.  

By then, R. Ariel already knew.  He had suspected as soon as Marcus offered his arm to her in that casual manner.  And the expression on his daughter’s face that greeted it had driven the point into his nerve endings with the force of a hammer drilling a nail into flesh.  Years ago, he had foreseen a problem might arise and taken immediate steps to prevent it.  But this time, from the necessity of injury and escape, his constant vigilance had wavered.  Never should he have left his daughter alone with this man, even wounded.  By now, he could plainly see, the damage was done.  So R. Ariel stood there mute.  

“…Marcus is staying with us for the night.”  

“I can stay elsewhere, Devorah.”  Marcus’ face had turned wistful.  “If your father only–”  

“Stop playing the stoic.  Tomorrow you head back to the war.  Tonight you’ll want a pleasant retreat, among friends.  We should go inside.  Come children,” she said, and took each of her offspring by the hand.  “Father, we’re both famished.  What can we offer our guest by way of food?”  And holding Daniela in one hand, and Michael in the other, she entered her new home in exile.  

Before the rabbi arose the next morning, lightheaded and ill, the general was already gone.  R. Ariel had, by intent, drunk triple his usual portion of wine at dinner and passed out heavily afterwards, to awake the next day a few hours later than he normally did, missing his regular prayers.  He did not want to know what, if anything, had passed between his daughter and her lover during the night.  He did not want to know if she had fallen far enough to do any such thing with her father in the same house, while her children slept.  

But later that day, his only child came to him – now that she was what the holy books deemed a curse among her people – her expression strained, with the tracks of recent tears down her face and told him, “Father.  I need a divorce.  Immediately.”  

He refrained from asking the only question on his tongue.  

This time, R. Ariel knew, he would do everything in his power to get her one quickly.  
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