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Part IV: The Book of Life

Chapter XXVI

It is hard to maintain a wrestling hold on the upper body of a man who is half naked and sweating profusely.  And when that same man is having no problem finding purchase on you, this leads, Naphtali was realizing, to an acute sense of humiliation.  Every attempt he made to pin Marcus ended with him thoroughly overturned, limbs twisting over the edge into bright flashes of pain, or severely deprived of breath.  Naphtali was taller by a few fingers, and more stockily built, but that availed him nothing in these contests.  Once he passed out for a moment or two; that earned him a brief respite, but no more, while the dizziness receded and his labored breathing slowed.  Marcus used most of the time to explain what he was doing, how various handholds could be broken.  But, Naphtali found, he did not have the physical acuity to translate visual demonstrations directly into action.  When they resumed, everywhere he placed his hands on Marcus’ torso, Marcus still displaced them in short order to direct against him.  It seemed to take no effort, as mechanistic as child’s play, no thought necessary at all.  True, for many years, this kind of thing had been what Marcus played at as a child, while he himself was already studying and working.  

Meanwhile, the feel of body against body as they rubbed along each other’s sweaty skins, the awareness of limbs riding over limbs began dimly to disturb him, like a signal flare, on a slope so distant he barely registered it, or the first, short tru-ah note of a ram’s horn before the spirit rises up in shame to repent.  And then it happened.  Pinned under Marcus, chest to chest, hip bone grinding against hip, their eyes locked in mutual awareness.  Before he could say a word, Marcus climbed off him and settled with his back against the wall, his legs stretched out before him.  Naphtali lay still on the floor nearby, mortified, his scarlet face turned away.  The silence, stretching infinitely forward, felt excruciating.  A prick of hatred scored his spleen, seat of ill will.  Directed, all of it, against Marcus.  Marcus himself, however, appeared oblivious to it.  

“Don’t worry about it, Naphtali.  It sometimes happens; in situations like these, to most of us eventually.  It doesn’t mean anything.  I don’t think any the worse of you.  And who else is to know?”  

“Besides God?”  Naphtali choked off a bitter laugh.  “And myself?” 

Marcus shrugged.  “God, I pray, is occupied in matters more vital to the nation.  Not the mechanical functioning of a body.  Leave it be, Naphtali.  Or, if you are really worried, take your own advice and get married sooner.”  

Naphtali licked his bottom lip, already jutting out into a swell.  Leave it then he would.  But even as he tried to strong arm the matter into the recesses of memory, a tiny corner of his mind rebelled, and insisted on pointing out to him this particular humiliation had not happened before that damned incident last week.  He heard retreating footsteps, Marcus walking away, his actions belying the very words he had just uttered. Good.  On every count.  Animus revived, Naphtali turned around to glare at that martial back, receding; instead, he received only an instant’s notice before a wooden practice sword hurtled towards him.  Sticking his hand up, he caught it neatly.  

“On your feet, already.  Enough with the brooding.  If you’re angry, use it against me.”    

So the training resumed.  And that day, for the first time yet, Naphtali scored a hard strike against Marcus.  Hatred, even in such a minor dose, proved an excellent goad to action.  And to his extreme pleasure, it left a bruise.  Nothing, he recalled Marcus stating, drives the point home like pain.  
*

Returning from a week’s worth of successful field operations with Bar Kochba around the area of , Marcus felt mildly elated.  He walked through his house, currently in a state of disarray as the servants packed all his belongings; then sat down, this glorious morning in early summer outside in the atrium with Darius stretched at his feet.  After a time, Jonathan came out to join him.  The dog looked up for a second then lay his head back down.  

“What a thing it is to pass an entire week without murdering a friend or assassinating an enemy outside the laws of war,” said Jonathan.   

Marcus did not let this perturb him.  “Yes.  Just honest killing in the field.  A relief really, after the last weeks.  I’m feeling practically virginal.  Meanwhile, you seem uncommonly cheerful yourself.  Is there a reason?  Or wait,” he said, “meeting the smile in Jonathan’s eyes.  “I can guess.”   

“Yes,” said Jonathan softly, “So far, praise God, having survived transport up to the hills, Joab is alive and in a proper house where he can heal in peace.”  Jonathan breathed in once, sharply.  “And you, you’ll be off again soon?”

“Yes.  We best use the opportunity now to win a victory or two before the Roman command realizes the current insurrection is fully fledged and has launched into flight.”  He raised his two hands to form a loosely shaped square.  “We have this narrow window of time when we can best fight the Romans, before they can adapt to the tactics I’m planning to throw at them.  In the short term, we’re safe as long as I can be sufficiently inventive, keep on changing the rules.  But once they understand what has hit them, and they realize they are not sufficient unto the task locally–.”   Marcus shrugged.  “Tuneius Rufus is a degenerate idiot; too soft, I suspect, to win what is ahead.  But many in the local command,” here he grimaced by way of circumlocution, “are capable enough, and the Emperor is no fool.  So after that, I think they’ll summon legions of men from across the sea; not to mention generals of more talent than the local crop.  I would, in the Emperor’s position.  Then all they will have to be able to do is overwhelm us with sheer brute strength.  And then, more highly conditioned and trained, and superior in numbers, they won’t have to be flexible in reaction to our attacks.  No, they’ll be practically invincible, both by number of troops deployed throughout the country and through heavy hitting tactics.”  Marcus raised his hands again to form the loose square.  “So the window is now, while we can throw attacks at them from all sides.”  

“What’s the timeframe, then, you estimate?  

“A year or two,” said Marcus  “Maybe, please God, we’ll use it to good effect.”

“And why not to excellent effect?”  Jonathan’s tone was cheerful again.  He slid a folded bit of papyrus from his tunic, complete with black seal.  “I have, perhaps, the very thing we need just now to help us along.”  He handed it over to Marcus.  

Marcus took hold of it, noting the seal was intact, but on one side had been carefully detached from the document.  With his forefinger, carefully he lifted it open.  What he read therein was sufficient so that when he raised his head, a very broad grin appeared on his lips.  

“Now,” said Jonathan, “we only need to brew ourselves up a plan.”  

“The bolder, the better.”  

*

The Nausicaa, a merchant ship carrying the administrator of Ashqelon, Galenus Octavius Decimus and his considerable retinue from Antioch, slid smoothly into the Sebastos harbor of Caesaria in the late morning while the sun stood high in the cloudless day, as though it, too, were paying its homage to the great man.  A round ship, the Nausicaa had sailed slowly, hugging the coastline the entire time, stopping first at Berytus then Tyrus, to gather in quantities of men and goods and relinquish others in near equal measure before completing this stretch of its journey.  To Galenus, this foray into trade had made for a tiresome and overly sluggish pace, barely tolerable to his legendary impatience.  And tomorrow, Galenus would board the ship again to proceed to Ashqelon.  

Stationed at the mouth of the harbor, near the lofty Drusion Tower, in the midst of a handful of troops, Dio barely observed the Nausicaa’s entry into port, one graceful cedar craft maneuvering among fifty others.  Nothing marked its passage as out as extraordinary.  Galenus disembarked, clattering down the wooden gangplank with a full retinue onto the wide, white marble promenade, sparkling furiously in the brilliant sunlight.  It was only when the governor’s men assembled afore and behind, like a private fighting force, that Dio’s eye was drawn to the assemblage; but the stirrings of other activity around the mole soon drew it away.  The troop started towards him, but it was its center point that again pulled in his eye; something familiar about that charismatic stride seized hold of his mind.  From the body, Dio’s eye wandered upwards to examine the man’s leathery countenance and a light broke all at once in his memory.   

A recruit of several years at the time, recently rotated to serve under Julius, he remembered with piercing clarity several weeks traveling in the man’s company as they proceeded from Zeugma, on the banks of the Euphrates river, down to Caesarea; a strange period, drunken, degenerate, yet leashed by a strange thrall exercised by this man.  Dio watched as the party began to move south.  At a guess they were headed towards the governor’s palace, currently unoccupied.  Immediately the troop of men moved out of his line of sight, he called Paulus to him, a young man, native of Spain, with magnificent black hair and a propensity to caw too much, like an over familiar crow in company.  

Dispatched on his errand, Paulus ran swiftly to alert Julius as to who had arrived in Caesarea this day.  Dio also sent one of his men to trail behind Galenus and keep a discrete watch upon him.  He heard nothing else about the matter until the late afternoon when Paulus returned to his side with a summons to attend Julius within the hour.  A little blunt questioning established that Julius’ first reaction to Paulus’ news had been to grimace at length before summoning a flagon of wine; and, when it arrived, to drink it down straight away.  The pace of drinking had only increased later that afternoon after Julius himself received a summons from Galenus.  
Before Dio was even close enough to breathe the wine-scent permeating Julius’s clothes, he recognized the signs of heavy alcohol consumption on his commander.  The languid half-closed eyelids, the restricted head movements, the indistinct speech.  About his commander, Dio had cause to worry frequently.  Of late, a certain unprofessional wear and tear was in evidence.  With Silius long retired, Arianus recently murdered and Xeno stationed still in Jerusalem, this burden, he felt, rested squarely on his shoulders. Yet, it was a solicitude that Julius did not appreciate.  Nor did he appreciate the scrutiny being exercised on him at this moment by his subordinate.    

“For your pains, you’re accompanying me tonight.”  The sneer in Julius’ voice was as thick as an Arab chieftain’s beard.  “Get dressed in something decent.  You have a quarter hour to prepare.”  Julius looked at the water clock on his desk and then back up at him.  

“Sir,” said Dio, “Take your own advice.  You can hardly go dressed like that.”    

Julius looked down at himself.  “I overdid it on the wine stains, you think?”  

“Oh, it was purposeful?  Well then, of course…”  

“Stop being snide.  If only Xeno were here.  I could proffer him as the sacrifice, not you.  I don’t imagine he’d mind, overmuch.”

“Oh, he’d mind.”  

“But Galenus wouldn’t.  And really, for tonight, the important task will be placating Galenus so that he leaves us behind abandoned to our local wrack and ruin.  So mind your manners.”  

A cadre of pipers announced their arrival at the sea palace; two of their number, graceful youths in the Greek fashion, with dark curls and almond dark eyes, peeled away from the group, continuing to serenade them as they proceeded in measured steps to the inner courtyard.  There they found a wonder in the making.  Together, Dio and Julius promenaded the length and breadth of the room, noting the details.  Here, a statue of Pan, whose features were painted with exemplary realism, draped and garlanded afresh tonight for display;  there, a…  As they entered, four servants were carrying Galenus around the room to consort with his guests on a litter of scarlet and gold.  He was wearing a golden armband, set with jewels, and a golden circlet about his heads.  A band of lithe female slaves, Syrian in look, danced around the room, pouring wine, in time to the music the pipers played.  In the center of the courtyard, tables covered with rare cloths were piled high with food.  

“How can he possibly have arranged all this in five hours?  The logistics for this feast alone…?”  Dio shook his head in amazement.  

“My lamb.  It’s plain that the exalted Governor of Syria has nothing better to do than send messages south from Antioch on friend Galenus’ behalf to alert his staff to prepare marvels and wonders for us native barbarians.”  

But the disparaging tone of their chat was interrupted sometime later by Galenus himself who eventually took notice of them.  Earlier, he had abandoned the litter and now he sidled over to their side.  “Julius, my dear, it has been too long.”  

Both Julius and Dio inclined their heads – slightly – to mark their respect.  “Sir, this is Dio,” said Julius, “currently my chief aide.  He had the honor to meet you several years back.”  
Galenus stared at Dio for a time, his mouth turned up in a slight smile, his eyes as cold as ever.  “Of course.  How well I remember our delightful procession from Zeugma.”  And then, as quickly Dio was dismissed from his consideration.  “But note my chagrin, Julius.  To find you standing here at the wall with your man, not mingling with my other guests.”  Galenus shook his head in reproach.  “At least I find you well supplied in drink.  Are you not pleased with what other spoils I offer you here?  The music, the food, the company of intelligent men and the array of beautiful, young flesh I offer for your entertainment.  Avail yourself freely of all of it, save her.”  And he pointed to a niche where a very young woman stood, sumptuously dressed in some white diaphanous cloth, gold embroidered on arm and skirt.  “She’s mine.”  

“Forgive me, but all you have arranged,” with his arm, Julius motioned around the room, “humble man that I man, a mere provincial soldier, I am overawed.”   

For a second, Galenus bellowed with laughter.  “No doubt I deserve that. You permit?” he said, then slid an arm around Julius’ shoulder.  “Come, my friend, walk with me.”  

Intermittently throughout the feast, Julius was aware of Galenus’ eye on him, bidding his servants send him various kind of alcohol and plates of special delicacies, one time a roasted quail, presented on a gossamer nest of feathers wrought in silver, with pearls for eyes; another time dldjflsjlsj.  And Julius had done his part as well by drinking deep of everything provided.  Finally, it was late enough; others were already departing.  Now, he could retire for the evening without causing offense.  He met Dio’s eye and they both stood up.  

It was then that Galenus moved a few seats down to sit next to Julius.  “Sit,” he said.  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you seriously for a few minutes.  It seems very much as though we have a problem on the ground.”  

Julius sighed and sat back down.  “There’s a problem all right.”  He left his tone ambiguous.  

Galenus’ eyes gleamed.  “Come, Julius.  Even up in Antioch, I heard about some of these incidents.  And now I want to know what plans you have ready in place to halt this nascent rebellion before it turns into something more serious.  As you well know, sixteen years ago, I was acting Legate over the III Legion Cyrenaica during the Jewish insurrection in Mesopotamia.  My experience in these manners cannot be doubted.  And I say act early and brutally.  Cut it off before you allow your problem to fester.”  

Julius stared down at his plate, silent as the desert sky at night.  Slowly the places around them, left and right, cleared away.  Whether their occupants were going home, or to recreational activities provided by Galenus, Julius could not say.  Only Dio was left; to his credit, his aide moved in closer, to provide tactical support.  

“Come,” said Galenus, “speak frankly.  You must have laid some plans.”  

“Frankly, we’re still in the assessment phase.  The incidents, as you call them have been few.  We don’t know what the problem is precisely, or where it is centered.  It moves about; strikes from various directions without us getting a hold on who is directing it.”  

“You’ve not tried collective punishment?  Grabbed several respected citizens of Jerusalem, say, and sent them to the arena or to rot on a local crucifix?”  

This time Julius made eye contact.  “No.”  

“Ah, the somber moralist reemerges from behind the fool’s mask to despise my advice.  Not absent, merely submerged in drink.  Very well, Julius.  But have you not stopped to consider that whoever these rebels are, and I have certain suspicions, collective punishment is precisely what they are inflicting on your troops?”  Galenus raised his eyebrows and held them there for a time.  “And you still say you should not return the favor?”  

“There is no evidence that those rebels came from Jerusalem.  My men stationed in the vicinity of the city report that it was quiet all round beforehand; none of his spies heard rumors of the event before it occurred.  Nor afterwards could they detect any errant celebration.  And they took care to keep the worst version of the … event … from getting out to the public.  They put it about that the procession was delayed, only.  Some rumors got out, but not the full affair.  But after consideration, I think the Judean hills, rather than the city, hosts this particular vermin.  The locals there are prone to more fanaticism.  And it’s impossible to insert spies into the local populace.”  

“Not the cities?  You do recall that other incident several months ago now in Jamnia.  My man, Critias, is still in bad shape.  One day, it’s still possible, he might recover his memory.  But I weary–”  

Julius glanced at Galenus and then away.  But not quickly enough.  

“–of waiting.”  Galenus leaned forward, feral and eager, tightening his claws, like a vulture already airborne, piercing through the flesh of its stolen prey. “You know something about that?”

“No.”  The denial came out a bit too soon.  Even to Julius’ ears it sounded like a thin note produced on a broken pipe.  

Galenus merely smiled in reply and leaned back again, patient and waiting, releasing his hold.  He would toy with this prey as it served his purpose.  

“No,” said Julius, this time his voice rang with bright conviction.  He stared straight at Galenus and did not withdraw his glance.  “You were saying?”  

“What?”  Galenus prodded one more time to no avail, then dropped the prey and retracted his claws.  “All right.  To return to the matter currently in hand, you must have worked up certain new plans of attack in the aftermath of that disaster.”  

“Several.  We always have war plans at the ready.  That’s our job.”  

Galenus stretched his long mouth into a smile.  “Yes, I know that of course.  I’m simply asking you to share the most current.  It could benefit both of us.  Why so dense tonight, Julius.  Or perhaps the wine has done you more disservice than you know.”  Galenus leaned back in his chair.  “I’ve heard about you drinking to excess often lately.”  

“You’ve placed spies among my men?”  

“And who doesn’t have spies these days?  Not you.”  

“But I don’t spy on you.”  

“Perhaps you should then.”  The smile this time was raffish, the manner relaxed.  “Come, come.  A little trade; some mutual satisfaction.  That’s all I ask.  I can be persuaded easily to argue your plight before the Governor.  Unlimited money, they say, forms the very sinews of war.  On the other hand, were I to take against you…”  He left the threat dangling in midair for maximum effect.  

“Very well.  I’ll have Dio here bring you a copy of our plans early tomorrow, before you leave.  And explain our considerations.  With your expertise,” here Julius inclined his head the merest bit, “if anything occurs to you…”

“I’ll certainly pass it along to you, through Dio, if he is all you can spare me.  I’d prefer to meet with you, Julius.”  

“It would be my pleasure, of course, sir.  But, tomorrow morning, I’m afraid, is impossible.  I have a delegation of officers arriving–”

“You have what you have.  I’ll not inquire.  There is one thing you should know before you leave tonight, though.  This I’ll pass on freely.  I had a description of a light haired man, killed some of my men, bringing dispatches to me.  One of my men got away to report.  Find him, torture him and you’ll get your confession.”  

“A light haired man, you say?”  And the running nightmare in his head:  Don’t you know?  I am living with Jonathan, in Yavneh.  “You have a witness to that effect?”

“Unfortunately, the man in question or some henchman of his, very ably did away with my one eyewitness as well.  No innocent deed, that, though it was set up to look like thieves.  My chief aide inspected the scene himself before he reported the murder to me.  Myself, I was absent, taking in the sites in Antioch at the time.”  He raised his arm and beckoned once, and the young slave girl standing in a niche in the wall began to approach.  “And now those very sites are available here.  Ah me.”  Galenus’ eyes narrowed with anger and lust, simultaneously.  “But I have a good idea of the man who did it.  Bring your suspect to me; I’ll take care of his confession.  It will be,” and here his lips twisted into a shockingly sensuous smile, “my pleasure.”  

“Then you haven’t seen him yourself?”  Julius asked carefully.  

“No,” said Galenus, drawing the beautiful slave girl onto his lap.  He began strumming her breast, ignoring her mute embarrassment at the public display.  

Julius sat in silence, in his own growing discomfort, forced to watch this spectacle.  And what specifically Galenus intended by it, he knew not, except the deliberateness of the insult directed his way.  The girl looked very young, as though she had barely flowered to womanhood.  But her wide brown eyes were now half closing; she threw her head back exposing the long white length of her neck.  Through the sheer gauze of the cloth, Julius saw that the nipples of those small breasts now stood erect.  Galenus’ expression was fixed, though his hands were not.  They roved freely, up her legs, reaching for the hem of her gown, then higher still.   

“Is she not delicious, this early summer peach.  I find them most beautiful when not fully ripe.”  The girl leaned back against him, bonelessly and in trust, like a spoiled cat across its master’s lap.  “But let me amend my remark just now; no, not in some years have I seen the man I seek.  Delicately, he took hold of one of the girl’s nipples in the tips of her fingers.  When the girl smiled her accord, he smiled back, wolfish and sharp.  

This display had now gone far enough; Julius’ limit had been reached and surpassed; his tolerance for superior’s quirks was now utterly spent.  Signaling Dio with his eyes, Julius stood to leave.

“No, I haven’t seen my polymetis Odysseus for some time.”  Galenus looked up at him, his eyes heavy with lust.  And viciously he twisted the girl’s nipple, so that she screamed, even as her dark eyes winced in fear.  “But what a pleasure it will be when I do.”  

Julius turned his back and began to walk away.  The last he heard as he moved to exit the large hall was Galenus’ purring voice.

“My peach, before you’re overripe, that too, I will teach you to crave.”  

He and Dio accomplished the walk home in profound silence; there was only the scruff of their footsteps as they each walked, straight and upright, shoulder to shoulder, looking only narrowly ahead.  By unspoken consent, they barely looked at each other the entire time.  Until, at last, as Julius stepped away onto his street, he heard Dio mumble, “How does he do it?  Public lust as intimidation.  Different modus than last time.  But in the final result just as disturbing.”  Their eyes met, and skittered away from each other.  

The rest of the walk home, Julius achieved in single-minded haste.  Barely through the door, he spotted Dorys descending the staircase to greet him.  He met her half way, grabbing her by the wrist, so that she dropped what she was carrying, and shuffled her quickly upstairs.  The door was not yet shut before Julius began pulling off her clothes.  On the bed, he did not ask, he only took, and at a pace swifter and far rougher than was his wont; himself, he enjoyed every moment.  But in the small hours, before falling into the trough of sleep, Julius felt Dorys unaccustomedly move to the distant side of the bed, away from him; suddenly, he was less sure of her reaction.  It occurred to him for once to consider her as an individual.  A woman who nagged at him often; but save that she ran his house, she possessed no hold over him.  Run your household like a miniature commonwealth.  In his commonwealth, the leadership remained detached.  

Miriame would have liked it, he thought instead, savoring the memory of pure tactile sensation, the silky smooth texture of her young skin, her firm long lines, her surprising strength, her maturing beauty.  Whatever had driven them apart, it had never been the sex.  He had sought novelty elsewhere, at times, or a respite from their conflicts; but every time they came together, he still wanted her.  Surprising, really.  All those years, and both of them still desperate for it in the sack, even when in every other imaginable way they could not stand each other.  Pleasure in the pain.  But then what did he know.  He had always believed he held the upper hand in that relationship.  What a joke, he thought, and began to laugh.

The bed clothes stirred languidly.  “Julius” said Dorys, her voice croaking with sleep.  In the moonlight, he saw her brow furrowed, sleep-deep, into an unattractive squint.  “Is something wrong?”

“It’s nothing.  Go back to sleep.”  

Miriame, Julius supposed, really, had been wise to leave before they sickened from that fever swamp entirely and drowned in each other’s wake.  Then closing his eyes in the dark room, Julius cursed himself silently in fluid Greek, cursed for weakness and self-betrayal; clinging to misplaced thoughts of that woman all these year after she left him for another man.  He did not permit himself to think of her, he never debarred that lock; so why had he now?  Until the other reason he had thought of her tonight slipped through an unmortared crack in his mind.  The very thought his body had tried to dispel in another woman’s flesh. 

Julius bolted upright in bed, wide awake; with it, the last clouds of alcohol dispersed from his brain, leaving his thoughts piercingly clear.  And no one handy to confide the problem to now that Arianus lay dead.  Every man, however wise, needs the advice of some sagacious friend in the affairs of life.  Yet he had none obvious.  Half the night he sat up wondering how wise it would be to speak to Silius or Rufinus.  Should he implicate himself with them, or leave the retired to garner their rest, well deserved, like so many brittle laurel leaves trailing across the brows of yesteryear’s heroes.  

That night Julius had no rest.  His heart beating slightly too fast, a nervous pulse palpable under the skin, he turned and tossed; yet his nightly oblivion, constantly beckoning and as constantly besought, flirted with him, but never sought to conquer in earnest.  He could get no sleep despite the over-indulgence in alcohol and the grueling nighttime activities that had followed.  All this exhaustion, his over rapid metabolism consumed.  It went against reason.  At last, Julius gave up the hunt, got out of bed, tossed his tunic over his head; now, at the crack of dawn, when the light outside was still green-blue, he headed downstairs, to sit in the fresh air of the atrium garden.  The fountain tinkled and foamed, with occasional spray landing on his face.  The air was so dry, the moisture felt delightful on his aching head.  Some time later, he stirred from a fatigued reverie to find himself ogling one of the nubile serving maids Dorys kept around the house, usually out of his direct line of sight.  Well, he was eyeing not the girl precisely, just the hint of a trim young body visible under her rough garment.   That slave girl last night did have a delicious form.  Concurring with Galenus’ exquisite taste, Julius’ lips startled into a long wolf-grin.  At that very moment, this one here, in the garden, became aware of his regard.  She turned around to glance at him, wide-eyed fear in her cow eyes, too plain to deny.  Now the opportune moment.  The predator in him broke loose to bite.  Grinning, he eyed the empty garden then compelled her glance again.  That pretty, palpable fear as she moved forward.  Once, she squeaked her terror in a tiny voice.  

And that was enough of an unpleasant enough for him.  A wall slammed down in his mind.  From loping wolf to straight-backed military man, the transformation in his bearing was complete.  Julius barked, “Get out of here.”  And the girl dropped her broom and ran.  He did not even know her name.  

Treat your inferiors as you would be treated by your betters, Seneca had opined once.  Julius did not mean to make himself into another Galenus, acting, in his case, without conviction or force of will.  A mirror on a fetid pond, rippling with some breeze into distortion and insignificance; and underneath, the lurking stink-fest of rot and malarial humors.  Men are but dreams of a shadow.  Deliberately, the commander stood, retired to his library, locked the door, and sat alone.  No alcohol, not a drink.  Just himself, over and over, in his own mind’s eye.  An attempt to locate an inner core, the originative center; and so to cut off the detritus of years gone by, the dead limbs, the sucker branches, the choking roots.  After a long still span, he located a scroll of Seneca on the shelf opposite, shook off the dust of years, so gritty to the touch, and began to read.  His temperament was no longer the temperament of youth, not everything the philosopher said echoed in his mind, but still, here and there, the words found purchase on his soul, enough at least to brace him.  The rest of that morning, Julius devoted himself to combing through the treatise, for once ignoring the press of messages collecting at his door.  This, here now, was important.  For the road ahead, he grasped, moral bearings were the sole imperative.  Before him, the march through pitted fields, where ambushes lay on either side.  

Marcus had chosen against him all those years before.  I have a son; he’s a hostage given to fate [Lucan].  Now, on the public stage, fate chose to play out that private scene.  Battle was joined.  His son stood across the line, weapons to hand.  But his own side…  Ah, the crux, the nub, the very heart of the dilemma.  Julius sighed.  

“Julius, open this damn door.  There’s news.” That was Dio, cholerically rattling the door so that bits of loose plaster showered down to the floor.  But the frame held, so that Dio’s next onslaught came from the tip of his boot.  

Julius stood up with ill grace, the scroll dangling from his hand, and unlocked the door.  His eyes stony gray and his long mouth pressed straight together, Julius faced his subordinate.  “You better have a damned good reason for behaving this way in my house.”  

“Haven’t you read any of the message I sent you?” Julius humorless, nodded in the negative, and Dio resumed.  “At least, you’re not off whoring.  But by the gods, Julius, are you drunk, again?  I don’t have time for your moods.  Not today.  

“Enough, Dio,” Julius barked.  “Control yourself.”  Now Julius made his voice smooth and artful as a blown glass vase wrought for a king by Ennion of Sidon.  “Now tell me.  What is this about?”  

Dio’s brown eyes turned from fire to ice.  “There’s a detachment of troops gone missing, Julius; I suspect there may have been another ambush.  We need–”    

“Where?” said Julius.  Carefully he replaced the scroll on a small table at the side of his large chair.

“They were due at the command post in Neapolis last night.  No one showed up.  I got the message early this–”  

Julius was already leading Dio down the hallway towards the front door.  “You realize, Dio, this is the one defense that might excuse your insubordinate behavior.  Tell me something.  Did Galenus set off early this morning or do we have to contend with his interference too?”

Dio laughed.  “Is that why you are hiding?  No need then.  The man is off already for the day.  Actually–”  Here, Dio stopped to look off at the distance.  

Julius waited.  Let him think what he would.  If that was how the man’s thoughts were running, it would make him a less formidable rival.  For now everything was clear.  As for this pup yapping for dominance at his heel:  he could handle him even while trying to manage his unruly son, currently, he suspected, at war with the Empire he served.  “Yes?” said Julius, forcefully enough to make Dio resume his train of thought.  

“What?” said Dio.  “Oh.  I can’t account for the change from last night.  Quite a letdown, in fact.  I had a strictly speculative interest in seeing whether he could possibly top last night’s show.  But no, he was all business this morning, sober and gray-haired, not even impatient.”   

“He has his own sources.  Maybe he heard the news before you?  I doubt he’d share something that occurred on our watch unless there was some profit in it for him.”

“Something more obvious, I think.”  Dio looked sly.  “The girl, I can’t help thinking, wore him to the bone.”  

*

Perched comfortably on the aqueduct outside of Caesarea, a favorite place to climb when he was a boy, his legs dangling over the edge, dressed in a humble shepherd’s garment, Marcus sat on high in the bright white sun.  To his West, the blue-dark sea; to his East, a road that led to Neapolis.  And it was this that he was watching, one hand tented over his eyes to shield them against the unyielding bright light.  The traffic passing by in each direction was normal for a market day, somewhat lightened now that it was approaching the heat of the day.  Dusty farmers with long beards, crook-back and straight-back, walked by the side of slow moving wagons pulled by a team of oxen, a disreputable white; a local Syrian woman, draped in shapeless black, led a small herd of thin cattle; a man with a fiery eye strode several steps ahead of his wife and his young daughter, shouting abuse back at them.  Directly below Marcus’ feet, sitting against the stone archway of the aqueduct, a young shepherd boy sat, his herd of sheep milling around him.  There, too, on the ground sat Jonathan, legs folded in on himself, convincingly dressed in the garb of poverty, head bent, shoulders slumped just slightly in defeat, unremarkable from a distance.  

A pride of horsemen were just now setting out of the gate; at this distance, the uniform of the primus pilus was distinguishable from that of his entourage.  Marcus spotted some centurions with him.  Dio and a few other men he once knew slightly, now officers, were riding at his side.  A few soldiers, a small host of cavalry, he did not recognize.  The young man stayed in place a long time, until they had vanished to the East and out of sight.  Then he waited some more until the sun had risen infinitesimally higher, blazing its path across the sky.  It was a pleasant and well-needed respite.  After personally directing the ambush outside Neapolis last night, he had ridden through the small hours to arrive on time for this meeting with Jonathan.  His exhaustion, mixed up with nerves, hummed through him palpably.  

One last look East revealed that even the dust cloud left in the wake of the riders had settled.  Only the distortion of the hot sun at midday along the gray-white stone road remained.  “We go now,” said Marcus swinging down into the long drop.  Jonathan tossed a few copper coins at the shepherd, who caught them, sat up straight for a few moments looking curious and then sunk back towards what seemed a semi-permanent doze state.  

Marcus and Jonathan walked across the plain to the dune, behind which their two horses lay concealed in a patch of shade.  There they changed into uniforms and soft leather boots.  Marcus donned the uniform of a centurion from the III Cyrenaica, wearing light armor and a close fitting helmet with a small brim.  That and the short beard he had grown should alter his face sufficiently against those who did not know him well.  Jonathan, his hair still cut short and died dark, was dressed as his aide, the two of them together on detached service.  

Just before they reached the gate, Jonathan asked, “You are sure of this?”  

“Ask me again when we’re taken prisoner,” said Marcus with the wisp of a grin.  The exhaustion was gone now replaced by excitement and a foolish courage.  “Alexander’s secret in battle, you know, was to attack the enemy where he is strongest and break him there.  Well we’re not here with a battle squad.  But, I’ve said it before, Jonathan.  It’s as good an opportunity to the inside as we’re going to get.  We have the right documents, the right intelligence and we’ve caused the right people to be otherwise engaged.”  

“All the right people, let’s hope.”  Jonathan looked over at Marcus, checked the fit of his helmet, assessing how much of his face was hidden.  “It’s not the way in I’m worried about,” he said.  “For the way out, we may yet need milk and honey, wine and white barley meal; and blood and sacrifices to hold the dead at bay.”    

Marcus’ grin was infectious.  “Prophecies unforeseen and mistakes there unto.  Let’s go.”

So they proceeded on cavalry mounts to the entrance of the camp.  
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