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Part IV: The Book of Life

Chapter XXVII

NAME FOR THIS GUY?  

Summoned from an inner office to greet him, his father’s representative for the day took one look at him, his rigidly correct military bearing, his uniform indicating high rank and the superior quality of his armor, his forbidding glance, the closed face and repressive brow, and hastily welcomed him to the army camp.  “I’m Apollodorus.”  He inclined his head slightly.  “Welcome to the headquarters of the Tenth Legion Fretensis.”  

Marcus frowned slowly before consulting his papers  “Yet it was a Julius I had arranged to meet.”  His eyes came back up hard.  “The primus pilus?   Is he not present?”

Apollodorus shuffled once on his feet, glancing around at the guards standing at the gate with him.  “He’s not present currently but will soon return.  Tomorrow at latest–.  But come inside,” he said, gesturing Marcus to follow him.  “I’ll try to help you, sir.”  

The tone was overly solicitous.  Clearly, Marcus discerned, someone newly elevated to this position and slightly nervous about carrying off the role before the regular soldiers.  Not a hard deduction.  He had seen many such men in his boyhood.  Generally they were kicked into shape fairly quickly.  Evidently on this one, the process had just begun.  Slowly he looked over Apollodorus, extending the frown until it infused his entire demeanor.  “It is to be hoped.”

Together they walked towards the office.  Jonathan trailed after them a respectful distance.   His posture slightly hunched as if he favored one leg more than the other, suggested an older soldier now somewhat worn out by his long service.  

Once inside and seated, Marcus removed his helmet, placing it before him on the desk that separated him from Apollodorus.  Jonathan continued to stand a respectful distance behind his chair.  

“You are stationed with the III Cyrenaica, in Alexandria?” said Apollodorus, soliciting what information he could.   

“On detached service only.”  Just four words, but Marcus emphasized the long Latinate vowels accenting his Greek.  He inflected them with coldness enough so that it suggested, wordlessly, that he would have far preferred to have remained in the western parts of the empire, nearer Rome, the hub of power.  And that he had been transferred East was no fault of his own.  “Enough questions.  Regretfully, I’ve only a limited time today.  Let’s begin then, shall we.  I am here, on special assignment, to review the state of this Legion and several others regionally.  What I need from you are current figures assessing an estimate of military readiness in various camps, the disposition of the cohorts throughout the province, current troops strength, recent recruitment numbers and similar data for the auxiliary units.  Also, the state and number of your weaponry.  This is all to form a part of an assessment of the Eastern Legions, requested by the Emperor, himself.  But it is most important that the numbers be accurate.  They may, in time, result in more generous funding, depending on what I find.”  He pushed over the correct papers so Apollodorus could examine them.  

Apollodorus read through them, then looked up.  “This may take some time to collect, sir.  Whereas, I am sure the primus pilus himself will be glad to answer several of these questions in more detail than I could muster.   And indeed would know those answers offhand.”  

“I’m sure he could.  Unfortunately, my time today is very brief.  I’ve been traveling for some weeks.  In point of fact, I was due back in Alexandria yesterday.  It’s a nuisance he’s not here.  But I can’t tarry on his behalf.  I have some hours here and that’s it.  Now, I’ll need you to delegate someone immediately to accompany my man, Iounathan, as he inspects the camp.  Meanwhile, sit here at my side and answer my questions.  Anything else you think of can be sent by messenger to Alexandria later this week.  I’ll be there for some days before I return to Rome.”  Marcus raised his brows.  

“Yes sir.”  Apollodorus got to his feet, opened the door and called.  “Naso, I’ll need a scribe.  Send for Flaccus.  Then take this man around the camp, answer his questions and show him anything he wants to see, as far as stocks of weaponry and the barracks.”  Apollodorus swiveled his head back around.  “I take it, sir, that you’ll want to insect the men yourself.”  

Marcus had made no such request.  Toes curling, he said repressively, “Indeed.  But everything depends on our time.”  After that he sat relaxed in the mouth of the lion’s den, Apollodorus across from him, as the Syrian scribe, Flaccus, unearthed old and new records from storage cabinets for the compilation of data.  

“Were you wanting the war plans as well, sir?”  Flaccus asked.  

Marcus stilled, gripping his facial muscles hard, repressing the eagerness seizing his brain.  He merely lifted one eyebrow for explanation.

“I have them handy.  Recently prepared a copy to send to Galenus,” the scribe mumbled.  

It was hard to talk with one’s facial muscles pulled so taut you can scarcely breathe.  “You have them handy already?  Excellent.  Yes, then I’ll take a copy of those as well”  

At last, the information he had requested had all been assembled and they awaited only for Flaccus to finish writing the report.  Quick as the man wrote, this promised to be a lengthy business.  In the room now there was only the sound of his own breathing and Apollodorus’, the scratch of Flaccus’ pen, the crackle of unrolling papyrus, the shuffle of loose scrolls.  An occasional blunt command penetrated the interior of the room along with the low-level clash of weapons.  The soldiers were drilling outside, he surmised.  But in the close air of the room, he felt the jump of his nerves under his skin, the growing clamminess of his garments, sweat breaking out on forehead and throughout the short beard.  Despite a growing inclination to scratch it, he sat utterly still, holding together the threads of his composure.  This enforced quiet ebbing away at his calm.  

“Perhaps, sir, while we wait,” said Apollodorus, “you would care to review the troops.”  

How foolhardy in the circumstances, but how desirable.  And so he rose to his feet.  Already he could feel the throb of nerves impacting against his ordinary fluidity.  He forced his mouth into a false smile, before obscuring it behind his helmet.  “The stillness is palling.  Thank you.  An excellent idea, Apollodorus.  Let’s go.”  

Outside he stood watching the men train, his arms crossed behind his back.  One or two men scattered around the field looked familiar.  He shut his eyes.  That should make the probabilities more interesting.  Then he opened them onto the exercises the men were performing and focused on their routines.  After a while, as the highest ranking officer in the vicinity, he headed over to stand behind the drill master, hands still laced behind his back; hard brown eyes in a dark taut face flashed towards him and away, clearly a man who did not like interference.  And now the genuine smile.  In a low voice, Marcus began to suggest a few corrections in technique and application.  Ironic, the impulses of a perfectionist.  One of the men he recognized vaguely was staring at him, so he raised his voice, stressing the Latin accent once again in a cadence quite unlike his own, until the man looked away.  An hour later, he was still there; but now with the entire yard surrounding him as he demonstrated techniques, recounted tales and dispensed wisdom, the soldiers all fallen into the magnetic rapport of master swordsman to rapt trainees.  Even the drill master, his hard body standing at attention, listened intently.  And into that scene, Flaccus emerged with the completed report.  

After that, soon as they could, he and Jonathan disengaged from their audience, Marcus tendering regrets once again that they could not stay to an invitation now pressed on them by Apollodorus with admiration and warmth; they mounted their horses and headed out of the gates, unrecognized still, and riding away south.  Free.  In a kind of single-minded forward propulsion, they shot straight ahead like arrows led by the overwhelming desire to be elsewhere.  Fifteen miles from Caesarea, they rode off the main road, looked about before they stopped to make sure the way was clear, then secreted themselves behind a large sand dune to change their attire.  Back on their horses, they ignored the official roadside rest stop, and stopped a few miles later at a local tavern to refresh themselves and the beasts, hot and tired in the simmering humid heat. Unlike the excellent roadside restaurant where they could have indulged in excellent food, this inn was dusty and ill-kempt and permeated by the inescapable scent of goat.  Goat milk, goat cheese, goat meat, goat skin, the products were profligate, if singular.  An hour later, they were still there, drinking warm beer and breaking out, from time to time, in uproarious laughter, near paralyzed by the nervous hilarity of success.  “Drilling the soldiers,” said Jonathan, and began to laugh helplessly once more.  

“Will you stop?” said Marcus in a furious whisper, fighting off a resurgence of laughter himself.  “I told you.  It seemed perfectly natural in the circumstances.  And I was nervous.  I’d run out of conversation.  I didn’t know what else to do.”  The sheer absurdity of his actions caused him to start convulsing again.  “Oh God, we’ve got to get out of here.”  But ten minutes later they were still there with new drinks in hand, pouring over the report.  “Will you look at this,” Marcus said again, caressing the open papyrus scroll. “Months now and they’ve done nothing.  Enrollment’s far lower than peak.  Recruitment numbers are modest.  And the auxiliary seems in disorder.  Weapons for the troops are older than they should be.  They’ve barely reacted yet at all.”  His smile was beatific.  “God.  There’s actually a chance, Jonathan.  There’s an opening.”  

 “But why?  Why would your father of all people fail to marshal his forces?  He’s warned of this coming for years.”  Jonathan looked at him, his expression impassive.  But his eyes, too complicated to read fully, he left impressionistic as they ranged over a field of possibilities.  “Stranglehold on the Roman purse strings?”

“That can’t account for all of this.”

“Then?”

Marcus slid his eyes away and drained his last cup.  To that, the question staring in both their faces, he had no answer at all.  Or – he shifted sharply in his seat – not one he cared to explore.  

Afterwards, in the early evening, riding towards Yavneh, it was the ease of the deception that brought Marcus up short.  How easy it was to assume a new identity by willing himself to act a certain part.  Marcus shivered once, his hysterical laughter quenched at last.  For in this case, the deception had worked by assuming the role his father had always destined him for.   A role he could inhabit to perfection.  It suited his nature so flawlessly.  It was his other life that took such care to maintain.  

*

“The air of civility never falters here,” said Marcus to Elisha late the next evening.  Of the small crowd, only these two men were left.  By then, the others guests had departed, some solitary, others in groups of two and three.  Elisha had beguiled him into staying a bit longer.  So he lay at his ease, half stretched along the chaise, body weary yet mind still engaged.  “The exchange of views.  The frank discussion.  I wonder sometimes that you don’t start your own school.”  

“A tiny academy.  It has occurred to me from time to time.  An idle thought really.”  Elisha waved his hand about distractingly.  “For who would attend?”  

“The same people who attend here.  And more would come, perhaps, in time, even from other cities.” 

“I have my doubts.”  Elisha stood up and walked slowly towards the window.  “Once, some time ago, we spoke of crossing lines.”  

Marcus shifted his eyes lazily upwards.  “I remember.”  

Elisha shrugged once, the casual gesture at odds with the difficult look in his face.  “It turns out that line is more solid than I at one time believed.  And once you get to the other side – well,” he said, dipping his head, “the way back can be permanently barred.  Oh, you can attempt it a time or two, but beware lest you are waylaid on the homeward path by cherubim with revolving swords.”

On an indrawn breath, Marcus thought about his performance yesterday.  The thing is, it had not really been a performance; instead it had been himself in a vital sense.  A return home to himself.  After Apollodorus’ renewed invitation to stay, a part of him had yearned to remain…even as his mind unstintingly recalled to him the danger.  But it had not been possible, of course.  He held to duty, like a remote signal fire on a cloudy night when pleasures nearer at hand beckoned.  

“The old dream of home with its multiple seductions.  Of innocence, of simplicity, of the hope of unity to God.  Instead of which,” Elisha gestured eloquently with his hands, “the melancholy of permanent separation.  Ah, forgive me, I wandered off track.  We were speaking of an academy.  ”

“Yet I saw Rabbi Meir here tonight.  He’s with you still, your prize disciple.  And an outstanding credit to his master.”  

“Thank you.”  Elisha’s almond shaped eyes had warmed measurably.  Love, the breath of life.  “I claim no credit, however.  It was an extraordinary gift to foster Rabbi Meir’s talents when he was a student.  But then he would have turned out remarkable under anyone’s tutelage.”  For a time, Elisha allowed himself to dwell on that thought, his eyes still translucent, but then the moment turned.  “Yet you marked the rhetorical force of his arguments?”  

“I noticed he urged you to return safely across the line to the other side; he believes no impediment exists.”

For a moment Elisha’s eyes lighted with hope.  He lifted his brow, high and balanced, masterly wrought, like a statue from a Greek workshop. “But then he doesn’t know all, does he.  He can’t.  I never told him.”  The words whorled from his lips in an undertone.  And when they were finished, so was the hope.  Without its new-born vitality, his eyes looked grim.  “Yet he’s fond of me, still.  Foolish boy.”  

“With good reason, I don’t doubt.”   

“Rather it’s his nature to be over trusting of those whom he loves.  It’s a fault.”

“Or a strength.”

“Says the warrior.”  The clear voice mocked.  

“In my profession, it would be a fault.  But he’s a rabbi, not a warrior.”  

“Even so, there are situations in which he should curtail it.  I’ve told him before, one day it will end by hurting him badly.”  And then Elisha turned on him.  “I didn’t realize you still thought of the military as your profession?”  

The blood surged into his cheeks.  “My pardon.  A habit inculcated from childhood, so it dies hard.”  

“I notice you have been much away of late,” said Elisha, commenting casually.  

Marcus’ face went impassive.  “True,” he said.  “I’ve been restless these last months.”  

“Restless,” repeated Elisha, his eyes brimming with amusement.  “I suppose that’s one way to put it.  And still there are all these rumors of occasional strife.”  And now the glance had sharpened.    

Marcus smiled.  A thrust direct.  All too easy to parry that into distraction.  “Rumor is far too unreliable.  Don’t you know?  She always acquires momentum as she advances.  Come, we were speaking of you.  Surely, whatever you’ve done – and I’m at a disadvantage because I don’t rightly know, though you’ve hinted in the past–.  Whatever it is, surely you can always turn back?”    

“Ah, don’t you see?  I’ve learned to love the monster I became.”

Marcus had no power to stop the spectrum of emotions flitting across his face: shock, an attempt at acceptance that fell short.  He ended, finally, on discomfort.  That counter parry had been more powerful than he anticipated – “Never anticipate,” Rufinus spat at him in a past memory – but on altogether different line of attack.  A self-inflicted blood letting.  “Monster, Elisha?  I’m not sure I understand what you–?”  Marcus’ voice fell off then, as he turned his palm up, fingers curving loose, to form a question.  

“Heretic, denier, traitor…what you will.  I’ve been called them all.  Not everyone calmly contemplates I’ve passed a line, yet urges a way back.  

“But repentance surely is always possible?  I won’t believe that without proof of some sort.”  

“Let me repeat it.  After you’ve passed into certain territory, or failed certain trials, perhaps there is no repentance.  Nor do you want the only proof that exists, Marcus.  I’d have to take you there.  I don’t know if I could, whether I possess the power.  I don’t know whether you are worthy or possess the knowledge or the spiritual achievement.  And surely, if you are worthy to arrive where I once stood, the last thing you would want to do is fall off that summit into speculation or error.  

“Or into a vision more true than exoteric belief.  I kept help noticing that you framed that as a challenge.  How irresistible!  I couldn’t possibly pass that up now.”  Marcus watched the awakening vulnerability in Elisha’s face.  

No,” said Elisha, and looked at him hard.  “I mean to end this little flirtation with heresy you are caught up in, now.  It’s not like a combat exhibition.”

“Isn’t it?” said Marcus.  “Where the battlefield is the soul?”

Elisha’s look hardened.  “If you want a teacher of mysteries, the only reliable one is Rabbi Akiva.”     

“And I honor him.  But if rumor has not multiplied the matter, he has two hundred hundred disciples.  Or more.  Whereas you have only the one other,” said Marcus, “though a most worthy one.”  He stood up to leave.  “I’ve enjoyed this discussion very much, although half the time I had no idea what you were referring to.  I have my suspicions, though, as I’ve said.  

“They’re naïve,” said Elisha.  

“Perhaps.  And that’s all right, for the present.  But I plan to learn more, very soon.  Meanwhile, I doubt you will see much of me in the near future.  Just so you know, I feel another restless urge coming on,” he said, and now his eyes were sparkling.    

Elisha half-opened his mouth in negation.  “Don’t–“

“Ah, but I just did.  I trust you, you see.  However foolish a hope that is. Goodnight, Elisha,” Marcus said and closed the door soft behind himself. 

*

Marcus woke in his empty house.  Two pallets on the floor, the other with Zeror in it, Darius at his side, a table and chairs and some dishes were all that remained here of his belongings.  The house was packed; this afternoon they would begin the journey to remove themselves semi-permanently to Bethar.  He dressed quickly and left the house, Darius with him on a long lead, tail wagging furiously.  Now for the interview he had been dreading for weeks.  He had sent a note ahead.  Binah would be expecting him.  He looked down again at that wagging tale, and smiled grimly.  Whatever happened, at least he would have the solid consolation of masculine company for the way home. 

But it was Tzipporah who opened the door.  “Marcus,” she beamed with her habitual warmth, and all his tension began to ebb away.  Until, seconds later, he remembered how he was like to displease her today.  So he presented the flowers with a straw basket of oranges he acquired from the market.  Tzipporah smiled her thanks.  “You have been far too busy traveling lately.  But keep the flowers for my daughter.  She’s waiting for you outback.”  

“I insist,” said Marcus with a slight bow of his head, “they’re for you.”

“Charmer,” said Tzipporah, and took hold of the flowers once more before her smile began to melt away.  

Once through the house with the back door open, Darius padding at his heels, Marcus standing in the lintel, spotted Binah.  He, in the dark of her stone house; she, amber lit by the sun, at work in her closed garden.  Their eyes met and held with desperate force on either side.  She dropped her tools and walked towards him, then stood before him leaning down to pat Darius while staring up at him.  “You’ve been away ages.”  

“I know.  I’m sorry.”  

“No messages even.  My heart hurt, I worried so.”

“I know.  I’m sorry.”   

“I want to hit you.”

The smile that came to his lips bubbled up irresistibly, a spring in blighted desert land.  “Go ahead.  I’m sure I’ll deserve it, if I don’t already.  

“I will.”  Binah lifted her hand.  

“And I’m willing.”  

Her hand began to fly across the space that separated them.  Halfway to its target she let him intercept it, his fingers lacing with hers, as he swept her against his body for a hard kiss.  Lifting her, he swung her around, so that her back now was against the stone doorway for leverage; still in his arms, his body pressed hard against hers as their kiss continued unbroken.  And now her arms locked around his neck as one of his hands brushed her cheek, through her hair, against the side of her breast.  With one hand, she ran delicate fingers through his short beard.  “New,” she purred against his lips.  He stepped infinitesimally closer, nudging her, so that her legs were around him, his groin pressing hard against hers.  Eyes closed, mind abandoned, overwhelmed by the taste of her mouth, her scent, the fall of her long dark hair against his face, the warmth of the sun on his back in the cool of the room and the focal pleasure of his flesh, willful and rigid against her pubic bone.  “Binah,” he whispered, and the skin of his face was rubbing against hers, then lost in her hair as he inhaled her scent.  Until, behind him, not to be ignored, he heard an overloud stamp of a foot greeted by Darius’ tepid barking.  Still, several seconds passed before he forced himself to desist entirely.  His eyes and Binah’s met, violet blue to almond brown, hers still with warmth yet overlaid now with creeping dismay.  She had already marked who stood behind his back.   With regret, he lowered her body to the ground, and as her arms released his neck, he stepped neatly away.  He smiled at her once, lips and eyes, to shore up her courage before turning around.  

Tzipporah would be standing there, he thought, but instead Itamar stood at the other end of the room, Naphtali visible over his shoulder.  “Hush Darius,” Marcus said, putting his hand on his muzzle as the dog continued to growl.  

“Your mother needs your help, Binah.  Go to her,” said Itamar.  The room was silent as she looked from her father to Marcus.  She opened her hand once, tensed it, then shut it again.  Binah stalked across the room, pushing past Naphtali who had not given way for her in the doorway.  Instead, he hissed once in disapproval in her ear as she passed.  His eyes trained after her until she turned the corner.  “As for you, Marcus, wait for me outside in the garden.  And take that damned dog.”  

A fatuous grin refused to slide off his face entirely, “Yes sir,” he said.  Caught; and before two witnesses.  Enough to take a charge to court.  “Come Darius.”  Pacing around the abandoned garden, he composed himself as Darius lay down in the shade, tail wagging occasionally.  Inside, Marcus could hear the sound of Naphtali arguing with his father.  Doubtless the little sneak wanted to come outside as well to savor the pungent humiliation of this upcoming interview.  In the end, however, Itamar prevailed.  Naphtali shot one dark look at Marcus and then retreated to other parts of the house.  For that grace, a reciprocal response was in order.  So before Itamar was fully out the door, Marcus addressed him.  

“I apologize, sir.  That was not what I was intending today.  Things got out of control.”  

“What? In less than a minute?  Doesn’t speak much to your control, does it?”  Itamar watched as a fury of blood rushed to stain Marcus’ cheeks.  “But sit,” he said, “let’s talk.”  

Marcus pulled out a chair and sat.  

“You’re just back yesterday?” 

“The night before that.”  When Itamar started slightly, Marcus amended.  “I caught up on my sleep yesterday.  Unfortunately I’m leaving again this afternoon.”  

“I understand,” said Itamar.  Then slowly:  “Unfortunately I don’t know whether my daughter will.”   

Marcus swallowed.  “I–”  

Itamar raised his hand for silence.  “And how well does the war progress?  

“Very well, sir.  Although it’s slow paced, just now.  Unfortunately, I can’t comment in any detail.”  Marcus looked down at the table, at his hands.  “You may know from Naphtali that I have a certain command responsibility in this endeavor?”  He raised his head to see his comment greeted with a nod.  “That’s actually what I had come to talk about today.”  

“I see.  I understand, to some extent, the unique pressures you are under.  Mentally, physically, in every sense.  Now you’ve had time to consult with your uncle, perhaps the best thing would be to marry soon.  There’s no need to delay any longer, is there?  Tradition teaches us it is best to marry young.”  Itamar raised his eyebrows.  “And that might best relieve certain stresses.”  

Marcus cheeks, which had not yet regained their habitual color, flushed once more.  “I care about your daughter a great deal, sir.   You must know that.  I believe I have since I met her as a child.  But my position–.”  He interrupted himself to wave his hand around vaguely before resuming.  “Well, in point of fact, I’m worried about the adverse consequences on Binah if we marry…when we marry.”  He raised his eyes to his prospective father-in-law.  

“You do know we all support the war, Binah no less than the rest of us?”  

“Of course, sir.  She’ll be at some risk anyway, that’s true.  Even if there is no established relation to me.  You all will be.  But not unbearable risk.  It’s just, sir, if we marry, she might easily become a target.  They could easily control me by taking her and hurting her.  In such a case, I’d be hard put to it to concentrate on the fighting.  It’s best to know one’s limitations in advance and to guard against them.  So I’ve been thinking, if she consents to this plan, once we marry, it might be best to send her away.  To my mother, perhaps, where she will be safe.  In Sardis.”  

“Your mother?”

“Her domestic arrangement might not follow halakhah.”  The blood stung his cheeks painfully once more but he did not lower his eyes.  “But my mother is kind, decent and intelligent.  God-fearing in all ways but one.  At least Binah will be safe there for the duration of the war, well supported financially and well treated.  If I survive I could join her there, or she me.  She can’t stay here at Yavneh.  It’s too much under Roman control.  And we’ve made no secret in my interest in her.  So if she doesn’t go to Sardis, she would have to join me at Bethar.  And there, if things go badly for our side, there would always be the possibility of her betrayal and capture, or even a sortie to kidnap her.  Her safety would depend on others entirely too much for my full peace of mind while I am at war.  Which,” Marcus swallowed, “to be frank, sir, gives me a headache just thinking about in advance.  ”  

“I see.  All this is quite different than what I thought you were about to suggest.”  Itamar sat ruminating for some moments.  His eyes were harder when he directed them again towards Marcus.  “Perhaps I was being simple-minded.  Tell me then, what does your uncle think about this tangle?  

A distinct tightening of his lips, entirely involuntary.  The palm of his hands, suddenly, held his interest once more.  Lines and cross lines and angling lines.  Like a terrain map he could not decipher.  “When we marry, he agrees it would be better for her to be in Sardis than here.  He’s worried about her safety, too.  And the effect of that on me.”  

“In other words, he’s not all together in favor of the match.”  

“He’s worried about the timing.”  

“But men do marry and go to war.”  Now Itamar’s eyes were inquisitorial.  “What does your commander make of it?  He’s married.  So his wife will be in danger, too.”

“He hasn’t revealed his concerns to me thus far.  Nor have I broached the matter, sir.  I don’t care to discuss personal matters with him.”

“There is allowance, granted by God, for a newly married man to exempt himself from a voluntary war to spend his first year of marriage home with his wife.  When a man has taken a bride, he shall not go out with the army or be assigned to it for any purpose; he shall be exempt one year for the sake of his household, to give happiness to the woman he has married.”  

“No.”  

Itamar raised his eyebrows at the sharpness of the tone.  

“However convenient it would be, my responsibilities there cannot be abrogated.  However fallible I am, there’s no one else I know yet who can carry them out better.  And there’s a solution to this…situation, though I recognize it’s imperfect.”  

“So you will not abrogate your responsibilities. And the halakhah?  That’s not important to you?”  

“Is it always proscriptive?  There is no exception to it?”

“None.”  

“I’m sorry.”  On the table, his two open palms faced outwards.  “Sometimes my instincts and predilections are too far afield from this tradition to see the import of the law.  As in this case.  My words may sound to you like council from fools in the house of mirth.  But, I have my eye fixed on the house of mourning.  If we want to win this war, I don’t see how I can abandon Simon to lead it alone.  And having started it already, I don’t see there is another choice but to finish it.   

“I see.”  Another silence followed.  “Of course, as you understand it, it’s commendable that you put your duty to the nation comes before personal indulgence.  There’s a bit of hubris, too, in assuming that because you don’t understand God’s law, it’s a foolish thing.  Some of God’s laws are mysteries, understood by him with his eternal vision, not by us shortsighted ones; his frail creatures on earth, here for a day before we vanish.  Not every precept in the Torah is amenable to logic.  It’s not Greek philosophy, mind.  Moreover, over-riding this, there’s a commandment for every man to be fruitful and multiply.”  

“If you don’t like the two solutions I proposed already, here’s another solution,” he added slowly.  “We can always delay the marriage another year, or until the war is done.”  

That was the red of anger, not embarrassment, tingeing Itamar’s cheeks now.  Marcus watched as the man’s jaw muscles grew tighter and tighter, his shoulders firmed and his forehead lowered, bull-like.  “And this morning’s events tells us how well that would work.  Unless you are planning to spend no time at all with my daughter in the month’s ahead.  Or,” he spat out, “to use her outside the bounds of marriage.  Which appears to be how you were trained.”    

Very deliberately, Marcus pushed his chair back and rose.  “That’s hardly fair, sir.  True.  I won’t deny that’s how I was raised; but then that was no surprise to you.  You knew that.  It’s not, however, how I chose to live my life.  With full intentionality.  I’ve spent years trying to amend these errors in my soul.  Moreover, I love your daughter.  I want to marry her.  I’ve asked her to marry me.”  

“I doubt she would agree to this scheme of delay.  Or the other one you proposed of sending her away.”  Itamar ran his fingers through his gray beard.  “But you don’t even know that with certainty, do you?” 

“No.”  Marcus took a turn around the garden.  “It’s what I meant to discuss with her today.  Before matters got out of hand.  I realize, of course, I allowed something to develop at odds with what I meant to say.”  

Itamar shook his head.  “Precisely.  And there’s naught more to be said to her today.  By you.  You’ll let me explain the situation.”  

“I’d rather–.”  He stopped himself in time. “If you think that is best.”  

“I do.  Go home Marcus.”  

“She’ll not like that, though.  I barely had a chance to see her.  We didn’t talk yet.  And it might be weeks before I can see her again.”  

“And next time with someone sitting by to help curb your … inclinations.”  

Marcus smiled painfully.  “After this conversation, we’ll scarcely need it.  I doubt I’ll be trespassing further anytime soon.”

“I doubt you thought you’d be trespassing this time either.  Qualms ahead of time scarcely rule the kind of behavior a person exhibits in the moment.  Despite best intentions.  Best you know it ahead of time.”  Itamar raised his eyebrows.   “Moreover, this absence will be just the kind of practice you’ll be needing if you plan to send her abroad.  Let this stand as a trial of how well you both stand it.”  

Marcus opened his mouth and shut it again.  Finally, he said, “A most persuasive argument, sir.  Not well I don’t doubt.  But if that’s your will, I’ll accede to it.”    

“It is.  For the present.”   

“You’ll send her my regrets?”

“I will.  I suggest, by the way, that you leave by the back gate.  And be sure to take that damned dog with you.  Is he always so lazy?”   

Marcus looked down at Darius and laughed.  He whistled once and the dog leapt up and to heel.  “Not at all,” he said.  “Goodbye sir, and send my farewell to your wife and sons as well.”

“I will, Marcus.”  Then Itamar stood up and approaching him, awkwardly made a silent blessing over his head before he said, “Go with the might of God’s right arm.  Lead our people well.  To help restore the proper rule of God on earth, in the land of Israel, and in the High Temple in Jerusalem.”  

There was not a word of that that did not reverberate down to the shards of his soul.  “Amen,” Marcus said soberly, and left by the back gate.   At the crossroads, he looked back once.  Itamar stood in the fate, guarding the way.  

*

“And so at last beauty awakes from his dream state.  Send him in,” said Galenus, a certain glee evident in his tone.  “Send him in.”  

Lolling in his sea villa throughout the mornings, Galenus was enjoying himself; but after several weeks of the like, the pull of pleasure was no longer enough to hold off from his consciousness the imminent creep of boredom.  Through constant use, his satisfaction with his current slave had palled a little.  She had a body like Venus, with an innocence he had enjoyed corrupting; but nothing like the mind to match.  It was a damn shame; but his world destroying weariness, having hatched anew would with time, he recognized from experience, turn ferocious until he propitiated it with some fresh blood sacrifice.  On very few occasions in his life had there been exceptions to this pattern.  Once or twice only the party in question had put up a fight or possessed enough nerve to challenge him in some vital way.  And on one very memorable occasion, someone had done both.  He had been very reluctant to part with that lover.  Galenus ground his teeth.  Get thee hence malingering nostalgia!  His imagination idolized that affair only because it had been brief, all too brief; and its end a crossing of his will.  

However, the moment when boredom descended was not here yet.   But it lay not far off, like a lengthy eclipse of the sun, foretold in secret to the king by some geometer of the sky, whose anticipated arrival at a time of woe would wreak havoc among the superstitious populace.  Afterwards, a blanket of melancholia would fall, enervating him.  Still, he did nothing to hold off that moment.  Rather, he courted it; staying indoors, not dressing until late in the day, and making love, sometimes almost listlessly, sometimes feverishly in rejection of what he knew would come.  And occasionally with startling lust.  In any case, far too often for a man sensing that a change in routine would suit his purpose best of all and hold off its advance.  But nothing was stirring on the horizon just now of interest enough to overcome his storm of inertia.  So when the messenger entered his private suit, a jolt of curiosity sizzled through him.  The anticipated relief from himself was perhaps greatest of all.  

Ten minutes later – the well trained servant had dawdled at his task long enough for Galenus to send away the girl, his hand lingering over her backside, then to neaten himself up and dress properly before moving into his office – Casio entered the room.    

“Well my pretty,” chortled Galenus, with insouciant disregard for the truth.  Casio’s recurring injuries had left him markedly of a beauty diminished.  “You have something to tell me?”  

Casio’s eyes were dreamy with repressed violence.  “I had a message from one of our spies in Caesarea.  A man I used to know when I was there.  I can vouch for him personally.  First, he reported news of another ambush gone wrong for the army – a bit of news Julius,” and the word was an imprecation as it passed Casio’s lips, “did not see fit to pass onto us.  Again.  Anyway, this one occurred in the district around Neapolis – again in the hills.”  

“Julius,” Galenus repeated with asperity.  “So much for his promise to share.  Well we’re under no obligation to share with him either.”

“He had a son once, name of Marcus.  Used to hang out with the army, pretend he was a solider.  A real little horror, full of himself, see.  The little beggar was a half-breed.  Practiced in the drills and such when he was no more than a child – when he had no place there.  He disappeared at some point, but no one knew why.  You spent some time with Julius during that period.  Did you ever meet the son?”  

“Can’t say I have.”  Boredom was already encroaching  “Really Casio, since your misadventure, your mind has a lamentable tendency to wander off on inessentials.”  And with that he set his own mind free to wander, yawning once, his hand rubbing his eyes.  Casio was mumbling something or other about a fight.  Galenus had no interest in it and ceased to listen, imagining Timna’s backside once again, sweet fleshed, ripe and firm as two perfect halves of a melon, and the things he could do with it.  His own flesh was still humming pleasantly from this morning.  

Until Casio caught his eyes once again.  “But I never had the sense of dread before I was hurt last year in Yavneh,” he babbled.  “None of my acquaintance knows precisely what happened to him, see, but we thought he was sent away.  Still, there’s no reason to suppose he can’t be back, is there?”  

“There’s a point to this fascinating story, I’m hoping?  Otherwise, Casio, lovely as it is to see you mobile again, I’m off to the baths on this dreadfully humid day.”  

Casio swallowed down his pride.  “Just coming to it, sir.  So our friend from Caesarea writes he got a bit of a shock last week as a visiting centurion showed up.  He thought it was this fellow.  Turns out it wasn’t, though.  The fellow was Roman, name of –––––––, from the III Cyrenaica.  Alexandria.  Spoke Greek.  Entertained them all with weapon play.” Casio said, swallowing. 

“How interesting,” Galenus murmured.  “A centurion from Egypt adept at his weapons.  Remarkable, no?”  He nodded once, sharply.  “Very well.  I see how things are with you.  I give you leave to go entertain yourself.  Get a woman, or a boy, whatever interests you.  Take one of mine.  Or go get drunk, though that’s only likely to befuddle you the more.”  

Casio flushed, his eyes focused on the floor.  “I haven’t finished, sir.”  He spoke quickly now.  “The point is that no such man is listed anywhere in my papers – in any Legion.  Nor do we have word of the Emperor requesting such a report.”  He looked up and into Galenus’ eyes, his own narrowed with concentration.  “And Julius’ son could play that role to perfection.  He was good at languages, too, the brat…”  Casio was staring at him hopefully, the dreams dying in his eyes.  

“You’ve considered your lists may need an updating?” said Galenus at last.  At Casio’s nod, he said, “Very well.  It seems a remote chance to me, more like a private feud you’re pursuing for your own reasons.  But if you want to hunt down this prey, go ahead, at least until some real work turns up.”   Casio had proven tiresome and this was his chance to escape from the tedium of seriousness.  But he added, his voice acrid as a vinegar bath, “Just in case you come up with anything, let me know.  Immediately.  It seems unlikely.  But if it turns out to be true…”  Galenus licked his lips once, then realized what he was doing and desisted.  “Julius’ son.  It would explain a thing or two.  I could have some amusement toying with him over that.  Leave.  You are free to get on with it.”     

Galenus watched Casio’s departure.  But could think of nothing he wanted to do just then.  The weather was sapping his vital will.  Too hot on a day like this to do anything midday but soak and rut and eat.  Galenus thought nostalgically of his days in the army, when he pushed himself to ride 30 miles a day in heat worse than this, commanding his troops, fighting in the evening, drinking and fucking at night.  Not today, however.  He was sweating everywhere from the heat.  “Call Timna to attend me,” he yelled to his servant, and proceeded to the bathhouse.  
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