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THE MISTAKE

Part IV: The Book of Life

Chapter XXVIII

Now when Marcus traveled from place to place discharging his duties, he was surrounded by an entourage, aides to protect him and serve his needs.  Primarily, he spent his time with Shimon’s rebel band helping to launch it into an army; his focus for now was training the men at arms, while others roved through Judea, Samaria and the Galilee, and up and down the coastal plane, recruiting locals to the cause.  But from time to time, Shimon willingly allowed him to team forces with Jonathan to conduct intelligence maneuvers.  He could not but give his approval, not now, when Marcus had proven his worth with his uncle so fundamentally.  

Shimon’s reaction to that news had been startling.  Marcus had ridden into Bethar at night, right in time, as it happened, for a full council meeting.  Shimon took a gander at him, the smile on his face that would not be quelled, and snarled, “You’re two days late.”  

The smile grew broader.  “But I have excellent reasons,” Marcus replied, and dismounted from his horse.  Retrieving his saddlebag, he handed off Argos’ reins to one of Shimon’s retainers, someone new he did not recognize.  

“What are they then?” demanded Shimon. 

Marcus lifted a finger to hold him up, clucking his tongue dissuasively.  “Ah, ah!  Not here.  Inside.”  Eventually Shimon broke off eye contact and together they walked into the small house of study that Shimon used also to accommodate his war council.  As they entered, the central room, with small benches and tables spread out askew, was already full with some twenty or more men arguing in small groups.  Several turned to look, quietening, as they proceeded to the large central table where Shimon took his place.  Marcus stood at his side, took the saddle bag, flung it on the table and began to unfasten the leather strings knotted over the polished horn clasp.  

“Really, Marcus, that thing is susceptible to uncleanness, its stained with horse sweat and God knows what else.  Must you sling it on my table?”  The protest was in the nature of the habitual.  There was no force but pique behind it.  Shimon was of a fastidious nature.  Nor did he often enjoy suspending control, even temporarily, to someone else in his own chosen domain.  

Marcus said, “In another minute, you’ll never pay it heed again.”  His grin was contagious as he lifted the papyrus notes out of the leather bag.  “I promise you.  You’ll have something better to think about.”  

The severe expression on Shimon’s face proved immune all the while he held out his hand, with a gesture that itself peremptorily demanded the small bundle of papers.  And then his commander took up that treasure in papyrus, his eyes focusing skeptically while he considered the official seals.  Then he began to read, stopping some moments later, his eyes startling wide and fixed on Marcus.  After another moment, Shimon went to stand at the window for maximum light, his back towards the room for privacy and continued reading the sheaves of papyrus with profound absorption.  Only an occasional crackle was heard as he shuffled among them.  A few minutes later, he turned, his back now against the wall, and stared at Marcus wordlessly.  The room suddenly fell silent in patches as disputants in group after group hushed their argumentation, and slowly, expectantly, twisted around to look at them.  Shimon walked over, tall, darked haired, straight-stanced and imposing.  Somber as ever.  With the sheen of tears in his eyes, he placed a hand on either side of Marcus’ head and kissed him on the forehead, then closed his eyes and blessed him.  The silence in the room now was absolute, allowing Shimon to resume his perusal of the documents unhectored by stray noise.  As he read, he began to pass around a few of the sheets to some of the men, his closest aides.  When he was done, he patted the chair next to himself for Marcus to sit, then murmured his insistence on hearing from Marcus’ own lips in what way he had acquired the documents and how he knew them to be genuine.  In the course of which explanation, Shimon’s normally darkish complexion slowly drained to a floury white.  Marcus omitted the account of the fighting exposition – he doubted Shimon would see the humor in it.  Even so, when the tale was done, for a good quarter hour, he railed at Marcus for risking his life unnecessarily.  But that night, he made the men sing Hallel after dinner, in praise of God’s works in allowing Marcus and Jonathan to succeed at their task.  

From Marcus’ perspective, the best thing about this episode was the public respect with which Shimon now crowned him, and the autonomy this afforded him as a result.  The place of honor provided for him at Shimon’s council was ungrudging, his orders obeyed without question.  Harel no longer spied on him and even ceased making a public display of his hatred – not that it disappeared, but its outer manifestation, for the duration, was quelled.  Although from time to time, Marcus could still sense hostility in the man’s eyes, like an asp slithering its head out of an unlidded jar, intending to strike.  

All of this change was remarked upon by various parties in and around Bethar.  It created some noise, breaking out in whispers and partial truths, various incarnations of the reality, as the story first made the circuit around the camp; then, bloated and exaggerated, rumors of it echoed anonymously across the summer-scorched slopes of Judea and down its rubbled ravines and pits.  To his bemusement, a small coterie of youths and young men took him up as a bit of a hero.  Others, of a more competitive bent, used the occasion to launch a series of their own foolhardy raids, which, in the result, endangered not only themselves, but the entire enterprise: the rest of the nascent army, and innocent villagers within the surrounding area.  More than once, after advance word of trouble was murmured in Marcus’ ear, he found himself intervening personally to stop some detrimental attempt at heroism before it took place.  The surprising thing, he came to realize on the second occasion, was that his admonishments were now obeyed without question.  To his own ears, his warnings sounded preachy, a thin read of conviction blowing in a high wind.  Ironic that.   Close his eyes and he could summon up Shimon’s precise tonality and the timbre of high moral conviction.  

But it was discipline the men were lacking.  Nor had he yet made them his own.  And with that thought firmly in mind, he sorted out the best among them, those already most skilled at arms, the most cunning, the most courageous, the most persistent, and, given tacit permission, began training them relentlessly.  This group, he and Shimon would use as the nucleus of their nascent army; moreover, ipso facto, the men would be too exhausted at night to dissipate their formidable energy on spreading recklessness and mayhem among the populace, be it enemy or friend.  At what future time they set out on such missions, Marcus wanted to hurl them like a lance, straight, formidable and penetrating.  

And as word of this spread in a desultory fashion throughout the hills, new men came to join; some of them, like himself, a veteran of Roman training at arms.  These men, too, he added to this private corps.  A few weeks on, Naphtali came as well.  With some reluctance, Marcus took him up into the group.  Yet this way their relationship had, at least, formalized, providing a bar to the casual discussion of the unresolved problematica of Marcus’ family ambitions or the lack thereof.  Quite simply, it was an inner turmoil between natural inclination and reason; and the problem was he had no clue which outcome was the desirable one, towards which one he should aim his will.  One he wanted; the other he deemed the wiser course of action.  The solution to his dilemma depended on the shape of what was to come.  Of that, he had no vision at all not woven from a wild hope or keening despair.  After a while, he saw Naphtali, too, was content not to discuss the matter.  An amicable silence held sway at which they both collaborated.  

Sometimes, Marcus wondered if Elisha’s cryptic pronouncements would be of any use to him in these circumstances.  A vision of what, precisely, was the man referring to?  Truth?  The future?  A God’s eye view of the world?  The shape of reality?  The path to God?  Weren’t these related to each other explicitly?  And what view would it afford him?  Elisha dwelled far enough away that he had no hope of discussing it with him.  Moreover, there was the matter of crossing a line, as his friend had insisted, into what others surely might view as heresy.   Pondering that passage while ensconced on a comfortable couch in his friend’s apartment was rather different than contemplating it in this environment, where the daily observation of the commandments was the structure around which all their lives were centered:  the service of God.       

There was a pristine beauty to it.  Rising before dawn, first recital of prayers from the time one could distinguish in color between a skein of blue wool and one of green, or the bright blue strings of a tallit and the tangy needles of an evergreen tree.  The invocation of angelic chant, as the men sang their prayers in the cool of the morning light, before the chariot borne sun was pulled above the horizon.  Time for meditation and prayers and learning and charity and the helping of others.  For the men whose wives and children lived near by, time for family, too.  The schooling of the soul.  And between times, the hard work of the body.  There were moments, during these short weeks, that he attained an inner balance that had eluded him for years, the striving soul in the trained body, united in purpose at last.  Everything here was spare; for the moment, superfluity and distraction were the foes that would drag him from this goal, like a runner knocked prematurely from some Olympian course.  

And so he trained and fought and forged a bond during these weeks with his men.  With Mordechai, a slight youth from Goshen, dark haired, olive featured, squirrelly and alert, an excellent archer and farmer; with Yermiahu from Beersheva, broad in the shoulder and strong like an ox, dark haired, white skinned, with a rude wit; with Enoch, who had joined the auxiliary army in Egypt, and fought for some years before deserting to return home through the desolation of the Sinai, eluding capture both by the army and the nomadic Arabs; with Tavi, originally from Babylon, a trickster who nature belied his name, gifted, too, with healing craft; with Nuriel, from Ein Gedi, a passionate, thin man with a will like the everlasting flame that once remained burning, night and day, in the inner Temple.  There was Oded from Ptolemais, a round-faced man, unprepossessing of looks, but who could wield ax, sword and spear with strength and precision; Menachem, from Damascus, a man with the steeliest nerves he had yet encountered.  And Jesse, from Tekoa, still a youth, with a thin, angular face, and a work hardened body, whose eyes and high forehead radiated extraordinary intelligence.  And finally Eli from Hevron, thin, tall, with silky hair and beard, dexterous in the hunt like a mountain cat.  These were the core and to their number he added men all summer long until they approached fifty and then surpassed that total, a shield arm for Shimon, whose House was descended through long years from that of King David and his heirs.  And for Israel.  

With the growing assemblage of men, building was booming in Bethar; and now a way must be found to disguise this growth, so as not to draw suspicion.  He had his own small quarters, with room enough for himself and Darius, with his two servants, Avigail and Zeror, housed in a tiny room off the cramped kitchen.  It was nothing like his spacious quarters in Yavneh once deemed a hovel by Jonathan.  So that, on first arriving to these quarters, their smiles were wobbly and a bit forced, they settled in as well as possible.  After a while, Marcus came not to mind so much.  Most of his day, in any case, he spent elsewhere; it was worse, he was aware, for the servants whose duties kept them inside for most of the day, cramped in tiny spaces.  And for Jonathan, who, when he came to call, was relegated to the public space.  But then, so far, his uncle had not stayed long, always leaving a day or two later.  

On one occasion, his uncle had asked for accompaniment on a short trip of two days; on that occasion, Eli and Tavi had traveled with him on a short detour to Bethlehem to visit Joab, still lingering in the half-life between death and life, before he was transported to new lodgings in Tekoa.  Afterwards, they carried on with their mission to surveil the army in Jerusalem.  Then his uncle returned after an absence of some weeks, once again requesting aid.  This time, ignoring Naphtali’s urgent eye contact – his old friend still needed the training – Marcus brought Tavi, Eli and Mordechai along with them.  Nuriel and Oded he left in charge.  By then, Marcus was sanguine that the camp could run itself so smoothly, his absence would not be felt for several days or even a week.  This occasion would provide the test.  

Jonathan led them on back routes to Arabia Petraea, near Petra, its capitol city whose buildings were hewn out of the rose-red walls carved out of the sandstone by the wadis.  There, they met up with a party of traders, men whom Jonathan had known for years and worked with previously, allies from old wars.  This was part of an operation Jonathan had negotiated, to form a network for supplying weaponry and goods to defensible villages and bases throughout the Judean Hills in the coming period.  And for a week, they rode with Makuta bar Obodas, a Nabatean chieftain, his two sons, Maliku and Halsat and his men, sharing their hospitality, meeting their fellows, learning these secret routes.  For these men, too, were not fond of their Roman overseers who forced on them taxes and regulations to which they were still unused even after twenty six years of Roman rule. Jonathan spoke the men’s language, and here, for the first time, Tavi’s background became invaluable.  He, too, could communicate with the men, and his trading skills were instinctive and formidable.  

They were already riding home, back through more familiar hills, now relaxed, Marcus in front with Jonathan, who turned an eye on him, half in malice, half in fun.  “Behold a sight to savor.  Shimon yoked and eating out of the palm of your hand, like a restive young camel doubling back on its tracks.”  

“Hardly.”  Marcus’ return glance at Jonathan was sour.  “And yet dear uncle, I find myself wondering does that amuse you or annoy you the more?”  

“I merely note that having relinquished one martial parent with palpable reluctance, you have replaced him with another, seemingly to your vast content.  Does it amuse me that this is so?  I don’t know.  I confess not having thought about it in that light.  But it’s not the kind of thing that typically does amuse me.”  

“Angers you then, shall we say and agree.”  He allowed the riders currently approaching them to pass them by.  “Yet I’m wondering why?” he murmured low enough for only Jonathan to hear.  But Marcus was never destined to find out the answer to this, for as soon as the men had passed them, Mordechai urged his horse quickly forward until it loped past them at an angle effectively cutting them off.  

“Tsss,” he hissed, and pointed over to the next hill.  There along the road, paced at small increments, the afternoon sun glinted and twirled off of something so strongly it burned the eye.  Cruel sun, unnaturally strong.  Wait a moment, though.  That vista surely was unnatural; not limestone then, but something metallic.  Weaponry.  Javelins or helmets.    

Jonathan cursed once under his breath, turning his head to catch a view behind them as he did so.  But there the land lay in shadow, no odd glimmers to give anything away.  Marcus was already spurring forward to discover what precise threat lay before them, while Jonathan was scanning the hillside above where they rode to see whether it was possible to send one of their number to track the men on the sly.  But what foliage existed in this burnt out summer month was too spare, and the boulders not tall enough.  So Mordechai would have to scout the road back the way they came for some distance to see whether anyone lay behind them.  He got off his horse and left on foot for stealth tracking, an activity at which he excelled.  

Marcus rode about a quarter of a mile forward, when a tingling of danger seized him so peremptory that he pulled his horse up on the instant.  And a moment later, just as he guided Argos around, he glanced back to see a head peering out from behind a rock, with a bow in hand, its string taut and growing tauter as the archer pulled it further back.  Now.  Forcing the horse to drop over the side of the road, they plunged down through thin air, until Argos landed in a cliffside skid, rocks sliding away beneath his hooves.  Whistling above his head, a splendid feat of geometry, the arrow arced high to strike rock not a handbreadth away before ricocheting back towards them.  Leaning far forward, he deflected it with his arm.  He lost his seat, then, as Argos continued his skate.  And fell, slipping face down over the rocks until he crashed head first into a boulder, with his shoulder up ended and twisting crookedly.  Blackness.  He opened his eyes seconds later as Argos righted himself, with a half lurching heave and was already bolting in alarm.  Marcus just managed to catch the tail of the reins, suppressing, as he swung up onto Argos’ back, the scream of pain that ran up his arm through his shoulder to his head.  And then he was lying low across Argos’ back, heading towards the others, to warn them of trouble.  Noisily they clambered back up over the rocks onto the path, emerging where the other men stood guard.     

Jonathan stood at the point they emerged, sword in hand.  He sheathed it, before regarding him with one eyebrow cocked.  “Ambush ahead then,” he observed, his tone matter of fact.  He had already arranged the other men in a battle line around the clearing and pulled out a part of his personal arsenal of weapons while directing the others to do likewise. 

“Ambush,” Marcus agreed, wincing as he slid off of Argos once more.  He stumbled down to his knees at the side of the road and vomited over its edge.  A while more he remained in place, before rising slowly, with a hand from Jonathan, and wiping his mouth,  “Or at least one man with a bow pointed at me as I approached.  But I got a bad feeling there were more.”  He pulled out his sword but the move lacked his customary grace, his arm short of its balanced free-flow.  “So I started to retreat, and I didn’t see anyone else.”  
“Can you use that thing?  Marcus?” Jonathan snapped his fingers to get his attention.  “Marcus?” 

“What?  Well enough at least to make a show.”  His sarcasm-inflected tone came out wobblier than he had intended it to.  Vomiting had taken the edge off his dizziness but God, his head hurt and his vision was doubling.    

“Make it a good one then.”  

 “Right,” he said, nodding.  No point in arguing now.  He felt a strange lack of connection between his head and reality.  

“You better wipe your face. You have blood seeping everywhere.  Tie something around your head, for God’s sake.  It’s a shame you had to be so clumsy as to get yourself injured.”  

“Agreed.  But it was that or an arrow through the chest.  So in the circumstances, I’m hardly complaining.”  And now, involuntarily, his teeth began jittering.  Pulling his cheeks taut, Marcus concentrated on marshalling his strength.  

“I hope, by the way, you can still shoot a bow.”

Marcus gritted his teeth.  “If I need to.  For preference, not from horseback.  But it would be better if Mordechai–”

“He’s not back yet,” Eli interrupted.  He had two daggers in his belt and a bow loosely gripped in his hand.  Tavi stood holding the horses, his sword loosened in its scabbard, unusually quiet.  

“He may not be back, if there are men approaching from two directions.  Or perhaps more.”  Jonathan’s mind was honed to the practicality, as ever.  

“So do we stay here?  Or do we force a way out?  And in which direction?” said Tavi, his eyes narrowing.

“Backwards, not forwards, they’ll not have planned for that as carefully.”  As if to confirm his thought, far up on the road ahead, just beyond the bend, several men suddenly appeared stalking closer, weapons out.  One, he thought, had a bow.   It must be his man from before.  With the sun glittering, he could not yet make out their precise number, but less than ten.  “We go now.”  

“Mount up, children,” Jonathan said softly.  “Lest you die, for you are without Wisdom.  Unless you want to follow Job’s children to Sheol, hasten your asses upon your horses.  Vadamus.  Back the way we came.”  And then they were racing along the path on which they had so recently ridden.  Several minutes later an oddly contoured bump appeared on the road ahead of them.  It resolved itself, as they approached, into Mordechai’s body lying slumped on the stones with an arrow protruding from his chest and pooled blood slowly seeping into the bone-dry grout, eyes staring upwards.  Lifeless.  Argos leapt over him, disturbing a bloodsoaked swarm of metallica flies, as they continued their gallop.  With that fall earlier and the skirmish yet to come, the stallion felt unsettled, his nerves communicating themselves to his rider.  Marcus could feel the horse’s strain intensifying his own.  There was a hesitation in Argos’ gait, an unaccustomed pacing, that he noted carefully but pushed out of his immediate consciousness.  

And then the swords were out and they were slashing through the barrier of men blocking their way.  He aimed his cut at the throat of the man attacking him, and hit something, but whether the slash was strong enough to be fatal, he did not know.  His arm was not at full strength.  And then they were through, the four of them, all alive, and galloping on, for quite some time, until they found a number of dirt paths leading off the main road.  They took the third track and the second one after that, to confuse any pursuit.  After a while, they slowed to ease the horses, then stopped.  For the moment, they were safe enough.   

At least two of the enemy lay dead. Eli and Jonathan each seemed sure that they had killed his man.  Were he in different condition, surely he would have done the same, and after mounted pursuit.  But in this case the path of wisdom simply was to cut their losses and vanish themselves.  

“So who were they then?” Jonathan asked later that night when they made a sort of primitive camp, never unpacking, sitting tense.  “They weren’t army.”  

No, they most certainly were not, Marcus thought.  He sat on the ground, one arm wrapped around his chest, his hand massaging his opposite shoulder. 

“Come,” said Jonathan, “Eli you’re first on guard duty tonight.  I’ll relieve you in an hour.”  Eli stood with exhaust-soaked grace to begin a slow circuit round the perimeter of the clearing.  “Tavi, before we sleep, best bind that up now for Marcus for tonight and for the ride home.  If we’re caught off guard, we won’t have time.  And if he can, he’ll sleep better.”  

Tavi took the linen cloth from his uncle’s pack, squatting on his heels before him, mutely adjusting the knots with only the light of a first quarter moon and Marcus’ minute flinches to guide his hands.  When he was finished, Marcus lay his own hand atop Tavi’s forearm in thanks.  “Would you mind binding Argos’ fetlocks to help prevent aggravating any incipient damage.  He took that jump badly.  Tomorrow,” he added as an afterthought, “I’ll have to ride Mordechai’s horse.”  Across the clearing, there was a gash of silence.  And their world stilled and narrowed to a tiny point of grief before lurching back on its course.  Marcus felt the rigidity of Tavi’s tendon under his palm before the Babylonian pulled himself upright.  “Of course.  I’ll see to it now.”  

The insects resumed their chirp-song.  A subdued ripping of cloth added a depth chord before it stilled and Tavi bent to minister to the horse.  And then he was murmuring to soothe Argos in the primitive language of communication between man and horse.  Only then, in a harsh whisper, did Jonathan continue with his ruminations.  “Someone knew we were coming, well enough to calculate where we were going, to lay a successful ambush.  So, if not army, then who?”  

It was the descending cadence in his uncle’s voice that alerted Marcus.  By the time the man had finished speaking, the solution already lay clenched in the white of his palm, ready for the baiting.  Marcus approached directly to flirt with the hook.  “Who?”  

The hook, shying off, was flirting back.  “Isn’t it obvious?”

Probably.  Tomorrow, he would inquire.  Or, perhaps, figure it out on his own.  But not now with a sere of red pain crisscrossing his brain, making analytical thought difficult, as grief for Mordechai squeezed at his heart.  One of his young men, recruited and trained by him to lead this war.  The first of them to die.  With his defenses vanquished, in his mind, over and over, played the scene of Argos’ jump over Mordechai’s body, arrow protruding from his chest, those staring brown eyes, the pool of blood swallowed by the earth.  The abominable flies, green and endlessly pricking.  That same fate had stalked him close by today.  Without instinctually forcing Argos to jump from the cliff, he would be dead, aprey for desert foxes and vultures, like his young initiate in the rites of war.  Eyes fixated out in the dark, Marcus sat motionless.  

And David said to Gad, Let us fall into the hand of Adonoy for his mercies are great, but into the hand of man let me not fall.  

Sleep overcame him hard, like an iron ballast plunging straight down into darkness at the bottom of the sea.  Two hours later, he was back on the saddle blanket, riding silently with the others along the dirt track, at times no more than a wayfare for goats and gazelle.    

*

It had been two months since the miscarriage of their last meeting, separated after only a handful of moments, and that searing kiss she still dreamed about each night and sometimes half the day.  Oh, it didn’t seem fair!  How she sat at home, confined among the women, everyday another mundane chore.  She was tense with an anxiety she never managed to shake off, lest dear ones were maimed or killed by the threats they faced; so far she had faced only in the recesses of her mind.  Her too placid life chafed, while they fought on behalf of the nation, her family, herself.  And the impact of all this on herself, and well, really the entire nation, would be stark, for good or ill.  At times her dread reduced her to fish jelly, while leaving her so mad at other moments she wanted to punch things.  So far she had only taken out this desire on inanimate objects.  Target practice.  That’s how Marcus would think of it.  She smiled, thinking of him and the beautifully inlaid knife he had presented her with after their betrothal.  

Devotion was her mother’s reaction.  The tipsy craving to live arush acts of loving kindness, charity and prayer; when every spare thought is concentrated upon others as a seal to perfect a personal covenant with God.  But Binah did not find herself to be suited to such enterprise.  Her temperament was ruled by the flood of intemperate youth, not the disciplined application of love to constant acts of goodness.  Nor did father’s way suit for that matter, fervent belief mixed with a gentle intellectualism.  The finest of people, worth great respect, the both of them.  But life, in their hands, seemed too tame a business.  

And now, this day, someone she did not know had approached her in the market to whisper in her ear that Marcus was here and wanted to see her for a few minutes, to talk to her away from her parents.  “Marcus but not my brother?” she asked.  That was strange.  And who was the man?  She looked around for the servant girl, spotted her some way off in the market, and honestly did not know what to do.  She could not leave the girl here to think she had disappeared; the first thing the idiot would do would be panic and run home to alert her parents.  But the thought of seeking Marcus caused her eyes to gleam with temptation.  Calculating, she said, “Who are you?  How do I know he sent you?”  

The man had a kind of leonine grace.  “He told me to say, ‘Darius,’ if you asked,” and added with a smile so gentle it had no sting, “and to chide you if you didn’t.  My name is Eli.”    

Marcus was staying not far away, Binah learned.  She told the girl some threadbare tale and left before she could question it.  In a huff of anticipatory impatience, she entered the inn nearby, looking about its main chamber warily.  They climbed the stairs, with Eli leading her, then walked down the narrow hallway to open the door.  Across the width of the chamber, Marcus stood to face her with only a somber look clothing his face as he gave his formal greeting.  

His complexion looked patchily green sallow in places, with a large scab descending past his hairline to his forehead.  “You’re hurt! Are you ill?”  Binah wanted to ask more.  But the presence of Eli and the other soldier standing by his side constrained her.  

In return, he only thanked her for coming.  “I didn’t know if you would.” 

“Why not?” she asked, looking to left and right, at the two men who stood with them.  Binah said coming a bit closer towards him, “Can we not be alone, to talk privately for a few minutes?”  

“For the moment, I think it better this way.”  

“Why?” she asked.  

His eyes shifted then with a significance she read only too well and brought a blush to her cheeks.  But instead of referring to their last meeting, he said mildly, “I think your father would prefer it this way.”  Their eyes met and held, during which time his appeal was mutely granted consideration but refused.  Soon after that, he said, looking left and right, “Very well.  Eli, Tavi, wait for us outside.  But leave the door open, so there is no barrier.”  He waited until they had left the room, then held out one chair for her to sit, bided until she had positioned herself comfortably, then sat himself across the table from her.  “Let us talk for a moment.”  

“Who are those men?”

“Some of the men I have been training – part of my staff.”  

She felt her pride in him squeezing her heart just a little bit.  His staff.  Her color rising to a flattering pink she repeated her earlier question to him, “You don’t look altogether well.  How hurt are you?  Is that why you came now, to recover?”  

His lips, near colorless, pursed for a moment before he said, “It was nothing.”  His eyes flicked to the window, “I had a fall from Argos, that’s all,” and then, as he smoothed his hand over the top of his head, they wandered back over to her, “A bit of a nasty bump.  But I’m fine.”  

“But surely you would not have fallen unless–.”  Unless there was a good reason for it, she had been about to say.  But of course there was.  He just was not going to tell her what it was.  A strange unspeaking conversation they were having today, all in the gaps.  

The silence suddenly uncomfortable, Marcus began to speak in a rush.  “Argos turned up a bit lame as a result, so I’m giving him a break for a while.  I’m on a new horse.  And then it seems we are all going to break for a month during the haggim.  It’s good for Argos, at least.  He’ll get a long recovery.  And Naphtali will return to you for a little while.”  His eyes were looking her way again, but they were strangely distant.  “But for me.  Well...”  Marcus made his habitual shrug, with that cynical look on his face again.  “It’s not a professional army, you see, the way I was trained to wage war; this is going to be more of a guerrilla campaign, made up of false fits and starts, like runners at a race, beginning over and over again.  So for the holidays everyone goes home to pray, then bring in the harvest.  And then once it’s the rainy season, we’ll fight in earnest, during the floods, if there are any.  That won’t make comfortable fighting weather.  I haven’t adjusted yet in my mind.  It’s not the kind of war I trained for,” he repeated, smiling with some difficulty and great charm. “I’m having a hard time visualizing and planning a long campaign when I can’t be sure of unit cohesion or even, damn it, if everyone I need will be there when I need them.”  The silence settled over them again until he said, “But come.  That’s enough of me.  What of you?”

She raised her hands, palm outwards.  “There’s nothing new; everything here is hard and tightly controlled by the authorities.  I hate it.  And I think of you with the army, and, of course, of Naphtali.  I worry all the time.”  She blushed a little in a pretty sort of way.  “So do my parents, of course.  Worry.”   

“Your parents.”  Marcus took a long breath in and sighed.  “And so we have arrived there.  At last.  Better to face it at once.  Tell me Binah, did your father tell you what we talked about last time I was there?”

Binah ducked her head.  “Which part?  I certainly heard the lecture on modesty.  It lasted for days.”  But she was avoiding something now, and both of them knew it.  

Marcus smiled at her comment with genuine amusement.  It relaxed his face into a surprising boyishness she had not seen for some time.  “I suspect the version I got of that may have been milder.”  Another taut silence.  “No, but I meant our discussion of marriage contingencies.”

And here she pursed her mouth, feeling desperately sad, and said nothing.  She had been so sure that she could talk Marcus round to a different position than what her father had reported on; it had never entered her mind that this would be a serious problem.  The heat that flared between them was so ample, so unquenchable, so uncontrollable in her experience.  And he had always seemed so interested in her response to him.  Whereas now, it felt like she was facing a wall.  If she could only touch him, this would change the feel in the room.  Meet his resistance, until it washed away, like the receding shoreline at low tide.  But he sat across from her with the table in the way; the door was open with men and women wondering by occasionally.  And she felt terribly shy right now about being the one to begin.  Constrained by the public setting, as he had intended, and by her own modesty.  And after all, shouldn’t he be the one who wanted her?  Didn’t he still want her?  Must she seduce him to get her way?  She barely knew what to do.  So she stayed mute while a storm of emotion clouded her face.  

Marcus shot her a glance then looked away.  “Whatever you are thinking, it is not that bad.  Let me explain myself.  I want to marry you Binah, but more than that, I want you safe.  So I think there are three options for us.  We can marry soon.  And then, in a few months, you leave for somewhere safer, perhaps to stay with my mother.”  

Binah set her jaw.  In a surge of repressed anger, she watched Marcus assess her response.  

“Or we wait to marry; although that may take years until the situation has stabilized enough so that it is safe.”  This time there was a question in his voice but she did not soften her expression.  Her anger was now coming alive, burning bright.   

“Or thirdly, only if you insist, we’ll dissolve the betrothal.”    

Anger was rising off her now, like steam from a boiling pot.  

“I’ll leave you to choose.”  

“Why?” was all she said.  

“Because I want you safe.  There’s death and danger enough all around us.  I’d like something I love to be whole and alive and protected, even if nothing else is.”  

“And what good does that do me?  Whole and alive and in exile from everything I love.  Husbandless.  Childless.  Family-less.  Practically God-less.”  

Marcus was not facing her way as he spoke.  “I’m asking you to go to my mother; she’s my family.”

“And when was the last time you talked to your mother?”

Color squirmed painfully in his cheeks, like a rodent caught in a death grip.  But he spoke calmly enough.  “I wrote to her about this possibility over two months ago.  I assume I’ll hear back within weeks or a month, at most two.  Time enough before–if we marry.  We might even manage a child before you leave.”  

“I don’t understand you.  Naphtali told me Bar Kochba has his wife with him in Bethar.”  

“A direct hit.  Yes, well, his view of this war is rather more messianic than mine, with himself as the player in chief.  He may be right.  Rabbi Akiva, at times, seems to have given his benediction to Shimon and implied just that.  But along those particular lines, at least for now, as a warrior, my worldview is practical rather than apocalyptic.  And even in the apocalyptic – manifold death, the birth pangs to that other world.  It’s not bought cheaply.  I used to dream of fields of blood and horror–.”  He shrugged off a shiver.  “Look Binah, this separation is not what I want at all, you should know; but I think it’s the wisest course.  At least, in the present situation.”  

The anger left her suddenly, leaving her mind cold and clear, open to something she had never seen.  O! but it fit, even though she wished it were not this way.  In the slow voice of dead certainty, she began, “I expect it’s the way you were raised.  Or your foreign blood.  Pardon me, Marcus, but you know nothing of family.  You’re supposed to live with your family, take care of them.  You don’t send them away.  My mother warmed me of something like this, must be ten months ago.  But I was too headstrong to heed her.  And so here we are now, months later.  All this work we have done together, all this movement, this change, all my hope, and it’s all in vain, a striving after wind.  I love you, Marcus.  And honor you for what you’re doing.  But that’s not enough, is it? If you insist on this, I won’t marry you.  If this is your idea of family, I hate it.  I can’t live this way, not even now, under these circumstances.  You can’t organize family life to your convenience like a battle unit.  You haven’t understood the least bit about how to build a bayit ne’eman b’Yisrael.  We can’t, if we never see each other, or we don’t marry at all.  And that’s what I want.  More than you, I guess.”  

The little bit of color left in his face was all green tinged.  He sat absolutely still, his mouth tense, his cheek tendons rigid, one fist clenched.  To her eyes, he appeared to be thinking.  Perhaps.  She didn’t know.  After a while, he nodded and rose.  “As you wish,” he said, and took several steps towards the door.  “Eli,” he requested, sticking his head out into the hallway.  “You’re to escort Binah back to her house.” 

Then it was Binah’s turn to stand.  She rose and the blood rushed to her head; she felt dizzy, with her mind detached from what her body was doing, as though she were drunk.  Drunk on the rush of words she had spoken, the intensity of her feelings, and all the unhappiness yet ahead.  

“Binah, I’m so sorry,” Marcus whispered to her as she passed by him, staring straight in her eyes.  She could see the new born pain therein, given life, a breathing thing.  He made no move to conceal it from her.  

If only he had touched her once, even now, she would give in, change her mind.  That’s what she really wanted.  Her whole body and heart were screaming for him; but her mind staved them off and won.  That is, if this incredible pain could be called winning.  A whole ream of thought was wasted on this notion as she walked down the stairs and out the door, heading towards home, Eli leading her again, though this time she scarcely noticed.  Outside the light was bright and she looked about, disturbed out of her internal focus.  It was his uncle who had influenced him; it must be.  Still, if that man’s word was more important to Marcus than she was–.  Well then there was no point to it, was there.  This objection was immovable.  She could not make it budge.  Ignoring the threat his uncle presented had been foolhardy.  She turned the last corner before she reached her house and saw her father sitting on the doorstep discoursing gently with a neighbor.  He stood up in greeting when he recognized her.  And then the tears began, streaking down her face without surcease, until she wiped them away with her sleeve.  Even then, Binah could barely see.  Leaving Eli behind, concerned for her and embarrassed, she ran the rest of the way straight home, down the path, through the door.  Mercifully, her father took one look at her and closed it firmly behind them.  

*

For the first time Marcus was finding the guard Simon had assigned to accompany him tiresome, even imprisoning, no longer amusing.  That feeling had long since vanished, sunk under the general atmospheric weight that prevailed in their small company.  More than anything, he wanted some time alone to nurse in solitary fashion his three day long crushing headache, and the new gulf in his heart.  Yet just now his men were particularly insistent he not proceed outside alone.  In case of a trap, they pointed out patiently whenever he made a move that way, and after the recent ambush who could argue that another such was not likely, he would not up to his usual level of self-defense.  Well that was true.  Nor did he choose to argue it with them to a humiliating conclusion.  It was obvious Shimon had given them special instructions for his own good.  So he chose to sit in his cramped room, stifling and airless this humid summer day, while they sat drinking in the tavern below stairs.  Tavi, worried about the head injury he had taken and his constant headaches, came up to check on him every once in a while, as tactfully as the man could manage.  God for an hour alone outdoor!  This, despite the fact that the intense summer light aggravated his headaches!  But if anything he felt worse shut in up here, sweating and stewing.  So the next time Tavi negotiated the stair to peek in at him, meet his hostile look and depart, he waited several minutes, walked across the hall, opened a door, crossed to the window and looked down at the back of the building.  There was a terrace nearby, closer to the ground than this window and near enough to jump onto; and from that it was no problem to lower himself towards the back alley.  For a moment, he hung the length of his arms, until he could feel a nasty tug through his recent injury, then let go.  

He wanted freedom and anonymity, so he headed to the market place. He never made it though, that day.  Instead, two blocks over from his hotel, he ran into Elisha, who took one look at him and invited him home.  Which is why, a quarter hour after he left his hotel, Marcus ended up seated on Elisha’s couch, in a darkened room, explaining to his skeptical friend that the several injuries he had received resulted from a fall off his house.  

“I’m sure that’s true,” said Elisha and snorted, “as far as it goes.”  

“It went pretty far, and down hill all the way.  You didn’t see the slope.”   Marcus turned his head to follow his nose.  “Is that frankincense you’re burning in the other room?”  

“A blend…  Frankincense and myrrh.  Before I met you, I was planning on a little meditation session, some prayer.  The incense was in preparation.  As it is said, ‘Prayer is like a sweet-smelling incense for the Lord.’”  

Marcus’ eyes had taken on an overeager gleam.  “By all means, Elisha, don’t let me stop you.  Go right ahead.  I can let myself out.”  

“Or you could join me.”  Elisha’s smile was diffident, practically apologetic.  

For a moment he entertained the notion, until duty won out.  “I must be getting back.”  He gestured vaguely with his hand.  “Some friends are expecting me.”  

“Must you?  You look like you could use it more than me.”  

Marcus met the comment with a silence of some duration.  “Excuse me.  I didn’t realize I was imposing my bad mood on you.  My betrothal, you see, has recently been called off.”  

“My dear fellow, I didn’t know.”  Elisha proceeded delicately.  “And thus the knock on the head is explained?”  

“What?  No, no, not at all.  If anything, it happened the other way, actually.”  Marcus put his hand to his head and touched it gently, scrunching his eyes momentarily.  “That’s what finally knocked the sense back into me, I suspect.  Or,” he mumbled, “at least, the courage.”  

“I don’t fully understand you.  But I suspect that’s no more than you intend.”  

“In matters of obscurantism,” Marcus inclined his head a little, “I take my cues from the master.”  

“Do you, indeed?” said Elisha, and for a second he looked pleased.  “However, I’m very sorry to hear your news.  I had Rabbi Meir point her out to me once.  These days, he’s more familiar with the families at the various yeshivot around town than I am.  I had only a glimpse, mind you.  But a very beautiful girl.  And he had only praise for her family.  I was most pleased for you.”  

“Yes,” Marcus, “she is.  And just now, it’s all surprisingly painful.”  That confession, spoken aloud, surprised him into silence.  

“Then I was quite correct.  You do need it more than I.  Come with me.  We’ll meditate and pray together.  Perhaps you’ll find some peace of mind.”  

Reluctantly Marcus said, “I really ought to leave.”  But his eyes wandered towards the room that Elisha kept for meditation.  

“Come.”

Marcus sat undecided a moment more, scattered thoughts running through his head.  He should get back; but maybe he would see something useful, an anchor or some hope or a sense of things to come.  Or, the shape of reality.  Maybe, even, he would at last sense whether what had occurred with Binah was right, whether it was fate, whether they never had been intended.  Or, as she thought, the error was born from his stubbornness.  But if it were, surely it would not be too late to correct it, just a few hours after they had agreed to break it off.  He could amend his ways.  She would take him back.  God, to resolve that, yay or nay, would certainly be worth the anxiety he would cause Tavi and Eli by his absence.  And so, after all, he stayed.  

The chamber, with just the two of them inside, felt spooky and intense, filled with resonance, charged with mysteries beyond his understanding, strangely close to the other realm; a place of spiritual launching.  “Meditate on the names of God as stepping stones,” Elisha said, once they were sitting cross legged on the floor, across from each other.  “When you reach the seventy two letter name of God, visualize each letter of the true name in your mind’s eye.”  

And so he did.  The letters appeared like a beacon in his mind, black fire against dazzling white light, so bright he almost had to look away, like the painful white flashes he had been prone to all week.  This led, eventually, to a portal.  And Marcus found, as always, that when he meditated in concert with another, his mind slid easily into a mystical state.  Even more, with Elisha as a presence before him, leading the way, his access, at first, seemed illimitable.  A meteoric hoist from level to level; for always by some deep piety or mystical know-how, Elisha’s being, so concentrated on mysteries ahead, gained him admittance to the world unknowable; and Marcus was swept along in his wake, a halibut following after a dolphin.  Draw me, after thee we will run.  He followed after, soaring on a cloudlike substance through a field of colorsweep.  And this time, the angelic intercedents, usually so jealous of admission, were blown back by Elisha’s spiritual acuity, held at bay; and Marcus, moving in concert, was drawn up through levels he had never yet reached while solitary or in company with others.  Until Elisha breached the last gate and entered a throne room.  Chantsome with the uplift of angelic tone; surrounded by the millennial weightlessness of spiritual weight; Marcus abided, ascendant in this place-time-state.  A moment without definition. 

The king has brought me into his chambers; we will be glad and rejoice in you, we will praise your love more than wine; rightly they love you.  [SofS 1.4]

Then the presence on the chair took on a semblance of a shape; suspended, he abided in articulated awe.  There was no sequence, no beginning, no end.  

Later there was an awareness of an opening gulf, a tendril of ugliness, becoming, that turned into Elisha falling astray, falling out, falling away and the presence came off the chair as lesser angels chastised him with bolts of fire.  From this arose a great swirling wind that rendered vision impossible and the pulsing light that hurt his eyes.  The entrapment of physical limitation, made manifest.  

On the swirl of that great wind, he rose, pushed out of the chamber, and fell back down to earth.  Dizzy with the searing light, the awkward misfit of soul reintroduced to body, the harsh incense fumes, he collapsed to one side.  Through a net of pain, he heard, externally, the clunk of his head striking the stone floor, felt the pain lance through him.  Darkness embraced him.  It took some moments for him to revive. 

“Did you see it?” cried Elisha, walking around the room, oblivious to everything else. “Did you see it sitting there, on the chair?  You saw it too!  You must have!  Tell me you did!” 

He sat up slowly.  “Yes, I saw something.  I didn’t understand it all.  What was that?”  

“‘It is taught as a tradition that on high there is no sitting, and no emulation, and no back, and no weariness.’  Therefore, it can’t be an Angel, because it sat.  QED, it must be a second divinity!  What else could it be?  Always, always, I get to the same place and can go no further.  I can’t pass through that final gate.  I can’t penetrate this final mystery.  What does it mean?  

“I saw angels lashing it with fire just as we left.  So it can’t be a second divinity,” Marcus said slowly, considering, “Anyway, we don’t believe in a second separate appearance.  That can’t be the answer.  The mystery must be answerable a different way.”

“I see no other way around it.”  

“Of course there is.”  Marcus’ voice was stark.  “Your way is heresy.” 

“And so it is.  But I still see no other way around it.  Now you understand, my friend.  You heard the voice of expulsion, bading me leave?  To my ears it sounded like a near-prophetic voice, ‘Return all ye backsliding children.’  Except for me.  Because I’m other now, always debarred from re-entry.  I’ve tried, but I gain no further access.  It’s always a dispiriting repeat of what went before.  I’m locked into it, permanently I fear.”  His eyes, looking inward at himself and his own situation, were chilled.

“Bading us both leave, or so I gathered,” Marcus closed his eyes, “since it pushed us both away.”  

For the first time since their return, Elisha examined him.  “I should not have presumed so as to do this with you.  I had not thought that we would travel so far, so quickly.  You have a strong spirit, Marcus bar Miriame, stronger than I guessed.  But not far enough initiated, I fear, to pull me right where I went astray, to correct the fault in me.  And now I may have helped taint you the way I am tainted.  God forbid!”  

“Surely not,” said Marcus.  But his voice broke, betraying him.  

“I hope not.  For your sake.”  

They left the apartment soon after that.  By now the sun had moved away from the zenith of the sky; both the light and the heat were less intense.  After sharing a drink together, Marcus dropped Elisha off at a tavern along his way.  From the way his friend was eyeing the upper story, he discerned, it was not the alcohol that interested him so much; it was the services provided upstairs.  So Marcus left him to it.  

Solace, would Elisha find?  Or its lack?  
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