Mara Schiffren

09/25/04

THE MISTAKE

Part IV: The Book of Life

Chapter XXX: Two Paths Diverge

“So you’re back at last.”  Jonathan was stepping across the threshold towards him.  “I heard about your little set-to in that barn.  Considering you lived to tell the tale, it had its humorous side.”  He stepped closer, taking in Marcus’ relaxed pose.  “My, my.  I note the dramatic change in your demeanor.  Can it be that your sunny equanimity has been located at last and returned to you on a golden platter, like Princess Salomé with the head of John the Baptist?”  Jonathan’s voice lifted.  “By God, miracles still are possible in this world.”  

His nephew snorted, “I’m glad to see you also survived your much tamer adventures.  Speaking of which, aren’t you supposed to be away?  As in elsewhere?” said Marcus, but he was smiling.  

“Ah, but you are not denying it.  I note, too, the posture on the couch.  Hmm.  Has my delicate young nephew finally eschewed the lonely path of celibacy and rediscovered the manifold joys of womanhood?” Jonathan raised his eyebrows.  

Marcus raised his eyebrows back.  He said nothing, but a little smile crinkled his eyes and the corner of his mouth.  

“Well, well, that must be it.  I’d like to meet the woman who can raise up your spirits so high, from the Stygian deeps to such Olympian heights.”

The lolling on the couch ceased peremptorily.  Marcus launched himself upwards so fast that in two neat movement he was standing at the window, his back towards his uncle.  “That might not be–”  

“–what, acceptable?  My dear boy, I call more of these arrangements acceptable than you do.  But from your words I’m to understand, I surmise, that she’s either a pagan, a prostitute or…” he noted the slight twinge in Marcus’ back.  “Hmm…  So not an exotic dancer shaped like an Emperor’s dream?  An adulteress, perhaps?  Ah, the latter, I guess.  That’s too bad.”  A heavy little silence fell between them.  “Speaking of which, I have to report to you that your mother appears to be on her way.”  

Marcus turned around, face shocked.  “What, here?  She’s coming here now?  Why ever would she do such a thing?”  

“From the very cryptic note she sent, I gather you informed her in a recent letter that you were getting married.  I believe, like every mother from the beginning of time, she simply wanted to meet the girl in question first.  Too bad she won’t now.”  Jonathan held his head at an angle, considering.  “Although you could try introducing her to this new one instead.”  

“They’ve already met.”  

Jonathan’s brows lifted, “Interesting.”  

Marcus’ spoke repressively.  “I doubt she’ll find it so.”

“Some curvaceous dancer oozing charm from every orifice wouldn’t have suited better?”  

The juxtaposition of this image with a mental picture of Devorah was so funny that, with merriment shining out of his eyes, Marcus had to restrain himself from bursting out laughing; until the thought of Jonathan’s other bit of news sobered him up again.  “My mother, coming here to a war zone.  How could she be so stupid?”  

“Perhaps she had not heard news of the war yet.  Or if she had, she particularly wanted to see you–”   

“–one last time before I die, you mean?  You can say it outloud.”  A derisive laugh broke from his lips.  “No need to be delicate.  The thought has occurred to me at least once or twice.”  And then as another notion occurred to him, Marcus struck his forehand with the heel of his hand.  “Did she mention whether she is bringing Vincius?  Because trying to hide what’s going on from him could get really, really complicated.”

Jonathan started laughing.  “You know, that had not actually occurred to me yet.  What a delight that experience will be.”  He stepped towards the door.  “On the other hand, if Vincius does show up, and we’re really lucky, perhaps Julius will volunteer to host him.   Spread the fun around a bit.  In any case, I’ll be gone for a week or two.  I ought to be back before Miriame arrives.  This time, keep yourself whole and undented.” 

“I’m glad you got away safely last week.”  

“All things considered, so am I.”  He walked straight to the door but halfway there turned back.  “You’ll excuse an old uncle for being officious.  But as to that other matter, keep in mind that if the lady is willing, best amend her legal situation to suit the situation.  As scripture tells us, ‘Defile not their camps, in the midst of which God dwells.’”  And he unbent enough to embrace his nephew.  “Shalom, Marcus.”  

Keep in mind, his uncle had said.  Keep in mind.  As though he needed the reminder.  The laugh that rang from his lips sounded hollow.  The problem was…  The problem was that he kept it in mind all too often these days.  Especially at those times he most needed it free, his mind twisted around two axes: The minute recall of the physical acts of sex that made his body squirm; until his mind bent to its recoil.  ‘In war,’ Marcus had learned in his youth, ‘when a commander becomes so bereft of reason and perspective that he fails to understand the dependence of arms on Divine guidance, he no longer deserves victory.’  The words of Seneca, lectured at him by father and instructors both, drummed in his consciousness like the underbeat of his soul.  Resonant, like the voice of clarity, Apollo’s trumpet.  But then there was the song his body hummed in response, that mad, glad Dionysiac possession hurtling forward into a dance at cliff’s edge.  A distillation of carnal knowledge, punched up with an undercurrent of danger, exhilarating to all his nerve endings.  Without such an intoxicant gliding through his system, the world seemed a far flatter place.  

Mere knowledge of what was the right thing had not been a strong enough impetus to do the right thing.  Strength of character, the impulse to resist.  At the moment, these were virtues he did not want to possess hard enough to achieve them.  No man was ever wise by chance.  No, it took unceasing hard labor.  
But a week later Jonathan returned, hinting at some boat trip he had taken among the smugglers on the coast to shore up a supply of weapons.  He had brokered the deal with Makuta bar Obodas, the Nabatean chieftain Marcus had once met, and overseen the land route that the arms would travel in the coming days.  If all went well, this supply route would be utilized as necessary in the future, the path skirting through around the Dead Sea, into Nabatean territory before moving through the Judean Hills.  It was not an area the Romans cared to enter frequently without a great deal of force.  The local populace was extremely hostile; and the landscape made it conducive to the locals slipping away, disappearing into the ground like a mist dissolving into nothingness.     

*

The first intimation was a flash of silver in the sky that he caught only out of the tail of his eye.  When Jonathan turned his head to look on directly, it had already evanesced.  A small thing perhaps, no more than the glittering trail of an insect.  He rode on, but his mind, its own buzzing gadfly, fixed on an image of Mordechai’s final sacrifice, the blood-ridden aftermath of Marcus’ near fatality.  Check.  That  instinct he had learned never to ignore.  Jonathan stopped short, so that Yermiahu, riding behind him, jostled him with a murmured apology.  

Damn.  Marcus was too far away for him to alert, already a small valley away, too far for signals to reach.  He would have to send his most talented scout and hope for the best.  Meanwhile,   

It was a shame, then, 

Jonathan, sensing a cat and mouse game all around him, is overwhelmed by numbers and caught by Galenus.  

SURVIVAL INSTINCT.  PATTERN MAKING – Jonathan 

The skirmish goes badly, disastrously.  The line of retreat that opened up is ambushed by the Romans.  Rome taking blows that are nuisances but not seriously wounding her, like the S before 911–building up to a big retaliation.  

The legendary Arab insurgent leader T. E. Lawrence described the characteristics of a guerrilla force as "speed and endurance, ubiquity and independence of arteries of supply."
Julius to Galenus:  It’s damn hard fighting this war.  ''The element of resistance will exist everywhere and nowhere.'' – Clausewitz.  

[Lawrence's is one of the few books in the canon written from the point of view of the insurgent. (Another is Mao Zedong's ''On Guerrilla Warfare.'') In a near-hallucinatory state, suffering from dysentery and lying in a tent, Lawrence realized the key to defeating the Turkish Army. ''Armies were like plants, immobile, firm-rooted, nourished through long stems to the head,'' he wrote. Lawrence's guerrillas, by contrast, ''might be a vapour.'' For the Turks, he concluded, ''war upon rebellion was messy and slow, like eating soup with a knife.'']

Olfius Martinos, Legionnaire

There is one tactical principal which is not subject to change.  It is to use the means at hand to inflict the maximum amount of wounds, death and destruction on the enemy in the minimum amount of time.  General George S. Patton Jr.
*

Here is the point where two paths diverge.  

The battle had split the men.  Cut off from the bulk of the others, there was no way for Marcus to maneuver towards them.  The way across lay barred, barred by clusters of enemy troops.  Marcus gathered his scant handful of men surrounding him.  Jesse, Nuriel, Eli, Naphtali, a new recruit named Ori.  Rising into the trees upon the hills, they dissipated like so much morning mist, riding on and on, under cover the whole way until they traversed the peeks.  The only way the battle left open to him lay way south-east.  There was no chase.  There would not be yet, though.  The bulk of the men had been concentrated in the other direction.  That way lay pursuit.  That way lay ambush. From his current line of sight, he could see it clearly.  

They rode hard, with Nuriel leading them towards Ein Gedi on local paths that he knew.  Near the entrance to town, a discreetly placed local guardsman took note of them with some consternation.  But Nuriel showed himself, and was recognized.  The man nodded at them in passing.  Once inside the town proper, Marcus took charge of the other men, sending Jesse to arrange food and plenty of wine to dull their post-battle nerves and Nuriel to arrange their billeting in houses throughout the village.  Eli went to alert the head of the watch as to their presence, and to warn them to take extra precautions.  Ori and Naphtali took the horses for stabling.  

He sat alone at a table, pondering the battle and its errors in his mind, as someone first placed wine before him, then food.  He ate mechanically, barely tasting, trying to figure out the mistake.  How had their doings been well enough known before hand so that there had been time to plan an ambush against them instead of the other way around?  They had fallen into the trap, instead of being the ones to spring it.  The solution pointed in one direction; but still there was the matter of what price had been paid to make it so.  

And then, when the men were no longer hard set, evening prayers began.  The words, too, fell mechanically from his lips.  His prayers had sown no hope in him now for weeks.  Not since…  Breath with no force of life, wind with no power, a plough that overturned no ground.  

“Tonight, we rest,” Marcus told them after they finished, “tomorrow, early, we depart.  Tonight I’ll decide whether we go on with our mission, or regroup and go back to help.”  He was about to dismiss them, then hesitated, looking each one in the eye.  “If anyone has words or council, speak it now.”  But though there were mutters, and dispirited shakes of the head, no one responded aloud.  Marcus nodded.  “So be it.  To bed then.  We’ll all be the better for some rest, I suspect.”  

When his men had settled down for the night and fallen asleep, Marcus remained wakeful, too much jangling in his guts.  In courtesy to his status, he had been given the bed.  He rose from it now, stepped over Naphtali, who opened his eyes wide and stared up at him, and headed out into the night to contemplate his decision.  He felt better outside, less confined, free.  And there was a light breeze on his face. There, upon a moonlit spot high on the hill, ibex roamed; leopards prowled after prey.  He headed towards it, but as in a dream, his feet took him not to the desert hillside, but elsewhere.  Straight down the path until even he could not pretend he did not know where he was going. 

And there she was.  Through a small, open window.  Inside.  

Even from a distance he could recognize her.  Backlit against a fire, warm, vital, desired.

After all, it was not solitude that he required.  But solace.  

*

Jonathan lay prone on the cold stone floor, his hands lashed tightly behind him with strips of leather, feeling every laceration, every bruise he had garnered in the last several days.  In that position he remained still, eyes facing forward.  

It was an odd thing.  The floor on which he lay was beautifully inlaid, with marble patterned in white and apricot and black stones, with rare stones of lapus lazuli to accent the patterns <get back to this later>.  Cerulean blue.  Sky at its greatest clarity.  Profound depths of heavenly blue.  He focused on one such stone to quiet his mind amidst the red haze infiltrating inwards to his core.  Threatening to overcome it.  Hold the center steady, the axis point of his entire strength, and push back outwards to steady the bulwarks.  

Patterns everywhere in the mist, but this one before him he could read, this one meant a world of trouble so profound, even the sky would not offset it.  

*

“Marcus,” Devorah whispered.  “What are you doing here?”  Involuntarily, she looked behind her, then checked herself.  “But come in.”  

They were standing on either side of the doorway.  “I can’t come in,” he said, his eyes locking on hers with intent.  “You know why.”  He moved a half step closer to her body, leaning slightly forward. “Can you come out?”  

His shift in position, slight as it was, reasserted intimacy between them.  It left her – not unaffected.  And now the warm yellow light from the room illuminated his face. She moved slightly and reached her hand across the threshold to touch his cheek.  “You always have such interesting bruises.  This one looks fresh.”  

“For a good reason.”  He removed her fingers from his cheek and held them to his lips.  Again, their eyes met and held, so he tugged gently at her arm, and when she ceased to resist and relaxed her body enough, he led her forth over the threshold.  Behind her, the door remained ajar.  

*

There’s a point far off where sky and heaven meet.  The blue of one gives way to the dome of the other.  And beyond there, in its vast magnificence, stands the house of God.  A place still to aspire to, too far off as yet to enter.  First there is hall after hall to navigate, seven in all.  It’s a long way around.  And he is too tired.  And meanwhile, he is perfectly happy merely to stare in awe undisturbed across the blue blue depths.  

And above the firmament that was over their heads was the likeness of a throne, in appearance like a sapphire stone.   

“So you have returned at last to linger in the abode of death, friend Odysseus.”  The words uttered with piercing, primitive glee, conquering general to quavering native, cut straight through Jonathan’s barriers.  His eyes were on the blue sky still receding until it was just a point of light, one single stone in the fine mosaic floor.  A finely worked stone.  Physically grounded in the floor.  But a gate to heaven no more.  

And then, as the Nubian slave wrenched his face and back straight up off the floor on command, the pressure of the slave’s foot pinning his lower back to the floor became excruciating.  “Not by choice,” he managed to croak out.  

“No,” Galenus agreed solemnly, “not by choice this time.”  

“Or any other time.”  

“Turn him around,” Galenus commanded the slave.  “I want to see his face as we chat.”  And so the painful process began.  With his arms twisted up behind his back past the excruciation point, the pressure on them would be released just enough so he could move slightly; but after every small shift he managed sideways, the pressure would be resumed, until his whole body yearned to move the other way, into the pain to decrease it, not away from it to increase its measure.  The one time he ceased moving altogether, the slave twisted his wrist into a hold he knew, so that it was only a matter of a tiny application of force to break it clean through.  He started moving again, so, at Galenus’ nod, the slave broke only his finger instead. It was not yet time to resist.  He had to pace himself, measure his capacity for resistance for the tests waiting ahead.  An infinity of time remained for defiance.  Like Xeno’s paradox, an infinite progression of diminishing allotments of time.  Such was the measure of his life.  

This was nothing.  

In the end, the job was completed.  And still his arms were twisted hard behind his back, so he could not move at will without incurring pain or breakage.  Only at Galenus’ will, with permission asked for and received.  That lesson was the point of this exercise.  

“Well, well, look at you,” Galenus exulted.  He was sitting down in an ebony chair with horn inlay, his feet raised on a jeweled footstool of tufted silk.  “Captured and in my power at last.  Like a too bruised fruit, good only for the squeezing.”  Galenus leaned in, lowering his voice.  “And squeeze you I shall.”  

Jonathan shut his eyes.  But just for a second.  “How delightful.  I’ve been looking forward to it.”  

“Liar,” said Galenus cheerfully.  “But I have.”  

*

They walked some way together, behind the house, into the wooded ground of the foothills.  Devorah’s snuck her hand into Marcus’ and he gripped it hard.  Then in a spot where moonlight broke through the canopy of branches, he stopped suddenly, backed Devorah up to a tree, reached down to pull up her skirt and took her there.  Swift, silent work. The bare mechanics of copulation.  Release.  Disengagement.

“Why did you come here?”  As she spoke, his hands were clasping her tightly still.  “What happened?”  

He turned his head sharply away from her.  “I don’t want to–”  

“You lost men, didn’t you?  How many?”  Body to body, with his chest leaning into her still, she could feel the recoil that went through him, his slight metaphysical withdrawal.  “Tell me.”  

“I don’t know the count,” he said, his entire body tensing, from the line of his jaw all the way down.  “Too many.  Our forces were segmented.  As it turned out, we were outnumbered in the ravine.  The far line moved to retreat.  That’s where the bulk of our men were.  But there was an ambush.  We were far enough away to spot it – me and the men with me.   But without a clear path to offer help.  Too many soldiers in the way without it turning into a bloodbath.  So we were cut off.  Barred.  Like a door slamming shut.”  

“The door,” said Devorah.  “I should get back.  I left it open.”  

“No.  Not yet.  I–.”  He broke off, slumping his forehead to rest on the top of her head.  “Not yet.”  When she stayed in place, he lifted his head, looked in her eyes and said, “Thank you.  And thank you for coming out to me tonight.”  And then he kissed her slowly.  

The next interval that passed was much more satisfying to Devorah.  So much so that she ended up, her body completely relaxed, lying atop him on the ground as he stroked her hair.    

His voice lazy and wistful, he said, “I wonder if I’ve just assured another defeat?” 

“What?”  The sharpness of her tone contrasted with his.  

“This,” he said.  “Us.  I didn’t have a defeat until we started this.”  

Shocked she pushed herself up onto her arms and stared at him wide-eyed.  

Marcus raised a hand to brush across her face.  “It must have occurred to you.  I try and tell myself the laws of the universe cannot be that simple.  But what if they are?  Especially when it comes to the wars of God’s people?  And so the suspicion lurks anyway.”  

She backhanded him hard on the face.  “Then why did you come?” she said.  And then her face crumbled and she began to cry.  

“Because I wanted you anyway.  Haven’t I made that clear?”  And with a cynical little laugh he raised his head to kiss her, but Devorah moved her own head back out of easy reach.  So he put his hand on the back of her neck to press it down towards him.  When she resisted, he said, “I can flip you easily, but you won’t like it, the ground is too stony.”  

“So what?’  Give into your blandishments on the spot?  Or you’ll take me by force?”  

“Let’s find out, shall we.”  He put one hand on her breast, the other on the small of her back and, irresistibly, rolled them over.  They landed pelvis crushed against pelvis.  At her sharp intake of breath, he laughed again and said, “Feels good, no?  I doubt I’ll need force.  Just some well applied pressure.”  And again he moved his clothed body sharply against hers.  

She thrust back in response, once.  Then said, seconds later, “Sometimes I still loathe you.”  

His body stilled.  It was near silent in the moonlit clearing, just their quiet breathing and the rustling of the dead leaves and pine needles on which they lay.  Somewhere, off in the distance, an animal cried out in pain.  He looked down at her face, taking in her expression, then let go, rolling to her side.  They lay stretched out at full length: two discrete figures, parallel, not touching, like a Euclidean symbol of infinity.  “I know you do.  There’s rather a lot to loathe, I suppose.”  He lay staring up at the canopy of interlacing branches.  “Sometimes, so do I.”  He turned his head and body to peer at her face.  “I know why I am like this.  Look at the mess of my family.  I’m the seed, misbegotten under an altar to Dionysius.”  He broke off again into an ugly laugh.  “But one thing, I don’t understand.  I look at your father and then you.  What in the name of Sheol are you doing, Devorah, here, now, with me?”

Off on the hillside, the animal, in its death throes, cried out again.  It startled Devorah out of her torpor.  Shocked, she looked up into the hills as she got to her knees and then stood up straight and walked away without a word.  Still on the ground, Marcus stared after her.  After a moment, he shook his head, jumped to his feet, then set off after her down the hill.  

*

Incomprehensibly Galenus was taking a break from their current bout of torture in order to dine, and he, Jonathan, had been invited as the guest.  Odd.  But far be it for him to argue.  A break from torture was still a respite, even in Galenus’ company, and a chance to eat was a prospect of nourishment.  Whatever fishing hook for his soul or his other assets Galenus might dangle before him, in all likelihood, this would be better than enduring more hours of torture; or even the unrelieved chill of staying chained in his cold, stone room.  When he accepted, Galenus had smiled once. ordering him cleaned up, his broken hand bones set and wrapped, dressed in fresh, borrowed clothing, steadied on his feet and walked to a suite of rooms containing a private antechamber large enough for several people to eat comfortably.  He stood in the doorway now, held up in part by the Nubian slave, as Galenus’ eyes raked over him coldly.  “Come, sit down over there,” the Roman said pointing to the opposite couch, and on the word, the slave propelled him forward, then shoved him down once to a sitting position.  Galenus lifted his finger indicating another slave, a domestic one this time, standing at attention along the wall.  “Bring him food.  Something soft, I imagine, suitable for an invalid,” he said, making a brief expression of distaste.  Then he dismissed all his attendants.  “With you in this condition, I’ll hardly need them for protection, will I?” he said with a hollow laugh as the men filed silently out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind them.  

True enough for now.  He was useless.  As Jonathan sat on the soft couch unobtrusively trying to relieve the twinging and throbbing of his shoulders and back muscles, Galenus recounted several tales, amusing enough, about his dealings with the recalcitrant merchants of Ashqelon.  In mid-story he broke off, though.  “Come, Iounathan.  I see you’re barely listening to me.  You used to be a more attentive guest than this, but I suppose I can’t fairly hold you to account this time.  But really, my dear fellow, you don’t have to hide what you are doing from me.”  He laughed out loud again.  “I already know you’re in pain.  That was the purpose of our recent joint exercise.  Well, that, and to humiliate you.  But my point is you’re not giving away any advantage if your self-ministrations are obvious to me.  Keep in mind, though, whenever you desire, I can, of course, summon someone trained to assist you.  You have only to ask.”  

Jonathan smiled very slightly in reply.  “Thank you, Galenus for your…solicitude,” he said, framing the word carefully.  “Yet at what price are you offering it, I wonder?”  

“Ah, the price,” said Galenus, his brown eyes open and engaged.  “Not too ruinous.  Something modest.  Something you can easily afford.  No tax collector I, to wring you into poverty.  You used to be a trader, as I recall.  So let us negotiate.”  Before he had time to say more, though, three slaves entered the room bearing several covered platters of food.  Jonathan’s own tray was set down and uncovered.  In the red bowl they placed before him was a gruel of some sort.  And still Jonathan sat unmoving, though his body screamed for food and the gruel smelled wonderful to him. 

Galenus was steadily devouring his own plate of lamb, stewed with green onions and rosemary and drinking his glass of wine.  He was third of the way through his plate and on his second glass before he glanced up at Jonathan.  “You’re being abstemious, I see.  Best eat while you can, though.  You’ll need all your strength if you want to endure the experience ahead.”   

“And better sport for you the longer I hold out.  Nonetheless, Galenus, while I…thank you for your concern,” and now the slight, quizzical smile made another appearance, “I hope you don’t mind me commenting that I find this little drama here somewhat…out of the ordinary.  First the torture, then the meal with the torturer?  If you don’t mind a direct question, what are you hoping to achieve?”  

“Tragedy?  Or comedy?  Or perhaps a literal stab at both?  I don’t know yet.  For in the end, the outcome depends on you to no small extent.  But to explain myself better, Iounathan, I’ve found the application of force gets tedious after a while.  Really, I prefer a more civilized approach to gaining access to what I want to know.  My hope is that this stage will proceed more quickly now you know the power that stands behind my threats is real enough.”

“I always knew that.”  

“Ah yes.  I, too, remember the glory days of the Euphrates in my distant youth.  Hah!  And your glorious youth.”  A nostalgic smile accentuated the pause, one in which the two men made eye contact before Jonathan broke it off to look down again at his food.  “But even so, my friend, now the knowledge is embedded on your flesh and nerves; an altogether different level of awareness.”  Galenus drummed his spoon slowly on the marble table, each beat like the tolling of a bell.  “I see your hesitation.  Are you needing help holding your spoon steady, by the way?  I’d rather be private for the moment, but I’ll call a slave to aid you if I must.”  

Jonathan made the effort and the trembling in his arm quietened enough for him to take a few bites, and then a few more.  The gruel, a cereal of millet with sweet cooked dates, tasted delicious to him.  Despite the pain, his body craved food.  Pure hunger compounded by nerves and fear, which he had been living on for the past day.  He began to lift another bite to his mouth when he became aware that Galenus’ eyes were fixed on him again.  So he lay the spoon carefully back down on his bowl and took a breath before meeting those dark brown eyes full on.  

“In the end, Iounathan, you’re going to have to tell me who you’re working for and why.  What motivated you to work against Rome this time?  What binds your allegiance to such a specious cause?  That side will lose, you know, if not right away, then in the future.  Oh, you might win a battle here or there, I won’t deny that.  How could I?  You already have.  The defense thus far has been inadequate, poorly planned.  Caesar’s prize Legion has been decimated mostly by its drunken leadership.  But no country can stand long against the might of the Roman Empire.  So you may as well spare yourself the pain and tell me now.”   

Jonathan picked up his spoon and began to apply himself a little more quickly to the food.  

Even this small gesture did not escape Galenus’ eye.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not about to drag you away without finishing.  You can even have another plate if you ask.  It’s occurred to me, sometime in the last half hour that I’m enjoying our little conversation.  Perhaps too much.”  Galenus stopped and looked down at his smooth fingertips.  “I wonder, though, how your rag-tag army will fare without you.  I assume you’ve been contributing to the surprising tactical innovation they have been displaying?  Hmm?”  He raised his brows significantly.  

“Not at all.  There you inflate my worth.  There are others such who plan military matters.” Galenus caught the tail of his eye, so he added.  “I assume.”  

“Very good.  And you know them?  And will tell me their names?”  

“Galenus, well you know that the men of this nation are famous throughout the Empire for their soldiering abilities.  There could be many here with such talents, perhaps some who came from more distant parts of the Empire.  And I’m but recently arrived.”  

And now Galenus’ smile was tight and cold.  “I notice what you were careful not to say just then.  Too careful.  Why not lie boldly?”  He clucked his tongue once, exaggeratedly. “Why give me a cause for action I don’t particularly want to take?  You realize, of course, your utter lack of resources in this situation besides my good will.”    

“Certainly.”  The sad, patient smile fluttered on his lips once more.  “You’ve pointed it out me several times already.”  At the flash of annoyance in Galenus’ brown eyes, the tiny smile melted from his face.  “But I knew in any case, Galenus.  I’m alive only at your sufferance.”  

“I don’t want to kill you, Iounathan.  Yet I will if I must.”  

“If you must, then.  Life already taught me to die.”   

Galenus’ lips pulled tighter.  “Of course, if you insist, I’ll be happy to arrange the event,” he replied.  “But true to the formula, I’ll be sure to make it painful and slow.  Meanwhile, take the night to think over your position.  Perhaps a little sleep will force some good sense into you.  It’s easy for you to talk, you realize.  A little information here and there.  It’s a painless thing.  Words, alone.  In the past you had no trouble with it.  Why now has it changed?”  

To that question, Jonathan made no reply.  

“We’ll await tomorrow, then.  There’s someone coming I want you to meet in particular.  He may have some questions for you.  But I give you the night to rest in peace.  Night brings our troubles to the light, rather than banishes them.”  So it may not be peaceful for you after all.  Galenus slid a glass across the table so that it stopped before Jonathan.  “But, this should do the trick.  Here.  Take this.  Drink it down.  It’s laced with opium.  So you’ll sleep tonight even through the pain and the doubt.  See, I can be merciful as well, Iounathan, when it suits me.  Best you know that as well.”  Rising, he glanced full at Jonathan once more, then turned about sharply and left.  

The Nubian guard quickly replaced him in the room.  His stare was as blank, inimical and impersonal as always.  An extension of Galenus’ arm of power, the man conveyed no human connection.  Briefly Jonathan wondered, had the man been born and trained to servitude like this, or had Galenus broken him down slowly and over time, until this was all that remained?  And then because his own fate stood so near to this one just now, the tragedy of such a life came clear to him, like a scene from a Mesopotamian stone tablet sculpted in relief for ancient Kings, now gathered to their ancestors. Such stones he had seen regularly during his time in the Euphrates valley, now fallen and eroded and half buried in mounting sand and dirt. 

As his thoughts circled back again to his current bind, Jonathan grimaced once.  He took the glass in his one good hand hand, stared down into it, noticing its color and scent and its viscosity.  He swirled it once, stuck a finger in it and sniffed it.  And if it were poison or death, what matter now?  So he seized the glass up and drank down all its contents in three long gulps.  

*

“Go away.  Leave,” Devorah said moments later. “Stop following me.”  

“No,” said Marcus, and put his hand on her shoulder.  “Stop a moment and listen.”  

She pivoted so fast he made no move to stop her as she threw a punch at his jaw.  “Ouch,” he said, his only reaction.  

“You deserve it,” she said, eyes ablaze, as she furiously shook her own open hand to alleviate the pain.   

“I do,” he said.  And suddenly she was attacking him everywhere at once, kicking him and hitting him.  He let her, until at last, he did the one thing he could to hold off further attack, he ducked inside her guard to allay the force of her blows, then gripped her tightly around the middle.  His head was next to hers.  “Devorah, Devorah, stop.  Please stop.”  She did not stop, however, but silently struggled on, the both of them joined, until at last, his foot stepped heedlessly on an unsteady stone.  His stumble caused them both to lose balance and tip over.  Lying on him prone, she kicked him one last time.  “Ouch,” he said again, and raised his head to kiss her.  This time she kissed him back.  They were both trembling as they began their slow descent together in each other’s arms.  

Afterwards:  “My uncle was in the ambush today,” whispered Marcus.  His voice and body finally had given way to exhaustion.  “I don’t know whether he is dead, or alive and captured.  Or whether he might have escaped.”  

“God, you fool,” she said, and hugged him tight.  “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”  

“Because I didn’t want it to be true.  Saying it outloud makes it true.”  He kissed her one last time.  “I better go.  I have to be up in a few hours.”

She rolled off of him and stood up.  “Marcus, you need a break.”  

“This is war.  There are no breaks in war.”  He stood up as well, shaking his head. “I’ve been derelict long enough.  I should be with the other men, thinking something, planning something.  But I can’t think.  I don’t know what to do.”  He insisted on walking her home though, for safety, he claimed, before retiring to his own lodgings.  

Naphtali was waiting for him outside.  He first drew a sigh of relief, then did a doubletake as he took in Marcus’ appearance.  “What?” he sneered.  “We have a catastrophe in the field and you slink out that same night to celebrate it with whores.”  

Marcus’ demeanor froze.  “I permitted you to talk to me that way when I was engaged to your sister.  By her will, that connection was severed.  There are no ties between us now, Naphtali.  I suggest you cease your offensive blather and remember that I’m your commanding officer.”  He relaxed his tone.  “What are you doing out here anyway?  It’s the middle of the night.”  

“Oh, my apologies, sir.”  Eyes blazing, Naphtali forced himself to bite off his what he had been about to say.  “By Asmodeus, Marcus.  I saw you walk out.  Hours ago.  Our commander goes missing for hours, uncharacteristically, tonight of all nights, and I’m not supposed to exhibit my concern?  I was just about to go get the other men and organize a rescue party…”  

Before Naphtali could say more, Marcus put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it lightly.  “Thank you, then.  I couldn’t sleep.”  He could feel the rigidity of Naphtali’s shoulder lessening.  

“You’re worried about your uncle, aren’t you?”  

“Him, yes, and the others.  And what to do now.  Should we have stayed to put up a resistance?  Maybe. I still think it would not have helped.  I’m wondering whether to go about rescuing them. Commanders are never supposed to admit this sort of weakness, I know.  But the path forward is not at all clear to me just now.  All I seem to do is rethink the past.  And that, of course, is futile.”  He yawned once, his eyes watering up from exhaustion.  “I’m falling asleep where I stand, Naphtali.  Let’s go in.”  He clasped his hand once again on his friend’s shoulder and followed him in through the door.  

*

“Welcome,” said Galenus standing in the spacious hallway before his suite of rooms, his arms wide open in greeting it.  “Thrice welcome.”

“I don’t have time for your games today, Galenus.”  Still dusty from the road trip, his spurs clanking all the length of the long marble floor, his face sober and projecting only the annoyance he felt, Julius barked.  “You got me down here in a hurry, Galenus.  Now tell me why you wanted me.  There’s a war on, as if you didn’t know.”  Julius signaled to the two aides who flanked him, Dio and Paulus, to stay behind in the outer office.  

“A war, true.  One by all accounts you’ve been losing.”  That insinuating tone curled mellifluously around each soft sibilant.  

“Then even more reason to work harder at it, wouldn’t you say, without useless distractions like this.”  They were now walking through a wing of the palace that Julius had not been admitted to before, a narrow hallway, with closed doors on either side, less pleasant than the public halls.  The passage sloped some ways down into dimness.   

“Useless?  My dear, those distractions hardly proved useless at xxx, did they?”  

“I’m well aware that we owe our recent success at xxx in part to your help, Galenus.”  Julius’ brows flew up like a hawk rising into flight, lofty and predatorial.  “Still I can’t imagine even you would drag me down here just to have me thank you in person.”  

“Even you,” Galenus tutted as he continued to walk, amusing himself vastly.  

“It’s damn hard fighting this war.  The element of resistance exists everywhere and nowhere.”  
“Everywhere and nowhere.”  Galenus repeated, lowering his voice conspiratorially.  “True enough.  Secreted in our midst, we might even find the element of resistance here, if we looked for it.”  Galenus laughed out loud once to punctuate his point, then stopped suddenly, drew a key from his wallet, inserted it in the lock before him and threw the heavy wooden door open.  “That my dear man is the very reason I summoned you down here to my dusky den.  To eradicate it.”  

A Nubian man, tall, with very dark skin and high cheekbones stood against the far wall of the chilly room.  There was a thin arc of blood spots slashing his tunic.  Not his own though.  It looked as though it had jettisoned up and alighted on him.  By his feet in the corner rested a hunched form, blanketed and covered.  Now that he looked closely, the familiarity of that form, even thus disguised, screamed out to every atom of his body.  Face impervious, Julius stepped closer, his heart stuttering, his gut assaulting him, assailed by the blood smells and the urine smells.  There were splatters of blood and urine on the ground as well.  In places they ran together, forming dirty pink stains on the limestone floor.  

“So not just a useless distraction after all,” said Galenus, watching him carefully.  “It occurred to me you might find this interaction worth your very valuable time.  Did I guess wrong, after all Julius?”  His tone more mocking than usual, Galenus turned away from Julius at last, towards the tall slave.  “Uncover him for our guest,” he commanded, his voice low and stern.  And a moment later, when the task was completed with perfect competence, he added, “now leave and let no one in to disturb us.”     

But Julius was not looking.  Julius’ heart had started again, from sputter to full out chariot race in the hippodrome, now that he had discovered that the familiar figure at his feet did not belong to his son, but the boy’s uncle who had always looked so unsettlingly alike.  He closed his eyes for a second only and when they opened he found Jonathan staring up at him, face shut off, impossible to read, and then the man glanced casually away.  And Galenus was peering back and forth between the both of them, assessing.  

“Brought a friend of yours to help torture me tonight?” said Jonathan to Galenus.  Dark bruises spoiled the visible parts of his face and arms, like fruit soft and contused past all decent use.  “Not up to it yourself more than once a day?  And I was so looking forward to another interaction today.”  

Did Jonathan want Galenus to order his killing on the spot?  There was fresh blood bubbling out of the corner of his mouth, leaking down his face, onto the underside of his chin.  Awkwardly he raised a hand to brush it aside, and Julius saw there, too, the evidence of persuasion, broken bones and swollen fingers. Riveted now, the bound man’s reckless tone shocked Julius, and terrified him, too.  By no means a coward himself, he had learned over the years to step carefully around Galenus.  And Galenus in a brutal mood was an eon of experience apart from his normative self.  Yet somehow Jonathan had judged Galenus’ limits better than he did.  For when Julius glanced Galenus’ way, a charming smile embellished the man’s face.

“Liar,” the governor said fondly, his wide brown eyes staring benignly down at Jonathan, with the merest hint of cruelty furled into their depths.  “But I was.”  Then he lowered his voice conspiratorially.  “Just for now, though, I’m pleased to watch.”  

Galenus turned his head towards Julius then.  “This man, I suspect, is the enemy’s chief spy; he’s the one who thought up all the clever tactics these damned Jews have been using against your men.  He’s responsible for killing them.  I want to know how and I want to know when next.  But I can’t say I’ve had much success thus far obtaining credible information.  Just some information he gave away for free.  That did puzzle me, I admit.”  Here he smiled proprietarily at Jonathan.  “Perhaps my approach hasn’t been convincing enough.  So, dear Julius, it’s your turn now.  Let’s see what you can force out of the man.” 

By the next morning, nauseous by every measure imaginable, Julius knew with gut-certainty that Jonathan had indeed been goading Galenus to kill him.  Better certain death on a crucifix or thrown into an arena to be torn limb from limb then eaten half alive, than fluctuating without surcease between slow torture and Galenus’ dissolute whims until naught but the shell of the man remained.  Last night, as Galenus gave audience, he had made Julius handle Jonathan.  That this was a preferable option to Jonathan, Julius had somehow physically intuited in the course of the night; a night in which he had at times held Jonathan in his arms twisting his limbs against their natural bent until he screamed or writhed or collapsed in some way.  Julius had, of intention, not broken anything; he had inflicted muscular damage though, as he kept him at the point of pain until Jonathan began to pass out repeatedly.  Here, finally, they reached a place where physical resistance was futile.  But Jonathan was not resisting physically.  So deeply inside himself had he traveled, the flamboyant self that Julius had scorned disappeared entirely.  For the first time he saw clearly the quality of the pure resistant spirit and mind.  And he, who had never personally tortured anyone before, nor yearned to, and certainly not his former brother in law, found the fact that he had been forced to act this role against such a man appalling.  

The disdain coursing through him at the moment ran hot against both men for mixing him up in this waking nightmare.  Galenus he had despised and feared, Jonathan he had hated and feared in an altogether more personal way.  But now, Galenus had trapped him as firmly as he had Jonathan chained to the ground, playing them one against the other for his own delectation.  Without either man betraying what was most dear to himself – purposeful lives utterly in utter opposition to each other except at one still point, overlapping crucially in the body of Marcus – neither could break out of Galenus’ game.  Jonathan had made his play to steal free before the game even started; but Galenus, who saw the attempt for what it was immediately, simply brushed off that effort with a laugh, man to buzzing gnat, and went forward with his purpose.    

Jonathan preferred to die. That was the one honest piece of information he had betrayed.  But Galenus would not let him.  Yet.  

“Still here,” said Galenus the next morning to Julius as he walked into the chamber where Jonathan was housed.  “Bound to the spot, and why would that be, I wonder?  What about this wreck of a human being,” and here he kicked Jonathan in the guts, “made you return?”  

Jonathan crumbled in on himself, retching, before lying still again to preserve, one imagined, his remaining strength.  Yet Julius could scarcely imagine he had many resources left to preserve.  “Really, Galenus, you surprise me.  There’s an easy answer to that.  You say he’s the head of the network of spies opposing us.  Eventually he’s going to break. I want my information fresh, not picked over by you, for your advantage.  In which case, see, I can’t leave until this is done.”  

Jonathan’s eyes brushed his then.  And in that one touch he found a requital of thanks he had never expected.  A curious sensation of warmth leaked out of his heart and began to spread, like an isolated muscle reaching towards burn.  Even in these circumstances, in a chamber of horrors below ground, the sensation felt surprisingly, well – joyful?  

“Or maybe,” said Galenus, “you enjoyed playing torturer just a little too much?  Did your too sober frontispiece finally crack off the edifice to reveal yourself to yourself?”  

“Galenus, Galenus.”  Contempt riddled Julius’ voice and his cold blue gray eyes.  “Never confuse my motives with yours.”  

“That a denial, I guess.”  Galenus bit down on his lip and shook his head slowly back and forth, thinking.  “I know there’s something here, a connection between the two of you.  But what it is, I don’t know yet.”  

And for that small mercy, Julius realized, he had Marcus’ foresight to thank.  Even six years ago, his son had been thinking ahead, planning towards the inevitability of this moment.  Planning against him, as it turned out.  Nor had he suspected anything.  Willfully blind, that was him in a nutshell.  A thought of maximum discomfort for someone whose observation skills had been honed into martial science.  He grimaced while deflecting the thought.  “Neither do I, as it happens.”  

“As it happens,” Galenus repeated mullingly, while his stony cold eyes, eagle-like, sited him again, “Still, I don’t want this prisoner to die – yet.  We’ll have to desist, for now.”  He walked away from Julius towards the prisoner on the floor  “You hear that Iounathan.”  Galenus toed Jonathan’s inert body.  It stirred weakly.  “You have a reprieve for now.  I’ll even summon a physician to travel with us by sea lest you die of gangrene in the next week or so.”  He turned back to Julius and resumed speaking in his normal voice.  “I had word this morning.  The Proconsul wants me to meet him at his palace in Antioch so we can travel south together by boat.  He’ll meet up with you when he arrives.  Meanwhile, we’ll bring this prisoner up to Caesarea where I’ll leave him to your tender mercies until Tineius Rufus reaches the city.” Galenus dropped his voice, an aside to a friend.  “By the way, Julius dear, be advised that Proconsul’s evaluation of your performance may not be altogether stellar.  It’s likely to be further influenced, of course, by the sweet nothings I’ll whisper in his ear all the way south.”  

“I expect no less from you.  Meanwhile, what’s your connection with this man?”    

Galenus turned to look at the subject in question.  “Do you know how I caught you at long last?” murmured Galenus, bringing his now stubbled cheek very close to Jonathan’s swollen, mottled one?  

Whatever else the man was thinking, locked into a vast pulsation of pain, either the question or the extreme proximity got his attention at last.  He stared up briefly with dark unfocused eyes, the pupils all black.  But even that small gesture seemed to demand too much strength, because as soon again, he turned his eyes away and shut them.  

“It was simple, really,” Galenus purred.  “For the first time ever, I made myself think like you.  And it worked, too.  Well enough to catch you out at your own game.  It may prove useful again, one of these days.”  

Even with the man’s lids closed, Julius could read his body well enough to know that the man was concentrating hard.  

Now Galenus turned to him.  “Julius, be ready to travel Julius in three hours.  And don’t be late, or my captain will be extremely angry.  And I, too.  But he’s scarier when provoked.”  With that, he left the room.  

Julius had maybe twenty seconds.  He bent down near Jonathan, laying his hand gently as he could on the back of that white neck, the one unbruised place on that wreck of a body.  Strange how vulnerable that made it look.  Jonathan’s eyes were fluttering wide and as he stared up, mutual recognition was exchanged.  Jonathan’s fortitude and his courage and his resolve, those he could honor.  They were the measure of a man in every society he knew and this one before him possessed a superfluity of them all.  That was a thing he had never realized before.  Still Julius said nothing aloud.  What comfort could he offer in the man’s situation that was not false hope?  And then behind him, the door started opening and he was already standing to leave the room.  As he exited, he passed the Nubian slave.  “For the moment, Galenus doesn’t want him further touched.  Can’t see the good of it myself.  He looks about to croak,” Julius confided.  “But those are his orders.”  Here he forced eye contact.  “So on your head be it if something happens to him now, eh?”  That, at last, got the slave’s attention.  A slow swathe of fear traveled across his eyes as he glanced nervously at the bound man lying still on that filthy cloth.  

Julius left the palace, mutely refusing the escort of his two aides, who had been left alone, kicking their heels in the corridors for the past day.  Dio tried to speak to him, but he cut him off and walked alone down to the blue, blue sea.  On this beautiful clear day, with the sky the color of the firmament and the sea like glass, he stood on the white marble peer, with the wind stirring softly towards land, smelling the sea air with its undercurrent of refuse that poured from the town’s sewers deep into the sea.  He watched the rocking ships, listening to the creak and groan of their ropes.  

There would be an end-point when this game would cease.  And that goal met, what then? Did a point to this game exist beyond debauched whimsicality?  What was Galenus hoping to achieve?  Think, Julius, think.  Think, for once, like Galenus.  What was Galenus hoping to gain?  But to know that Julius realized he must consider what Galenus was targeting.  

Ha.  Consider the work of his hands.  His own moral posture!  That was being eroded fast.  But wait a second.  Galenus had always scorned his ethics, as though their very existence had been a mute reproach against him.  

And if that were the case for him, what about Jonathan?  What specific grudge did the man have against him?  What specifically was he trying to destroy?  Well, Jonathan.  But then Julius thought about where the bruise marks and blood and disfiguring swelling lay most heavily.  And then he knew.  The eradication of the man’s physical presence, the thing that made him recognizable and himself.  

Most powerful is he who has himself in his own power. 

Lucius Annaeus Seneca
Scene 2:  Julius’ POV.  Jonathan is dragged into Caesarea all tied up and Galenus sets up a torture session, which he requires Julius to attend.  The torture destroys Jonathan’s physical beauty, one of his most notable traits.  He says nothing as he is tortured repeatedly.  Because of their physical resemblance, Julius keeps flashing on Marcus, and his anger at both men, but at the end of the session, Julius feels completely sick.  Galenus uses Julius’ connection with Jonathan and the fact that Julius kept that secret as a lever to manipulate him.  
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