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THE MISTAKE

Part IV: The Book of Life

Chapter XXXI: Interludes

“Marcus, I can’t help you. It’s a tragedy, yes, that these men were lost, all of them.  You are right to argue they may still be living.  But I can’t spare the men now to attempt a rescue.  Certainly not one that will take you so far into hostile territory.  I fear we’ll simply end up with more men dead, and no one rescued.  I can’t spare you.  Nor your well trained soldiers.  I need you all for other work.”  

Marcus was standing in Shimon’s office in Bethari.  Again and again he had brought his point, an attempt to persuade Shimon to authorize a rescue.  But through it all, Shimon refused to budge.  He could see sadness informing his superior’s eyes, but also a resolve that overrode it.  For Si

“This, Marcus, is my final word on the matter.  We get nowhere going mon, perhaps, that made the sorrow possible to bear.  As for him, no such inner steel girded his will.  Which is why he was battering his head and heart over and over, against this unyielding rock.  All to no avail.  In his mind, Marcus knew this for a fact, but he had not crossed into acceptance. round and round like this.  You care for the men you’ve lost, yes.  And for your uncle.  That’s commendable.  But I must take thought for the entire nation.  I cannot authorize an expedition at this point for you and your men.  I understand your anger and your grief.  But discipline, not revenge, is what must drive us forward now.  If we want to succeed the road ahead is harsh enough already.  With God’s help, we will succeed.  But we cannot let these diversions – even the lives of these two dozen worthy men – distract us from the main prize.  The reclamation of Jerusalem and driving the Romans from our land.”  

Marcus opened his mouth to argue again, but Shimon forestalled him once again.  

“You don’t even know whether they’re still alive.”   

“If we do nothing else, surely we should send a few men to ascertain that.”  

This time, carefully looking Marcus over, Shimon deliberated before answering.  “Commanders lose men in battle, son.  To this hard fact, you must inure yourself regularly.  This surely won’t be the last time it happens.  But I see you’re fatigued, mentally and physically, and in grief.  I’ve asked much of you lately.  Take some time, if you need it, to pray and to rest.  We’ve some few days before I planned for you to lead a new campaign.”  

“But if something is to be done, there’s no time to lose.”

“Tomorrow is the Sabbath in any case.  Nothing can be done on that day.  So let the peace of that day descend upon your soul, to fill you with joy.  We’ll talk of this again afterwards.  Learn to harden yourself, Marcus.  You’re young yet.  All commanders are called upon to endure this, again and again.  We lost myriads in Cyrenaica and Egypt, seventeen years ago.  Tens of thousands were lost between the Tigris and Euphrates as well.  Your uncle knew the risks in fighting.”  Shimon paused.  “The tragedy you feel now is palpable.  But man yourself and you’ll overcome it, to face the future clear eyed.  Pray.  Speak to a rabbi, if you have need.”  

“And that’s your final decision?”  

Shimon nodded slowly.  “It is.  Go in peace, son.  Take some time, as I said, a day or two, as you need it.  I’ll see you early morning, the first day of the week to discuss our plans.  Stick in something probable here.”  

“Peace upon you, Shimon.  Shabbat shalom.”   

“Shabbat shalom.”  But before Marcus left the room, Shimon spoke again.  “The hardest thing is to see past a family tragedy for the welfare of the entire nation.  But this you must strive to do.  Muster the patience and the resolve.  Direct them where we need you to fight.  Don’t squander yourself on a fight you cannot win.”  

David lost Avshalom, and still went on to fight another day for Israel.  Be thou strong, like unto another David in our midst.”  

*

Marcus stood outside Devorah’s house in Ein Gedi, looking in through the narrow window.  But this time he stared in at smoke and listless shadow, a play of emptiness.  This time she was not visible.  That was a good thing, though.  Because last time he had spoken the words aloud, the words that destroyed the illusion, that they could go on ignoring the unignorable.  The words that destroyed the spell.  Abrah-k’dabrah in reverse. 

He was imagining another journey with her, going forth side by side.  And a part of him warmed to it, just the two of them riding off together, fighting together at need, like Theseus and Hippolyta, his Amazonian mate.  Women warriors existed currently in Persia, at least according to Jonathan who had spun wondrous tales of their doings.  And Persia, or points further east, would be the perfect destination for them.  A civilized place, yet not under Roman domination, one with a large community of their people spread throughout where no one knew them.  A place to escape.  

But all the while the calculating part of his brain knew this idyll for impossible.  His task now – self-appointed – was to get Jonathan back safely so his uncle could go on spinning tales about his past adventures for many a year.  Absurd – the thought of taking Devorah along on this mission.  No one knew where he was going.  There was a very large chance he would die himself in the attempt or be imprisoned, tortured and murdered, whether in the arena or somewhere more mundane.  Both prospects ruled Devorah out of consideration.  She had her own life, her two precious children, her honored father with whom to concern herself.  And the unknown husband whose existence he loathed admitting to his thoughts.  

All this did not make him want her less though, which is why he was sitting here, forlorn and wistful.  Pathetic more like.   Better not to envisage such enticing dreams, an allurement to the heart and imagination, an excitement to the organ of sense.  Better to move and discipline his thoughts away from such fancies.  Marcus stood up on the thought and brushed off the seat of his leather riding trousers.  Behind him, on the wide lip of the doorstep he left behind a sealed clay urn manufactured at the pottery factory in nearby Qumran, unmarked by any clue.  He hoped Devorah had the chance to spot it first in the morning.  And the wit to unseal it and look inside.  

*

Attired in half armor, a short tunic and loose trousers, Shimon sat his magnificent bay horse, attended by XXX, his three aides.  Spread before him in a wide half circle was the full assembly of Marcus’ ensigns.  “And now you tell me that none of you has seen him for two and a half days?”  Shimon stared incredulously at the lot of them.

His comment was met by dead silence, until one brave soul ventured, “Yes, sir.  We thought he was with you.  So one questioned it.  He has been away on such planning sessions befre.”  

“Eli, Naphtali, who saw him last?  And when.”  

There was a muted stir amongst the troops as they half turned to confer with each other.  Then Eli took command of the group.  “I saw him morning time, three days ago, before the Sabbath.  He mentioned, Sir, he was off to see you that day.”

“True.  But it’s the time after that I’m concerned with.”  Shimon’s face was beginning to pulse.  “I haven’t seen him since I refused his request to authorize a rescue for his uncle and your other men.  By Asmodeus and the Satan This is too much!  Must I start locking up every time his wishes depart from my orders!”  He lowered his voice.  “But we can figure out where he is gone.”  

Naphtali made a half step forward, volunteering, “Perhaps, sir, he went somewhere a bit more … personal?”  

“Why did you refuse his request, sir?” said Nuriel at the same time     

Shimon glanced sharply at Naphtali before shifting his gaze towards the other man.  “In truth, Nuriel, that has to be obvious, even to you.  Because I thought it probable he and his rescue party would perish or be wounded in the attempt.  Too much of a waste.  We suspect the prisoners are spread out between Jerusalem, Ashqelon and Caesarea.  The latter, I’m informed, is where his uncle is locked up. From our vantage point here in Bethar, how is it possible to raid the coastline without a major expedition.  The cost in men and blood is too high.  While Jonathan’s been extraordinarily useful, he’s not more valuable than Marcus himself.”  

“He might be to Marcus, though,” Eli said.  “Jonathan’s his only close family.”  

“I repeat, the price is simply too high.  It’s unacceptable.  Besides, Jonathan knew the risks, as well as every one of you.  Better more likely.  He saw war first hand seventeen years ago.  Look, I told Marcus this as well.  We don’t even know if the captives are in any kind of shape to be rescued.” Shimon’s luminous dark eyes were already swinging back to consider Naphtali.  

“Still, if anyone could find a way, he could do it.”  Oded’s color was high.  

“Or, more likely, a way straight down to Sheol.”  
Oded tried again.  “Before a final decision is made, the least we could do is find out whether they’re still alive.  We lost our friends–”

“I’ve already made that decision, Oded.  Alive or dead, we cannot afford to go after prisoners held so far away.  Meanwhile, I see that all of Marcus’ staff is here.  All of you are accounted for.  So I beg you to recall he has no team with him at present.  If he is where I suspect, attempting to rescue his uncle after all, he has no one there to help him.  That reduces the possibility of success even further.”  Shimon had his reins in his hands, ready to ride off again.  “Naphtali,” he said, lifting one hand, “come with me.  I have some questions to ask you before deciding whether to send a search party after him, and in which direction.  Not only is this insubordination.  It’s a waste of resources we can least afford just now.  Talented soldiery.”  

*

It remained only to choose.  Marcus stood by the gate of the veteran village built not far outside Caesarea, with its low, white stone buildings, one story and two, and its pleasant courtyards and gardens, bright fuzzy green with new growth in the mild winter climate, as the calls of chirping children mixed with occasional bird song.  Who would be more likely to help?  Rufinus or Silius? With him now their enemy combatant, did either of them owe him as much as a safe passage?  Did they owe his father enough so that a safe meeting would be arranged and the devil damn the consequences?  Could he trust either even for that?  

His predilection moved him towards Rufinus.  They had worked together so often in the past, one on one, without his father in the middle.  But the old veteran had married, which meant someone else would be at risk; and turned Christian, which, too, might be used against Rufinus, as a lever to pressure him.  So, too, Marcus knew nothing about Rufinus’ wife.  Her affiliation quite possible would render her hostile to him, and able to pressure Rufinus in a domestic direction.  More unknown than he liked, each of which might harm the old man.  

Whereas Silius might feel – or be persuaded – he owed him something for that visit last spring.  Silius, then, by a hair.   

In the end, Marcus could not think of an indirect approach clever enough to impress the canny old hound, so he simply walked up to his house and knocked.  A few minutes later Silius himself answered the door.  For a moment the man – old now, though still sturdy – appeared shaken.  A good enough opening.  “Hello Silius,” said Marcus.  

And then Silius’ face rearranged itself, the vulnerable corpsmen retreated behind his shield wall.  His glance raked Marcus, like a blade screeching on glass.  “Well now.  I’ll certainly give you credit for the biggest balls in town.  But you know what they say, don’t you?  Big balls, small brain.  And if that doesn’t describe you perfectly just now, I don’t know what does.  Still, you better come in, before someone around here spots you, puts two and two together, and we’re both lead away in chains to feed the lions and give sport to the populace, with me as your unwilling collaborator.”  But he held door open scarcely wide enough for Marcus to pass through, as his face changed again from shielded to semi-hostile.  “I can tell you’re armed under there.  No matter.  It’s not like I imagined this was just a social call.  You, risking your life and mine on a visit to an old friend.  There’s a laugh.  So I expect you’re wanting something.  Better just come out with it.  And then you can leave again.”  

“What?  Here in the hallway?”  Marcus said and punctuated it with a nasty laugh.  “I salute your gracious hospitality.”  He walked past Silius straight into the small atrium and sat down.  

“Bastard.”  Silius muttered a string of curses under his breath, followed Marcus in and sat down across from him.  

“That’s right,” agreed Marcus, amicably.  “As though there’s any question I was planning to use the weapons against you.”  He lowered his voice and let his face harden into a threat.  “Unless you force me to.”  Across from him, recessed in a darkened alcove, Silius kept a red-painted lararium, a personal shrine to honor his household guardians; these were finger-sized male terracotta figurines with painted boots and tunics, holding in their tiny hands drinking cups and bowls.  Once as a small child, he had played with them, treating the idols as tiny dolls.  Discovering him at it, Silius had walloped his backside something hard.  Yet after Marcus had pleaded, neither of them had confessed the story to Julius, who would have disciplined him worse for lack of respect.  Nor to Miriame, for that matter, who likely would have done the same for not shunning the idols altogether.  Which brought him back neatly to the reason he was sitting here in this fraught situation.  Parents.  Relatives.  And conflicting beliefs.  Resulting in punishment.  

“If you have something to say, I suggest you come out with it.  I don’t want to sit here all day, waiting for you.”  

Marcus pulled out his goatskin wine flask and took a drink.  Then smiling, a look half old time mischief and half present pain, he tossed the thing over to Silius.  “Take a drink, Silius, and relax.”  And once Silius caught the flask, unscrewed the top, drank from it and lowered it again, Marcus shrugged, his habitual gesture.  “What else?  I need your help on a matter with father.”  

“You have a lot of nerve coming here for help.”  Silius tossed the flask back over.  

“I know,” said Marcus, catching the wine skin.  “But I had no choice, did I?  Unfortunately, just now, nothing else will avail.” He lifted his chin and drank down the rest of the flask in one long pull, then threw it empty on the table before him.  “Nothing lasts forever.  There’s a time for war and a time for coming to terms.  If I get what I want, tell him.”  Marcus took a deep breath.  “Tell him, I’m prepared to bargain…” he stared down for a long time at the empty hands lying on his lap, and drew breath “…”.  But the rest of his sentence, dangling, went unspoken.  

Silius barked a laugh, the old dog that he was.  “You think that will move him.  By the gods, he’s a war commander.  He won’t be persuaded by this sentimental pap, like some new mother who can’t stop her tears.”  

Marcus stared back at him coldly.  “Nevertheless.  Moreover, you might be surprised.  Have you never considered, Silius, how he’s conducting this war?”  

By the affirming light that shone for mere seconds in Silius’ eyes, Marcus could see very well that indeed Silius had considered this.  “You’re mighty sure of yourself.  Taking a lot on faith, aren’t you?”  

“Surely,” Marcus said, with his eyebrows uplifted, “that would be the act of a fool.”   

And now that same light in Silius’ eyes had turned to hard contempt.  “I see,” he said.  

“What?  Did you think I wouldn’t?”  He swept his hand outward in a line  “I can’t afford to be moved by sentimental nonsense either.”  

Which, as Marcus knew in his heart, was not altogether true in this matter.  But then humanity cannot bear too much reality.  

*

Three more hours found Marcus ensconced in Julius’ villa, in his private office as Silius stood guard outside the door.  Julius had sent Dorys away to visit her relatives with a larger contingent of servants than normal, and uncharacteristically emptied the house of the rest.  All this before Marcus was allowed entry.  

As Marcus entered the room and walked towards the desk, Julius neither smiled nor rose.  “What?  Back again.  Here’s an irony!” he said.  Before Marcus arrived, he had plucked his heart from his chest and locked it away.  But even so, his greedy eyes were already devouring his son, thin, stripped down to his core and burnished with power.  And yet strangely, here, now, all of that confidence was overlaid with unease.  It mirrored his own.  And the remedy he knew best for unease was to pour himself a glass of wine.  But this time he did not make the mistake of offering one to Marcus.  

All this while, his son stood silently looking at him across the table.

Julius lifted the cup and took a long sip.  Then placed the cup on the desk before him.  “You wanted to see me.  And apparently took some trouble to arrange it.  Speak, then.  Say your peace.  And get out.”  

“You know why I’m here.”  

“Surely.  If only I knew what it took to win you back home, I’d have had you here years ago.”  

“You probably would have.  Whether he would have come voluntarily is something else again.  Meanwhile, what price are you asking for him?”

“What makes you think I’m selling him to you at all?  It would be worth my career to lose him now.”  His life, too, but he left that unsaid.  

“Then why did you agree to see me?”

“I wanted Dio back safely, of course.”  

“How nice that I provided you with a palatable excuse, father.”  Their eyes pulled together again, inevitable as the tide, then like a wave receding drew apart.  Marcus moved to stand by the window, his back to his father.  “I take it he’s still alive and not too badly wrecked to travel.”  

Julius laughed.  “And why should I tell you that for free?”  

“Because I’m sure you made him pay a high price for it already.”  Marcus turned half way around.  “It’s little enough.”  

Julius picked up his wine cup, rolling it between his hands as he stared into it.  “He’s alive.  Still.”  Across the room he could feel Marcus begin to breathe naturally again.  “I sent my own physician to him,” he mumbled.  “Whether he can travel, well–.  By horse?  Neither far nor fast.  We transported him up here by sea.”    

“We–?” his son repeated, staring across at him. “So you had a hand in it yourself, did you?”  Across the room, the hard ice coating Marcus’ eyes melted away and he could see deep inside, like the view as one stands high on a cliff-side looking down through plummeting blue depths to the crystalline sea floor.  “I didn’t prepare myself to expect that.”  Marcus bit his lip, turning his face away.   

Julius looked down at his hands, concentrating on the swirling tempest in his wine cup.  A flint strikes steel and there is an immeasurable interval to wait before the production of a spark.  So, too, the increment of time expanded between them.  
Until brought to an end by Marcus.  “Did you enjoy it?”  

To that Julius parried with the only weapon he had to hand.  “Do you really want to know?  Then tell me how Arianus died, Marcus.”  

It was unpleasant watching the change that overcame his son’s face, speaking, as it did, more loudly than any words.  He had long suspected – something.  But this?  No.  Not this.  

“So I guessed right, then, about why you came to me afterwards.  Yet you have so much contempt,” said Julius and laughed.  “Don’t you realize you’re just as tarnished as we are now?”  

“Yes.”  Marcus held his eyes again.  “I’ve long since realized that.  In this world, you can’t do much good without losing your innocence.  The difference is what we fight for.  You fight for riches and power and the honor of your Emperor, who you treat like a god made flesh.  We fight to observe God’s will, free from the interference of others.  And if I’ve become tarnished in fighting for that end, there are plenty of others who remain.”  

“Getting what they want through your sacrifice.”  

Marcus gave a world-weary shrug.  “That’s the fate of warriors the world-wide.  It was you, father, who fashioned me a warrior.  I chose only which side I would fight for.”

“Yet, by your own lights, your God made us the instrument of his wrath when he chose us to destroy your temple.  He’s finished with you and left you to us.”  It seemed so simple.  Why could not his son see it?   

“That proves nothing.  So, too, he made Egypt and Babylon rise.  And, for their excesses, ruined them each in their turns.  Look far into the future, father.  Look at Rome’s excesses  Do you believe God won’t despoil Rome in her turn?  Whereas however far he exiles us, he’ll always bring us back.”  

For a moment disgust curdled the edges of Julius’ lips.  “Christ, they’ve turned you into a fanatic.  There’s not a hair’s difference between you and those ragged men you see at every corner, preaching the word of the Lord.  Jonathan’s influence, I assume?”  

“Even by your lights, father, that’s absurd.  Yet if it were true, it wouldn’t bother me, not in the way you mean.  There are men among them of such quality even you would admire them.  However incredulous you may be of that notion.”  

Marcus turned away and walked back to the window.  Past his son’s shoulder Julius could see the sky laden with heavy clouds, a bleak and wintry day.  

“We’re getting nowhere with these mutual recriminations.  Perhaps we should stick to the subject under discussion here.  You have my uncle.  I want him.  What’s the price?”  

“It’s impossible, son.  There’s only one price and you won’t pay it.”  

“Tell me.”  

“You.”  Julius blinked hard.  “The same terms I offered you once before.  I’ll let you take Jonathan to safety if you swear to me on your God, an inviolable oath, that you then cease fighting this war and leave the country.”  

*

It was an impossible price.  

His father, knowing already he would never accept it, waited silently.  Behind him, those greedy eyes were reading his every move as they tried to bore into his soul.  But his own face stared ahead, examining the bleak vista before him that went on and on, flat and barely differentiated, until earth and heaven met.  There was a mere finger’s breath hovering between them to tell where the one ended and the other began.  The wind blew sand and gray sea spray onto shore where the gray gulls squabbled for food, squawking and honking. 

It was the same view that had existed, unchanging, all his childhood.  The monotony of this oppressed him now.  

Once he had thought to leave that behind him forever.  Fatherless rebirth.  

It had not turned out that way precisely.  Because Jonathan had been with him for most of the way.  

But here he was again, standing in this room, his true father seated at his desk.  Back to where the scene had played out long ago.  

There was no way forward, past this impasse.  The only way out of this room was back the way he had come.  Calling here, at best, had been an act of futility, just as Shimon foresaw.  Unless–  For a moment, he froze, like a deer face-to-face with some unexpected threat.  Then closing his fist tight on the thought for safety, he turned around and walked slowly back to his father’s desk.  He shut his eyes, then, in abnegation before reaching down and pouring himself a cup of wine, full almost to the brim.  Then lifted it to his lips and drank down every bit drop it. 

–Unless he rolled the dice and did the one wholly unexpected thing.  

“Father.  I accept.  I’ll take your oath.  Whatever words you require,” he said, and watched as the stunned look that appeared on Julius’ face diluted into belated horror as his father considered the implications of what his son had just sworn to do.  Finally that look of consternation, frozen for whole seconds on his father’s face, drew forth a cynical laugh from him.  “You never thought I would say yes?”

“No.  I didn’t.”

“Perhaps I’m not worth it after all.”  

“Perhaps you’re not.”  

“Then you shouldn’t have offered.  Next time think more carefully about what you want.”  

“Moreover, I think you’re bluffing.  Why would you be serious about this?  It goes against the direction of your entire life.” 

“Perhaps because I consider Jonathan worth a sacrifice,” said Marcus.  “And if it takes me out of the game, father, it takes you out as well.  A perfect draw, wouldn’t you say?  There are no winners here.  You’ll have to be content with a deadlock.”  Marcus pulled another chair close to the desk, poured himself another cup of wine, then sat back in the chair, cup in hand.  Don’t think ahead, he admonished himself.  Think only of the present.  “We’ll need to coordinate the escape plan, in any case.  I assume you’ll need help devising it.  Perhaps,” he said, “I might be of use.”   

*

“And you think I want to live like this, Julius?  Half alive?  Dragged places?”  

Jonathan was continuing the same argument he had been making, on and off, for a while, That is, he had only started speaking in a whisper once they had ridden someway past the borders of the city headed north east, to lose themselves in the mountains of Jezreel.  Julius himself was more preoccupied by the fact that at this rate they were not going to get lost enough. To his mind, that was more problematic.  

Indeed, Jonathan never sustained the chatter past a few words of protest.  With two broken fingers, a broken wrist and a shoulder and knee each severely dislocated, Julius was not sure how the man had breath to do much more than sit his horse.  True, he had filled him up with opium before they left, but even so, pain from the constant, inescapable motion must be impacting him.  So Julius, being careful, had used silence, in the main, to serve as his rebuttal.  But now, finally, his patience had worn through.  “Presumably you’ll die or heal.  Jonathan, your complaints are without end.  Do you think I want to listen to them all night?”  Glance raking the man riding abreast from him, Julius didn’t seek to hide the asperity he felt.  “Look, this was Marcus’ idea.  We made a pact.  I swore to help.  I’m simply doing what I promised in return.”  

“Ah, now we get to it.  And what did you force him to swear in return?”  

“I forced him to swear nothing.  I merely suggested an alternative.  He made the choice.  And whatever it was, he deemed it worthwhile to rescue you.  Are you going to dishonor that by refusing to come along?” 

“I can guess your nothing.  It’s what I thought.”  Jonathan’s mouth had tightened.  “You’re going to make him pay the full amount, I assume.”  It was a statement of fact rather than a question. 

“Did you want to die by Galenus’ hand, Jonathan?  Did he not have you tortured enough to satisfy you?  Going back to that, to be blunt, there’s your choice.”  

“It certainly seemed to satisfy you.”  The sidelong glance his way was an odd mixture of anger and acknowledgement, leavened with a measure of understanding.    

It unsettled him.  How do you talk to a man you’ve become strangely intimate with only because you had an unwilling hand in torturing him with your own hands?  Where the infliction of pain allowed you to see his quality?  Where you participated in the torture out of a mutual conspiracy of silence with the victim.  It created a binding weave of obligation, guilt and forbearance.  

Jonathan seemed to intuit something of the reason for his reticence, since he directed another glance at Julius and said mildly, “Forgive the reference.  But no, Julius.  I’m merely being practical.  Your son is worth more to my people than I am.  And in this state my usefulness slides precipitately, don’t you think?  So, yes, to my mind, it’s a bad day’s bargain.  Except for you.  You get what you want, at long last.  Marcus returned to your bosom.”  

“Yes.  My great desire in life was to rescue you at the cost of my career and perhaps my life.  Now there’s a joke.”  

“Looked at that way, I concede you have a point.  Although not the point I’ve been at pains to make.  But speaking of pain, Julius–”

Instantly attentive, Julius turned to him.  “Yes,”  

“Have I missed my mark entirely?”  The voice, surprisingly, registered as plaintive. “You haven’t noticed how much this line of conversation annoys you?”  

“Of course, I’ve noticed it.  You’ve been squeaking like a half dead rat.  I chose to forbear and ignore it.”  

“Ah, very charitable.  I commend you.  But it might be more charitable yet if you simply gave in.  Come on.  Knock me out.  Then tie me to the damned horse, please.  For the last hour, at least, that’s what I’ve been hoping you would do.”  He looked back over at Julius.  

Granted permission, Julius proceeded with the request.  Which is how he managed to arrive, with Jonathan in tow, at the meeting place with Marcus a mere two hours behind schedule.  

Marcus, on the other hand, was himself nowhere to be seen.  

*

Pain infiltrating through the edge of sleep triggered Jonathan’s wakefulness.  He tried, first, to ignore the sensation as long as he could, to help his body rest and knit, to give it what it required.  But the opium’s bulwark was fast dwindling down, overrun, like a mob of marauding soldiers, by the surging onslaught of pain.  Every tiny motion and counter-motion caused lines of pain to shoot through him.  With eyes gritted shut and body gripped tight, Jonathan bore the pain as well and as long as he could.  

But, as on a day out in the deep desert when a man is trapped without tree or boulder to shield himself from the sun’s rays, finally the burning orb of the sun becomes, slowly and inexorably, the entire focus of his consciousness.  So, too, eventually did the pain he was suffering.  The futility of his state once more defeating him, he opened his eyes.  He was in a cave.  The fire he had felt warm at his side as he slept, was now burned down to red-glowing embers, giving off only a tepid heat.  As his eyes got used to the dark he made out Julius not far from him, laid out on his horse blanket and sleeping hard.  

“Julius,” he hissed between his teeth.  But when repeated calling failed to wake his rescuer, Jonathan picked up a nearby pebble, though even that took a concerted act of will, and threw it at him.  

Julius awoke with a curse, bolted automatically from supine to upright his hand grasping for the knife at his side, muffled a longer string of curses as he glanced Jonathan’s way, then lay back down with his eyes firmly shut.  

“Julius.”  

“What is it, damn you.  Go back to sleep.”  

A humiliation soaked silence held sway until once again, gritting his teeth, Jonathan spoke.  “As it turns out, that’s the problem.  I thought you might help.”  

Julius yawned with his hand held over his eyes.  “What in Hades are you yammering about now?”

“Opium, Julius.  I need some.  Now.”  

And that seemed to do the trick, because Julius rose then without another word, rustled through the packs, found his vial of opium, mixed it with wine, steadied the cup on the floor of the cave, then sat down by his side.  

“What!?” said Jonathan, his voice cutting like a sword, to deflect Julius’ proximity.  And it was as though the force of his word summoned iron boundaries to rise straight up from the stony earth:  four cubits of impermeable mental space distanced himself from the man now sitting at his side whose cautious gray-blue eyes were examining him.  

“Here,” said Julius, slowly extending his arms towards Jonathan.  “Let me help raise you up so you can drink down this draught straight away.”  He did not, however, touch him, not yet.

Need surmounts reticence, Jonathan reminded his reluctant self, and, nodding to allow it, made a sacrifice of his pride.  Even in this strait he did not like to feel Julius’ hands on his body easing him to a sitting position.  For it was on his body once again the physical encroachment was occurring, as the hands of his torturer transformed themselves into the hands of his caregiver.  Although, there was, perhaps, a certain grace in that for both of them.  

He did not overlook the other though.  Oh no, not entirely.  How foolish a thought.  The peace between the two of them was far too fragile.  And wrought from soul’s geld, a currency he did not mean to permit.  

Jonathan woke slowly from another drug-induced slumber, grateful that the opium was still effective.  It made much possible that had not been earlier, including a certain freedom of movement.  Julius was not in sight nor were the horses, though before leaving he had lain more logs onto the fire, so that it now hissed and cackled.  Jonathan sat up slowly, took the new draught left for him by his side and drank it all down.  Drugged, without the pain pressing on him, his mind, paradoxically, felt far, far clearer than it normally did.  

Julius wandered in a few minutes later, leading the horses behind him.  With his hair and cheeks wind-roughed, he looked for the moment relaxed, almost free, until he glanced over and their eyes locked.  The ensuing moment brimmed with awkwardness until Julius, his face sagging back into wary tiredness and the freedom leeching out of him, said, “Where is that boy?  He’s over ten hours late now.”  

“No sign of him?”  .

“He was here.  He left us fuel to burn and a coded signal I would recognize.  He must have come here and prepared that on his way out; and for some reason, he’s not made it back yet.”  

That made rough sense, tallying as it did with the way they prepared their own expeditions, so Jonathan nodded.  

Julius nodded back at him.  “Doing better then?” he said, and stepped closer.   

Jonathan moved his hand forcefully and Julius stopped.  “Delightful,” he said, “for just as long as your store of opium holds out.”  

“Serves me right for asking.  In truth, you look dreadful.  Can I be–” Julius said, bobbing his chin in the direction of Jonathan’s body.

“No.”  

“Still, that knee needs seeing to, even just to wrap it up tightly.  I should–”

“No,” said Jonathan, firmly.  “I’ll do it myself.”  At the skeptical look in Julius’ eye, he amended, “Or Micha’el can do it when he arrives.”  

“Excellent solution.  Marcus certainly knows basic medicine, more so than I.  Although even I know bandaging,” said Julius.  “Except there’s the troublesome fact that the poor boy has gotten himself lost and isn’t here.  Present help, I’m thinking, is better than no help.  And in the unpleasant case that there is pursuit, the more mobile you are, the better, for all of our sakes.  Considering that some might deem what I’m doing treasonous.”  Julius picked up two pieces of firewood and laying them on the fire, sat back on his haunches to watch the slow kindle.  “And the penalty for that would be my death.  Nor would it be a pretty one.” 

So, too Jonathan waited for the fire to rekindle.  “Stop pressing the point, Julius.”  

“Can you move on it at all without the opium?”  

“Barely.  Not well.  No.”  

The brows on Julius face rose, dominating and impelling both.  The rebuke was implied, though he said nothing further aloud.   

“You’re taking me to task?  Oh no.  That I won’t accept.” Jonathan grimaced overdramatically.  “Let’s not forget how we’ve regarded each other all these years.  The diametrical purpose.  The contained enmity.  A few moments of cooperation against a madmen like Galenus for reasons that for once coincided doesn’t erase all that.  Not considering–” His voice trailed off.  

But Julius was pursuing hard on his heels.  “Considering what I did to you, you mean?  During those few moments of cooperation?  Permit this to count as the beginning of my expiation.”  

Jonathan, not in any way amused, forced out a laugh.  “Rescuing me from prison is surely amends enough.  No need to do anything more.”  

“No.  That I did for Marcus alone.  If you benefited from it, that was incidental to my will.  Jonathan, look at me.  This won’t make you beholden to me, if that’s what you fear.”  

Jonathan raised his eyes and met Julius’ with head on force, like two cavalrymen, with spears raised, hurtling towards each other across a field.  “It’s not a question of fearing, Julius.  I don’t want your hands on me again.  Understood?”  He did not withdraw the gaze, nor lessen its intensity by one iota.  

“I know what this is.”  Julius’ lower face twisting into a grimace, he said, “Because of what happened,” Julius waved his hand vaguely at the circumlocution, “since I caused some of these injuries now disabling you,” here he looked down at his hands, “you believe I scorn you as weak and passive, a receptacle of suffering rather than a strong adversary.  That I have the mastery here.  No?”  

Color suffused Jonathan’s bruised cheeks, but he did not change expression, nor look away.  “And do you?”  

Julius’ color rose in reply.  “To sustain what you did without breaking?  Hardly.”    “Whatever you may think, Jonathan, I’m not a barbarian.  I’ve also had an attraction towards stoicism most of my life.  Enough said?”  

Jonathan nodded slightly, more to himself than Julius.  “I know you for a truth speaker.  You always have been that.”  Jonathan shut his eyes and went inward a moment.  “Proceed, then, if you will.”  He pulled the blanket off his leg, pulled his tunic up, then took the knife Julius had given him at the time of their escape and began to slit the old bandages.  

“Don’t be absurd, Jonathan. With those injuries to your hands, the knife might easily slip.  Let me do it for you.”  

“What it needs most is time to heal,” Jonathan said, hilting his knife, his body tensing involuntarily as Julius took out another knife and directed it towards the injury.  

“The one thing neither of us have.  Still, according to Hippocrates, the warmth of the fire will do it good.”  

“As long as we’re here.”  Jonathan’s tone made the implication clear.  For they would not be here long, unless something had happened to Marcus.  

Uncovered, the knee and surrounding area was ravaged with bruising and choleric streaks of red, the kneecap dislocated and fractured.  “Kicked a few times too often,” was Jonathan’s diagnosis, as an expression of distaste stiffened his face.  He looked away, out towards the opening of the cave.  “You don’t need to mention my hope of surviving this is as narrow and chancy as an unmanned boat navigating the straits of Charybdis.  I already know it.”  

“If we could splint it–”

“But with a splint,” said Jonathan with a small sad smile, “I could hardly ride.  Still, if you want to immobilize it in the meantime, we need but a spear, if we had one.”  

“No spear.”

“Ah.  A branch then, if you care to forage.”  

“What is there between you and Galenus?”  

“What, indeed?” said Jonathan.  “Were there any trees in your purview just now when you were out wondering on the hill.”  

“You hardly expected me not to take notice of it, did you?   

“Under the circumstances, I expected nothing at all.  But the rhetoric, as I recall, was a trifle one sided.”  

“He spoke of you once, years ago, in passing.”  

“Did he now? Jonathan said, his tone as flat and unyielding as a bed of granite.  “The kneecap needs shifting back into place.  The tissue is much loosened.  I felt it sliding around during the ride.  That’s the most helpful thing you could do, Julius.”  

“I couldn’t figure out the connection then.”  Julius stood up, wiping his hands.  “And, except at some base level, I can’t say recent events have made it easier to understand.”  He moved off a certain distance from Jonathan, fixing an intent eye upon him that betrayed, if one looked closely, a certain disquiet.    

Jonathan shrugged, covered his knee back up, pulled the blanket over himself and lay back down on the ground, staring at the roof of the cave.  “Perhaps, it’s better to wait until we arrive somewhere more permanent.”  

“You don’t seem like the kind of man to consort willingly with Galenus.  Especially not in that sense.  Forgive me for asking.  I’d like to know what it’s about since I’ve been placed in the middle of it.”  

“Never by me.”  

“No, that’s true.  Yet, there I was.  You did come between me and my son though.  Which is why we are both here now.”    

Jonathan lay in silence, his gaze unmoving from its focus on the ceiling, the anger emanating off of him as insistently as the blowing north wind during a winter storm.  “Your help now with my leg is contingent upon my response?”    

“Is that what you thought I meant?  No.  Not at all.  I was merely going for some wood.  You’re misreading me consistently today, Jonathan.  It’s a little disconcerting.  In the past you were so unerring I didn’t realize until months later how well I had been handled.  The effect of the illness, perhaps, or the drug?  In any case, I’ll be back momentarily.”    

Out of the corner of his eye, Jonathan could see Julius nod at him before leaving.  He lay still, his anger, like a dispersing storm front, abating gradually, soon intermixed with a note of sadness.  

O God, you know my folly; and my sins are not hidden from you.

Let not those who wait on you, O Lord God of hosts, be ashamed for my sake; let not those who seek you be ashamed for my sake, O God of Israel.

Because for your sake I have suffered insult; shame has covered my face.

Later that day, with Jonathan’s kneecap shifted back into place, bound and splinted, and another dose of poppy doled out to him, the two men relaxed on either side of the fire Julius had built back up.  Julius was leaning back against the cool wall of the cave, enjoying the warmth to his fore body while Jonathan lay supine, his bad leg lying straight on the ground, the other one bent up at the knee.   

“In the doubtful event that I survive this, my future as an addict to this drug is certainly mapped out for me.  You might try some Julius.  With the pain largely gone, my mind feels remarkably clear and my spirit heightened.  Come.  Together we could rise to heaven and traverse the firmament.”  

Julius was smiling at him.  “Almost you tempt me.  But I haven’t your excuse.  And given the circumstances, one of us should keep a practical eye out.”  

A shame.  There’s such a feel of infinity where I am.  Room upon room of heavenly palaces.  And the swirling colors are bright and magnificent, unlike this dank hole.  It’s hard work keeping one foot still on earth.” 

Julius started to laugh.  “Make it your good leg, will you.  I have my doubts about how well the other one works.”  

“And it might help you better understand your son.”  

Julius’ eyes narrowed with skepticism.  “Because he fancies opium, too?”  

“Marcus?  An amusing thought.  No, Julius, because Marcus has a mystical side to which you’ve never reconciled yourself.  It’s foreign to your nature, but not to his.  As a result, you’ve always dismissed as stubborn rebelliousness what to him feels very real.  This higher world is a terrain he inhabits naturally.  Stoicism, which attracts you, by contrast is an earth bound philosophy.  Myself, I’ve always found it ruthlessly pragmatic, focused on a profound lack of hope.  I had a teacher once who stated that stoicism was a philosophy mete only for slaves and Emperors.  There’s something to that notion, I believe.  Amongst Greek and Latin thinkers, I prefer the Platonists.  Therein lies a far greater scope for the soul.”    

“Why bring Marcus into this now?”

“But haven’t all our talks always been about your son, one way or another?  It would be worthwhile, Julius, to see peace between you two one day, not the current state of war.”  

“How does peace between us interest you all of a sudden, my brother-in-law, my adversary, my enemy?”  

“Now you’re misreading me, Julius.  Marcus does honor you as his father, and love you, too; though not, I suspect, in the way you desire. Why not remove some obvious stumbling blocks for Marcus.  If I can be of help, why leave his path strewn with unnecessary obstacles.  Do you not agree?”  Jonathan swallowed.  “Fathers and sons, it can be almost impossible, can’t it?  That bond, for good or ill, it shadows your life.  Before my own father died, I achieved a kind of peace with him, but barely.  And then, when he died, I happened to be from home.”  He half turned and leaned up on his good arms.  “Did you get on with your father?”  

“I barely knew him.  He was away with the army almost my entire youth.  And then I left for Asia Minor when I was eighteen.  I never saw him after that.”  

“Ah.”

Julius shot Jonathan a wry grin.  “I hadn’t thought to reveal so much.  But there’s a world of deliberation in that ‘ah’ that make me quite uncomfortable.  Fair enough.  Now you tell me something.  You told me once you had a son that died.  What happened to him?”  

“The truth is–.”  Jonathan lay back down, drawing in a deep breath.  “The truth is.  Galenus killed him.”  

“What?”  

“On the point of a spear.  And left his body.  Stuck on its end.  To be eaten, by carrion birds.”  Jonathan was having trouble breathing again.  On those few occasions in his life he had spoken of this, his breath always came shallow and painful.  He drew a labored breath and continued.  “Not personally, mind.  Galenus sent orders. To massacre the village.  And his men carried out the plan.  Flawlessly.  The connection to me.  That he never knew.  It was just an anonymous slaughter for him.”    

Julius was sitting bolt upright peering across the fire at him.  “Marcus knows this story, too?”  

“Am I a fool, Julius?  No one knows but the men I commanded,” Jonathan paused to breathe.  “The ones with me when I found him.  Near his mother.  Afterwards, my rabbi learned of it. 

“You found him?”  

“Yes, some days later.  At the time, I was stuck in his camp, the threat of death implied for me or my men if we did not go along with Galenus’ plans.  I did my part to keep my men together and alive.  At no time had I the thought that I had left my flank unguarded. I had not been home for some months, though.  I didn’t know how precarious the local situation had become.  

“What were they to Galenus?  A baby?  A woman?  A village whole?  By the time I received permission to depart, the irony is he would have given it all to me to keep me with him another week or month. And I would have paid that price.  Oh I would have paid.  With thanksgiving in my heart.”  

*

Jonathan’s voice died.  There was nothing more to say.  When the silence grew too heavy for Julius to bear without fidgeting, he stood up quietly and walked over to the horses.  They were fine, settled in for the night.  He took a walk around the cave, then traversed its length to peer out of its opening into the cold, moonlit night.  Outside the stars in the firmament shone bright, crystalline points of brilliance, as numerous as the sand on a beach.  The wheel of the heavens spun on its eternal axis.  But now when he gazed up at the sky, the constellations seemed strange.  They had shifted far off since the last time he had paid them heed.   

Julius came back inside and stared at the dying fire, burned down again to red embers and white ash.  Some careful tending and a few more logs placed on top revived the flame, at least for a time.  On the other side of the fire, with eyes shut and face unburdened, Jonathan lay still.  Only his bruised face, half broken hands and his white neck were exposed to the night air.  The rest was covered.  It was impossible to tell without troubling him whether he slept or not.   

Julius lay down, unsheathed sword by one hand, unhilted knife by the other.  He dozed off a bit.  And was startled out of sleep suddenly, clenching with dread.  Wide awake, he grabbed his sword and went to stand guard at the mouth of the cave.  Still high aloft, Venus glinted a presumptuous greeting, the white queen, the dawn sentinel.  He was standing there unmoving when Marcus came upon the cave a short time later.  

“You’re late,” said Julius.  

“I know.  I’m sorry.”  An arch grin appeared.  “I had to skirt around several parties of your soldiers.  It took some work.  But you have him?  How is he?”   

“Asleep, I hope.  Drugged.  Damaged.”  Julius winced internally in response to Marcus’ blenching dismay.  “A few more hours and we must leave.  It’s too dangerous to stay here longer.”  He turned back into the cave, leaving the task of guard work to Marcus, lay down and slept heavily until dawn.  

They left together soon after dawn, riding silently until they reached the crossroads.  Then with no further words spoken parted in their opposite directions.  Everything that needed to be said had been said already.  Julius took the western path, and Jonathan and Marcus rode east, riding out into the wilderness like Azazel.  

*

The first few hours Marcus led Jonathan over the mountain paths at a pace that was steady, but not punishing.  Their progress was good, though not nearly as fast as he would have liked it to be.  Still, Marcus was not fretting.  For the moment, he had what he wanted.  

“We’re heading east.  But you haven’t told me the destination.  Is it so secret?”  

Marcus turned his head to flash a smile back at his uncle.  “There’s a village some miles on, xxxx.  We’ll meet a guide there.  He’ll lead us through the hills for a day or two.  After that, we’ll go south, towards the Dead Sea.  In time, we should get you over the border to your Nabatean friends.  They’ll figure a way to smuggle you to Mesopotamia or Arabia Felix.”

Jonathan was wearing a smile depleted of all energy.  “Are you coming with me on this jaunt east?”  

His anger and growing unease burst out of him. “Yes.  Yes I will.”  

“Liar.  Don’t you have to go with your father?”  

“He told you about that?”  So now they were approaching the crux of the problem.  “I only told him I would stop fighting.  And leave the country.  Not where I would go.”  

“A technical loophole.  That’s not what he meant, and you know it.”  

“Does it matter?  As long as it’s within the bounds of what I vowed?”  

“It might.  To your father.”  Jonathan refrained from commenting further.  Nevertheless, the heaviness of his response permeated their conversation.  Within the hour, as they had slowly to negotiate passage for the horses through a rock slag, he ventured further, “You might reflect, however dire my straits, I need a nursemaid far less than Israel needs a capable general.”  

“Israel has Shimon.  You have no one.”  

“Shimon’s very capable.  But she needs you no less.” Jonathan sighed loudly.  “What were you thinking, Marcus, to abandon Israel for my sake?  You must know that’s the last thing I want.”  

“What’s done is done, Jonathan.”  His eyes flashed once.  “Shouldn’t you be quiet now?  Preserve your strength?”  

Jonathan tightened his jaw but said nothing.  It was no less true, though, that he needed all of his strength to stick on his horse, no small feat even at the decelerating pace at which they proceeded.  

The creeping pace did have one advantage.  It allowed Jonathan to notice the very instant their pursuit became apparent.  For him, it was not, unfortunately, an unexpected contingency.  Immediately he began to prepare to the very little extent he could.  First, maneuvering out the small glass vial containing the remaining opium that Julius had handed him before departing, he unstoppered it and took as large a dose as he could stomach, swallowing it down with water.  By now, the bitter taste was more bearable.  The movement behind he let distract him from his physical difficulties.  Watching over his shoulder, the play of sunshine glinting off bits of metallic equipment.  It gave away the position of their enemy and the element of surprise.  But given their circumstances – his circumstances, that is – this afforded them very little.  

When the pursuit grew closer, he informed his nephew.  Who started them on a final slog through the hills, full-out, using every trick he could muster.  

“Look ahead.  There’s another group.  You see them there.”  The point of Jonathan’s finger traced an arc out where the glitter of metal now stretched before them.  

“You’d think,” said Marcus, in a near whisper, “they’d have the discipline and the  sense to hide in the shade.”  

“No need now.  They have us nearly surrounded.  A party fore and aft.”  

Marcus half turned to his uncle.  “You’re not worrying, are  you?  We know where they are. We’ll still slip through.”  

“The pursuit will only continue if we slip through.”  

“It wouldn’t be a challenge any other way.”  Marcus rallied a grin.   

“The truth is Marcus, I can’t continue much longer.  Go ahead of me.”  

“Take more opium, Jonathan.  We’ll make it.”  

“I’ve taken all I can manage.  Listen to me now, Marcus.” Jonathan’s horse pulled abreast of Marcus and he grabbed his nephew’s arm and pulled him close, holding it as tight as he could with broken fingers.  The sad smile he had seldom been without all day played over his lips again.  “This is a trap.  We’re surrounded.  There’s little hope for me to escape this.  I can’t manage a fast pace long enough.  Nor can I fight much if we’re caught.  But there’s every chance for you if you ride now.”  

“No.  I’m not leaving you again.  Last time I didn’t fight to save you.  I called a retreat.  And I couldn’t live with the consequences, Jonathan.  It was a mistake, a terrible one on my part.”  

“I didn’t blame you for that.  In the circumstances, you did what was right.  You might easily have lost everyone.  A worse mistake would be to stay now.  No, child.”  He lifted his hand and ruffed Marcus’ hair.  “I won’t permit you to sacrifice your life with me for nothing.  You’ve done enough. From the bottom of my heart I thank you for freeing me, even if my freedom lasted altogether a few days.  You already accomplished the impossible.  No one could have done more for me, Marcus.  Remember, now it is to God and all of Israel you owe your service, not to me alone.”  

“To you, too, I owe it.  Come with me now, Jonathan.  There’s still time.”  

“I’ll ride as far and as fast as I can.  I’ll do my best to get away.  This I swear.  But you must go ahead of me and escape.  That’s a command.  If you’ve never listened to a word I told you, listen to this.  I love you, Marcus, the way Jacob loved Joseph.  Be my perfect son now in obedience.  Go ahead.  Fly like an eagle on the wind.”  

Eyes wide, face shocked, Marcus sat frozen on Argos.  

Jonathan kissed Marcus’ forehead, then leaned his cheek onto it.  “Give my love to your mother when you see her.  Blessed be the Lord who has not abandoned you nor his people.  May He guard you with mercy and compassion all the days of your life.  And if it be His will, may you stand as a lion in strength against the enemies of his people.”    

Eyes still wide, Marcus nodded stiffly, leaning into his uncle’s embrace, holding him around the waist.  “You better take my knife,” he said into Jonathan’s shoulder.  When he raised his head, his face was stark white, his cheeks hollow.  “I could–?”  He impelled his uncle’s eyes.  “Should I?  Do it for you?”  

“You know as well as I.  If you do it, that would be murder.  Give me the knife,” his uncle said, released his hold completely and pushed Marcus away.  “Now go”  

Eyes closed, Marcus dug his spurs into Argos and let himself be carried forward, like an eagle breasting the wind.  At the bend in the hill, he glanced back, his face a pale slash high on a white horse.  

Jonathan, following in his wake, acknowledged the look.  He felt its absence once Marcus rounded the bend and vanished.  As long as the ground remained unchallenging, he maintained his pace.  But as the ground roughened once more, the men chasing him inexorably came closer and closer.  All too soon, not only could he hear their voices ringing in anticipation, but he could make out some individual features.  There was no time left for thought.  He flicked the reins to one hand, pulled out Marcus’ knife, sunk it into the flesh of his own arm.  Just as he began to yank it upwards, the horse stumbled.  Thrown off balance, low against the horse’s neck, his knife hand went wide.  As he scrambled hard for control, with the job still incomplete, the knife slipped and fell.  It fell onto the rocky ground and clattered down a slope.  There was no time to dismount and search for it.  The men behind were too close.  His only hope now – such a small, small thing – was to bleed to death by increments after he was caught.     

*

Knocked off his horse during his recapture, Jonathan fell, mercifully for him, into a deep state of unconsciousness.  A dead faint lasting, he later discerned, over the length of a day.  After that, he awoke only intermittently, passing in and out of consciousness in the same cell where he had been chained before.  For the most part he was alone.  Occasionally a slave brought in rough food and water he could scarcely tolerate.  He was filthy and bloody, his arm crudely stitched up and bandaged, chilled and in pain, barely able to move.  His dwindling physical world was itself becoming an argument, nay, a propulsion, towards the kind of renunciation he had never seriously contemplated before.  He had nothing in life to look forward to but abuse and torture.  In such cases, there was a precedent.  King Saul killed himself and still the people mourned him.  Nor in his extreme did the Rabbis criticize him.  

Then said Saul to his armor bearer, Draw your sword, and thrust me through with it; lest these uncircumcised come and thrust me through, and abuse me. But his armor bearer would not; for he was terrified. Therefore Saul took a sword, and fell upon it.

When Jonathan rallied enough to check, he found the opium gone.  Lost or taken from him, he could not tell.  It hardly mattered now.  Except as another form of agency gone.  

That night two slaves entered his cell, unchained him, cut off his clothes, threw a bucket of freezing water over him.  As he was shivering with cold, they dressed him in some rough wear.  Heedless of what measures they took, before they were done, he was screaming in pain.  After that, they carried him outside his room, depositing him into a cart and wheeled him to the Governor’s palace.  But it was not the Governor with whom he had an engagement.  Instead, once again, he had been summoned by Galenus who himself had only just returned to Caesarea. The slaves dumped him on the floor and were summarily dismissed.  

“Casio, have one of your men stand him up,” said Galenus to his aide, “and keep him upright.”  The man next to Galenus nodded, middle height, a scarred face, brown hair, a bad limp.  Jonathan recognized him as someone he had seen by Galenus’ side in Ashqelon.  At his signal another man approached to heave him up from the floor and pin him against the wall.  As soon as he had been picked off the floor, the questioning began.  

“Who freed you?”  

“There was a trade, I believe.  On my behalf.  Me for a centurion.” 

Casio began to snigger, but when Galenus held up his hand, the man desisted.  “I’ve asked who it was, not what happened.”  

Patiently, Jonathan explained.  “I’ve told you all I know already.  I don’t know the man’s name.  Or where he was held.  Or whether he was released.  I didn’t arrange a plan ahead of time, if that’s what you mean.  How could I have?  Nor did I expect it.  I only learned about it as the trade was underway.”  

“And still you refuse to answer my question.  No matter.  For it does prove what I believed.  Those that rescued you believe you to be important to this revolt.  More than you let on.”  

“You think?  If so, might they not have sent a larger rescue party?  One that actually accomplished its mission, for example?”  

As Galenus opened his mouth to reply the door opened again.  He spun on his heel to look, his mouth half open, looking inadvertently comical.  This time, Julius was led in, a soldier on either side of him, all three of them with hands bound tight with twisting rope.  Jonathan recognized neither of these men, nor the three guards accompanying them.  

“Ah, Julius.  You’ve returned at last.  Excellent, my dear.  You’ll notice the return, too, of our prisoner.  The one you freed.”  

Julius had not known in advance of his recapture.  The queer working of his face, the rising storm unable to blow over, made that evident to Jonathan as it must also be to Galenus. And everyone else in the room.   And still Julius stared only at him.  

“It’s a good thing I left Casio here to follow my orders.”  Galenus had crossed to Casio who was preening and smirking.  “He arranged for the successful pursuit and ambushing yesterday.  An excellent guardsmen.  He was once one of yours, wasn’t he?  But left because of some dispute.  Was it your son who injured him?” said Galenus, turning back to observe Julius closely.  

“In fact, he did.  So long ago I had not recalled it.”  

“Indulge my curiosity.  By whose authority did you release this prisoner?”  

“My own,” said Julius, who was still looking at Jonathan, not at Galenus.  His face was patchily white and green, his eyes half frozen, like a deer.  “I value Dio.  I value him highly.”  And here, mercifully, he turned to look at his subordinate.  “I wanted my man back.  I need him for the war.”  

Galenus was tapping his foot, contained anger.  “I remember informing you I wanted to question the prisoner further.”  

“The first time through – hours of torture, let me remind you – he gave out a pitiful amount of information.  After that, there’s no reason to hope for anything further from him.  Except death.  I wanted Dio back.  And I got him safely.  And now we have both of them.  It’s a happy day for everyone, except, perhaps the prisoner, no?  My gamble paid off.”

Galenus lifted his brows.  “That was your gamble?  Funny how none of your men rode after him.”  

“He can’t move fast like that.  I felt sure we would recapture him.  Eventually.”  

“Eventually,” Galenus repeated, rolling the word on his tongue.  “You didn’t consider the fact that our enemy was willing to trade a high level hostage for him was a reflection of his worth to them?”  

“I considered what was obvious, yes.”  Julius did not bother to hide the scorn he felt at being asked such a question.  “But I also considered his ability to resist.  I doubt we’ll get any more information from him.   That you may have wanted something more for him yourself, I did not consider worth Dio’s life.”

“But it wasn’t safe to return him!”      

“Why not?  Look at him.  I doubt he’ll recover.  He can’t take the field like that.  In any case, Dio’s more valuable to me than he is to you.”  

“So you think?  Perhaps you’re right.  The deed’s done anyway.  So let’s hew to its spirit.”  Seized now with determination, Galenus approached Jonathan quickly, lifted his hand to his jaw, and ran it smoothly down the length.  Then Galenus stepped backwards and away, until he was standing against the wall, watching.  

Jonathan’s eyes went large.  He put one hand up to his throat, then covered that one with his other hand.  He pulled his first hand down, staring at it, then grabbed at his throat again.  And spoke:

Shma Israel

Adonoy Elohenu

Adonoy Ehad.  

Around him, all fidgeting ceased.  Every man in that room was now frozen in place, utterly still, watching Jonathan. 

Jonathan alone did not look outward.  He sunk to his knees and repeated the words, now in a raucous whisper, as the blood continued to seep out of his throat, spilling over his broken hands, soaking into his tunic, dripping faster and faster onto the floor:

Shma Israel

Adonoy Elohenu

Adonoy Ehad.  

With his last physical effort, he looked up.  It was no trouble to find Julius’ eyes, now fixed on him, as were those of everyone else in the room.  For a few seconds, bare moments, his last diminishing allotments of time, he held those eyes to communicate – something – to console Marcus, the child they had both nurtured.  And now, even with his hands propping up his head attempting futilely to impede the flow of blood, his head was too heavy.  He fell to one side, his knees bent, his head on the ground, his eyes opening but the colors swirling in and fading out, out, out into a sea of blackness.  His sight turned entirely inwards.  The stillness of the room grew immeasurable before him.  But still, as long as he remained conscious, he continued to mouth the last rites of a Jew intent on meeting His Maker.  

Hear O Israel

Adonoy is Our God,

Adonoy is...  

*

At last the body lay perfectly still.  The blood slowed its gushing, although the pool on the floor continued for a time to ripple slowly outwards.  Only then did Julius permit himself to move his face so losing the rigor into which his expression had set.  He swished his jaw from side to side, breathing stiltedly.  And then, before meeting anyone else’s eyes, he blanked out his face as best he could so that it showed nothing.  Inside what he felt was a creeping horror.  

He looked all the way up then and found Galenus’ eyes fixed on him.  “Do you know.  Until now, I believed he was a mercenary, not a Jew.  Did he convert, I wonder?  Or, all the way back–?  Of course.  How naïve I was.  Well done is done, at last.  Finish it off for me, Julius.  Cut off his head.”  

“No,” said Julius.   

“That’s an order.  You’re already transgressed over the line of treason, you realize.”    

“You are not my officer.  Nor anyone with direct authority over me.  It’s not treason to trade a useless prisoner for a dutiful centurion.  I notice, too, you failed to extract anything relevant from him.  All this was just a charade for personal vengeance of some sort.”  Julius turned his head back to look at Jonathan’s corpse, the eyes already glassing over.  “That was a brave man you executed just now.”

“He was an enemy.”

“Yes, he was.  But a worthy one.  Courage and inner resilience is a thing every soldier admires.  It’s rare enough in this world.  So I’m not going to defile him now in death.  Do your own dirty work this time.  Or have someone else do it.  For I won’t.”

“As you wish.”  Galenus smirked.  “But then, my dear, you’ve already played your part.  Consider.  The eloquence of your argument moved me to take Iounathan’s life immediately.”  

Julius said, “He was an enemy of Rome, Galenus.  I have no quarrel that he’s dead.  His death was necessary and inevitable.  But now that he’s dead, I find that sufficient.  It’s past time for me to return to my work, fighting against Rome’s other enemies,” Julius said, and walked to the door, his hands still bound before him.  At Galenus’ nod, the slave opened it for him.  His two men, Dio and Gaius, their hands both bound, followed silently after him.  
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