Awareness came at me sideways.  A drifting groan.  A sound that warbled, bled into silence then returned to hover.  Broke off and returned.  Worrying at my mind.  Until it gathered a rip-tide of nerves and spilled them directly into my gut.  Which woke my innards and stirred my blood.  Enough so that a moment later, I woke to the pain shrieking along my nerves.  And the fact that the noise I had been hearing was my own.  That allowed me, finally, to close my throat and cut it off.  I opened my eyes, shut them tight, then strained them wide open again.  And then again.  I used the back of my hand to wipe a thick layer of grit off my face.  And then rubbed the lids and under eyes with my fingers.  But it made no difference.  Darkness consumed my entire horizon.  An illimitable darkness that encased every potential axis point.  

Infinities of blackness everywhere I looked.  

I saw nothing.  

Nothing at all.  

Into this unending night, I fell back and back again into unconsciousness, submerging and re-emerging over and over, too senseless to do anything, even resist the pain.  By instinct, I craved Devorah and another dose of her medicaments.  The idea that I might have to hold out for hours before she woke and came to my side to relieve the pain skittered across my brain only occasionally.  

More time passed and I realized I had lost time.  Devorah’s face morphed into Eli’s.  It was his aid I was awaiting. Meanwhile the air was smooth, my throat not yet parched.  It was just the pain that wracked me.  I lay and breathed in and slept again, stretched weightlessly on this rectangle of ground, which bore me as though on the soft down of eagle’s wings.  Removed from the province of God and man, adrift without meaning.  

Time passed.  Slowly the idea that no one was coming for me settled into my mind.  A weight.  A sinking feeling.  My eyelashes brushed closed on the grit still covering my face, while blood red and gold flashes pulsed in my head.  This was all I had of light.  A mirage that ceased whenever I opened my eyes.  Instead, visions from my past rolled through my mind, the images more intense than scenes from Greek dramas, the ones I had attended often enough as a child. At the grand theater on the sea in Caesarea.  With my mother.  

I’m a boy of eight, living in Antioch standing in an empty field several over from my house.  In the distance, a herd of black and white speckled sheep against a background of lichen covered stone, furze and bent trees.  But up close, it’s me against three neighborhood toughs, sons of men under my father’s command, from the coarsest rank.  A rough fight at those odds, and two of them years older than me.  Though I was far better trained, in arms and letters.  Which was the problem here.  The other boys made it clear, through their bullying and their fists, that they did not like me lording it over them.  Presenting a united front, they expected me to back off, to turn tail and run.  So I did what I had to.  Went for the biggest of them, two hard kicks to the guts followed by a straight hand blow to the side of his neck and I’d laid him out flat.  But as I turned, catching my breath, the second of them kicked at me hard; while I blocked that and struck back at him, the third one, the smallest one there, but the sharpest brained, picked up a broken stick, stabbed its sharp, splintered end into my belly, and pulled it out again.  And then, flinging the stick far away, he grabbed his friend and they both fled.  My hand clenched at my stomach, and I pulled it away with a smear of blood.  I wiped that off on a tree.  All the way home, more blood kept slowly seeping out.  I smeared it all away on trees and rocks I passed, except for the dribs and drops that fell behind me, left adrift like kidnapped children on a pirate ship.  Waving desultorily.  Not yet drowning.  

My father had ordered me never to fight with the sons of his men.  No one could see me with the telltale blood stains.  So when I reached home, I snuck inside through a window, pulled off my tunic and jettisoned it into some dark hole.  Then cleaned myself up as best I could.  I told no one.  

Three days later, while I was at lessons, one of our slave girls found my bloodstained tunic and brought it to my mother.  And she brought it to me, accusation and worry vying in her eyes.  I denied all knowledge, of course.  Undeterred, she yelled at me to strip.  When I refused she called in two male household servants and had them tussle me naked.  But her anger melted as soon as she noticed the sore on my torso, red and angry now.  She sent one of the men at a run for the doctor.  And while we waited together, she settled me on a soft couch and read to me from the Iliad in her mellifluous voice, tales of valor that were near to my heart.  

Into this calm scene, the doctor entered.  He looked over the wound, and with steady movements took out his instruments and linen strips to cleanse the area before laying open the wound.  He uncorked a pot of oil, and the scent of rosemary and mint penetrated the air, soothing to body and soul alike.  And all the while my mother read to me of Achilles’ sorrow at the death of Patroclos.  

Akhilleus, whom Zeus loved, now rose.  Around his shoulders Athena hung her shield, like a thunderhead with trailing fringe.  Goddess of goddesses, she bound his heads with golden cloud and his very body blaze with a fiery light.  

As the doctor applied pressure to the spot, to test it, I was holding her hand.  With her other hand, she smoothed my hair over and over.  When he lifted the scalpel to slice open the wound, I tightened my grip.  

“Doctor.  For the moment stop what you’re doing.” My father’s voice exploded across the room, like glass falling on a hard floor.

I turned my head to look at him as did the doctor and my mother.  So intent had I been on that descending scalpel in the hand of the doctor, I hadn’t noticed him slipping silently into the room in the middle of the afternoon. “Take your hand from his, Miriame,” Julius continued, his voice casually cutting into my mind, like a shard from that broken glass.  I ignored what he said, holding on even tighter.  My mother felt the intensified grip, glanced down at me to verify my reaction and went into full battle mode.  “There is no need for you to intervene, Julius.  Everything is fine.  I appreciate you help but we were fine here without you.  Everything was going well.”  

But father always could out yell her.  His job was to bark out orders all day long at the barracks.  So after a time – signal of her defeat – mother began to leak tears.  A weakness exploited immediately when father intervened physically to separate our hands.  

“You’ll only weaken him with those tears, Miriame,” Julius said, and cast her roughly from the room.  The door slammed behind her.  And though I listened hard, soon I no longer could hear her crying outside.  Only then did I turn my head wearily to look at my father.  

Like a hunter lying in wait for his trap to trigger, he snared me in his gaze.  “Above all things, Marcus, a soldier must learn to handle his pain.  Alone.  This is practice.”

“Punishment, you mean.”   For breaking his order.  And fighting with the boys.  That’s why I hadn’t told anyone.  

“Be as quiet as possible now.  Don’t scream.  Or the doctor’s hand will be more likely to slip.  That will hurt you more.  Instead use your mind to control your body. Absorb the pain.  It will hurt less that way.  Allow your will to guide you, not your fear.”  

I appealed mutely, eyes wide with my fear.  But even at that age, I knew what the verdict would be.  

My father turned away ruthlessly.  “Choose to be a man, not a slave.”  

But I was only a boy.  Dread blossomed in my stomach.  So that I had to run out naked to use the toilet.  I heard my father’s shouted command for a servant to chase after me, to bring me back.  The man had the decency, at least, to wait in silence for me to finish, until I had cleaned myself.  Then, one hand firm on my bare shoulder, he escorted me back again.  Where, under my father’s tyrannical eye, I lay down and gave my flesh to the doctor’s knife.  For comfort, I held only a smooth white stone.  I didn’t make a sound.  I was too terrified.  

But after the ordeal was over, a small vein of pride, molten and alive, ran through my chest, warming me with its heat.  

Such a small moment.  But it warmed me still, setting the pattern for my life.  My life.  So after a while I began mustering resources of energy, first of the soul, then the body.  I needed to knit them roughly before making a stand to escape.  At least in this underground hell, no ghosts were yet importuning me for blood.    

My father came to me a few days later.  By then, I was near recovered.  He stood, considering me as I sat on my bed.  After a while he struck my face.  Hard.  

I yelped and shot off the bed quick to the other side of the room.  “What was that for?” I yelled at him, one hand to my face.  

“Punishment,” my father said calmly, turning towards me again.  “Next time, listen to my orders.”  

“It was three to one.  They attacked me.  I wasn’t going to run away, like a coward.  Three to one.   And they were the ones that ran away.”  Aren’t you proud of me?  
He approached.  And suddenly there was no more room behind me.  My back was at the wall.  “And you want my praise for that?  You’re going to be a man under discipline for a great many years of your life.  You’d better learn to follow orders with no show of feeling on your face.”  And then he hit me again.  “That’s for talking back.  And showing me too clearly what you were thinking.”   

This time I just stood there looking up at him without saying a word.  Burying my anger.  Hiding my flaring hatred.  

“Better,” he said after a minute.  “Any fool can fight when necessary.  Next time, don’t fight them.  I expect you to show initiative instead.  It’s a harder trick to master, that.”  

And that had formed me, too.  

But sometime later I asked myself why I should obey a pattern that my father had instilled in him to begin with.   The weft ceaselessly woven into his weave.  A way to manipulate me endlessly, to control my actions yet.  So, after all the useless perambulations, I sat back down against the wall of the cave and did not stir for hours upon hours.  Until that resistance, too, was futile.  And then I stood up and began moving around the cave again.  But I had lost my way.  

His procession here, through the walls of the collapsed cistern, had been slow.  But at last he reached a place where rays of light were visible.  Slant-wise, illumining the dust and so beautiful to him in that moment, he fell to his knees in supplication, like the High Priest entering the Holy of Holies to implore God on behalf of the people Israel.  The air moved, with the  the scent of green.  Now he only had to figure out how to scale the tall sheer walls and squeeze out through the narrow slash punctuating the rock.  

With legs and arm, I pulled myself free at last from the tunnel, utterly spent.  Emerging fully as no more than a human speck perched precariously on an alien land, dappled in gold and green.  I managed to note the absence of all human civilization, before collapsing to one side into sleep.  

Marcus woke to a world loud with the buzz of nature and the shuffle and twist of wind,.   
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