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Timbered, mud-brick dwellings next to a moist wadi showed signs of being occupied as the sandstorm died away at dusk. Wooden shutters opened to allow flickering oil lamps to paint a glow in the desert’s austere landscape.

The Dead Sea lay flat to the mountains. A snake glided in zigzagged movements across ripples of desert grit.

The Roman curfew held no jurisdiction here. Within the city walls, the authorities insisted on an absolute curfew that they strictly enforced, but out in the desert, the menacing, harsh conditions had obligated the Roman hierarchy to abandon their villas. Guards, centurions, and the Roman Empire’s rulers had retreated from Mother Nature’s arid hospitality to gorge on Jerusalem’s civic luxury where aquifer-swelled storage pools without the threat of seasonal drought and baths teamed with clean-shaven Romans who languished in their waters for hours. The city curfew never affected them in any way ... only any person who was deemed to be Judean by birth was impacted. The Romans relaxed there from the brutal officialdom that they exercised during the day.

The snake stopped in front of a big scorpion. In defense, the creature arched to strike the snake on the top of its head with its tail stinger. At the same moment, the snake struck to sink its fangs into the scorpion’s thorax. The two combative creatures both struggled into lifelessness.

It was mid-December, and cosmic light showers were prolific. The slow-moving meteor showers flashed in the night sky. Thunder rumbled far off in the distance. The sandstorm had moved tons of sand from one place to another. It blocked roads, reached villa balconies, and spilt over once-manicured gardens that tolerated a wadi’s condition. Ill-equipped and outdated, this Roman legion used Judean rekebs that they had captured from the Judean people during their occupation to scout the desert at night. Roman scouts sped across the desert floor along Bedouin tracks, flattened by centuries of nomadic roving. Sand drifts that were piled across the land slowed them down.

A spear narrowly missed the centurion as it careened through the night air. It bounced off the wooden fairing off of one of the rekebs. The centurion riding the scout rekeb pulled at the rekeb’s reins to rear the horses to a halt. In one movement, the centurion dismounted the rekeb and pulled his sword from its scabbard. He scanned the surrounding hills, his eyes fixed in a squint. 

Three burning Jewish spears thudded in the body of his rekeb from different directions. The two attached horses ran in fear from the sudden flames that ignited the rekeb. The rushing, blazing wind was how an ensnared demon would act and sound. A larger spear than the rest blazed through the darkness to penetrate the back of the centurion’s leather armor. The shock followed by fatal agony made him grab at his back to clutch the unreachable source of his injuries. Flames cauterized to cook the wound simultaneously evaporating his blood loss. The centurion scout’s knees buckled, and he fell to the desert floor. The accelerant the spear was soaked in turned his torso into a burnt hiss that popped in a mass of ruined anatomy. 

The mobile-supply gathering garrison from Masada closed in to examine their intruder kill, astonished at the fact that legion centurions were so far out in the Judean Desert.

The other scout, ahead of the slain scout, had looked back in time to see flames dance in the darkness. He made a wide turn in the desert nightfall’s blackness. His rekeb wheel clipped some nearby rocks, sending it into a tumbled out-of-control roll.

The Qumran settlements had sent men in raid groups out to steal water from the wells around a long-deserted settlement some distance away in moonlight or under the cover of total darkness in case scavengers wanted by the Romans wandered the desolate area to rob anyone out after dark. Tonight was no exception. A group of dark figures assembled by an empty amphora left in the center of the settlement. Each huge, double-handled pot was hoisted up to rest, nestled, balanced on the shoulders of two arm-linked figures in the darkness. 

A procession of oddly shaped outlines floated in the pale, dim sand flats, resembling a creature of the wildest imaginings. Zealot rebels had taken over the mountain fortress of Masada. They were oblivious to the fact that their reputation had reached Rome. Now, Judea’s governor marched a Roman legion toward the stronghold to crush the Jewish rebellion once and for all. Legacy and promotion have always been great motivators.

To the west, a column of Roman soldiers noisily clanked in marching formation. A glinting force highlighted by torch-flamed intent headed toward the settlement. A force of destructive certainty moved to exercise an out-of-city diasporic act. Tonight, the emperor’s Senate would stretch the forceful arm of SPQR across the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea of Judea to crush an intellectual community that preserved records of Biblical teachings left to them. 

To Roman rule, any rumor of a Jewish rebellion, be it religious or philosophical, was met with deadly force. Now, Rome chose a course to rid Judea of its people. The Senate’s agenda was underway to destroy a peaceful colony of religious historians in Khirbet Qumran by dawn. Their only crime had been fraternizing with rebellion warriors from Masada.

The Essene scribe was startled and bolted upright, he dropped his reed onto the parchment sheet he had been gently etching on for hours. He looked back in shocked disbelief at the sounds of yelling aggression. Doors were broken apart, accompanied by the rumpus of people’s belongings being ransacked.

The scribe crossed the room when a Roman soldier smashed open the basic wooden door of the scribe’s home. In one movement, the soldier’s pugio went through the scribe’s body to pierce his internal, vital organs to render him dead immediately.

A white-haired man witnessed the spearing as he confronted the rampaging Roman hoard just outside the scribe’s shattered door. “We are peace-loving recorders of history. Please stop! We are no threat to Romans.”

A centurion barged in to attack the ancient scribe. The Roman slashed the tendons behind his knees. The injuries heaved the elder to the ground.

“Blame this dead prophet’s teachings for your death and for the destruction of this ... place,” the Roman soldier growled. 

He brandished a clay tablet with the name ‘Jesus’ scored into it. The Romans had politicized the death of the one who had risen in an attempt to stamp out his following that flourished throughout the provinces.

Covered in blood, their armor, fashioned with leather, shone red in their torches’ glow. They banded together, insane with the massacre’s victorious adrenaline. 

Ahead of them on the windless night air, a dust tornado formed in the desert. They were unnerved to see bright sparks in the twisted movement of the tower of sand.

An exploding meteor’s boom in the upper atmosphere made the soldiers look to the heavens as the mighty dust devil engulfed the whole mass of Roman warriors. Clattering metal and screaming men and horses were muddled in the din until a mangled mass was fervent in the air pressure anomalies’ destructive path.

At sunrise, a final column of Roman soldiers on their way to Masada trudged across the desert. A Roman scout on horseback rode to his commander.

“I went ahead as you asked. What I found was unexpected carnage,” the scout reported. He pursed his lips, licked them, and looked down, apprehensive in his mind. 

“Marvelous! They found the rebels,” the commander scoffed.

“Alas! Not just the enemy, great leader, but it’s hard for me to put into words. Ride ahead with me.”

The scout’s demeanor made visible his shocked fear. The commander, more irritated than interested, kicked his horse’s ribs to ride ahead of the scout.

The closer the commander and scout got to the legion’s location, the more apparent the alarming spectacle of a mass of twisted Roman military bodies intertwined with horses and military hardware became widely scattered across the area.

The commander slid off his horse. His mind was weary. He assumed this was just another daily supervision of a trivial matter. A look of astonishment crossed his features. He took in the devastating scene and peered through the heat haze at ground level.

“What in all of our gods’ names happened here?” the commander whispered to himself.

“Something accursed I would say in my estimation,” the scout answered under his breath.

“Keep your superstitious speculation to yourself! This is military business. I did not hear that, for your own sake,” the commander warned.

A few yards away, sunlight glinted off of something in the sand, so the commander walked over to the reflective material and bent over to pick it up. He brushed sand from it. It was a cross with the centerpiece designed with a horizontal infinity symbol across the middle. The infinity cross was encapsulated in a clear substance formed by lightning hitting the desert sand melting into natural glass.

“What is that?” the scout inquired.

“It looks to me like lightning glass, but this inside, perplexes me. The glass melt was so instantaneous that it left the artifact’s material unscathed,” the commander replied, his voice disjointed from being deep in thought. 

The commander lifted the streaked glass clump to the sun to look through it. He pressed it into his pocket, clasping it as he turned toward the scout. He assumed that the sun’s warmth and its breeze meant a good omen for him and his scout for their safe passage, although the symbol in his hand would mortify the emperor as would their report of the grisly onslaught’s aftereffect. 

The commander would be undeterred. “We must press on to Masada!” he said and returned to his horse to ride back with his scout and rouse the soldiers onward.
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CHAPTER 2
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Thirty miles away, a Jewish rebellion commander who had recently escaped Jerusalem stood on the edge of Masada’s upper hillside overlooking the Dead Sea. The steep escarpment’s dolomitic and marine-limestone towering fault scarp shelfed and rumpled its way squeezing into brutal bends and crevices skirted below by its unforgiving erosional alluvial fans, making the plateau under his feet both merciful and immutable in comparison. Childhood memories of growing up in this spectacular landscape flooded back before him when he’d climbed tamarisk trees, see lush agriculture beyond the viridarium that burst into blooms of corn, barley, and wheat and the hum of bee-keepers, and gaze at the changing colors of the Dead Sea with the day’s passing hours. Or the sight of a Dead Sea starling’s bright orange spot as it spread its wings, and of course, his mother’s constant warnings of the plethora of poisonous snakes that made the area their home too. 

His lessons of hardiness and appreciation aside, the Dead Sea recaptivated him as it had forever. It glistened, blue in the night, softly, luminous, in metallic moonlight. His attention darted to the sound of the exploding meteor with its boom reverberating across the desert plain. The commander turned to the makeshift buildings where families slept. Families that had fled Jerusalem and settlements along the way. In his mind, their safe haven had always been temporary, as the Romans would find them eventually. He stood watch all night long. Strategies rolled through his mind on how he would try to repel the Romans and how they would find passage with which approach to the plateau’s safety. He’d prepared the inhabitants well in utilizing the cisterns and managing the aqueducts filled with rainwater and stored ample amounts of grains, oil, wine, and preserved fruits. 

He panicked at times at how the families would battle, beyond all the preparations. He couldn’t be sure the training would be enough to ward off the Romans once and for all at moments. But he could not question that their abundant hymns and prayers sanctified their eager intent along with their spiritual certainty that absolutely the angels were helping them as they drew spiritually closer and closer to the divine. The border between humans and the divine elevated toward companionship. 

But make no mistake of it, he thought, we will not walk away or refrain from battle. To remain mystically passive wouldn’t allow them to purify the Temple. Instead, the fall of the Temple would enable them to place the most advanced scholars to the front without corrosion by the unreformed who refused to negate the ideas of the Hellenistic. 

Morning gradually crept light and shadows across this part of Judea. It was a spiritual terrain for the commander and would be for his children and for the generations after that. He attended to his crying baby daughter. After he had rocked her back to sleep, he squinted to survey the horizon from the vantage point at which he stood. He turned to look west and stopped in his tracks at the sight of two legions of Roman soldiers camped at the eastern base of the mountain stronghold. The commander remembered his promise to the historian Josephus Flavius and frowned. Josephus Flavius had entrusted him with all that was dear to him.

––––––––
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Ahead, the lush flourish of En Gedi beside the Dead Sea’s bergs of salt in its waters’ viscous ripples eased their pain-stricken eyes given to rare recollections of uplifting content. Furtive shallow sighs emerged from the refugees who survived Qumran’s destruction when they arrived at the leafy, fecund oasis with its cloistered waterfalls by late afternoon where they might fortify themselves. While hungry community members organized belongings in their new hideout, Arik, their self-appointed leader, decided that he had to bring more to the table than just ideas and hope and went to hunt in the area in hopes of catching an ibex and smoking it back in their oasis. The meat would then be cured with salt to be kept for long periods of time.

He wanted to replenish the community’s stock that had dwindled to practically nothing if he could manage to trap the animal, but he mostly wanted to think. He could not bear to reflect on all the things they had lost, especially the loss of his wife. She was missing. He was broken inside, but he had to keep his composure and be brave for his people’s sake. 

Tall and extremely fit, Arik chased an antelope along the valley floor under a cloud’s shadow. He hesitated when he noticed an injured man collapse and roll down the valley slope.

Arik stopped what he was doing and slowly approached the injured man until he stood over him.

“Are you Roman or of another persuasion?” Arik mumbled curiously under his breath.

The unconscious man groaned before he rolled over. Any wildlife nearby scuttled away, so Arik fired an arrow that struck a goat in the distance and killed it instantly. After Arik had secured the dead animal to be ready for transport back to the oasis, he went back to tend to the injured, now conscious man. 

“Fortunate for you, I have no spare water. We would have died by the time I got us back to En Gedi. You get animal blood to drink,” Arik announced. He helped the injured man up and slowly walked him back toward the oasis. “The blood and meat will help him live as long as his injuries aren’t too advanced. He looks too mean to die,” Arik said out loud to himself as was his custom to verbalize his own reasoning.

In the cool of evening back at the oasis of En Gedi, the medic scribe examined the wounded stranger. 

“What is your name?” he asked the wounded Roman. 

He pulled open his eye to examine the wounded man’s condition. He had deep lacerations all over his body. The dirt had turned them septic.

”Vitus, Vi ...” the wounded man uttered.

“I am not sure if that’s his name or if he was trying to say he wants to live ... Looking at his wounds, I would be surprised if he takes a breath by sunrise,” the medic said to Arik with confused concern.

“For now, we will address the stranger as Vitus,” Arik replied to the medic scribe. 

“We still have no provisions, we wanted meat, and you came back with the enemy,” Simon, an elderly member of the order of scroll scribes, said out loud instead of thinking the observation like the rest of those present.

Vitus lay on his stomach. A few scribes fetched big pebbles from the Dead Sea’s shores. Arik placed them in a fire before he raked the heated pebbles out of the flames. He used thick leaves with leather scraps to place the hot pebbles on Vitus’s back.

“What are you doing to me, barbaric heathens? Torture? I have nothing to say to you.” 

Vitus squirmed from pain and from what he thought was an interrogation. He was not sure that he could sustain any more pain from torture. His nose was filled with blood and salt like the smell of evolution.

Arik spoke close to Vitus’s ear in a soft, comforting tone. “Vitus in your Roman tongue means ‘life.’ We are saving yours. Your blood thickens with infections. The poison is being thinned out, diluted by the pebbles’ heat, before it reaches your heart.” 

“You all speak Latin. Who are you? Why would you help me?” Vitus moaned as pain shot through him causing him to faint.

“We are taught to help, even our enemies. You will die without our hospitality,” Arik whispered into his ear.

In the weeks that followed, Vitus was subjected to a daily regimen of being helped to the Dead Sea’s waters to soak his body. The salt would make his wounds sting like mild acid to purify his infected flesh.

“Argh!!!! When I get stronger, I will kill all of you. Then, I will heal you all so I can kill you many times over,” Vitus would yell. 

This was the milder threat he repeated. A fire was kept alight on the shore for the pebbles to be heated to almost a glow. 

Despite how he ranted to threaten individuals with horrific descriptions of violence on a daily basis, they used dry driftwood as white as bone. Not only did it heat to higher temperatures but it was also smokeless. They placed thick, wet jute across his back to protect his skin. Jute pilgrims who had stopped to camp on the beach of the Dead Sea had traded jute with the community for food and blessings. The pebbles hissed on the wet material. His screams filled the shoreline’s morning calm.

Arik squeezed ten lemons a day. He would hand Vitus the wooden cup and would not leave him alone until he had drunk the lemon juice, much to Vitus’s complaints of displeasure. The medicine was poured into gashes in the Roman’s head, torso, and thigh.

“It cleans your blood. A big Roman warrior scared of some bitter medicine ... ah, but of course, you’re craving posca, how delightful and so ... so ... so desired by your patricians.” Arik laughed. “Posca is worse, you philistine.” 

Vitus gasped. 

“Your forces are stocking up on it since your warriors love it so. So there’s that, and thanks for reminding me, not that big of a fan of ... vinegar-quality wine. It tastes like mule sweat, so we don’t keep it at hand. Now, drink up,” Arik replied.

––––––––
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It was becoming evident that their situation was not temporary. Now, the Qumran scholars who had formed the water-gathering party with the Sicarii were part of the Jewish rebellion against the Roman occupation of their homeland, not by choice but by necessity. Most were skilled in tanning goat hides, copper smithing along with being ceramists. They all prepared the materials needed to record the religious texts they were sworn to preserve. A library of parchment scrolls, some on papyrus, and inscribed leather fragments, and pottery slivers in large clay pots were arranged to be archived in storage inside a network of caves in the area. The mixture of soot, gum, oil, and water ready to be dipped into with their styluses made from sharpened reeds and metals in their scriptorium. 

The desert’s extremely dry conditions and the cave’s lack of air flow will protect the scrolls, Arik thought as he recalled the diligent work put into crafting the best ink out of soot or lampblack. The memory of the mortar and pestle where scribes mixed the soots with water and gum arable so the ink would adhere to get just the right consistency brought back the smoky, burnt scent of collecting the soots from burning oil lamps made of pottery and bronze. While they were responsible for slaughtering sheep and preparing their skin, scribes also made their own reed pens to begin the process of copying the sacred scripts in the scriptorium before they said their daily prayer far from Roman life’s thoroughfares. 

Arik had worked on numerous scrolls. He also recalled preserving the ink recipes in the texts. He was a scribe who had contributed to scrolls that were left in various places of significance in buildings on top of Masada and caves near Qumran. The last series of scrolls he had meticulously created filtered through his mind while he climbed the biggest fig tree anyone living in the oasis had ever seen. 

The group’s everyday conversations adopted Arik’s habit of giving fruit-bearing trees in the area nicknames. He had called the massive fig tree ‘Goliath.’ The lemon tree was ‘Solomon,’ and the orange tree he had named ‘Rafael the Healer.’ He smiled when he heard other scribes talking when he was out of sight.

“No, you go up the slope, past the main pool, by Goliath to pick the best oranges from Raphael,” Gaddy yelled at Ori while they argued about that day’s chores.

Held by branches in the mighty fig tree’s spread, the ‘Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice,’ the title of Arik’s last scroll, went through his mind as he stretched, leaning forward to twist and pluck the ripe figs from Goliath’s branch limbs.

From his vantage point in the fig tree, Arik could see Vitus. The injured warrior hobbled. Arik admired the crutches that one of the scribes had carved for him from the remnant driftwood of a tamarack tree he had found while he hunted for firewood on the beach. 

Arik saw Vitus look up into the fig tree to squint at him. Perspiration ran into Vitus’s eyes that he rubbed into their sockets. The Roman on crutches flexed his shoulder muscles and yelled up into the tree.

“What are you doing up there? Spying on me!?” Vitus yelled in angry Latin. 

“No. I have better, more virtuous tasks to perform than to spy upon the disabled,” Arik replied reluctantly, mumbling under his breath.

The scope of the landscape’s beauty in the surrounding area became more apparent to Vitus as he struggled to ignore Arik’s last comment.

He hobbled the best he could up to a small hillside for a better view of the Dead Sea’s panoramic range. The sudden dizziness of exercise and the concept of his location made him lightheaded after being cooped up for so long within the oasis’s leafy canopy. Now, he stood alive, ready to join the world again. 

Arik threw him a fig. “Here, do something useful with your mouth.”

Vitus looked up into the fig tree. 

“It’s better to chew than to spew negativity, if you can pardon my sarcasm,” Arik added.

Vitus looked up at Arik. He lost his balance on the crutches, realizing the moment had passed to get angry at his comment, but he didn’t want to lose this opportunity that would soon escape him.

“I am injured, not hard of hearing. You should bear that in mind for when I am completely restored to my old self,” Vitus warned in a comically Roman way.

Arik ignored his last comment. Getting down the tree quickly, he ran to his sword, picked it up in one movement, and ran in a sprawling lunge at Vitus. Vitus lifted one of his crutches to defend himself, knocking him off-balance completely. He fell to the ground. Arik lunged at the fallen Roman. Vitus turned his head in time to see Arik swing his sword to slice the head off a snake that had crossed paths with Vitus during their barbed exchanges.

“Vipers, highly dangerous! At least, we’re going to eat tonight. I will find some herbs,” Arik said. 

He picked up the viper’s still wriggling body. 

Vitus looked up at him still shocked at what had just happened. As Arik went down the hill and back into the spreading vegetation of the oasis, Vitus’s mind was conflicted with an urge to kill the enemy or embrace him for saving him from the snake’s venom.
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CHAPTER 3
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A weary line of Roman soldiers had gained ground all day. A heat haze had obscured most views on their march. One by one, they noticed the massive mountain beside them as it came into view. Their leader rode on his horse to the beginning of the centurions’ formation. 

Two scouts shuffled clumsily down the last slopes from Masada’s foothills. 

“So, what’s happening up there?” their commander asked.

“We saw no people of the rebellion. There is absolutely nothing up there,” one of the scouts answered, saying anything to get his daily allowance of water and food so his drained, dehydrated body would not collapse in front of the column of his fellow soldiers.

The other scout nodded in agreement, also consumed by his thirst.

“Okay, we shall proceed with caution in this area. Check the surrounding clumps of trees. There must be somewhere for us to fill up our water carriers,” their commander said with outright authority.

A small group of centurions had found milk thistles growing above an underground stream. They thrashed their tired legs with the stinging plants to bring blood back to their exhausted limbs.

A chain of command yelled for them to get back into formation and march once again.

At the top of Masada, members of the rebellion watched the soldiers who made up the Roman Empire’s might, obscured by dust, change direction and go back to where they had come from. For now, the fortress on top of the mountain was still a safe-haven stronghold for them to live in relative calm and freedom.

Thunder rumbled off of a mountain range on the other side of the Dead Sea near

Jordan. Members of the rebellion altered their focus from the mountains to the storm that rumbled across the plains.

––––––––
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“In the blackest of night, you endure with faith that the sun will rise as it always does. Faith in something greater than yourself is not a measurement. It is one of life’s fundamental doctrines. Now, add patience, and anything and everything is within reach for heaven to be Earth,” Arik continued.

Vitus rearranged the position he sat in by the fire.

Arik stood up and removed branches structured over the top of the fire that the dead snake was entwined in.

“Your beliefs are interesting. Your Greek is weaker than your Latin. Rome believes in many gods, but it is a belief I have yet to appreciate. I believe in what I can see with my eyes and, invariably, hold in my hands,” Vitus said, watching Arik cautiously pick hot snake meat from the smoldering branch pit.

“It’s a good thing I believe in a higher consciousness ... that I am a good person. If I wasn’t, you would be decomposing in the desert out there. We try to love our enemies, even though we may get killed in the process,” Arik muttered as he tasted the hot snake meat.

“Now, you have saved me twice,” Vitus whispered, mesmerized by the fire.

“No, once. This serpent was killed for us to eat tonight,” Arik answered while he leaned forward to give Vitus half the cooked snake.

“This practice of helping others, even your enemy, is this a Jewish ideology that you all share?” His genuine curiosity stirred Arik. The fire crackled then spat. “The fire spits at these notions also,” Vitus murmured.

“Mostly, it’s a belief strongly messaged by Jesus of Nazareth, yet one we have always had in our religion,” Arik murmured also intrigued by the fire’s flames. 

“I thought Jews did not consider him a Messiah.” 

“They don’t, but since I’ve spent a couple of years, reading, translating, and discussing texts I am committing to a scroll to archive, it has broadened my mind to expand my knowledge to nourish my soul.”

“You are an unusual person. You are the first Jewish Christian I have met,” Vitus replied in an amused voice.

“Or a person willing to learn how to live without conflict. Expending time with energy to better my life and the lives of those around me and in the process try to die of old age,” Arik said in a low, soft tone.

“That’s called a coward where I am from. Power is the true god that woos our goddesses. A sword is our Torah, crucifix, and scribe. I feel as if I can hunt for some real meat in the morning ...” Vitus groaned.

“The greatest treasure a person can own is the ability to love and to care,” Arik explained with a peaceful smile on his face.

“Ridiculous! I will take gold and power over that weak notion.” Vitus chuckled. Anger made him fidget to change the position of how he sat. “Don’t preach to me by the fire. I came here to sit in silence and mend my wounds not as a subject to be converted. We Romans sit by the fire quietly or discuss ways to expand our power, extend our civilization, bring tribes like yours into the fold where they belong. Roman power prevents any one man from becoming too powerful. This Jesus you speak of cannot be given such weight. It destabilizes what we have stabilized. It threatens our expanded influence in incorporating diverse populations under Roman law. It threatens the power of Rome’s most wealthy who stand to lose a lot if Rome is defeated by anyone like you, and your men must be willing to defend for Rome despite practicing your cultural ways.” 

Vitus went to stand up despite the heat from the fire beckoning him as the storm grew closer. He could barely stand looking at Arik. What could be gained with this constant messaging of their faith? Nothing. No power, no opportunities, no prosperity, no sense of a larger identity. 

“You may reevaluate that one day. I can give you proof now.” Arik smiled.

“I doubt that,” Vitus scoffed to mock Arik.

“I am so fortunate to possess the ability to love and care for even my enemies,”

Arik continued.

“Ha! Why?” Vitus snapped turning away, his eyes averted.

“You should know. You are alive,” Arik answered with a patient inflection in his voice.

––––––––
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Back in their ranks with all of the other centurion soldiers, the two scouts who had been sent to look at Masada’s plateau summit to observe movements of Jewish rebellion ranks now walked in formation. They stopped to rest under a large row of shady bushes near an underground aquifer.

“On reflection, we should have ventured to the top to see if there was anything up there. If any of this blood-thirsty mob finds out we only scaled halfway up, they will kill us,” Marcellus, one of the scouts, whispered to the other.

“You had the choice to continue to the top. I was too weak with hunger and lack of water. I was so thirsty I couldn’t move anymore,” Antonius whispered back. Given his small build, he looked thin, pale, even sickly.

The other scout narrowed his eyes as he hunched. Marcellus was fit, in his early thirties. He had joined the Roman army instead of being in any other category of slaves after the Romans had conquered his country in northern Gaul. By sheer luck, a commander had enlisted him into the Roman ranks after he’d seen how he had fought against his men. They had captured his wife and two children and had taken them to Rome to keep them hostage. If Marcellus survived the Roman occupations of various countries, he would be released and receive a parcel of land where he would be reunited with his wife and children to build a life.

He did not believe the offer. To see what he could lay his hands on over the years, he had become a Roman soldier. He had already accepted in his heart of hearts that perhaps his wife and children had already perished.

“The only way anybody will ever know if there’s anything up there is they go up to look, and by that time, by what I’m seeing here, you and I will already be enjoying ripe grapes fed to us by beautiful women in the afterlife,” Antonius suggested with fatalistic flippancy.

“You and I were not born of Rome, but now, we are caught in this army. We should try to pretend at least that we are a part of this war machine, or inevitably, we will end up being crushed by it,” Antonius hissed, the edge in his voice fumed from an ongoing held-in-check explosion inside his head that waited for the right time to trigger more than fumes ever since being forced into their army.

“It takes no genius to understand what you’re saying. I intend to survive this situation. I’m coming out the other end of this with enough wealth to begin my life again. I am what most would call ‘a soldier of fortune,’” Marcellus emphasized.

A far-away, labored rumbling, accompanied by yelling commands, grabbed all of the legion’s soldiers’ attention. Commanding officers looked to their horse backed command for a signal to activate a defense to this new development, but nothing surfaced. So they knew it was no threat but a known advancement of their own forces.

From around the corner of the valley where the legion had stopped to set up camp, the sounds grew louder until a cloud of dust appeared ahead of the rumbling movement.

Now, shocked rather than worried soldiers kept unpacking tents to build their camp until it came into view. The Roman war machine’s technological wonder, the onager, a giant catapult constructed on a massive timber frame on wheels, trundled to the forming camp’s edge pulled by another legion of Roman soldiers.

Marcellus stared at the battle catapult.

“They must be moving the war on the uprisings out of Jerusalem. That’s a heavy pull by anyone’s standards,” Marcellus said as he wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm.

“Rather them than me. What is that distance, almost a day’s walk from Jerusalem?” Antonius wondered in return.

“More like a day and a half pulling that thing,” Marcellus added in a fascinated recalculating slowness of speech.

Another day of dry cloud shadow made the desert floor look as though it was saturated in moisture. Dark patches quilted the terrain, except it was an illusion. It was the driest season in living memory. The billowing clouds on the horizon merged with the tripped-up sand to obscure the horizon and unearth a dryness that particle by particle could rub all their skin away like sandpaper given enough time. The only moisture wicked immediately by an ungrippable desert formlessness that couldn’t bind itself or replenish dried lips. 

Antonius had returned from his task to gather firewood. His jerky motions percolated upon the nervous wreck that his state of calm had encountered. He had overheard a conversation that the new commander was about to retrace the first legion’s footsteps, just to be sure nothing had been missed now that the sector’s control had been handed to his fresh soldier’s control.

Marcellus polished his sword’s blade by the tent.

“A quick word.”

Marcellus put away his sword to follow Antonius into the tent.

“It is highly likely we will be discovered. The new commander intends to revisit our legion’s past reconnaissance. If they see a little settlement of Jewish rebels up on top of Masada, you and I will be beaten to death for lying to our superiority,” Antonius blurted out as he looked from right to left. His mind convoluted in paranoia of his demise scenarios. Beads of sweat appeared on his brow, and the dryness on his mouth made his tongue push up against his teeth under his top lip. 

“How did you come by this information?” Marcellus asked, swallowing excessively.

“I had a pile of sticks in my arms. I dropped some near the lower command’s pavilion. I heard them in protest of the new commander. We should gather what we have to leave tonight.”

“Run away?” Marcellus said with a deep furrow in his brow. His anxiety at this idea made his body language erratic. 

“Desert, flee, get away from here. Call it what you will.”

The two soldiers packed with the haste of wanted men. They picked up items, examined them, evaluated their usefulness, and then either threw them back to the floor or stuffed them into the burlap bags they packed belongings into. They ran from their pavilion quarters. Marcellus stopped momentarily to look at the second legion’s commander standing on the war engine catapult. Antonius grabbed Marcelus’s arm and pulled him away in their urgent attempt to escape.

Known for his flamboyant behavioral approach, the second legion’s commander stood tall on the mighty catapult’s platform. His voice rang out across the gathered soldiers below. The sun beat down on his face to cast a warm glow on his armor up to his helmet. He spoke with conviction about his intentions to reorganize the army under his control to be more thorough in their approach to the rebellion.

Nearby, the soldiers in charge of the catapult’s transport tried to maneuver the equipment while they paid attention to the commander. They did not realize the horses had traversed the weapons’ outer wheels at an angle closer from the track to a cliff’s edge.

The catapult’s wheels drew ever closer to the edge. A sudden crack echoed through the air. The ground beneath the wheels gave way. The earth crumbled into a landslide beneath the massive war machine’s weight. The catapult toppled over the edge and hurtled down the cliff’s steep slope. Soldiers watched in horror. Horses with fellow soldiers fell alongside the commander with the catapult as it gained speed, sideways, to tumble repeatedly in a dust plume.

Antonius ran beside Marcellus. They looked back in terror at the sight of the catapult as it rolled over the tents they had just left with a thunderous crash.

Antonius ran to the left, while Marcellus ran to the right to try to escape the path of the out-of-control catapult. Before the wreckage’s platform reached him, Antonius fell flat to the moist ground. It bounced over him to leave him scratchless.

The two tall timber beams that held the payload basket crashed down close to Marcellus. Rocky debris pelted his face. The war machine’s twisted remnants finally came to a stop at the base of a ledge.

Soldiers scrambled down to assess the damage and to take stock of the losses.

Undeterred and unseen by the Roman soldiers, Antonius scrambled to his feet. He ignored his shock to forge ahead with renewed determination. He ran toward the wreckage to find Marcellus. The mayhem distracted the Roman soldiers.

He rolled over his body, assessed his wounds, and dragged his friend away to lift him to rest Marcellus’s upper half over his shoulder so he could carry him as far as he could into the desert.

Antonius laid his friend down. A gash on Antonius’s head filled his eye sockets with blood. He wiped them to see again. He looked at Marcellus’s crumpled body next to him. The skin of his scalp flapped away from his skull. His injuries shocked Antonius. He heard yelling and dogs. Roman soldiers were coming down to look at the fallen catapult. Such a war engine was the soul of a distanced legion’s morale when so far from the might of Rome’s geographical location.

Antonius dragged Marcellus away from the once-mighty structure’s ruins.

Nightfall became a manifestation of impending, gut-wrenching urgency for Antonius. His companion was still unconscious from the accident. They were on the run, deserters from the Roman army, a crime punishable by death. The desert’s black dimensions began to suggest mortality, not a viable condition for the future tense. Morning slowly expanded from the still darkness. Much to his surprise, Marcellus found he could still draw breath. Hemorrhaging darkened one side of his face. A single acacia tree lived in the unending desert’s bland prospect. 

Antonius opened one eye. Seeing the buzzing insects in the tree, he picked up a rock and threw it into the bees’ nest in the tree’s branches. Alarmingly, he gently pulled himself from the ground only to find he was getting stung. Bees jabbing their venom into his skin made him wince. A dried-out branch near him on the ground became his sole purpose as he bent down painfully to clench it. He swatted the cloud of bees while he stole their honey from their hive with the other hand.

Arik had led Vitus on his crutches up to the flat area near En Gedi. He propped him against a tree to prepare his arrows in readiness for the hunt.

This was their second morning they hunted for larger meat sources.

On an outcrop of rock on a hillside, Vitus saw an ibex perched, motionless. Leaning into the wide tree trunk, Vitus raised his bow. He looked down the arrow to take aim.

Some mean instinct made Vitus turn his aim down and around. His bow fully pulled back to release the arrow, his aim on Arik.

The scribe had his back to Vitus. He busily skinned straight sticks from trees he had gathered to make additional arrows.

Vitus struggled with his conscience. He could feel his index and mid-finger ache with the effort and desire to release the arrow. A sick delight maintained a light sensation in the pit of his stomach. He recalled all of Arik’s kindnesses. He remembered when Arik had twisted his knee the day all the other scribes had returned to Qumran to see if anything could be salvaged for their new oasis hideout. There were only two oranges left until the rest of the camp returned, which could have been days or perhaps never if they had encountered a legion in transit.

Vitus would never forget how Arik had insisted on him eating both oranges to keep up his resistance to the blood poisoning from his injuries. Every day, Arik had delivered fresh water to his dry lips, accompanied by kind words or a jovial comment to lift his spirits.

Sweat rolled down Vitus’s brow into his eyes as he shook with the effort required to restrain the tense bow in the firing position.

“Arghhhhhhh!” Vitus yelled as he released the arrow in Arik’s direction. 

The arrow flew at Arik. He was unaware of the situation until the arrow hit a rock beside him to bounce in a ricochet toward some foliage away from him.

“Apologies!” Vitus yelled.

Arik swung around in a reflex in time to see Virus had already reloaded his bow to fire at the ibex. Still in his hasty alarm mode, wide-eyed Arik watched the second arrow take flight.

He turned his head to follow the second arrow’s progress. It slammed into the animal on the ledge and knocked it off-balance violently. The arrow’s power made the kill hit the rock face behind it with a force that threw it forward. The ibex fell from its high perch, lifeless, to sloping rocks below.

Later that day, both men were full of superbly cooked meat. Arik molded some clay he had dug up near a natural well in the oasis. He gently worked the material with his fingers. Arik’s mind went from working the clay to the destruction of Qumran and those he left behind. He watched Vitus as he nodded off to sleep propped up against a rock. He assumed the fire’s dance of flames made Vitus close his eyes to dream. Arik wondered when the violent Roman drifted away from conscious patterns of thought if it occurred to him who he was or even where he was in his emotional development.

A spooked bird flew from its nighttime retreat in branches high above them. The kerfuffle of wings, feathers, and branches startled Vitus awake. Arik watched him grunt before he wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist.

“The others rarely join us at our fire,” Vitus mumbled.

“They are under the impression you would kill them given half the chance,” Arik replied immediately.

“That’s wise of them,” Vitus mused.

“They would do no harm to you, but they do not trust you. I am the only one, against their advisement, to hunt, eat, or sleep near you. They say you are like a desert dog. You are tame enough to eat from their hand, yet you would not control the urge to unleash your barbaric, predatory instincts upon them. That arrow’s close proximity to me this morning gave me the impression that perhaps their suspicions are correct, and maybe, just maybe, I am beginning to tame the beast,” Arik proposed with a sarcastically motivated inflection in his words.

“I taught you the quintessential rule of survival,” Vitus rasped.

“You did? What’s that?” Arik asked, more interested in the small, clay sculpture in his fingers than the conversation.

“Never, under any circumstances, turn your back on a wild animal that was bred to tear its prey apart,” Vitus said steadily, slightly entertained at his spontaneous observation.

“In that particular scenario, I would believe in the trainer’s ability to interpret the beast’s nature, knowing the animal’s capabilities weighed against what the trainer thinks the animal’s mental capacity is to pursue a less instinctive aggression, and should I be killed in the process of experiencing what I can teach myself in relation to the crazed, wounded, primitive species, then so be it.”

Vitus had stopped listening to Arik’s provocative analogies and had slipped back into slumber. He woke up again from his own loud snoring.

“Oh! What were you saying? I drifted off ...” Vitus mumbled. “What is that you are you doing there?” 

“I was speaking out loud. This is an investment. I am making a design that will become a wax that I can mold and cast in bronze or copper. I was Qumran’s maker of utensils, jewelry amongst many other duties,”Arik explained to a disinterested Vitus.

“I was a baker of bread before all this, among other things.” Vitus closed his eyes. “I made wine, good wine ... people paid me for it. They bought the bread and cheese I made, then I joined the legion. Since then, I have only learned how to inflict death on others,” Vitus murmured in a far-off voice, distracted by his focus on the fire. He had deflated, like this sudden recollection had banished the man who had been sitting there seconds ago. His voice had grown softer.

Arik took more interest in the Roman and moved closer to him. He felt like he was listening to the human being beneath the battle-weary soldier’s conditioned, hardened persona.

“I suppose it is all about motivation. What your place is in the turmoil of a country’s need for power, wealth, and sovereignty you kept that to yourself. If we can get the things you need, I will build you a brick oven. I found clay, a lot of clay. Would you consider making us bread and wine?” Arik asked with a suggestion of encouragement in his voice.

“If you promise to stop trying to save my soul, I will consider it,” Vitus replied in an almost-friendly manner.

After some deep thought, Arik spoke on his personal beliefs. “Sometimes, we have to examine our humanity, desires, shallow dismissals, and beliefs in others’ destructive ideas that people acknowledge at the time, ingrained from judgmental prejudices. Some of the best people you will know will be from cultures you thought you hated, looked down on, marginalized, made snap judgements, all fueled by fear, selfish disregard for others, without pity or compassion. What if wealth is the appreciation of those around you, their struggles, their abilities, their compassion? You making us food and drink will warm the others to you,” Arik put to Vitus.

“Wealth is gold and silver coinage to me,” Vitus interjected.

Arik ignored what Vitus had just said and continued as if uninterrupted.

“We are all focused on banal distractions. Forgo cynicism and embrace a moment of clarity for what we as people, countries have become. Integrity runs much deeper than the displays we try to deceive ourselves and others with. Vanity chokes the entirety of every civilization.”

Vitus yawned. A look filled with daggers descended from its intended mark, for he couldn’t manage to stare Arik in the eyes as he wished to do to break whatever preachy spell Arik thought he held in the moment. He dissolved the particular moment like he might grains of Dead Sea salt in warm water but relying solely on the air this time with only the heat of his angry skepticism enlarged by the nearby flames. Standing up, he put some wood on the fire. He acted like he wasn’t listening. What made this man try to make him less willing to strike? What dared him?

“We are all destined for what we deserve unless we connect to the core of our humanity. We are positioned on stone, sand, grass, and ocean, between daylight and darkness, without mortality, so should we not let realization be when the brain closes down to die?” Arik posed. He stopped for a moment to let his mind catch up with his mouth. “We need to be full of understanding that the greatest position of strength is comprehending the link between each of us, the seasons’ cycles. Heaven is how we are designed to evolve from a loving point of view as is creation ... where most feel it is safer in ignorance to be negligent, to be hateful, for the sake of it. We all undervalue each other and in doing so, present ourselves as worthless, then at this point, in this realization, life becomes perpetual divination,” Arik delivered.

Vitus stiffened. All this advice angered him. He hadn’t gotten this far with the pursuit of eloquence or deep explorations ... he’d earned it, and it appeared that Arik had somehow escaped the very lessons he’d learned only to establish a set of lessons that appeared outside his own world and its realities. 

“You have been in the desert too long. I understood some pieces of what you said, but my advice to you is do not stay out in the sun too long. It cooked your head. I look forward to our conversations after we eat,” Vitus said in a slow, condescending voice.

“I hope one day you will experience the meaning of these beliefs that my father gave me,” Arik replied in a kind, sympathetic tone.

“Your father?” Vitus pointed upward to the sky. “Or your father, male parent?” Vitus asked with more sarcasm than inquisitiveness.
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