Chapter 1 - Escape


Dust is a curious element.  Men rise from it, and return to it.  They beat it from their rugs, and scrape it from their skin, and yet without it, nothing they plant would grow.  When still, dust soils, covers, preserves, incubates, and feeds.  But in the Ha’arava Valley in late spring, when it is carried by hot winds from the Southeast, it punishes.  Presently, this was the case for Malchus, servant of Caiaphas, the High Priest of Israel. 


His wind-blistered hand shielded his gaze from the evening sun.  He dragged his feet, loosely bound in sackcloth and twine, across the heavy sand. His sandals had become one with their namesake, abandoning him long ago, and his tattered cloak stretched longingly after them, convulsing violently in the wind.  A far cry from fine linens of blue and white, embroidery of gold.  A far cry too from the smooth stone floors and elegant pillars of his former domain.  No more lavish foods, sweets, fresh fruits and fine wines for his privileged palate; yes, even servants eat well in the High Priest’s house.  Now all he had was the occasional locust, muddied water, and the sand that he was unable to keep out of his mouth.  He had learned to breathe through his nose as much as possible, and to cover his face with his cloak; but as this cloak was largely shredded, and the wind so strong, it tended to pull evasively through his worn fingers.


Somewhere far behind him his pursuers continued their hunt.  He slogged on.


In this valley local winds can pick up at any time and provide quite a push, but when the wind comes as a migration from afar, its force is maintained for long periods of time.  Malchus, head to the wind, had to walk in a low crouch, leaning far forward.  His back was not sore from being hunched over, for at a certain angle wind and gravity are at equilibrium.  Yet the physical strain was tremendous; an older man could not have braved it, and a boy would have been tossed impatiently.  But Malchus, at twenty-three years of age and well-formed, could force himself against the wind at a just-better-than-futile pace, managing a few laborious steps at a time before he would have to dig in and hold against the wind’s counterthrust.  His quadriceps were burning with exhaustion.  He had been in this storm for nearly two hours now, pushing forward, grueling plod upon plod, the entire time.  


The march was made all the more difficult by the irregular fluctuations in force which set him off balance.  Sometimes the fickle wind would pick up and drive at him like a bull, and then leave off and change direction so quickly that he would drop prostrate before his foe.  In this position he could not keep the gnashing sand out of his face.  He had tried walking backward a few times, but as he had no sandals anymore his curved heel proved ineffective at holding the sand when compared with his curled toes.  “But,” he encouraged himself, “God has sent me.  God has sent me.”



It was in these teasing moments, when the air was suddenly still and the flying sand around him dropped limply, that he could survey this empty land around him.   Six hundred stades behind him was the southernmost shore of the Salt Sea. To the west, the early evening sun was casting lengthening shadows across the Negev Desert.   To the east, its setting hue intensified the majestic red of the mountains of Edom.  But for all the rugged beauty that he had learned of this land as a boy, the land was utterly desolate to him now.  


Laid before him was Nabatea, beyond the control of Rome.  And why should Rome want it? he asked himself. A land flowing with milk and honey it was not, but a land of smite and scorn, a land of jackals and scorpions, of tiny shrubs in a fruitless struggle for cracks and crannies.  Along the waters of Ha’Araba, at the base of the wadi, people had gathered, but he dared not approach them, lest he be seen and his mission compromised.  His pursuers would doubtless take to the valley, where the sand is less vigorous and the wind less taxing; and what troubles they would find among the locals he neither knew nor cared.  His advantage was the storm, which would hide his path and keep them at bay.  But what would happen when the sand was cleared away?  Would he find his destination in time?  Would he even be learn of his destination in time, for as yet his only directive had been to “go south and wait.”  In these thoughts he had now settled too long; a wicked spray of sand lashed at him through a sudden rush of wind and he was back at it.


Suddenly, he stopped and concentrated his ears.   A tumbleweed sprinted by, and he strained to sift through the varied sounds crashing past him.  Yes, there it was again.  A voice--a shout, a yell, or something, but muffled and small, for here the wind could both create and shred sound.  It had to have come from before him, for no sound could travel against this wind, but of course he could not look into the wind.   The sound passed by him again.  Panic was straining at the leash.  He was out of his element here, and he could neither turn back nor continue without a genuine risk of discovery.  And soon the sun would soon set, bringing a host of new predators. Time was closing in on him.  He knelt down and checked the wine skin slung underneath his gruff cloak.  Perhaps two-thirds full; enough to last him a day, maybe two, but he would soon need either to venture into the open or discover some oasis.  He stood up into the full torrent again and began to head west, into a rise of jagged mountains in which to hide.  


It was not long before his hopes were ignited. The wind had lulled now to a strong breeze, which though it still worked against him did not have the power now to bite at him with airborne sand.  The mountains began to rise around him more and more, and the small shards of rock on the ground became larger and larger stones as he approached, until they were one with the slope.  A faint orange glow licked across the top of the mount.  Behind him, the horizon was dark, dark blue.  He picked his way along the rocks and shale, in many places as sharp as barnacles.  Above him and to the right was a black patch on the mountain’s face—a cave, or at least an overhang.  He clambered his way among the loose stones and boulders towards it.  This would be his enclave, at least for tonight.


Reaching the top, he peered into the gaping blackness.  There was no wind here, that was certain.  But in a way there was more comfort in stormy daylight than in still darkness.  He had inherited that feeling from his master’s people; he knew that no prudent Jewish woman lets her lamp go out at night.  There would be lamps burning at Malchus’ former home right at that moment, in fact.  But there was one less lamp there than there used to be; and after taking off his wind-slashed cloak and unloading a half-pound of grit upon the ground, he produced a small silver lamp, still highly polished, from his shirt.


From a short distance away one might have seen what appeared to be a firefly dancing about the mountainside, though from a long distance away nothing would be evident.  From a small leather pouch Malchus had produced a rough piece of flint and a small iron bar, approximately the length and diameter of a man’s finger, and had begun to strike the two together.  It took some time for the wick on his “borrowed” lamp to catch--the dust had penetrated even there--but soon there was a soft, warm light filling the space.  This, unfortunately, could be seen from a long distance, for as we are also told, A light on a hill cannot be hidden.


The inside of the cave was now clearly visible to his dark-adjusted eyes.  The walls were solid, and of a slightly richer shade of tan than the rock outside which was covered with dust.  Bat droppings carpeting the floor told him that he would best be out before the daytime residents returned. They were not the only inhabitants of this place.  Men had also been here.  Large patches of black soot marked the roof. The place had evidently been used regularly for shelter.  Toward the back of the cave, the dirt of the floor sloped gradually to the roof, in all about thirty cubits deep.


From his tunic he now also removed a small wooden box, a small leather purse, his wine skin,  and a roll of leather, bound with a single tassel.  An intricate pattern of inlaid ivory decorated the lid and sides of the box, and inside were divisions to separate several differently thick reeds and two small vials of ink.  The entire piece had been hand-carved out of a single piece of wood, and he had been told that it had belonged to his father’s father, whom he had never met.


He looked over at the lamp and saw his reflection for the first time in many days.  The rim was inscribed with the words of the Psalm of David: “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?”  The body of the lamp still held a high shine.  His head was small in the curvature of the lamp, so he leaned in, and it grew.  He saw his hazel eyes, which seemed bright and alive next to his olive skin.  His generous nose and cheeks were quite red, whether from the wind or the sun, or both, he did not know.  His hair and beard were a single continuous fray, a red-brown mane.  Normally he was cleanly shaved; his full-bearded master had insisted upon it for all of his servants. Disheveled as he was, he was intrigued by his new look.  He stared deeply into that image for several minutes.


Opening the leather roll, he exposed several sheets of papyrus with writing upon them.  He stared at the words he had written, and looked out into the night through glassy eyes.  There was no comfort there.  He removed a reed from his box, opened a vial of black ink, and turning to a fresh sheet, began to write.  From a very, very short distance away from him, one could have heard a soft, muffled sobbing.



*



*



*


Amir, of the family of Ebed, rode steadily with the wind at his back.  His steed was made skittish by the storm, and even though this horse was not his, he had quite a fair mastery of horsemanship for someone of his station in life, and so was able to control it.  Heading into the wind had certainly been more difficult than this, however.  He had had to make slow exertions from one form of shelter to the next, until his destination was reached; but now he flew!  He was lucky to have a horse so accustomed to inclement weather, swift and strong, with a proud tail which it carried as it ran.  The horse fed off of the power of the wind, and fuelled by the unprecedented speed of the beast, Amir too felt like more than himself, and let out a wild battle cry in his excitement.


He slowed down upon reaching a small group of tents huddled next to the river of Ha’arava and dismounted in front of the central tent.  He tied the reins to small stake near the base of the tent, dusted himself off, and straightened his turban.  Just as he was about to enter, the horse let out a curt whinny and gave a stomp to the ground, indicating his displeasure with the unwarranted stop.  Amir paused, looked sincerely into the horse’s big brown eyes, and  smiled in sympathy.  But he knew that the fantasy was over, and he straightened himself as he entered the tent and bowed deeply to his master, who was seated comfortably with another man.


“I see that your manservant has returned,” said the other man.  “And how did you like riding my stallion?” he asked.


Amir squinted his eyes ever so slightly, betraying displeasure at the man.  Wiry and thin, with hollow cheeks and a scanty wisp of beard, barely three and a half cubits (with thick sandals on), and draping himself lazily across several pillows, he was nothing like Amir’s master, who sat erect and motionless.


“Quite good, considering its owner,” replied Amir, maintaining composure.


“What?!  You speak to me this way in my own tent?!”  The other man slammed his hand on the floor, and had jumped to his feet with cat-like spring, teeth clenched, his black eyes wide and piercing.  His hands rested on the butts of two curved Parthian daggers, the black leather handles shiny from years of bloody use.  For a moment, nobody moved, and the only sound to be heard was the fevered breathing of unchecked rage.   Then the silence was broken.


“Amir! That is enough.  Sit down, Råzown.”  Amir’s master spoke coolly, but sternly.  Råzown glared a moment longer, setting his own time to sit. Amir’s master waited patiently, without any change of countenance.  When he did finally sit down, Amir’s master said, “Good.  It will serve neither of our purposes for hostility to reign among us.  What we do, we do as workers who receive a wage.”  At this, he produced a small leather pouch and dropped it into the hand of Råzown.  It jingled as he clutched it.  “Whatever disputes once existed between you two, they will have no place as long as I am here.  Understood?”


It was this stoical command that Amir respected so much, and as there were so very few people that Amir didn’t loathe, the respect he gave this man actually made him feel generous.  And though it could never be, this generosity let him believe secretly that they were somehow kin.


“He should still show respect to me, Shimon.  Payment or not, you are still guests here.”  He tucked the pouch under his outer cloak, just in case his words were taken too literally.


“Well Amir?  What news?” asked Shimon.


“He is in the hills.  It will not take us long to find him.  I  paid the Bedu sheiks as you ordered, and they sent scouts to discover him.  They said he was easy to find; the only fool in the storm.”  He realized that he had made himself overly familiar with his master by referring to Malchus as a fool, and hesitated before continuing.  “They were able to change his direction by calling out to him, as you anticipated, master.  He is in one of the caves nearby.  They will take you to him when you wish.”


“Make the necessary preparations.  I wish to be upon him at first light.”  At this, Amir bowed his thick torso low, hands at his sides, and exited promptly.  Rounding the corner, however, he stopped, and listened to the muffled conversation through the fabric.


“What I have given you,” said Shimon to Råzown, “is merely to ensure your cooperation.  If our task is completed successfully, you shall have four times as much, and we will never speak again.  I do not know the reasons for your hatred for Amir, nor his for you, but you should know that it was he who suggested you for this purpose.” 


“He is jealous of my power, clearly,” said Råzown. From behind the tent flap, Amir only smiled.


“Perhaps, and you of his station no doubt.  Do not speak to this for it is of no consequence to me.  I am only concerned about your skill.”


“I am the fastest dagger; there is none faster.  I have personally disemboweled a Roman centurion while his sword was drawn.  I can kill this man for you as easily as walking.”


“I may not want him killed.  We shall see.  What is more important is that he never be discovered.  You have told no one that you have seen me?”


“Not yet.  What is silence worth to you?”


“Do not  play games, Råzown.  Your skill will not keep you alive if you cross me.”  There was a long silence, and Amir, still listening, yearned to see the deathly cold stare Shimon must have been giving.  Oh, to see that viper get his due!  Then a soft chuckle broke through.  “Follow my orders,” Shimon continued, “and you shall be rich enough.”




*



*



*


The first light of dawn shone directly into the mouth of the cave and across Malchus’s face.  He had not slept well at all that night, understandably, and resisted opening his eyes just yet.  He yawned, and felt his face crack.  His skin was lightly coated with the water of his blood, the result of open blisters from the day before.  His head ached, and he thought of his comfortable bed, and the nursemaids who used to take care of him when he was ill.  He hoped he was doing the right thing.  This certainly wasn’t worth anything whimsical.


He wondered if his lamp was still burning, and if he shouldn’t put it out.  Another minute wouldn’t hurt, he thought, and he rested his hands dreamily upon his chest, where he did not feel his leather roll.  



Suddenly he bolted upright, startling a small bird and sending it fleeing from the cave.  His heart raced with sudden alertness as he realized his papers were not with him.  But soon he remembered hiding the roll in the dust at the back of the cave late the previous night, and breathed a deep sigh of relief.


He was calm again and congratulating himself on his cunning.  Some Nabatean thieves had been known to strip a man naked without his knowledge.  Or what if a desperately hungry or fearless jackal snooped around and mistook the papyri for food and made off with it?  Where would he be then?  What would he have to deliver?  In this way Malchus had ensured its safety, at least for the night.


He yawned and stretched, and felt his face crackle again.  All of his muscles ached.  He was very thirsty, and guzzled some healthy quantities of his remaining water.  He struggled to his feet and made his way slowly towards his lamp, which he extinguished and placed on the floor in a tiny nook of the cave wall.  He was bone-weary, and wondered how long God would keep him in this state before revealing to whom he was being sent.  Not long, he hoped.  He moved towards the back of the cave and began to ascend the dusty slope of the back wall in order to retrieve his writings.  That was when the cave got dark.


He turned suddenly, and the bright morning haze blasted four unwelcome silhouettes into his unadjusted eyes.  Then their shadowy figures came into focus.  He recognized the broad-shouldered Shimon, and on his right the stout shape of Amir, and sensed in each of them an angry, contemptuous resolve.  Malchus’s heart began to flip and shudder within him, and his eyes grew wide and delirious.  At recognizing the thinner figure of Basilos on Shimon’s left, his eyes pleaded in momentary desperation, and Basilos looked away then down at the sand, and then catching the corner of Shimon’s eye in the corner of his own, he steeled himself and wore the cloak of hatred upon his own gaze as well.  Fear heightened in Malchus.  Then he began to take notice of the fourth man, upon whose thinly whiskered face could just be seen the highlights of a devilish smile, more terrifying in its coolness than twelve angry men.  


For a brief moment, Malchus lost himself in panic, forgetting God, his mission, and even the reason he had to be afraid, and in the silence of the cave all of his body’s energies concentrated themselves upon one task: survival.  Like animals do when cornered, Malchus shrunk and tensed, and his head darted from side to side, seeking an escape route.  He backed himself against a wall, thinking nothing of the pain in his knotted body.  Then he moved.  He made a sudden leap toward them, attempting to burst through them, but it was futile.  Like an elastic wall they threw him back, and as he was about to scramble for another go at it, the sound of unsheathing metal brought him back to himself, and he fell limp.  


The fourth man had stepped forward, his daggers ready.  But at the subtle raising of Shimon’s hand, the daggers were resheathed with a deep and humble bow.  Shimon approached Malchus slowly, confidently, commandingly.  Scrutinizing his shaggy hair and peeling skin, and the rags upon his back, Shimon leaned in and took a deep, disgusted sniff.


“So this is what you are become.   Have I been hunting a High Priest’s servant, or a wild dog?”  He looked around rhetorically for a response.  “If a dog, then it is mad, and must be destroyed.  If a servant, then he must be punished, and restored.”  He stared deep into Malchus’s glassy eyes.  “What say you?”


Malchus gathered himself, slowly, and there was an intense silence as he did so.  The panic began to ease, and he could feel strong hands upon his soul, bolstering him.


“I have been both, to my shame, but you find me neither, to Christ’s glory.”  

Shimon spat, his eyes wide and wild.  “Do not use that name in my presence, infidel, or I shall have your tongue removed!”  Råzown could not control his gleeful smile at this.  “Amir, Basilos--clear out this rubble.”


Malchus stiffened as the two servants walked towards the back of the cave carrying two large tools.  But as they walked past him and began to remove the dirt and rock at the back of the cave, he realised that he was not the “rubble” to be cleared.  Shimon had turned toward Råzown, and suddenly Malchus was aware of a hot, breathy presence behind him.  It was Amir’s fat, oily face he turned to see.


In a low whisper, only loud enough for Malchus to hear, Amir spoke.  “Your time is up, cousin.  Now, the place of honour belongs to me.”  He smiled slightly, then his smile dropped as his eyes looked past Malchus toward the entrance of the cave.  He nodded in that direction and then resumed his work.
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