
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Siege of
Masada

Jodie
Lane

 


 


 


Copyright ©
2023 by Jodie Lane

 


4th Edition

 


First published
2015 by Jodie Lane

 


 


All rights
reserved.

 


No part of this
book may be reproduced in any form—with the exception of brief
quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without written
permission from its author, Jodie Lane.

 


The characters
and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used
fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is
purely coincidental and unintentional.

 


 


This eBook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be
re-sold.

 


www.jodielane.com

 


 



 


Table of
Contents

 


ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

TRANSYLVANIAN KNIGHT

AUTHOR’S NOTE

 



 


ONE

PRESENT DAY

Helicopter
gunships patrolled the sky above the beach, the deep whir of blades
an ominous reminder that this wasn’t a normal family holiday. Gwyn
gazed out the hotel window, the Mediterranean deceptively serene
beyond the wind stretch of sand below, the city of Tel-Aviv hidden
from view behind her.

“Gwyn?” her
younger sister, Naomi, called from the living room. “Hurry up and
get changed! We’re going to the beach!”

“I’m getting
there!” Gwyn wished she was as effortlessly unselfconscious in a
bikini as Naomi. She wished she could go to the beach by herself
but her parents insisted they stick together since they were in a
foreign country. She had been so excited to finish the semester and
fly over to Israel, but the experience was turning out to be
disconcerting. Instead of an exotic land, rich with history, they
were staying in a modern city. Stuck with her family for every
walk, every meal, Gwyn chafed to go and explore.

Then she would
see the soldiers. Young men and women barely older than her old
nineteen years toted semi-automatic rifles as they strolled the
streets. They were attractive and sophisticated, laughing at each
other’s joke, at ease with their looks and power.

Gwyn’s courage
slunk back into a quiet place every time she thought about asking
to venture out on her own.

“Come on,
Gwyn!” Naomi hassled from the doorway. “Nobody cares what you look
like!”

How her
younger sister was so much more confident that her, she would never
know, but she retorted. “Shut up, or I’ll tell Mom and Dad you
wandered off at Changi Airport.” Gwyn had been frantic—the
responsibility of looking after her siblings has been pressed upon
her by their parents, but Naomi had reappeared, unflappable after
getting lost for half an hour.

With typical
arrogance, her sister responded, “And I’ll tell Mom and Dad you
weren’t watching me and Justin properly, you were too busy
reading.”

Gwyn slammed
the bathroom door in her sister’s face—or tried to, at least. The
soft-close cushioning of the handle ruined the effect. She hauled
on her one-piece, glaring at the string bikini lying neglected on
her bed, and stormed out of the bathroom, towel wrapped modestly
around her waist, joining her family as they exited the suite.

“Finally,”
Naomi’s twin, Justin, muttered. Gwyn glared at him. Her brother was
as carefree as his twin—nothing fazed him.

Down on the
hot sands, they threaded their way between olive-skinned locals who
filled the beach. Gwyn sighed at the gorgeous women and handsome
men, sunbathing and playing sport. She felt frumpy and plunged
straight into the water, putting distance between herself and her
family.

We’ll start
the tours tomorrow. Then I’ll get to see some historical sites and
really get a feel for the place. Something a bit more exciting than
going to the beach. We can do that at home anytime.

She reminded
herself not to be ungrateful. Her parents’ contract would finish in
a week and the Turners would travel on to Europe for an extended
holiday. University didn’t start back for two months, but she hoped
they might let her defer a semester and stay on by herself.

You can’t
leave it until the last minute to ask, you know. They’ll never say
yes if you spring it on them. Besides, they think study is the most
important thing in the world, even if you’re doing history, not
science.

A wave lifted
her and Gwyn tried to let the buoyancy soothe her turmoil. I
have to just be brave and ask. Insist even. They can’t hold me back
forever. I want to travel and see the world, not molder away in
suburbia.

She vowed to
spend the next few days showing her parents how sensible and
responsible she could be. Getting her siblings over to Israel was
just the start. By the end of the week, they would be so impressed
that they would be certain to agree to her staying overseas by
herself for a few months. She was an adult, after all.

 


* * *

 


“I liked the
Bahai Gardens,” Naomi said. “They were pretty. It’s just Jerusalem
was boring.”

“Except when
we saw the beggar dude switching legs near the Wailing Wall!”
Justin interjected. “It was like out of Life of Brian,
Dad!”

Their father
laughed.

Gwyn grimaced.
How her sister could call one of the most ancient cities in the
most boring was insulting. She stared out the window of the
minivan—south of Tel Aviv, the bumpy highway was bordered by
flat-roofed houses, white and brown and stark in the bright sun.
Hills capped with eucalypts gave a strange reminder of home, but as
they left the city behind, the road swing east and buildings became
few and far between. The hills grew barren and rocky, yellowing
grasses and low-lying scrub clusters along invisible underground
water sources.

“I liked the
gardens too,” her mother chimed in. “They were so vibrant and
perfect. And seeing Damascus from the Golan Heights was incredible.
Looking down into another country. What did you like the most over
the last few days, Gwyn?”

She dragged
her attention back into the vehicle. Their driver and guide,
Benjamin, hummed quietly as he concentrated on driving. Her family
looked at Gwyn expectantly.

“The port at
Jaffa was cool,” she said at last. “I liked imagining the
Phoenicians setting sail from there, heading to Egypt, and Greece,
and other places.”

“Check that
out!” exclaimed Justin, gawping at a small Bedouin encampment. In
the lee of a small, rocky hill sat a battered old caravan hitched
up to a rusty sedan. Beside it stood two camels and a donkey, while
a satellite dish perched incongruously atop the van.

He and Naomi
spent the next half hour of the drive wondering out loud what TV
shows might be watched by the Bedouins. Gwyn returned her attention
out of the window. Now and then, acres of date palms sprang up out
of nowhere—vivid green oases amidst the stark dryness. But even
they petered out as they skirted the northern edge of the stony
Negev Desert.

After driving
east for well over an hour, the road curved north towards the
western shore of the Dead Sea and a small, steep mountain loomed.
Benjamin guided the minivan into the gravel car park. Before them,
a wide path of white rock slanted up to the ruins perched atop the
strange, flat mountain.

“Masada was a
palace built upon a natural mesa,” Benjamin explained as they
looked up at the ruins. “It was fortified by King Herod the Great
and other Jewish kings that followed him. But it is most famous for
holding out against the Romans who besieged it in 74 AD. The Jews
inside refused to capitulate—instead choosing to commit suicide
rather than surrender to the Romans.”

“Sick,”
muttered Justin.

Gwyn stuck
close to Benjamin, puffing hard as they reached the top. He wiped
his brow, sweat dripping into his beard. “The ramp you just climbed
was built by the Roman General, Flavius Silva.” Benjamin gestured.
“Come over into the shade and I will explain how the siege took
place.”

The Turners
gratefully clustered under an archway. Gwyn fanned herself with her
hand as she listened.

“The Romans
conquered Judea, bringing their own gods, customs and laws. The
Jewish people of the time were allowed to continue to govern
themselves for the most part, but many, including a group called
the Zealots and another called the Sicarii, hated the invaders, and
fought for independence. The Romans sacked Jerusalem as punishment,
and the survivors fled her, to Masada.

“Less than a
thousand men, woman and children were inside when the Romans laid
siege, but they had food and water to last them a long time.”

“Where did
they get water from?” Gwyn piped up. “It’s so dry.”

Benjamin
nodded. “There are great cisterns that collected the winter rains.
This building was a Christian church built hundreds of years after
the siege, and soon I will take you to Herod’s Northern Palace. At
the other end of the plateau there was space for fields and
gardens, for goats and other animals that were kept for food and
wool.”

He led them
out into the sun again, pointing out the collapsed stone walls that
outlined the synagogue to their left. Broken columns bordered
bigger ruins ahead.

“This is the
Northern Palace,” Benjamin announced. “There are bath houses,
storerooms, meeting rooms…”

Naomi and
Justin wandered off, bored with the history lesson. They began
exploring and guessing at the uses of various rooms. While her dad
was taking photos, Gwyn and her mother trailed after Benjamin as he
described how despite their supplies, once the ramp was built the
Sicarii realized the Romans would overcome their defenses and they
would be killed or enslaved.

They
preferred to die that be a slave. I can’t blame them, Gwyn
reflected. Defending their country against the invaders—refusing
to give in even though they were the last ones left fighting. They
were so brave.

“Come on,
Gwyn,” her mother called. “You’ll get left behind.”

Snapping out
of her reverie, she hurried after her mother and they made their
way through the ruins of the northern palace down to the lower
terraces. Gwyn marveled at the view. The cliffs on the eastern side
fell away four hundred meters down towards the Dead Sea. Jordan
could be seen clearly on the other side.

The approach
on all other sides of the mountain was steep and difficult, if not
impossible in most areas. The sun glared down upon the ruins. She
tried to imagine the hustle and bustle of people living here,
Romans fighting to take the fortress, but the baking heat sapped
her imagination and the best she could conjure were faded ghosts
and whispered cries of battle.

“I wish the
bath houses were operational,” Gwyn’s mother exclaimed. “I could
use the cool down.”

Benjamin heard
her. “The underground cisterns would have been more to your taste,
Mrs. Turner. In fact, the only survivors of the siege hid there
when the fortress burned. Two women and some children, by the
account of the Jewish historian Josephus.

Gwyn barely
heard him. The thought of water taunted her. They had all finished
their bottles and the twins harangued their dad, asking if they
could catch the cable car down to the visitors’ center.

“No, we are
all going to walk,” he ruled. “It’s only two kilometers, and all
downhill. It’ll be good for you.”

“I’d hate to
be doing this uphill,” Gwyn muttered to herself fifteen minutes
later. The Snake Path twisted its way back and forth through the
rock, with sharp switchbacks over precipitous cliffs and narrow
cuts through looming boulders. Towards the bottom, it flattened out
to meet the station of the cable car and the Yigal Yadin Masada
Museum, with its restaurant and souvenir shop. Her parents trundled
after the twins who were tearing down the hillside faster than the
man from Snowy River, albeit without the horse. Halfway down,
before the path turned sharply away from the cliff and into a
narrow ravine that cut through the rock, Gwyn stopped to take a few
photos with her phone of the vista before her—the Dead Sea laid out
below, stark desert surrounding.

A clattering
of stones and the sound of shouts made her turn. Dust rose, and a
figure darted along the path, knocking Gwyn off balance. She
tripped and fell—pain and indignation shooting through her.

The figure
glanced behind. It was a woman, long hair whipping around her face.
Her eyes widened before she took a flying leap off a low outcrop.
She hit the ground with a perfect roll and kept running, flinging
something into the scrubby bushes that grew on the path edge. A man
barreled past Gwyn and chased the woman into a ravine. Another man,
burly and thickset, stepped out from behind a rock and tackled the
woman. The man in pursuit reached the woman and her assailant
seconds later and then, as Gwyn blinked, a blue mist sprang up and
when it faded, they were gone.

“What the—?”
Baffled, she scrambled up, wincing slightly, as her mother came
rushing back up the path.

“Sweetheart!
Are you okay? What happened?” she demanded, breathing heavily from
her uphill run.

“Uh, uh, I’m
fine,” Gwyn started to say. “This woman, she …” She trailed off,
staring hard at the spot where the people had been. “Where did she
go?” She wondered, distracted from her bruised butt and scraped
elbow.

“What woman?
All I could see was dust and you slipping over! Did you hit your
head? How many fingers am I holding up?” her mother grasped Gwyn’s
shoulders gently, and patted her, testing for any injuries, then
waved her digits in front of Gwyn’s face.

“I’m fine,
Mom. I’m fine!” She rubbed her eyes, the dust making her blink.
Sheesh, overprotective. “Four fingers! It was just some
woman, she ran past and shoved me. I’m sure it was an accident. I
didn’t see where she went.”

Gwyn walked
down the path to look for her phone. Scrabbling around in the
bushes, a small round metallic object caught her eye. It looked
like a small pocket watch, complete with an intricate chain. She
picked it up and shoved it into her pocket with her phone,
replaying the scene with the woman in her mind. She threw
this.

“Gwyn?”

Snapping back
to the present, Gwyn called, “I’m okay, Mom, just a little
winded.”

It was
tempting to blurt out everything she had seen, from the pursuing
men to the disappearing act. Someone had been chased and possibly
abducted in front of her. But if her mother hadn’t seen it, maybe
she imagined it? People didn’t just disappear. Was it some Israeli
military secret, a new technology to cloak people? That seemed
ridiculous. But here was the thing she picked up—the pocket watch,
or whatever it was—proof that what she saw had really happened. Her
mother would make Gwyn hand it in, and she wanted a chance to look
at it herself before that happened.

So she let her
mother brush the worst of the dust off her as her dad came huffing
and puffing up the hill. He’d seen his wife panic at the commotion,
yelled at the twins to stay put and hurried after her. After
assuring her parents she was well enough for them to stop fussing,
they descended at a statelier pace. No more mention of the
mysterious woman was made, and Gwyn decided not to bring it up in
case they thought she’d concussed herself. But her thoughts kept
drifting back to the strange incident up on the hill.


 


TWO

2623 AD

 


“You are under
arrest for unauthorized time travel in a restricted period. You are
also charged with evading Time Police, resisting arrest, and
possession of an unlicensed chronokinetor. You will be remanded in
custody until such time as your trial can be held.”

Glaring,
Michelle snapped back at him, “You’re way out of your depth,
constable! I’m a special Agent; I have authority for this mission!
Check the ID your goons pinched from me, or go straight to
Commissioner Hera. She’ll clear this up in a second.”

“I’m afraid
you’ll have to go through the proper channels. I can’t be bothering
the Commissioner with a standard arrest.”

His slight
smirk made Michelle realize that he knew she was an Agent, and that
this was bigger than simple confusion over authorization. Someone
had put him up to this. But who? And why?

Her captor
must have read the confusion in her face. He hissed. “You don’t
even remember who I am, do you? Think you’re so much better than
the rest of us? Agent Michelle, the Commissioner’s pet.”

Is… is this
personal? She wondered. Surely not. There is too much at
stake!

“Always
swanking about, coming and going on your secret missions,” he
carried on. “While the rest of us do the real work.”

Michelle knew
not everyone liked her—some people took her being the best as an
insult, especially given she was a scholarship nobody. But she
wasn’t aware she had an enemy in the Agency that had this kind of
pull. The fact that they could snatch her from the middle of a
classified mission in a restricted time zone was worrying. I
need more information.

“You’re
Kenneth, aren’t you?” she tried.

“Rickas!” he
snarled. “Can’t even remember the name of us lowly guards. Too busy
fornicating with aliens and ignoring your own kind. Even getting
given the best tech—power you don’t deserve! Well, you’re on your
own now, and none of them can save you.”

He whirled and
disappeared down the corridor. Michelle leaned close to the force
field that enclosed the open side of her cell, the proximity of her
breath making it hum faintly.

Rickas. I
don’t recognize the name. But he clearly hates me. Interesting.

As the silence
descended, Michelle realized that she was the only one incarcerated
on this level.

His words
echoed. The best tech… He meant her chronokinetor, the one
she had thrown away when she knew she was going to get caught.

The one she
couldn’t afford to return to the Agency without.

 


* * *

 


Time passed
steadily in Michelle’s cell. As one who had spent most of her
professional life in time travel, her body was attuned to the
passing seconds, minutes, hours—she knew without counting she had
been incarcerated for a little over a day, despite having no clock,
no visitors, and only one meal.

This frugal
fare had been delivered through an electronic opening in her cell
wall, removing the need for human contact. It was dull prison
food—synthesized protein and carbohydrates with requisite
quantities of vitamins and minerals—processed into grey mush. Synth
could be made to look like anything you wanted—real meat, fresh
vegetables, tasty fruit—but this unappealing pottage was easy,
cheap, and reminded inmates that they didn’t deserve anything
better. Michelle wondered idly if it had sedatives in it (not
unheard of in many prisons) but decided that not eating it would
result in her weakening regardless. She didn’t know exactly where
she was anyway—she’d been unconscious from the time of her
capture.

She spent her
time stretching, meditating, doing various strength and core
exercises, and sleeping. The cell provided a narrow bed in one
corner, a toilet and sink in the other. Everything was fixed—not
that dismantling the furniture would help. Any object thrown at the
force field or the food dispenser would immediately set off an
alarm and result in nerve gas being released into the cell,
incapacitating her in less than ten seconds.

So she bided
her time. She assumed she was under observation, but she didn’t
care. Maintaining mental and physical fitness while imprisoned was
part of any agent’s training. She wasn’t doing anything visible
that was out of the norm. But they couldn’t see what she was
thinking, or planning, and when the time came to act, she would be
ready.


 


THREE

 PRESENT DAY

 


“Check out
this mud!” Justin’s hands delved deeper into the well and pasted
the black sediment all down his arms and legs.

“Gwyn! Do my
back please, Gwyn!” Naomi had already covered her face, arms and
legs.

Despite
herself, Gwyn laughed and compiled. She would never admit she
secretly loved it when her sister asked for help. It made her feel
needed.

Painting black
mud over Naomi’s pale skin, the bright rainbow bikini shouted in
contrast. Gwyn had inherited their father’s tawnier complexion, but
the mineral-rich mud put even her tan to shame.

“I’ll have to
buy some of their skin-care products before we leave En Gedi,” her
mother mentioned. “It’s meant to be full of nutrients. Gwyn, would
you like me to get you some too? It’s important to have a good
skin-care routine.”

Gwyn’s good
mood dissipated, but she forced a smile. “Thanks, Mom, that’s
really thoughtful of you.” She’s being nice, she is. She’s not
saying you have crap skin, stop thinking like that!

“Come on,
kids!” her dad held up his phone. “Let’s take some happy
snaps!”

Gwyn
maintained her smile for the photos, then rinsed under the
sulfurous-smelling outdoor showers at the edge of the Dead Sea. The
oasis of En Gedi was one of the few access places that remained
after sinkholes threatened many parts of the arid shore.

Unlike
swimming in the Mediterranean, the section of the Dead Sea they
were allowed to enter was cramped and she couldn’t put space
between her and everyone else. Gwyn bobbed gently—she couldn’t sink
even if she tried—and tried to relax, but the scrape on her elbow
stung. Her siblings were getting rowdy trying to sink each other
and her parents were absorbed in discussion about the level of the
water table. It occurred to Gwyn it was the perfect opportunity to
examine the pocket watch she had found. The relief in having an
excuse to escape flooded her.

“I need some
shade.”

Her mother
nodded understanding and returned to the conversation. Gwyn left
her family floating and made her way to the women’s change rooms.
They were empty apart from her. Once clothed in light cargo pants
and button up quick dry shirt, Gwyn pulled out the strange object
she’d picked up from the Snake Path at Masada.

It really did
look like a pocket watch. Round, with quite a pretty chain of some
strange metal. A shiny, brassy look, but somehow not slippery like
metal. Not rough either, but it had a textured feel, as opposed to
smooth. It was slightly warm in her hand. A spiral symbol, like a
sketch of the Milky Way, was etched on the outside. She flipped it
over. The same spiral, but reversed in direction, was on the
back.

She looked
about furtively. She didn’t know why, except for that there was
something strange about this thing. Maybe it was some sort
of new Israeli military technology. The circumstances of its
discovery, the disappearing act by the woman and her pursuers,
intrigued her. Am I being over-imaginative?

There was no
one else in the change rooms. Gwyn was alone. She rested the pocket
watch in her left hand and peered at the device, gently trying to
crack the circumference seal with her right thumb.

Whoosh!
It was like a window had been opened whilst driving a car at high
speed. Air rushed and funneled around her, blasting her ears and
forcing her to stumble. For a moment the pocket watch seared hot in
her palm, then the pain numbed, but the heaviness of the device
remained. Her stomach lurched, a sensation of weightlessness lifted
her innards as she was falling …

Sudden
silence. Gravity existed again, but all she could see was a blue
haze. She cast about frantically and the haze started to fade. Her
surroundings sharpened, and the noise of the world crept back in.
At first she couldn’t identify the sounds, but then shouting voices
and the clash of metal became louder and louder. She was in a room,
a small room. This isn’t the women’s change rooms! Clay
bowls lay on a rickety wooden table next to her, a woven mat on the
floor. It wasn’t as hot as before, but she could smell smoke in the
air.

“Devil
ghost!”

She whirled. A
man was half-crouched in the doorway, expression frozen between awe
and terror. He was filthy, dark skin smeared with smoke, dirt and …
blood? He held a curved knife in his right hand, blotted with
stickiness.

“What?” It was
her voice, but the sounds she made weren’t English. Higher pitched
in panic, she demanded, “Who are you!? Where–?”

A blinding
pain shot through her skull and she fell forward. Her hands shot
out, but the pocket watch was embedded in her left palm and jabbed
into her as she struck the ground. Reflexively, she dragged her
hand towards her chest, groaning dully. Swift footsteps echoed in
her ear as the second man in the room administered another crack on
her head, and she passed out.

 


* * *

 


74 AD

 


“She just
appeared! I tell you! We were looking for supplies, the room was
empty, then a blue cloud appeared and there she was!”

Gwyn groaned
softly, wincing at her headache. The voices in the room were
insistent, and she hated them for disturbing her.

“Women don’t
just appear! Were you drinking?” The second voice challenged, less
strident but still demanding.

“Of course I
wasn’t drinking! We were fighting any who dared to resist us and
gathering what we could. Some of the huts caught fire. Joshua was
searching this one, I followed him in, then—whoosh! Demon ghost
woman appeared!”

“Hmm. Then
Joshua knocked her out and brought her back here.” The second voice
sounded older. Gwyn’s brain de-fuzzed enough for her to peer out
from under her eyelids at the speakers. The man from the hut—the
filthy one with the knife—stood exasperated in front of an older,
bearded man in a dark brown robe, who looked skeptical. Her eyes
slid carefully about the room. Her attacker was nowhere in sight.
This did not reassure her. Her brain, waking up by the second,
noticed that no English was being spoken, but she understood every
word. How is that even possible?

The decor in
the room also concerned her. Like the hut where she’d been
viciously attacked, it was … well, rustic was the best word she
could find for it. Stone, clay, wood—you could sum up the walls and
furniture in those three words. Nothing … modern about it.

Her stomach
sank, and she began to worry. Something is very wrong
here.

“She’s awake.”
The voice was deep, but quiet.

Gwyn jolted—he
was standing right behind her! No wonder she hadn’t seen him. He
moved quickly to her side, not touching her but obviously ready to
restrain should she demonstrate any demon- or ghost-like abilities.
She had been lying on a table, now she shifted so she was
half-sitting, half-crouched at one end, eyes darting between the
man who’d hit her, knife-man (knife not currently in evidence), and
the older, bearded man.

“Well?” Beard
raised bushy eyebrows. “Are you a demon or ghost?”

What is he
talking about? Her mind began to race. Where the hell am I?
Why on earth is he talking about demons and ghosts? This must be a
dream, a really, really weird dream.

A sterner
voice in her head spoke up. OK, if this is a dream, it is an
extremely vivid and painful one. Let’s play it safe and avoid
getting clocked again. She straightened and took a deep breath,
shaking her head emphatically. Despite the pounding it caused, she
managed to assert in a low voice, “I’m not a ghost,
definitely not a demon.”

She paused
there—she wanted to find out more before she started volunteering
information. She was definitely speaking the same language as them.
How this was possible she wasn’t sure, but at least it put them on
the same playing field for communication.

“How did you
come to be in En Gedi?” The bearded man’s questions were measured,
which reassured her to a certain extent.

Not as panicky
as knife-man, who, visibly agitated, said, “She just appeared,
Rabbi! Like I told you! Blue cloud, whoosh–“

“Yes, Gad, but
I want to hear from her,” the Rabbi glanced at Joshua, who stood
silently at the end of the table slightly behind her on the right.
Gwyn followed his gaze nervously. Deeply tanned and with several
vicious scars on his face, Joshua was short but well-muscled and
looked as if he’d been in plenty of fights. He’d already proved
himself quick and more than capable of acting violently. Her head
ached furiously as she concentrated. What should she say? She had
no idea where she was, or how she’d gotten here…

The pocket
watch! She managed not to glance at her left hand, but a quick
exploration of her palm with her thumb told her that it was somehow
embedded there. Funny, it didn’t hurt anymore, even though she
could feel the clear demarcation between metal and skin. The chain
had wrapped itself around and into her wrist and set there,
looking for all the world like a tattoo. Only a close examination
would reveal the slight raised bumps it made.

“I don’t
know,” she faced the Rabbi fully. “I don’t know where I am, or how
I got here. Why was I attacked? Who are you?” She tried to load her
tone with confidence, demanding answers, quashing the terror that
they would dismiss her as mad and dangerous.

The Rabbi eyed
her with interest. He didn’t answer for some time, rather he
glanced at Joshua, and at Gad, then back to her, and replied
slowly. “You are in the fortress of Masada.”

Gwyn’s heart
beat faster.

He continued,
“We are the last loyal Jews, fighting against the Roman
invaders.”

The only
change in Gwyn’s expression was the slightly stressed tightening of
her lips. Last loyal Jews? Masada? Romans? Either they are mad,
or I’m dreaming, or… I’ve gone back in time.

 


* * *

 


“So you say
you have no idea how you came to be in En Gedi?” the Rabbi
demanded. “You obviously are not from there, since you look nothing
like a villager. Are you a Roman spy?”

He gestured at
Gwyn’s apparel, ugly suspicion creeping into his expression. She
wore dusty cargo shorts and a light collared travel shirt. Her feet
were bare—she hadn’t yet put her shoes on when she’d examined the
pocket watch at En Gedi. Compared to their robes and sandals, she
was hideously out of place.

“A spy? Of
course not!” Indignant and desperate, inspiration struck, “I
remember now. My memory must have been affected when I was hit in
the head.” She snuck a sideways look at Joshua, hoping she sounded
convincing. She went on.

“My name is…
Gwyna.” It wasn’t a Hebrew name, but if she chose a fake name, she
might forget to answer to it. “I was visiting my cousins. My family
are from Galilee, but my parents were murdered by the Romans, so my
uncle sent me to stay with my cousins until he could arrange a
marriage for me. My clothes were … sold to buy food, so I dressed
in these strange rags …”

She had no
idea if they would buy this, but to her surprise the Rabbi was
nodding his head, and even Gad, the grubby knife-man, had stopped
looking panicked.

“I ran inside
my cousin’s hut when the village was attacked.”

She rapidly
dredged up Benjamin’s history lessons—was it only a few hours ago?
It seemed like—it was—centuries ago. Or ahead, if you
thought about it. The Jews occupying Masada against the Romans were
called the Sicarii—a group of super-extremist rebels.

“What have
the Romans ever done for us?”

Monty Python
rose unbidden in her mind, almost causing her to giggle
precipitously. She banished it and concentrated on building a
convincing story. If she really were back in time, she didn’t fancy
her chances as a young woman in a room of suspicious, violent men,
let alone one who mysteriously appeared like a witch or a
demon.

The Sicarii
raided nearby villages, including En Gedi. I must have got caught
up in their raid.

“I panicked,”
she said. “I knocked over a jar trying to find somewhere to
hide—there was a cloud of blue dust. Maybe something in the jars
smashed.” She shrugged, looking puzzled. “Then your men attacked me
and I woke up here.”

A warm
sensation was pulsed faintly in her left hand where the pocket
watch was embedded. The back of her mind wondered at it, while the
rest of her brain zoomed in overdrive. She needed to distract them
from the gaping holes in her tale.

“I had a
dream!” she exclaimed. This caught all of their attention. She
widened her eyes as if in awe. “While I was unconscious, I dreamt
of the Romans attacking this place. It was like … it was as if God
was sending a warning!”

“What?” Joshua
spoke abruptly. His was a deep voice—he shifted and her skin
crawled as he stared from under thick eyebrows. “God sent you a
dream to warn of Titus’ scum attacking us?” She couldn’t tell from
his deadpan tone whether he was being sarcastic or not. She chose
to sally forth, showing no hesitation, praying it was the right
decision and it wouldn’t provoke another attack.

“Yes,” she
nodded as if remembering. She raised her gaze to the Rabbi. Her
voice trembled—no act with Joshua standing so close and
threatening. “A siege. A terrible, terrible siege. Fire. And blood.
Rivers of blood.”

The warm
feeling in her palm continued as the Rabbi looked wonderingly at
her. The back of her mind clamored for her attention—did she really
expect these men to buy her story? But they were buying it.
Somehow, incredibly, they believed what she said. Did it have to do
with the pocket watch? If this thing had somehow sent her back in
time, perhaps it could do other things, like affect the perceptions
of those around it.

It would
make sense, her mind whispered, what’s the point in time
travel if you can’t fit in and the locals kill you for being out of
place? But how did it work?

The men were
silent for some time. She tried not to hold her breath.

Then, “A
message from the Lord,” the Rabbi whispered reverently. “A warning.
He has seen fit to send you to us, an innocent, with a warning of
our greatest enemy! Was there anymore? A time? How many Romans did
you see?”

She feigned
puzzlement and tried to look as if she were racking her memory.
Panic gripped her chest, and she took slow, deep breaths through
her nose to stay calm.

Don’t be
too specific, her brain warned, string them along. If you
are going to pretend to be an amateur prophetess you need to be
vague and mysterious.

“I… It’s all
blurry. Many soldiers. More men than there were sheep in our
village.”

Nice
touch, her brain smirked, now you sound like a country
bumpkin.

Better a
country bumpkin than a witch, she thought fiercely. She hoped
the slight twist in her face conveyed pious resignation, not
internal conflict.

“Perhaps if I
were to pray, God would see fit to tell me more, and I could tell
you, Rabbi.”

“An excellent
idea! When we know more, you can tell what you know to Eleazar ben
Ya’ir. Find a shawl for her, Gad!” The Rabbi nodded violently.
Beside him, Gad gaped in awe. Joshua grunted. She hoped like hell
he wasn’t considering administering another blow to her head in
order to induce a dream out of her resulting unconsciousness. And
who was Eleazar ben Ya’ir?
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Fiercely
isolated, Masada perched atop high, rocky cliffs, just as the ruins
Gwyn had seen in the future. Only these weren’t ruins. A thick
casement wall ran around the perimeter of the plateau. Anyone
foolhardy enough to attempt the formidable ascent was under the
stern eyes of the men who stood guard in gate towers.

Gwyn didn’t
have time to glimpse much. Joshua hustled her from the room where
she had awoken, past various buildings, into the synagogue. The few
people they passed threw her puzzled glances, so she feigned
modesty and hid her face under the thin woolen shawl that had been
pressed upon her. For the first time in her life, she was glad of
her brown eyes and dark hair, not to mention her tan. If she
changed clothing, she might have a chance at blending in if no one
looked too closely.

“The Ezrat
Nashim is there,” Joshua gestured gruffly towards the
women’s section. She walked over quickly and knelt, hoping she
wasn’t doing anything that would give her away as an imposter.
She’d been to a Christian private school but her parents were
firmly secular, so she was unsure if Jewish people prayed very
differently in her own time or now. Sinking her eyes to the floor,
Gwyn clasped her hands together.

OK, we are
in big trouble, she declared to herself. This pocket
watch (she could feel it as a faint tingling on her left palm)
has somehow sent me back in time, but not in location. I was at
En Gedi. The Sicarii raided En Gedi, captured me and brought me
back to Masada. They didn’t kill me because they thought I was a
demon or a ghost, and they were afraid. Now they think I have been
given a message from God to warn them of the Roman attack.

The Roman
attack! Oh shit. Siege. Fire. Mass suicide. Stay calm. I
need to stay alive, get out of here and work out how to get this
thing to send me back to my own time before the Romans get here and
everyone is dead! She opened her palms and stared at them, her
body shielding them from Joshua’s view. The pocket watch had faded
into her skin somewhat, but the spiral symbol was still clearly
marked. It now looked like a temporary henna tattoo, but she could
still fell the metal molded into her hand. How do I make this
thing work?

She tried
pressing it. Nothing. She couldn’t make it move or open. The edge
had vanished into her skin and the chain was as immobile as the
watch itself. It was as though her body had simply absorbed it,
leaving the appearance of the thing, but not the thing itself. She
quelled the rising panic in her gut, breathing deeply through her
nose.

Praying.
You are meant to be praying. Her brain slapped her panic down.
She started to mumble quietly, head bowed, rocking slightly. She
tried to itemize everything Benjamin had told them about the
siege.

Should she
tell them? She sympathized with their fierce independence, hating
the foreign invader. But what if she changed history with this
knowledge? What if they killed her anyway? She needed to get back
to her own time!

She tried
tracing the outline of the pocket watch, tried tracing the spiral
pattern, tried pressing different points in various orders. Nothing
happened. She heard Joshua praying quietly over on the men’s side.
Her body blocked her hands from his view, but she glanced up
guiltily all the same. He caught her looking, and rose, frowning
ominously at her under his thick eyebrows. She got to her feet too,
and tried to look serene despite her nerves.

“I have been
shown another vision.” Confidence laced her voice, confidence she
didn’t truly feel. Doesn’t matter. Walk the walk. Talk the talk.
Make them believe you. You know the future, after all! The
thought steeled her. She raised her chin.

“The Lord has
sent me another warning. You must take me to Eleazar.”

 


* * *

 


“The Romans
are coming!"

The crowd
stirred—some fearfully, some with anger—at Eleazar’s words.

“We are the
last resistance against the hated invaders. God has seen fit to
send us a warning through the words of an innocent girl, whose
parents were murdered by Romans!” His voice rang out across the
heat of the courtyard.

“The Romans
are coming, and they
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