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The room was dim, as most rooms in the estate were. Shutters were drawn against the harsh heat of the day, and inside, the shadows lent much needed respite. Soft footsteps crossed the hard-packed floor, and the black-eyed man sat on the side of the simple bed tucked into the corner of the room. He smiled as he reached out and brushed back dark hair from a sweaty brow.
"It's all right, Asif," he murmured. "You have fulfilled your duty, and I release you into the arms of the Savior."
Asif gazed up at the man who had been his responsibility for the last thirty years of his life. A life he had devoted to the duty of his line. "He awaits," he choked out, his vision darkening.
The man smiled, the expression tender, almost loving. "He always waits."
An hour later, the man stood before a semi-opened shutter, the heat wafting into the sickroom. Asif was gone. Thirty years, and he was alone once more. He sighed, shaking his head. Asif's brother had died two years before, but he knew there was a child from Iyas' second marriage, and that lone child's wife had just given birth to twin sons.
Which meant the first son could now be called upon.
Hadi was twenty-four. He'd been sure to follow the young man's life closely, knowing it was only a matter of time before Mirah's fertility treatments would prove fruitful, freeing that branch of the bloodline to continue serving him. He wasn't certain Hadi would fully appreciate his birthright, but Asif—as all the others before Asif—had found a measure of happiness with him in his solitary life. Surely Hadi could do the same.
He left the room, heading to the kitchen to make several phone calls before preparing the estate to receive its new resident.
The music was a pounding force, driving the pace of the men and women who graced the custom, hourglass runway, their porcelain faces reflecting the passion and style of the haute couture designs they modeled. The pageantry was exquisite, the audience taken in by the scene as, one by one, the models gave true life to the beauty and imagination of the designer. Every detail was on display, scrutinized by the fashion elite of Milan seated in the front row, who nodded occasionally and murmured amongst themselves. If those who walked on the stage knew the importance of certain figures in the audience, they showed none of their apprehension or awe, walking and striking their poses like true professionals, unfazed by the dazzling flashes of admiring photographers.
One would never know from the glitz and glamor of the main room that it was a frantic race backstage. Shouts rang out over murmurs and voices speaking in rushed Italian and French. Clothes were strewn over chairs, pulled from racks, and nearly ripped from bodies as they returned from the runway for their quick changes before putting on their fiery, serious expressions and passing the curtain once more. Straps of heeled shoes snapped, hair designs came undone, seams tore, and hisses of pain could be heard from those who lost their footing or collided in the sea of flesh and fabric.
It was pandemonium. Complete and utter chaos.
And in the midst of it all, Hadi thrived on the indescribable rush of the show, his hands swiftly repairing a carelessly ripped strap before addressing an unsightly hole along the beautifully beaded brocade that trailed behind a female model, accidentally trampled by the backstage traffic. The repairs were swift, perhaps even shoddy, but timing was everything in this world, and the show could not stop for any reason.
He was not a designer, not by a long shot. The role he played was far less glamorous, though it earned him the respect of his peers. It never bothered him to know that others took the credit for the custom-beaded overlays or the fine embroidery he stitched into the couture dresses. The small, metallic additions he made to a line of menswear or the accessories that graced hair styles for a single show were never printed with his name in bold letters. What mattered in the world of detailing were the names of the designers who respected you, and of those, Hadi had slowly compiled a list through hard work and dedication to his craft.
"Hadi!" A voice from a distance yelled for him over the din, drawing closer.
"Busy!" he shouted back, not even lifting his eyes from the quick lacing he had to mend. When the voice yelled again, he shook his head and concentrated on his current task, finishing quickly and all but shoving the male model to the front of the line. Looking around the crowd, he saw that the rest of the models were either waiting for their final turn on the runway or beginning to line up for the finale with the designer.
"Hadi!" This time, the voice was just behind him, and he turned, the question in his eyes needing no words. "Your phone has been ringing since the beginning of the second cycle." His look of annoyance made the man hold up his hand defensively. "I wouldn't have bothered if I hadn't seen the tag on the screen. The caller is from France."
Hadi's eyes widened, and he quickly snatched the phone from the man. There was only one person who would have called from that country so late at night. The screen showed seven missed calls in the last half-hour. Seven! A quick glance around the room revealed no emergency demanding his attention, so he quickly retreated to a relatively quiet corner. Just as he was about to key in the number, the phone vibrated in his hand, the jingle seeming quiet compared to the noise of the music and bustle. Pushing the button to answer, he pressed the cell phone tightly to his ear, plugging his other ear with a finger.
"Mother? What's going on? Are the twins all right?" he asked loudly in French.
It was surreal, the way everything seemed to stand still for those few moments, the barely audible words registering slowly just as the music of the show faded and the backstage area was filled with congratulations and cheers. His face was pale as he nodded, the gesture unseen by the one on the other end of the line. "Yes," he said, his voice a bit subdued, a stark contrast the the celebration that went on just feet away. "I will get there as fast as I can."
Flipping down the thin half of the cell phone, Hadi took a deep breath and released it. The clean up for the show would have to be handled by his subordinates.
He had a plane to catch.
"What do you mean, I have to move to Algeria?" Hadi demanded, his eyes wide as he gripped the arms of the chair. His mother had insisted that he sit down, and now he was almost glad he had taken her advice. "I'm sorry that I missed the funeral, but I got here as quickly as I could, and I–"
"This has nothing to do with your late arrival," Kazim interrupted in a firm voice, effectively silencing his son. "You know that your grand-uncle, Asif, lived happily in Algeria for decades. Part of our family heritage lies there, which is why you grew up speaking fluent Arabic. A close friend of our family lives there as well, and it was Uncle Asif's responsibility to care for this friend. Now that Asif dwells with Our Lord, our friend needs a new keeper."
"And I am that new keeper? Just like that?" Hadi stood from his seat, outraged. "No disrespect to this friend, Father, but I have a life of my own! I have worked years in Milan, making contacts that most in my line of work would dream of having. I can't just pack up and leave without a trace!"
"You are the only one, Hadi," Kazim revealed, his eyes glimmering with a mixture of disapproval and pity that made Hadi all the more uncomfortable. "The keeper must be a male of our family line not bound by the restrictions of married life. You are the next in line after me. I had hoped Asif would live a bit longer so I could take the responsibility upon myself, but the twins, Hadi. You must understand..."
Hadi clenched his jaw tightly. His father had newborn twins to care for. He could not, in good conscience, deprive his brothers of the love and upbringing he knew they would enjoy with his parents. But his life in Milan, his work, his friends... Was his life not worth equal consideration? He felt his anger seep from him, replaced with a sense of dread and sorrowful resignation. "Please, Father... do not ask this of me..."
Kazim sighed, not untouched by his son's plea. Closing the distance between them, he placed his hand on Hadi's shoulder. "I am afraid it is out of my hands. You must do this... for the honor of our family and the protection of the one who awaits you in Sétif."
Family honor. Tradition. Though Hadi lived a life unlike those of his relatives, he could never turn his back on his family. He could not dishonor them all, no matter how much he treasured what he had built for himself in Italy. He felt helpless, caught in a snare from which there was no escape. It was not fair, to have spent years setting the foundations to a life that would no longer be lived as he had so carefully planned. Then again, who decided what was fair? Fate and Fortune seemed to be conspiring against him.
His thoughts cycled, though he knew it was useless to waste time begging further or prolonging the inevitable. Still, there were tears in his eyes as he bowed his head respectfully, submitting to his father's will with the simple gesture. "How long do I have?" he whispered, dejected.
"He is without a keeper, Hadi. You must leave as soon as you are able."
Struggling to keep his dignity, Hadi simply nodded his understanding, not daring to raise his eyes to see the pity he knew to be on his father's noble face. "I will make the necessary arrangements."
Friends, workers, employers, designers, the landlady. He had a hundred different people he would have to contact. Painful as it would be, he would make it work.
He had no other choice.
Hadi slowly made his way to the man who held a sign with his name clearly written on it. He was not nearly as graceful as he tended to be, shuffling forward with his two large suitcases in tow and a heavy pack slung around one shoulder. The delay to his flight out of Milan had been torturous, forcing him to linger in the place he had called home for three years. He had loved Milan, and he knew he would miss it terribly. The evidence of that was written on his face, which was drawn and exhausted from too little sleep. Making his way over to the driver, he spoke softly. "I am Hadi Rahal. I hope you were not waiting too terribly long."
The driver took the two bags from Hadi's hands. "Sayyid Dhakir is eager for your arrival." He turned and walked towards the doors, leading Hadi out into the dying light of late afternoon.
It was hot and muggy, and Hadi sighed as his bags were loaded into the car. He may have been well dressed when he left his flat in Milan, but the flight and weather were now working against him. Smoothing the crumpled linen of his shirt, he thanked his escort when the door was opened for him, and he sat within the car. It seemed even hotter inside the vehicle, and he felt himself begin to sweat. It was a fitting welcome to the country in which he was doomed to spend the rest of his life.
The drive from Algiers to Sétif was long, the heat of the day giving way to the oppressive humidity of night. Though the windows of the car had been rolled down, both men sweated through the eight hour trip down the highway, silence hanging as thick as the air in the cab of the car. When they were perhaps an hour away from the city, and midnight loomed, the cellphone beside the driver rang. In clipped tones, he informed the caller that yes, he had picked up Hadi Rahal, but the flight had been delayed. No, everything was in order, and yes, they would arrive shortly after midnight.
Once the call was completed, silence descended once more.
Hadi could not remember ever having been more uncomfortable while traveling. Though his hands usually itched to busy themselves with the random projects of his trade, he found that the dampness of the night served to heighten his exhaustion, making his limbs feel heavy. He wanted nothing more than to fall asleep and wake to find himself back in Milan amid the hectic schedule of the fashion industry, but he couldn't maneuver into a position comfortable enough to doze. The last hour seemed to move as slowly as those that preceded it, and he was pulled from aimless thoughts when the car finally halted in front of a small estate. The grounds were lush, the foliage adding to the appeal of the main dwelling, which appeared well kept, though he was certain that any imperfections were masked by the soothing hue of moonlight. Stepping from the car when the door was opened for him, he stretched his limbs and fought the sudden urge to simply remove his shirt, which stuck unpleasantly to his skin every time he moved.
A man walked from the shadows of the front door, dressed in simple trousers and a white tunic, his feet bare as he crossed to Hadi. He smiled, though the expression was drawn in appearance, and bowed respectfully to Hadi. "Welcome to my home, Hadi."
"Sayyid Dhakir," Hadi greeted in a voice that could hide neither his exhaustion, nor his sadness. Regardless of the emotions he felt, however, Hadi showed respect where it was due, bowing to his host in return.
His first impression of Dhakir confused him. The man moved around well, and though it looked like he had endured the two weeks that had passed since Asif's death just as well as Hadi had, Dhakir did not look like a man in need of constant care. In fact, the man couldn't be more than a decade his senior, placing him somewhere in his thirties. Perhaps Dhakir had an ill father. Hadi shook his head to clear it and ran a hand quickly through his hair. "My apologies for the delay in my arrival."
"You can hardly be held responsible for the airline's delay." Dhakir nodded to the driver. "Take his bags in. Fourth room on the left." When they were alone, Dhakir gestured for Hadi to follow him. "You look exhausted and very hot. Are you hungry as well?"
"Yes, Sayyid. We stopped once for food, but that was shortly after exiting Algiers," Hadi said, falling into step behind the man. Though he had been careful to drink plenty of fluids, his stomach rumbled quietly with hunger.
Dhakir laughed, the sound soft and rich as he led Hadi into the house. "I have prepared a simple meal for you. I hope it is to your liking. Through the hallway there. I will be with you shortly." He bowed again and disappeared down another hallway, his footsteps silent against the dirt floor.
Hadi watched Dhakir leave, and then continued on his path to an informal dining room, which connected to the kitchen by a doorless arch. The humidity seemed to carry the scent of food to his nose the moment he stepped into the room, and he sat instantly at the section of the table that was set, leaving the head of the rectangular table for his host. The plate before him was filled with fresh vegetables and a small cut of lamb over couscous. His mouth watered, and he looked at the doorway before taking up his utensils and beginning the meal without his host. It was not the most proper thing to do, but his stomach demanded no less of him at the moment, and he didn't want the steaming plate to grow cold.
After a handful of minutes, the front door shut with a definitive sound, and Dhakir appeared in the doorway to the dining room. He stood, watching Hadi eat, a small smile on his face. "There is more if you would like it," he murmured, taking his seat at the head of the table. "I had nearly forgotten how young you were."
Black eyes glanced from plate to host, and Hadi felt his cheeks heat with a mixture of embarrassment and agitation. Swallowing his mouthful of food, he bit back a disrespectful remark. "I'm twenty-four, Sayyid," he said, taking a piece of bread from the center of the table and dipping it in the dish of peppered oil next to his plate.
Dhakir smiled, the expression blandly pleasant. "Call me Dhakir. We will be together for quite a long time. There is no reason to stand on formality between us."
"Dhakir," Hadi repeated with a small sigh. He paused when he finished his slice of bread, the energy boost from the food causing his mind to turn around the circumstances once again. He looked suspiciously over at his host. "You are the one I was sent to care for, aren't you?"
"Yes," Dhakir said over steepled fingers. "I am."
Hadi wasn't sure how to take that news. His brow furrowed, and he looked down at his empty plate. "You don't look ill," he mumbled. It didn't make sense. His grand-uncle had lived in Algeria caring for this man since before Hadi was born. What sort of illness could the man have contracted as a child that warranted constant supervision?
"Did your father say I was ill?"
"Well... no," Hadi admitted, sitting back with his arms crossed. "I just assumed. Why else would you have needed Uncle Asif so long? Why else would you need me, now that he is gone?"
Dhakir tilted his head curiously. "Because it is your family's duty as the keepers. Were you never told of it?"
Hadi's eyes narrowed as his jaw clenched. "Maybe, when I was five," he said. "I didn't expect a fairytale of family honor to come back and haunt me twenty years later."
"You are displeased to be here." Dhakir sighed, sitting back in his chair. "I cannot change that I need a keeper, and you, Hadi, are that keeper."
Hadi grew silent, his eyes downcast. There was no use in arguing. The decision had already been made, and he had packed and left Milan as quickly as he could without absolutely destroying the relationships he had developed with the designers who hired him. Now, he was here in Sétif, and there was no going back. Sadness overcame him, the tension of his jaw and shoulders loosening while he stared mutely into his lap.
"Asif was unhappy when he first came to me." Dhakir stood, taking Hadi's dishes to the kitchen. "After a few years, though, he found joys in the life he shared with me. Small joys at first, but he discovered other, larger ones that he reveled in."
"I am not my uncle," Hadi murmured.
Dhakir leaned against the wall, crossing his arms and ankles. "No, you are not."
"Will that be a problem?"
"Perhaps." Dhakir smirked. "You do not look like Iyas."
Hadi's frustration grew, seeing that expression. "I am not my grandfather, either."
Dhakir frowned. "Your grandfather and grand-uncle were more enthusiastic about their duties within the family."
Standing quickly, Hadi took a few steps to look out the window. "Forgive me for having a life I already treasured."
Eyes softening, Dhakir murmured, "Can you not learn to treasure this one as much?"
Hadi looked down, a polite smile on his lips that did not match the sadness in his eyes. After a few moments of quiet reflection, he turned to face his new ward, resignation clearly displayed on his face. "We shall see, won't we?"
"I... am sorry, Hadi."
"Do not trouble yourself," Hadi insisted, putting on a more cheerful front. He could not let sadness overwhelm him; to do so would would shame his family, would give a terrible impression to Dhakir, if he had not already done so. "I can work with my hands anywhere, not just Milan."
"We will be together a long time. Your troubles are mine."
Hadi shook his head. "No, my troubles are my own. The transition will be difficult... but I will manage." Somehow, he would manage to continue his work. He would make new friends, establish himself in this new place, which was such a far cry from the hectic streets he had grown to love.
Dhakir's brow furrowed. "It will be difficult to live together and do what is necessary if you keep yourself from me."
Sighing softly, Hadi walked slowly to the entrance of the dining room, indicating without words that he wished to be shown to his room. "What is it you would have me do?"
"Look at this as a new opportunity... as a new possibility."
Hadi looked back over his shoulder. "Proof that life throws us about like leaves in a mercurial wind. What can the leaf do to withstand the gale?" He knew that he had to submit to change, but he found it so difficult to do so with grace.
"I do not wish for you to feel as if you are kept prisoner here," Dhakir murmured.
"You are not keeping me prisoner. I know that much. My feelings of isolation and confinement will pass." After all, Hadi could leave whenever he wished. He certainly had the money for it, and the family's ward would not stop him. But the shame of it. The shame he would bring his family for refusing this duty, no matter the cause, would be unbearable.
Dhakir pushed away from the wall and slowly approached Hadi. "Do you know who I am?" He paused but a foot from the young man. "What your duty is? The conditions of that duty? Did they tell you anything before instructing you to come to me?"
"Only that it is imperative that I live out the rest of my life in your service. They told me it is sacred, part of the religious heritage of the family, but they could not answer when I asked for details." That had annoyed Hadi. He had a mind for details, and having them withheld had set him on edge.
"Many of them don't know since the secrets themselves die with each member that resides with me," Dhakir murmured. "All it is, really, is legend at this point."
"A legend?" Hadi asked. His brow furrowed, and his dark eyes focused on Dhakir. "How long have you been in the care of my family?"
Dhakir's burning eyes held Hadi's. "Since the beginning."
Hadi's eyes narrowed farther, until he was nearly squinting. "The beginning of what?" A sense of unease washed through him.
"Since the very beginning of your line. When Ya'akov walked this earth, he made a promise to his brother, swearing that he and his line would protect and keep me," Dhakir said, his eyes turning to the midnight landscape beyond the windows of the dining room. "Since the beginning."
His eyes suddenly widening, Hadi stared at Dhakir as panic took root in him. This man had to be insane. The beginning of his line? There was no way he could be serious! But... why would others of his family clearly have served and died? What could possibly have been the point of dying for a madman, who did not look nearly as old as he attested to be? "What are you?"
Dhakir lifted his chin proudly. "I am the most beloved of His Apostles. Many nights, I sat and listened as He spoke. Many days, we ministered while He healed the sick. History calls me The Betrayer; He called me Brother."
Apostles. Christianity. The Betrayer... 'beloved'... that reverence in voice and eyes that gleamed with both pride and sadness. Hadi didn't need to be religious to know. "Judas? Judas, the betrayer of Christ?" It was so outlandish and insane that it could not be fabricated. He suddenly needed to sit and found himself in a chair just as his legs gave out, not quite knowing how he made it the few steps back to the table. "Dear God..."
Judas went into the kitchen and poured Hadi a glass of water. Standing beside the young man, he set the glass on the table, always speaking with commanding softness. "Before I betrayed Yehoshua, he came to me and told me of my part in the saving of humanity. He told me I would grieve, that I would be cursed for generations, but that I would, eventually, be permitted entrance into the Kingdom. Until that time, Ya'akov had agreed to keep me, protect me, and I became the ward of his descendants." His eyes gazed down at Hadi. "You are his descendant."
Hadi's shock was absolute. He was descended from the brother of Jesus Christ? It was impossible! It was impossible. Tears stung his unseeing eyes, though he did not understand why, and his hands shook almost violently. His mouth opened as he tried to breathe past the congestion of his tears, and he leaned forward, cradling his forehead in his hands. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them a few times, as if the intentional blinking would carry him back to his cramped flat in Milan and prove this all a feverish dream after a drunken night during fashion week.
When the flooring remained the same, though blurred to his eyes, he panicked, rising so swiftly from his seat that he all but tripped over his own feet. "You're telling me I'm...? That you're...?" He caught his balance at the wall a few feet away, but his eyes locked onto Dhakir as he struggled to steady himself. "No. This isn't possible. You cannot be Judas. No man could live two millennia... and Judas hanged himself, or was stoned, or burst into flames. You can't be him," he babbled, leaning against the wall as one of his hands pressed to his forehead again.
"It is a shock. I understand." Judas watched Hadi, sympathy shining in his eyes. "I am Ioúdas, and one should never believe all they read. I live. I have lived for a very, very long time. Your family has ever been my keepers, a single male plucked from a generation each time the previous died. Asif died, and you, the eldest of his descendants unwed and of age, were the next to be called."
"But why male? Why my family? Why me?" Hadi demanded to know, his fear causing a rush of defensive anger to overtake him. "You killed him, didn't you? You slowly killed my family just like you sent Him to His death!" In the back of his mind, he knew he had no room for argument. He was anything but righteous. He may have been born into a relatively religious family, but he could count the times he had been to church or mass in the last five years on a single hand. "Am I being condemned? Am I now cursed like you are?" He felt adrift, lost, abandoned without a light to follow in the darkness.
"Because Yehoshua asked His brother to care for the one the world would not care for, and Ya'akov took the burden upon himself and his line." Judas' voice was calm, as soothing as it could be in the face of such accusations and demands, Hadi assumed. "Why your particular family? It is a branch I have been utilizing for the last century. Why you? Because you are the eldest of the line. Asif died of congestive heart failure, just as your grandfather did. He lived a good life here. He lived his duty, and we were friends. I grieved upon his death. Condemnation is not my duty, and you are not cursed." He tilted his head and clasped his hands behind his back. "I loved Yehoshua. I loved him... very much, Hadi. He was my dearest friend, my confidant, my brother in all ways but blood... and He was my Savior. How could I not do as He asked?" Judas shook his head. "How could I turn Him aside in fear and selfish desire to remain good in the eyes of the world? Yes. I sent Him to his death, and I grieved that death. I miss my friend. I miss Him terribly, and Asif died a natural death at the end of a long life filled with joy and laughter, for never did I keep him from his friends, his family, his work, or his hobbies."
The sheer emotion Hadi could hear in Judas' voice was overwhelming, and he could not keep his ears from taking in the brief words that deconstructed all he thought he knew about the vague personage of Judas in the holy texts. The loss of that ignorance was devastating, and he couldn't remember the last time he wept with such force or felt so isolated. His shoulders shook with silent sobs, his legs slowly giving out beneath him. He crumpled against the wall, drawing his knees close to his chest so he could hide his face against the rumpled cloth of his trousers.
Judas slowly approached and crouched beside him. "Through you, Hadi, I live. The blood in your veins..." His eyes glanced to Hadi's wrist. "It is the blood of Christ, diluted though it may be."
"Christ was divine. He was holy. I– I'm not," Hadi protested with a weak shake of his head.
"All are holy, for we are all created in His image," Judas said with a smile, reaching out to stroke Hadi's rumpled hair.
The touch of Judas' hand surprised Hadi, and his head jerked up from his knees. He eyed the hand in his hair, and then the face of his captor, his charge, Christ's friend and betrayer. Somehow, he had expected the touch to be deathly cold, but it was still warm, undeniably human... undeniably alive. It was in that moment, his distress met with the calm of experience, that he knew nothing would ever be the same for him again. The wind had swept him away. He was at its mercy.
"There is only one thing I need from you, something that is non-negotiable, and I am sorry to say, it is quite often... uncomfortable," Judas murmured. "There are things that can be done to mask the pain. To... make the memory fuzzy."
Fear entered Hadi's gaze, though he tried so hard to be brave while he faced so much all at once. "What?"
"We can speak of it in the morning." Judas stood. "You should shower and sleep. Things will be easier after rest."
Sleep. Sleep had always helped Hadi in the past. He had once been faced with horrific deadlines in the middle of the night back in Milan, the work before him staggering, but he always managed to tackle the worst shocks or stresses after a good night's sleep. He nodded at Judas, forcing himself to his feet, though he was a bit unsteady. "Water," he requested, his voice a bit strained.
"Of course." Judas retrieved the glass of water, placing it firmly in Hadi's hand. "You should shower before bed."
Hadi wasn't shaking as badly as before and took the glass without spilling anything. He sipped at first, and then drank more steadily until the glass was empty. He stared up at Judas for long moments, wiping his mouth and cheeks dry before taking a few steps and setting the glass on the table. The empty glass drew his attention for a second, though his thoughts were so scattered that he couldn't pinpoint what about it captivated him. "Shower," he whispered, coming back to himself. He nodded, taking slow steps as he followed Judas from the room. "I feel unclean... Judas."
"That can be easily remedied with a cool shower. Rid yourself of the sweat and dirt of travel." Judas smiled, taking hold of Hadi's arm and leading him down the hallway. "Your room should be adequate, and it has its own bathroom."
Hadi barely heard the words that Judas spoke to him, letting the calm tone and gentle cadence of the Arabic help him detach from the reality of the situation. His mind had taken in all it could and refused to absorb more. Before he knew it, he was standing in the room that would be his, a soft 'Goodnight' and the click of the door signaling Judas' departure.
As if in a trance, he retrieved the necessary items from his suitcase and took his shower. Oddly enough, it was not the cool water that shocked him out of that blissful state of detachment, but the sight of his room as he entered it again. It was empty, devoid of his personal imprint, and he felt tears threaten again as a wave of homesickness crashed into him, pulling him back to reality.
He did not feel his twenty-four years as he pulled back the blankets and slid beneath them, barely pausing to kick off the sandals he wore from his shower. He did not feel the weight of his experience in the frantic world of fashion, the calm that he had honed. All he felt was shock and the terrible beginnings of futile acceptance. Sleep, he reminded himself. Sleep would help the wind settle, help the facts congeal so he could grasp them, so he could throw them away or hold them close. For the first time in years, he whispered a prayer to his pillow, and for the first time in even longer, he believed someone was there to hear it.
Judas set out the khubuz, lebneh, olives, feta cheese, and oil, along with a plate of cucumbers and tomatoes and a hot pot of tea. Sleep had been beyond him, and so he'd spent most of the night pacing the hallways and rooms, pausing occasionally to look at his carefully kept birth records of Ya'akov's line. There were a handful of males scattered across the world that would be suitable to replace Hadi, but Judas found himself wavering. No, Hadi was not his prisoner, but he was bound by duty, and that was duty Judas could release him from. He sighed and sat at the head of the table, rubbing his dry eyes. Yehoshua had never promised him this would be easy, but he'd never thought it would be this hard. The older he became, the more tired of living he was.
And now there was Hadi.
Young, beautiful, having lived a fast-paced, modern life, Hadi was his newly appointed keeper in the rather slow life he lived.
Not for the first time, Judas lamented how unfair it all was, and he whispered a silent prayer to Yehoshua that there was some brightness in the situation he'd yet to see. That there was some redeeming value to ruining Hadi's public future and private life through this marriage of necessity.
A metallic click and creak announced that Hadi had finally woken from his slumber. Judas could hear him moving quietly down the hall, closer and closer. Hadi stopped short when he saw Judas waiting for him. Judas looked up and tried to summon a welcoming, warm smile for Hadi.
"Uhm..." Hadi cleared his throat softly. "By what name should I call you, Sayyid?"
"Judas. It is what Asif called me." Judas folded his hand upon the table and nodded to the place set for Hadi. "Eat." He could see lines of exhaustion still etched in Hadi's face despite the long hours of sleep. "Did you not sleep well?"
"The bed is comfortable," Hadi murmured. "I just had unpleasant dreams. It happens sometimes when I sleep in a new place. It will pass." Taking his seat next to Judas, Hadi poured himself a cup of tea and helped himself to the light meal.
Judas watched Hadi eat, silent for a long time. He could see the tension in Hadi's posture, as well as the shadows of defeat around the dark eyes. "Is there anything you have need of?"
Hadi set his cup down, refilling it with more of the mint tea. "Have the packages of my other belongings arrived yet?"
"Yes. They arrived the day before yesterday. I placed them inside your closet." Judas stared at his hands, the burning inside his flesh returning with insistent determination. "Will you continue working?"
"I am going to try," Hadi said, a spark of fire lighting his eyes from within. "I assured my regular employers that my change in location would not affect the quality or timeliness of my work for them. I... won't be able to help during their fashion shows, of course, but I can buy materials and send out my work without much trouble, I think." He took a sip of his tea and looked down into the cup. "Some of the designers told me to contact them again if I came back to live in Milan. They made it clear that they valued my work, but could not outsource all the way to Algeria. Too many variables. I admired their honesty. At least the others are willing to... take a chance on me," he finished, a small smile curving his lips.
Judas glanced out one of the windows. "I am sorry you have to compromise your work to be here."
Hadi shrugged, his eyes lifting to watch Judas. "It was unavoidable. In such a fast-paced industry, delays are an annoyance at the best of times and intolerable at the worst." He paused, as if searching for something more to say. "Perhaps my being so close will enable a local designer to spread their wings."
"Perhaps." Judas smiled, the expression meant to be encouraging. He admired how Hadi continuously tried to find something positive to say in the wake of so much negative. It was a trait too few people Hadi's age possessed. "I am certain there are many opportunities here."
The look they exchanged eased some of the tension in Hadi's face. He finished his second cup of tea before speaking again, the words slow, cautious. "So, you really are Judas... not just some madman having delusions?"
Judas laughed, the sound soft and devoid of amusement. "No. I am not a madman. Sometimes I have questioned my sanity, but I am Judas Iscariot. I was born in Kerioth in what these days is commonly referred to as 3 BC. Of course, we didn't call it 'BC' at the time." He snorted. "By the Hebrew calendar, I was born in 3758. In the winter, though even winters in Kerioth were mild. My mother was grateful I came early rather than when the weather turned."
Awe was clear in Hadi's voice. "It must have been difficult, living over two millennia..."
"It has been." Judas turned his eyes to Hadi. "Every keeper I have had has died in my care, and that wears on one's soul after a while. I've always become a valued friend to my companions, and they to me, and so to lose them brings about an exhaustion I don't believe many walking this earth can fully empathize with."
With those words, Judas watched Hadi's eyes grow sad once more. "Uncle Asif's death must have been difficult for you, then," he murmured. "I may not empathize completely, but I know what it is like to lose a close friend."
Judas bowed his head a moment. "Though it was expected, it was the definitive end of a three-decades long friendship."
"I am sorry for your loss," Hadi said, sincerity ringing in his voice. "You knew him better than I did. I'm sure it was a comfort to him, having you close near the end."
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