
[image: cover]


ACTS  of FAITH, BOOK 3 

[image: 2010-10-29T18-23-54-324_9781441214072_0001_001]
The
DAMASCUS
 WAY

DAVIS BUNN 
&
JANETTE OKE 

[image: 2010-10-29T18-23-54-324_9781441214072_0001_002]













© 2011 
Davis Bunn and Janette Oke 

Published by Bethany House Publishers
 a division of Baker Publishing Group
 P.O. Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287.

E-book edition created 2010 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

ISBN 978-1-4412-1407-2 

Library of Congress Cataloging-In-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

Scripture quotations are from:

The King James Version of the Bible.

The HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION.® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.

The New King James Version of the Bible. Copyright © 1979, 1980, 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.











Joining with the apostle Peter, we dedicate this book to
 “. . . them that have obtained like precious faith with us
 through the righteousness of God and our Saviour Jesus Christ.” 




Paul wrote, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, . . . there is
 neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”




What a privilege to be part of that world-wide Church,
 anticipating the wonderful day of his second appearing.
He says, “Surely I come quickly. Amen.
Even so, come, Lord Jesus.”
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CHAPTER
ONE

Tiberias 
Circa AD 40 

The late afternoon sun bore down with such intensity that little shivers of heat rose from the brown earth. Overhead not a cloud floated against the blue of the sky, nor a whisper of breeze stirred the leaves of the olive trees. Julia strode down the well-worn path toward the compound’s outer gate, her thoughts intent upon the morrow. Her father had only just returned, yet on the next dawn she would say good-bye. Again.

A sigh of frustration escaped her lips. Why was it always this way? Julia lived in anticipation of her father’s homecomings. The pleasure in his eyes at the sight of her lingered long after the farewell, when once more he took to the road.

Julia struggled to accept her life for what it was. Her father, Jamal, was a merchant, and she knew his profession required travel. Yet in her heart she questioned why he could not stay longer. Why must it always be one good-bye after another? Other girls . . .

Julia stopped and stared down at the pathway. She was not like other girls, she knew. Though the mystery of why remained unclear. Her life seemed to be a relentless contradiction. None of its parts seemed to fit together. She had puzzled over this many times but had never come to a clear understanding. And her mother never spoke of it, though Julia was certain she felt it too. For some strange reason Julia could not fathom, they were not a part of the Tiberias community. They lived in a spacious, well-presented home, with servants enough to care for their comforts. Yet no guests came to their home. None invited them to theirs.

Her mother spent most hours in her favorite rooms or in the central garden. She touched appreciatively the beautiful gowns Jamal brought, but while he was gone they hung unattended. Helena remained in comfortable homespuns until the moment a servant announced Jamal’s caravan was drawing near the city gates. Then the entire household shifted to a state of high energy. Servants scurried about, drawing fresh water, running to the markets, bringing out the incense jars, placing fresh linens in the bath. Julia did her own dashing . . . along the dusty road out from town, straight to the common area where the camels gathered, moaning and complaining over the loads burdening their backs. To the place where her father surveyed the caravan’s unloading. Where he greeted her with that special smile and arms spread wide. His hair glinted copper in the sunlight, and his eyes shone hazel through the leathery skin of his face. A while ago he had stopped swinging Julia around in his strong arms. “I suppose you’re getting too old for that,” he had said, with something in his voice she could not quite understand as he held her close.

And when they would arrive home together, the whole house looked different. Smelled different. Was different. Her mother met them at the door, a warm smile on her lovely face and one of the silk garments gracing her figure. “Welcome, my lord,” she would say with a deep bow, and he would draw her close for just a moment as they looked into each other’s eyes, seeming to feast on the sight of the other’s face.

The evening meal was different too. All sorts of delicacies Julia barely knew existed seemed to show up at the table. Talk and laughter circled what was usually a silent room. After the meal Jamal would open a bundle and present treasures from strange and exotic places. Silks and spices. Perfumes in beautifully carved jars and hair combs of pearl or amber. Jewelry, bracelets and rings and chains of fine gold. Her mother always exclaimed over each gift, eyes showing her pleasure and charming smile echoing her declarations of how lovely it all was.

Her mother seemed to blossom in the presence of Julia’s father, like a desert flower in the spring rains. It was at these times Julia realized how beautiful Helena still was. And Jamal also told her so. Over and over. Helena flushed or smiled quietly, smoothing back the long dark curls he loved to see gathered loosely about her face. It was the same the entire time he was home with them. Their whole world changed.

But they did not go out, not as a family. Not to the markets. Not for any of the town’s activities. Not to visit a neighbor. Certainly not to the synagogue, for her father was of Greek lineage from Damascus and rather irreligious. Julia knew her mother’s roots were Hebrew – Samaritan, actually, though she never discussed it and put Julia off if she tried to ask questions concerning her heritage. The little family remained in the compound together every minute Jamal was at home. Enjoying one another. Laughing. Talking. Even gently teasing. Pretending that this time it would not end.

Julia loved those treasured moments. And it made the inevitable parting that much more difficult.

Often Jamal was away for many months at a time. The lovely gifts disappeared from sight. Her mother went back to a simple hair braid, her soft homespun, and her sad, haunted eyes. And Julia? She too went back to simple garments, the plain shawl tossed carelessly over her shoulders. But she could not bear to set aside some of the favorite pieces of jewelry he presented to her, now that she was older. Somehow, just touching them, hearing the jangle of them on her arms, brought him a little closer. Because otherwise her world remained dreary and ordinary, and all the enchantment her father brought with him was gone.

Julia roused herself from her reverie, sighed deeply, and impatiently brushed at a tear. He is still here in Tiberias, she told herself with a shake of her head. Was that not enough? She would make the most of their last evening together.

Her step quickened, her sandals making little puffs of dust with each step that swirled about her hem. She shifted the cloth-covered basket to a more comfortable position on her shoulder. Jamal would be looking forward to his afternoon meal, unless supervising the caravan’s preparations had distracted him from noticing the passing of the sun. Sometimes she felt her father was so absorbed in his duties he would have gone the entire day without eating. But her mother insisted on sending refreshments out to him. And Julia was delighted for any excuse to see him.

The path took her out through the entrance to their compound and into the busy roadway heading out of town on the edge of Galilee Lake toward the caravanserai. When she arrived, the enclosure was filled with moaning camels, bleating sheep, scurrying caravan drivers, and barefoot herders, all hot and dusty and out of sorts. She wanted to hold her breath against the stench of animals and sweat-glistened bodies. She felt a stir as she passed, but no one spoke. She was not surprised at this, realizing even the newer herdsmen would know the wealthy merchant Jamal showed a sharp tongue and a quick temper where his daughter was concerned. No one dared raise his ire, especially with that camel scourge in his hand. She held her shawl over her nose and hurried forward.

She knew exactly where she would find him. She had been there many times over her growing-up years. His camels held the choicest spot in the entire enclosure, the one closest to the well and the watering trough. Even from a distance she could hear the strange braying of camels vying for position as servants attempted to pour fresh water from the goatskin buckets into the trough.

Again she shifted the basket, her eyes scanning the busy, noisy scene before her in search of the familiar form. And there he was, his back to her, bent over as his hand ran the length of a camel’s front leg. She moved quickly up beside him and lowered the basket from her shoulder.

“Is she able to travel?” At her soft question Jamal straightened, and yes, the light in his eyes reflected his great pleasure. Her heart did a joyous skip.

“Julia, my dear.” He reached out a hand toward the basket she held. “Come, daughter. Let’s find some shade.”

He led her through a gate and up a slight rise to a tent and swept aside the flap to let her enter. Rich dark carpets covered the ground beneath her feet as she stepped inside. Cushions tumbled haphazardly in deep piles against one wall, and she reached for some and tossed them together to make comfortable seating for them both. She loved it there. It was her favorite place in the entire world. Just the two of them . . .

If only . . . but she refused to let her thoughts pursue that direction. “Will she be able to travel?” she asked again.

“She is fine. She took a nasty kick at the watering trough, but the swelling has gone and she is not limping.”

Julia knew she should be pleased. This camel served as the caravan’s lead animal. She set the tone for other animals and held them all to a steady pace. Julia tried for the smile she was sure was expected. Yet in her heart she couldn’t help but think – even hope – that if the camel was injured, perhaps this next journey would be delayed.

“Now, let’s see what you have brought.” Jamal had placed the basket on a cushion and was lifting the cloth. He nodded appreciatively at his favorite honey cakes. “You spoil me, my dear.”

“It is really Mother who spoils you. I merely carry the basket.”

He nodded. “What a fortunate man I am. Two lovely women to take care of me.” He waited as she poured a mug of the cool tea. “So, what orders do you have for me? What would you like me to bring back when I return?”

There it was again. A reminder that he soon would be leaving. With first dawn he would once again take to the trade route with the caravan, the drivers, the loads of merchandise in which he traded. She would say her brave farewell, accept his warm embrace with a smile, and then spend the rest of the day lamenting quietly in her room. It was always the same. The joyous welcomes, the heartrending good-byes.

Suddenly a new idea surfaced and she leaned forward. “Father, may I . . . well, why should I not travel with you?”

He stopped in the middle of drinking his tea. “Join me on the road?”

“Yes. I could – ”

But already he was shaking his head. “The trade route is no place for a young maiden. Particularly one as lovely as you are, my Julia.”

“But – ”

“No, no, no.” The words came in quick succession. “No place for a young girl. It is not safe. Not proper.” He shook his head emphatically.

She knew it was useless to argue further. He gulped a second cup. “I had not realized how I thirsted. Will you share a honey cake with me?”

She shook her head and stood to her feet. “No, thank you, Father. I think I will go and say good-bye to Sheeka.”

He smiled around a generous bite of the cake. “They like you, those camels. They always seem to settle down when you speak to them. It is much better to have them in good humor when beginning a journey. They work harder. Less restlessness and stubbornness. You go ahead. I’ll join you as soon as I have finished here.”

Julia pushed aside the tent flap and walked toward the grumbling, spitting camels. She had noticed it herself. For whatever reason, the camels did indeed seem to become more docile when she talked to them and stroked the long hairy necks.

Camels were considered smelly, moody, and disgusting, she knew, but Julia liked the beasts. Why, she did not know or even try to understand. Perhaps it was the simple fact that when they arrived, so did her father. He had even allowed her to name each one. It had given her pleasure to think of him calling them by the name she had chosen when they took to the winding trails and roads toward those distant cities such as Damascus and Jericho.

She reached her hand out to Sheeka’s neck. It would not do to approach one of the other camels first. Their leader would be sure to express displeasure in angry grunts and moans.

“How are you? Is your leg feeling better?” she said softly. “You have a long trip to make. Are you sure . . . ?” She crouched down to assess the injury for herself, running her hand gently over the tender area. Sheeka’s rumblings softened. “I think Papa is right. You are – ”

“You, there.” It was a loud voice from behind her. “The camels are thirsty and the trough is empty. More water.”

Julia glanced over her shoulder at a dust-covered caravan guard, sword glinting at his leather belt. Obviously just arrived from the trail, he was roughly clothed and red-faced from the desert sun. He scowled at her from under a dark, shaggy mane. He was young, she could tell, too young to talk with such imagined authority. And almost too young for the short dark beard that covered his chin. Julia allowed her eyes to skim across his face, then to each side, trying to determine to whom he was speaking.

“The camels,” he said again, motioning to the herd crowding up behind him. He paused and looked directly at her. There was now a question in his tone as he added, “They thirst. It’s been a long trek.”

She straightened slowly. So his gruff orders were directed at her. She could feel the ire rising inside her. He had mistaken her for a servant. Or worse, a slave. Could he not see she had sandals on her feet? That her arms held expensive bracelets? Her earrings were of gold?

She could feel her eyes burning with the fury she felt. Who was this young upstart that he should be ordering her about as if she were a peasant? What right had he to command the daughter of Jamal, the wealthiest and most prominent merchant along the trade route, to do anything? Much less water his animals!

She took a step back, shoulders stiff, chin raised, cheeks burning in anger.

But he did not so much as flicker an eyelash. “Do you not hear? The camels need water.”

She gave him a defiant stare. “Then I suggest you water them before your master has you flogged.”

She had taken several quick steps before he seemed to have recovered enough to call after her, “He is not my master.”

She could not resist whirling back to jab a finger in the direction of Jamal’s tent. “And I am not his slave – nor his servant. I am his daughter.”

She paused only long enough to see his eyes staring his shock. His lips parted, and she feared he might be trying to voice an apology, so she twisted away again, her unyielding back no doubt clearly proclaiming her intense irritation. She took some pleasure in imagining his alarm as she stalked away.
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Julia brushed at her dusty cotton gown, shook out her thick brown curls streaked with gold – like my father’s, she thought with satisfaction – and fastened the unruly locks in a tight roll at the base of her neck. Judging herself fit to enter the room where the evening meal would be served, she sighed and opened the door from her private quarters, nearly stepping into Zoe. The older woman stood before her, a tray balanced on one hand and the other poised to knock. She looked as startled as Julia felt.

Julia recovered and widened the opening to allow the servant woman to enter.

“Is Mother not well?”

“A pain in her temples again.” The brief words carried an undercurrent of concern that their beloved servant tried unsuccessfully to hide.

This had been happening far too frequently of late, Helena’s begging off joining Julia for the evening meal because of not feeling well. “Set the tray on the table by the window, please.”

Zoe did as bidden and with a brief nod toward Julia turned to go.

“Wait. Please,” Julia added, flushing slightly at the tone of her voice. She sounded arrogant to her own ears. “Please,” she said again, “I . . . I really don’t like eating alone. Do you mind staying?”

With one brief nod the roles of mistress and servant seemed to evaporate between them. Zoe granted her a look of shared companionship. Almost as a grandmother acknowledging her grandchild. “You are worried too,” the woman said softly.

Julia swallowed away the lump in her throat, crossed to the window, and pushed the heavy curtain aside. Perhaps the day had cooled enough to allow fresh air inside. The light was moving toward dusk as evening shadows stretched across the courtyard and the limestone floor of the room. One lone star held a solitary place in the night sky, blinking faintly as though beckoning others to join it. “Did you bring two cups?”

Zoe had eased herself onto a stool. “No – just the one.”

“Never mind. I have another with my water jar. I’ll fetch it.”

Julia poured two servings of tea before taking her place in the chair at the small table’s opposite side. She pushed the tray toward Zoe, hoping the frail-looking elderly woman would eat. What would she and her mother ever do if something happened to Zoe? Julia looked steadfastly at the woman she had known all her life and asked the question that was uppermost in her mind. “Is Mother truly ill?”

Her eyes held Zoe’s as she spoke, challenging her to tell the truth.

The old woman shook her head as she spoke. “She worries.”

It was the answer that Julia had expected. “But I cannot get her to tell me what it is that concerns her,” she said. “Does she share her heart with you, Zoe?”

The elderly woman hesitated. “Helena – your mother – does not speak of it, but I . . . well . . .”

“You have known Mother far longer than I. She sees you as the only friend she has. We both love her. We need to talk about anything that might help her.” Julia reached across the table to Zoe’s hand.

The pleading words clearly had an impact on the woman. She refused to meet Julia’s gaze as she said, “It started long ago. Back in Samaria, where your mother was born, she was a cheery, carefree girl. Then when . . . when things . . . happened to the family and they were left with nothing but debt, Helena was forced to be the answer to the need.”

“The ‘answer’? What do you mean? How?”

“Your father said he would take the small market stall and . . . well . . . Helena in exchange for the sum owed. He even, generously it was said, offered some denarii as well. And then Helena was brought here. I came with her.”

Julia felt her body stiffen. “My father?”

Zoe only nodded, her eyes fixed on the hands tightly knotted in her lap.

“He married her?”

There was no response from Zoe.

“You mean . . . ?” Julia couldn’t finish. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest.

When Zoe spoke again it was in a gentle tone. “Julia, that is the way of things. You can’t change it. Your grandfather had died. Helena’s mother, your grandmother, accepted the only course that might save her family. Otherwise they all would have been sold into slavery. Or left in the streets to beg. Helena was a beautiful young girl. Your father noticed her. He offered a way out of – ”

“But he loves her,” Julia protested.

Zoe’s eyes lifted. “Yes. Yes, he loves her, your father does.”

“But he – he purchased her?” Julia still could not grasp it. “She was simply payment for a debt?”

“In . . . in a manner of speaking.”

“She’s not his wife – she’s his slave.” The terrible word came out far too harshly. Oh, the shame of it! Julia could feel hot tears scalding her eyes. No wonder the town women crossed to the other side of the street to avoid her. No wonder guests never arrived at their door. “So that is why we are treated as lepers – ”

“No. No, I am quite sure the neighbors, the townspeople, do not know.”

“So my father hides her away to shield her from wagging tongues?”

Zoe shrugged and picked at a snag in her shawl. “It is a common enough thing for men in Jamal’s position. I do not think he gives it thought at all.”

The very words made further anger churn through Julia. Had he really no idea of what this meant? “She is a common . . .” But Julia couldn’t say it.

Even so, Zoe’s head lifted and she said quickly, “Are you to judge? What do you know of how it began? Or what it is now? Do you not see them when they are together?”

Julia’s words were equally impatient. Angry. “Where does he go all the time, Zoe? Is he always just traveling the roads with his merchandise as he claims?”

Again Zoe sighed, but Julia could tell she would not lie. “I understand he has a home – a family.”

“Where?”

“Damascus.”

“So he cheats us both. His Damascus family and us. Do they know about us?”

Zoe slowly lifted her shoulders. “I have no idea. It is really none of our concern, Julia. We should ask no questions. Nor should we – ”

“Does Mother know? Of that other family? Does she know?”

Zoe nodded.

“No wonder she is ill. She worries. She has no rights, no husband – ”

“I do not think she worries much about herself.”

Suddenly Julia understood. Her mother was a Samaritan, considered an outcast from Judaism – neither a member of the Jewish community nor of the Gentiles. Even her Hellenized name labeled her as other than a true Hebrew. And now it turned out she was a kept woman – could not even claim to be the wife of a wealthy Greek merchant. She clung to a most tenuous position against another woman, another household, another family. . . .

So what rights does that give her only child? Julia placed her untouched food back on the tray. “And I am a girl. Mother has no son to care for her should she be turned out.” Julia stared directly at Zoe. “Why did she not have more children?”

“She did want them. Cried for them. But her womb had closed. She said Jehovah deemed her unfit. . . .”

Julia pushed away the now-cold tea and rose from her chair. She crossed the few steps back to the window. More stars had found their places in the darkening sky. To her left a sliver of moon did its best to offer what little light it could. From the courtyard, squabbling voices of outside servants hung on the stillness. Likely the guards disputing over the hours of watch, she thought numbly as her fingers traced a path across the windowsill.

She turned back to Zoe, her only anchor in a tilting world. “You’ve always known this?”

Zoe nodded. “Yes, I have been with your mother from the beginning – back in Samaria.” Sadness darkened her eyes, and the hand she lifted to push back her shawl trembled.

“You have spoiled me,” Julia scolded softly. “You leave me feeling like an overly pampered child.”

Zoe straightened, her eyes flashing a silent protest. “You have enjoyed the finer things of life. You have father and mother and love – ”

“And I have not taken responsibility for anything. But I will. I must find a way to help Mother. Surely there is something that can be done.”

“I think there is one way,” Zoe said slowly, staring into her cup, then lifting her gaze to Julia’s. “Remember my trip back to Sychar a few weeks ago? I had permission to travel with your father’s caravan to see my family. Well, I saw more than my family. I talked with a neighbor, another Samaritan, someone I would not have claimed as a friend those long years ago when your mother and I lived there. But she has changed – she is a different person now. She told me  all about it. She met a man some years ago – a prophet of Israel – at the city well. This rabbi spoke to her, and she became his follower, along with others. It seemed too much to believe when I first heard her story, but she urged me to find a group of his followers when I returned to Tiberias and let them tell me more. I did. They are in a village nearby. These people of the Way, as they are called, are everywhere. More and more of them.”

Zoe’s voice took on an emotion Julia had not heard from the servant before. “He is not just a prophet. He is our promised Messiah. He did not come just for the Jews. He came for all people. Even us Samaritans. To bring salvation. And freedom.”

Julia was more curious than convinced, but she asked, “Where is this prophet?”

Zoe frowned. “Well . . . he . . . they crucified him.”

“What are you saying? He is dead?”

“Now, this is the part I found hard to believe at first, but it is true,” Zoe said, hurrying on. “He came out from his tomb. People saw him. A few at first, then more. He talked with them. Ate with them. He gave them messages and promises about the future. They know that what he said – ”

“I don’t understand.” Julia shook her head at the preposterous story.

Zoe stood now, her eyes filled with an unusual light. She reached a worn hand to place on Julia’s shoulder. “Come with me. We are meeting again tonight. Let one of the leaders explain what I cannot. Come. Please come.”

It was pure nonsense. A dead man coming to life! But . . . where else was there any promise of help? What harm could it do to listen to their account of this man, whoever he was?

Julia finally nodded assent, watching as the old servant’s eyes took on a further gleam.



CHAPTER
TWO

Tiberias 
Six Months Later 

“Alban!” The voice of Jamal, Syrian trader and owner of both the caravan and the trading grounds outside Tiberias, carried far. Especially when he was in a temper. “A word with you!”

Alban quickly left Jacob’s side and started toward the open tent. Clouds of dust shimmered above the campsite while camels snorted and stomped and bellowed – some impatient to begin the journey, others complaining over the enormous loads being fastened upon their backs. Most were simply being camels.

Jamal’s tent was a decidedly elaborate affair with its wooden corner posts ornately carved and painted in whorls and other exotic designs. As the dawn wind had not yet stirred, all four sides of the tent were raised. The floor, layer upon layer of woven carpets, held a throne-like chair with gilded arms. Jamal was seated upon it, a brass table to his left holding quill and ink along with parchment and tea. The traveling abode was situated upon a small hillock just outside the camp’s perimeter, providing Jamal a bird’s-eye view of the entire caravan.

Alban knew the man’s practiced eye would have missed nothing. As he approached the tent, the head servant started forward with the traditional bowl and towel. Alban would be invited to wash hands and face and feet. But Jamal impatiently waved the man aside. “We will not keep our chief guard a moment longer than required.”

Alban remained, as expected, at the edge of the tent. His dusty sandals did not touch the carpet’s border. “Sire?”

“It is considered a bad omen to begin a journey with a quarrel among the men.”

“Among followers of the Way,” Alban said quietly, “there is no such thing as omens.”

Jamal brushed that aside with a wave. “I do not follow any man or deity. And it is good for us all that I do not. I lead, Alban – I lead! And I hired you, a former Roman centurion, to guard my caravan. Not to create discord among my guards.”

“I hear and obey, sire.”

“My caravan departs with the sun. I want my chief guard’s attention focused upon the protection of my goods, not on his young assistant. Perhaps I should replace him – Jacob is his name?”

“He is my right hand,” Alban assured him quickly. “And one of your finest guards.”

“I’ve heard nothing but good reports about him,” Jamal allowed. “So why is it you insist upon staining the dawn with your arguments?”

Alban knew that beneath the trader’s usual joviality lay a streak of dangerous wrath. He sensed the man’s force lurking within his now easier manner. “Jacob is at times a difficult and stubborn young man.”

“While you at his age were no doubt an angel with wings of gold and a smile that melted the hearts of your elders?” Jamal sipped from a golden goblet. As soon as he placed it back on the table, the hovering servant refilled it. Steam poured out the long spout, and the air was suddenly perfumed with mint. “Tell me – I forget. Jacob is your nephew?”

“My charge. I rescued him from slavers when he was but a lad. A few years ago I was appointed his legal guardian. His sister’s as well.”

“You and he are bound by ties strong as blood,” Jamal noted, his former ire seemingly evaporated like the steam from his cup. “Which no doubt explains why I heard you two squabbling like father and son.”

Alban sighed. His wife, Leah, had admonished him over the same point. And more than once. “I apologize if we have disturbed your morning, sire.”

“Not just mine! The caravan master is already anxious enough, what with the threat of bandits and Zealots hovering about the Samaritan plains, ready to snatch my hard-gotten goods!”

Jamal had returned from his last journey suffering from some illness. At the urging of the best physician in Tiberias, he had reluctantly agreed to stop his traveling, at least for a time. But the decision had not been easy, and Alban knew the merchant chafed at the thought of his caravans departing Tiberias without him.

“I shall guard your caravan and your merchandise,” he now told the man, “with my life.”

“Your loyalty is not in question, Guard Captain.” Though he had returned to his easy manner, Jamal’s eyes were iron hard. “Now I command you to go out and make peace with your Jacob.”

Alban bowed as expected. “Sire.”

He returned to where Jacob was helping load the donkeys that carried the caravan’s own supplies. Jacob looked over his shoulder at Alban’s approach and yanked so hard on the strap the donkey bellowed.

Alban held both arms wide. “I ask that there be peace between us.”

Jacob kept busy lashing covers over the provisions they would need for the next four days. “Only because Jamal ordered it.”

“The command was his. The peace is my own.”

Alban could see that Jacob remained stubborn, but he kept his irritation in check. Finally Jacob gave a short nod, though refusing to meet Alban’s eye, and swiftly turned back to his work.

Alban watched his charge for a moment longer. Jacob’s growing strength and manhood were evident. At times Alban could still see the youth peering out from the dark eyes. But the trader’s ire granted Alban a fresh perspective. He realized Jacob’s shoulders were now broader than his own. The lad’s legs and arms were finely muscled. At almost twenty, Jacob was half a head taller than Alban himself. He was still so wiry that Alban outweighed him, but Jacob was all lean strength and filled with the vigor of youth.

As he walked toward where his horse was tethered, Alban reflected on how Jacob restrained his movements nowadays when they trained together. Clearly Jacob was reluctant to best his master and mentor. Alban sensed the eagerness in his charge, the joy he took in his growing abilities with sword and staff and spear and bow. At the same time, Alban felt as though Jacob considered it all simply part of a thrilling adventure. But Alban knew the truth. These days, the roads of Judea and Samaria and beyond carried a growing risk. This was one of the reasons Alban felt such urgency in drawing the young man away from this vocation. Yet Jacob threatened to toss aside the new opportunity Alban had presented. Alban’s arguments only threatened to tear their relationship apart.

At the caravan master’s plaintive cry, Alban swung onto his horse and signaled the other guards with a shrill whistle. He and Jacob both saluted Jamal as they passed the merchant’s tent. Then Alban faced the new day and the open road.

In his heart he knew there would be no peace with Jacob this day.
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From the outskirts of Tiberias their caravan descended toward the plains to the southwest. November had scarcely begun, yet the wind carried a chill more suited to February, heavy with coming rain. The camels snorted and balked, and the drovers’ shouts were plucked away by a rising wind. Bandits used wind and rain to mask their attacks. Alban signaled with his whip hand, ordering the nine armed men to begin circling the caravan. Jacob’s team traveled in one direction, while his own moved in the opposite course. It permitted them to cross paths repeatedly and enclose the caravan in a tight loop. Alban’s strategy was one Roman troops had developed.

By late afternoon the caravan remained safe and the wind had subsided, but Alban and his men were exhausted. They camped beneath the shadow of a Roman garrison marking the entry to the Plains of Megiddo. Alban ordered his men to unsaddle their mounts and give them an extra feed. He began patrolling alone on foot, though he too wanted nothing more than rest and food. His bones ached. He missed Leah and their beautiful son, safe at their home on the outskirts of Capernaum. Alban sighed and wondered if he was getting too old for such duties.

Jacob approached him, carrying a skin of cold tea and a soldier’s repast of dried meat and onions wrapped in flatbread. While the young man fell into step beside him, Alban ate and drank. When he was done, Alban wiped a hand across his lips and repeated his words from that morning. “I would have peace between us, Jacob.”

He clearly had been expecting this, for he instantly said, “Then you will speak no more about this idea of yours.”

“It is a good plan, Jacob.”

“Not for me, it is not. I want nothing to do with it.”

Alban kept his voice calm, though it required great self-control. “I wonder if this might be God’s will for you, my friend.”

Alban could tell Jacob had started to round on him but stopped and continued simply walking alongside. “I talk with God. Every day,” Jacob finally said. “He hasn’t said a thing about this to me.” 

Alban was about to rejoin that perhaps it was because Jacob continued as always in his headstrong way, refusing to ask. Jacob wanted to tell God. But as Alban opened his mouth, he glanced over. Jacob’s features were taut with barely repressed anger. His shoulders were hunched in the manner of a warrior ready to strike. He looked ten years beyond his age.

Alban took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The lad whom he had loved and cared for as a son was becoming his own man, for better or worse. Alban said simply, “According to the tradition of your people, you became a man when you reached the age of thirteen.”

Jacob snorted. “And now you’re going to tell me I should obey my elders, yes?”

“No, Jacob. I admit I would like to say that, but I won’t.” Alban pointed to the Roman road they had just traveled, running straight and true until it disappeared between the first of the low-lying hills. “Beyond those first hills lies the valley of Tiberias, overlooked by Herod’s castle. Then the Sea of Galilee, then the Parthian hordes.”

“I know all that. You’ve taught me such lessons for years beyond count.”

“Hear me out. Is that so much to ask?” Alban took Jacob’s shoulders and turned him to face southwest. “There lies Samaria, filled with bandits and Zealots. All of them stalking caravans just like ours, waiting for a chance to strike. Beyond are the Arabian desert princes, whose generals would like nothing better than to capture a rich caravan, then claim it was lost in the empty wastelands. To the north is Lebanon, where once-proud Phoenicians have turned to piracy and plunder.”

Alban saw him squint into the distance, as though searching for what he could not see. And was satisfied that at least Jacob listened carefully now. “What I am trying to tell you is this: If you stay with our work, sooner or later you will be forced to kill another man. Can you live with this stain upon your soul?”

“You do.” Jacob did not look at him.

“I know no other life, Jacob. I have trained with sword and bow and spear since childhood. I fight to defend, to wound. But no longer will I kill.” He paused and looked at Jacob until he turned his head. “But, Jacob, I cannot train you in such a manner and hope you will remain alive.”

Jacob studied him now with an intensity that left Alban hard-pressed to meet the younger man’s gaze. “I have done the same as you up to now.”

“Perhaps you could indeed continue this as well. But there is great risk in this approach. Especially for one who has not yet gone through the fire of combat and emerged bloodied but not unto death.”

Jacob nodded slowly. “I understand.”

Alban felt hope surge. He repeated the words that had started their recent argument. “In the past nine months, three of my caravans were attacked by bandits. We saved all three from pillage. As a reward, Jamal has offered this trading center in Samaria to me.” 

“I hear you,” said Jacob, impatience coloring his voice. “But you do not wish to run it yourself. Why do you think I – ”

“Jamal made it clear I was to find someone else to actually manage the stall. He wishes me with the caravans.”

It was a move worthy of Jamal, the shrewdest caravan merchant Alban had ever known. Jamal explained he had taken over a market stall some years ago from a widow. Her departed husband, a friend of Jamal, had left her not just alone but owing a great deal of money. Along with other items, he said, Jamal had accepted the stall in payment, clearing the woman’s household of all debts, and also leaving her with enough silver to support her for years.

Jamal sent a series of underlings to run the enterprise for him. He was convinced, though, that these servants all were robbing him. Alban thought Jamal was probably right. The shop stood at the juncture of the four busiest roads in all Judea. Yet it had not made a profit in years. So the trader offered the whole thing as a gift to Alban, his loyal guard captain, one who deserved this kind of reward for a job well done. Though, in truth, they both knew it cost Jamal nothing except the chance to relieve himself of future headaches.

Alban paused, realizing he had been speaking his thoughts aloud. Jacob remained silent, walking alongside and directing most of his attention to the plains stretching out beyond the camp’s perimeter. Now and then, however, he glanced at Alban. Showing a hunter’s patience. Alban said, “Forgive me. I must be more weary than I realized.”

“You do not look well.”

“My chest burns,” Alban admitted.

“Go and rest. I can handle the first watch.”

“I know you can.” Alban coughed and hunched over his chest, feeling like the action drained his body of breath and energy. Jacob’s hand slipped underneath his arm, and the young man supported him easily. Alban straightened slowly, once again reminded that the concerned companion was a lad no longer.

Jacob said, “Sleep the night through. I will take responsibility for setting the watches.”

Alban started to turn away, then stopped and asked once more, “You are certain you do not want to take hold of this opportunity in Samaria?”

“I can think of almost nothing,” Jacob replied, “that I want less.”

“Then what is it, please tell, that you do want?”

Jacob turned his face toward the setting sun. “That I wish I knew.”



CHAPTER
THREE

Jerusalem 

Abigail hurried down the side passage, one hand clutching her wrap tightly against her chin, the other gripping the front of her robe. She had debated about bringing the produce basket in case she needed to deflect any questions about what she was doing out alone. But the wind was treating the street like a funnel, howling and tearing through the space. The sky overhead was dark like the hour after sunset, though it was scarcely midafternoon. A few other people scuttled past her, their heads bowed against the gale, and Abigail passed unchallenged.

She skirted around the city’s southeastern plaza, the one which held the Freedmen’s Synagogue. Though five years had past, Abigail still avoided the synagogue where her beloved Stephen had been plucked away by a mob and brought before the Sanhedrin. By now there was an additional reason for holding to side lanes, as the square had become a gathering point for those who hunted down followers of the Way.

As she approached the Essene Gate, Abigail spotted four women bearing jars of oil along with baskets covered with damp cloths to keep out the dust. She assumed they also were headed for the caravan sites beyond the city boundaries, and fell into step just behind them. Two Roman guards huddled against the interior wall, sheltering against the wind. The women were given no more than a glance.

In the plains beyond the city gates, the unfettered wind nearly stopped their forward progress. Abigail tried to be heard over the bluster, asking the nearest woman where she might find Jamal’s caravan. Then she heard someone shout, and a shape emerged from a nook in the outer wall. “Hello, sister!” he called as he ran over to her.

“Jacob!” It remained an astonishment to have to reach up in order to embrace her brother. Though she had seen him only four months previously, still he seemed to have grown another hands-breadth. Within her embrace, Jacob’s shoulders felt as solid as the wall’s stones. “When did you arrive?”

“Three evenings back.”

“But why – ?” Abigail refrained from further questions as he drew her toward a nearby tent. It was one of those foreign affairs, with double walls and more square than the familiar Judean shelters. The exterior canopy was pinned at an angle, like a sail, while the interior wall was formed of thick carpet matching that underfoot. The dual cloth walls were so effective that once the door flap fell into place, the tent’s oil lamps burned with scarcely a flicker. With the wind’s howl now muffled, Abigail no longer needed to raise her voice. “I am so glad to see you, my brother, but why did you not come to see me instead of sending a message?”

“We are being watched.”

Abigail stared at this brooding stranger who resembled her brother. She had seen vestiges of the man emerging the last few times he had journeyed to Jerusalem. But some further change had come about since then. Something had jolted Jacob’s world so the lad she knew and loved was being overtaken by a man.

She asked, “You are certain?”

“They skulk about the caravan site. They carry clubs. When challenged by the guards, they challenge back. Like a Roman soldier might, or a Temple guard. Only these men are Judeans, and wear no robes of office.”

“I know of whom you speak.” Abigail dropped her voice and felt a shiver through her body. “They use the Freedmen’s Synagogue as their meeting place.”

“Where Stephen used to preach?” Jacob shook his head. “You must leave this city, my sister.”

“We’ve had this discussion,” Abigail said with a sigh. “Many times. My place is here, Jacob.”

She expected Jacob to argue with her. As had occurred the last time he had visited the city. And the time before that. In truth, the growing threat to believers had been subtle enough for her to ignore it most days. But she knew Jacob also could sense the mounting pressure, the growing risk. Abigail prepared herself for the ongoing dispute. She was not leaving the city where she had met and loved and wed and lost her man. And bore his child.

Instead, Jacob merely said, “Forgive me, Abigail. I have not even asked if you might care for something to eat or drink.”

The reserve evident in Jacob’s voice and stance left her unsure how to respond. She finally said, “Tea would be nice, if you have any.”

“Of course.” He slipped through the curtains that divided the tent in half. Abigail thought she glimpsed another figure in the shadows, but was not certain. Jacob swiftly returned and handed her an earthen mug. “Some dates, perhaps?”

“Thank you, brother, but I am not hungry.”

“You are staying fed, then.”

“Oh yes. We are more than well taken care of.”

“I was worried. My man went first to the compound in the Old City and found it abandoned. It was only by chance I found a shopkeeper who is a follower and knew where you had gone.” He cocked his head. “Why do you smile?”

“ ‘Your man,’ ” Abigail repeated with a chuckle. “How you have grown.”

Jacob smiled briefly, and for an instant the little boy emerged once more. Then he turned somber again. “There is something you need to . . . to see.”

His eyes seemed to darken further.

“What is it, Jacob? Is it Alban?”

Jacob drew back the dividing tapestry. “Come.”
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Jacob was aware his manner was unsettling to Abigail. He wished he could do something to bridge this distance between them. But the fact was that he felt beset by more than he could manage. When Abigail spotted the figure lying upon the pallet, she drew back. Jacob said, “Don’t fear, sister. It is indeed our Alban.”

Her face creased in alarm, and her hand went to her mouth.

Jacob shifted the oil lamp close over the man. Alban’s features were slick with fever-sweat. His cheeks were hollow, his half-closed eyes glittered in the lamplight. A slight smile curved his lips around the coarse murmur, “Hello, dear one.”

Abigail knelt beside the bed. “What has happened, Alban?”

“I assure you, it looks far worse than – ” The words were interrupted with a cough that shook his entire frame.

Jacob caught him in what had become a practiced manner, holding him and fitting the mug of cold tea to his lips. “The tea is sweetened with honey,” he told Abigail quietly. “It eases his throat.”

Alban drank, nodded, and allowed Jacob to lay him back on the pillow. “I grow so very tired of honey,” he murmured.

“How long have you been like this?” Her voice sounded as horrified as her expression.

Jacob answered for his guardian. “He was not feeling well when we left Tiberias. Every day on the road, it worsened. And since we arrived here. Twelve days in all.”

She asked Alban, “Are you eating?”

Jacob again replied for him. “Not nearly enough.”

“Jacob is doing his best to fatten me up, never fear.”

“We are to leave tomorrow,” Jacob told Abigail. “The caravan master has held off, hoping for his guard captain to recover. But we carry fresh supplies for Caesarea. We can tarry here no longer.”

“You must not travel,” Abigail said quickly, looking again at Alban’s pain-wracked face.

The man seemed ready to argue, but Jacob settled a hand upon his shoulder. The silent admonition was enough. Alban asked Abigail, “Will I not be too much of a strain upon you and the followers?”

“How can you even ask such a thing?”

“These are not the best of times, and – ”

“I cannot understand why you waited this long to ask for our help.”

Jacob explained, “He wanted to continue with the caravan.” 

Abigail swept her hand the length of Alban’s sleeping pallet. “That is utterly out of the question.”

“And,” Jacob went on, “we were both fearful of the watchers.” 

He saw the concern tighten her features and felt the same response in his gut. To name the threat was to give it strength, reality.

Still, Abigail merely asked, “Where are they now?”

“Gone,” Jacob replied. “Since the wind heightened this afternoon.”

“Then we must make haste.” Abigail addressed her words to Jacob as she looked at the supine form. “Are there those who can help carry him?”

“Too dangerous.” Jacob had spent many dark hours thinking this through. “We need to move him without anyone knowing who has left.”

“But you just said the watchers were gone.”

“Even so, we do not know if they have allies in the camp.” Jacob disliked troubling his sister more than she already was. But she needed to understand the risks. “The watchers did not patrol the entire caravan site. They were intent on finding a specific – ”

“They . . . they were after you, Jacob?” Her head came around swiftly with the words.

“I think they were not certain whom they sought. If they wanted Alban or myself, they needed only to come asking by name.”

Alban said weakly, “Which is a reason you should not become involved, Abigail. I should not have suggested – ”

“I am already involved, Alban.” Her hands punctuated her statement as she added, “I have been involved since the day you rescued my brother.”

Alban’s only response was the feverish gleam in his eyes, the hoarse sound of each drawn breath.

Jacob told them, “I have a plan.”
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When Jacob emerged from the tent, the sky was the color of pewter, a sullen grey lanced with fragments of afternoon light. Jacob crossed to the nearest corral, where six donkeys huddled together, facing away from the storm’s wind. Jacob shouldered his way among them and pulled upon the ropes of the two youngest beasts. One donkey brayed a single protest, then fell into step.

Jacob drew blankets and saddles from the packs. The donkey to his right swiveled about so as to watch him. The beast’s eyes, surrounded by white circles, had a mildly astonished look. Its sides shivered in the chill, but it did not resist.

As Jacob took two cloths from his belt and lashed them across the donkeys’ eyes, a voice said, “You are leaving, then.”

Jacob turned to face Latif, a Judean drover from the outskirts of Damascus. He was a quiet, steady hand upon the road, and gentle with his camels. He was also a follower of the Way. Jacob had learned this in a manner that was customary in these dark days. One quiet word murmured to a sunlit dawn had passed from Latif to Jacob, something that might have been ignored except for the fact that Jacob knew what to listen for. In the ensuing days, they had taken cautious measure of one another and were becoming friends. Jacob replied, “Alban is no better. I need to take him to safety.”

Even robed as he was against the chill, Latif was a small man, though his slight frame held astonishing strength. “Safety is not a word I would choose for our people, especially not in Jerusalem.” 

“Just the same, he will be better off here than with us on the road to Caesarea.”

Latif reached across and rubbed the donkey’s nose. The beast whickered softly at the man’s familiar scent. “Do not hurry back. Stay with them the night. It is dangerous traveling the streets after dark, and I will stand guard in your place.”

Jacob nodded. “It would be good to spend some hours with our friends.”

“Tell Alban I shall continue to pray for his recovery.” Latif stroked between the donkey’s ears. “Can I speak to you in absolute confidence?”

“Of course.”

“These are uncertain times. I am in need of . . . of a friend.”

Jacob noted the man’s tight glances, cast in every direction. The hand that stroked the beast’s muzzle trembled.

Latif went on, his voice just above a whisper, “I serve our community in a most secret way.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I am a courier. We risk our lives to keep the followers in contact with each other. The further our clan spreads from Jerusalem, the more vital our work becomes.”

Jacob shifted closer, though no one was nearby. In fact, the entire caravan site appeared empty. The tents that filled the encampment were bowed on their windward side like earthbound sails. The ropes hummed a constant whine. The camels knelt and calmly chewed their cud. Even the wells, which normally were centers of bustling activity, were vacant.

Jacob said, “Why are you telling me this?”

“I fear the Temple’s henchmen are after me. Why else have they been lurking about, watching us like vultures?”

“There could be any number of reasons.”

Despite the chill, Latif’s features were beaded with sweat. Jacob could smell the man’s fear. “They know a courier is here, and they hope to flush me out. I sense it in my gut.”

Jacob doubted the man was correct. But it was clear enough that nothing he said would lessen the man’s anxiety. “What would you have me do?”

Latif’s eyes scouted the empty site once more, then he slipped his hand inside his robe. It emerged holding a slender leather satchel. “Take this. I was to hand it to another who leaves for Tiberias, but I am being watched and cannot make the contact. They must not find it. Hide it well.”

“But what am I to do with this?” Jacob wanted to step back, but he forced himself to stay and listen to his friend.

“If I am wrong, and we leave here safely, you can give it back to me. And you can forget we ever spoke. But I am not wrong.” He thrust the satchel into Jacob’s hands. “If I am taken, return to Tiberias as soon as possible.”

Latif quickly explained the procedure Jacob was to follow exactly. The man stopped now and then, asking Jacob to repeat the instructions. Upon his arrival back in the Tiberias encampment, Jacob would be approached by someone within the camel pen. Jacob was to wear a red headband and carry a basket of herbs to treat the animals. He was to speak a phrase which Latif urged him to repeat several times until he was sure Jacob would remember it correctly. After the phrase was spoken, his contact would respond by drawing the sign of the fish in the sand. Jacob would then also draw the sign of the fish. Only then was Jacob to pass over the satchel.

Latif ended with one more caution. “It must be just as I have said. And be careful. There are eyes everywhere. Now, do you have it clearly in mind?”

“I think so, yes, but . . .”

“In this there are no uncertainties, Jacob.”

“Of course.” Jacob tried to swallow.

“And if I am taken, I place three of my camels in your charge. Jamal has given me a special assignment to . . .”

“You have a double mission?”

“Two. Separate. They are not in any way related.”

“You are obviously a man to be trusted.”

“And I in turn trust you. With them both.” Latif might have shaken his head, or perhaps it was merely a nervous tremor. “Keep safe the packet, Jacob. Guard my camels,” Latif implored, his dark eyes saying far more than his words. “Now go. And if I am taken, pray for me.”

Jacob wanted to protest further, but the man turned and hurried away. Jacob slipped the satchel inside his robes, fitting it tight against his abdomen, and refastened his belt. He tried to tell himself that Latif’s fears were merely overwrought imaginings. All of the caravan’s associates bore the strain of the road and the storm. But as Jacob turned toward the tent, he felt the satchel riding against his skin. The man’s fears seemed to emanate from the leather, working deep into Jacob’s own gut. He looked forward to the morrow, when he could hand this back to Latif and forget the exchange had ever taken place.
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With their eyes protected from the swirling dust, the donkeys made no protest as Alban was helped into the saddle. The man was so weak that both Abigail and Jacob were required to give him a hand up. It was the first time Jacob could ever recall his guardian needing help to do anything. The realization left him reluctant to leave Alban’s side. “Are you sure you will be able to ride?”

“It’s a good plan,” Alban said, coughing weakly. “And you were right to insist I remain here in Jerusalem.”

Abigail darted a glance at Jacob. Such an admission was troubling indeed. “Be ready to assist him,” Jacob murmured as he made a cradle of his hands for Abigail to step into the saddle of a second donkey, then moved it alongside Alban.

“I will be fine,” Alban said.

Both Alban and Abigail were dressed in cloaks of the Damascus style, free-flowing robes of a golden color with hoods that shadowed their faces. The woman’s robe differed from the man’s only by the tassels that rimmed her hood, and which now were whipping wildly in the wind. Jacob, attired in a Syrian servant’s robe, grey with a striped cloth belt, gripped the reins and pulled the two donkeys forward.

With a slight reduction in the gale, the Roman guards had returned to their posts outside the gates. A metal basket, as large as a kettle, burned several logs and flung cinders in a steady stream into the evening sky. Jacob had hidden the leather satchel beneath the carpets in his tent. Even so, he felt as if it were still burning the skin of his abdomen as they approached the gate. The guards huddled against the wall, eyeing them sullenly, but made no challenge.

They passed well to the east of the plaza fronting the Freedmen’s Synagogue, though the maneuver was probably unnecessary. The streets of Jerusalem were largely empty. Most of the stall owners already had shuttered their shops and left for the comforts of home and fire and food. Overhead the wind buffeted the rooftops, like the rumble upon a giant’s drum. The donkeys’ clopping hoofs held to a steady cadence as Jacob hurried forward. The only sounds between them were Abigail’s quiet directions and Alban’s occasional cough.

Soon enough, Jacob required no further instructions, for he knew where they were going. He stopped before the familiar gate and rapped loudly with his staff. The face that appeared in the recessed portal peered at Jacob and his two shrouded passengers in the near darkness. The bearded man barked out, “We are closed. Come back tomorrow.”

“It is I, Master Carpenter.”

“I know you not.”

“Jacob. Your former apprentice. Let us in. Please.”

“Jacob . . .” He squinted doubtfully through the gloom. “I still do not – ”

“You once accused me of only being good at holding up the side wall.”

“Can it be?” The scrape of the bar being lifted, and the carpenter flung open the door. “Merciful heavens, it is you.”

“As I said.” Jacob led the two donkeys inside, and the carpenter quickly closed and barred the gate. “Help me with Alban.”

“Alban is here as well? And Abigail, I see! Dressed as foreigners from beyond Judea’s boundaries.” He helped ease Alban to the earth. “What has happened to you, my good man?”

“It is nothing,” Alban said, wheezing hard from the journey. “A cough – ”

“And a fever strong enough to eat him from the inside out,” Jacob said as he tethered the two animals. “Our caravan must leave tomorrow. But Alban needs rest and time to heal.”

Abigail greeted the large man and asked, “Is there place for one more? I can move – ”

“No, no, not necessary. For a friend in need? Of course we have room!” The carpenter fitted himself to Alban’s other side. “Come and settle your bones by the fire, brother.”

“I do not wish to make trouble,” Alban said.

“We can pay,” Jacob put in.

“No more such talk. We do not speak of payments here.” The carpenter glanced over Alban’s bowed head. “You look like your own elder brother, Jacob. How long has it been since – ?”

“Five years.”

“And long ones besides. But from the looks of you, you have made good use of the time.”

Alban wheezed out, “Jacob has become my good right arm.”

Abigail followed close behind the trio. “So he will take good care of your caravan, Alban, and you can rest easy and recover before getting back to your Leah.”

Alban coughed again and would have doubled over save for the grip the two men had on his arms. When the spasm ended, he said, “Yes, I have been gone from Leah too long . . . and from our son, Gabriel.” Even speaking their names seemed to soften the lines of pain and weariness in his face.

“We comfort and care for one another.” The carpenter was a simple man, with hands as large as the mallets he used. He led Alban through the familiar doorway into what Jacob knew as the main workroom. “You are joined with us in the family of our Lord. Of course we will help, and you will soon be ready to travel home to your wife and child.”

The workroom had been swept clean and the tools stowed. The high-ceilinged chamber was filled with torchlight and tables and perhaps thirty people. At the other end, large doors opened into what Jacob recalled was the storage area for wood and finished products. Here in this place, all was warmth and friendship. Nods and smiles greeted the newcomers.

Jacob allowed himself to be seated at a table with some men, and Abigail settled herself on the other side with the women. Alban was given one of the few chairs set near the great oven and the warmth of its fire.

The master carpenter, Josiah, stepped to the front of the room and spread his arms wide, as if embracing the whole gathering. “In the name of our risen Lord,” he sang out.

Jacob bowed his head with the others for an opening prayer, the men rocking back and forth their agreement and fervently echoing amen at its close. A psalm was sung. Another prayer. A second song. Then bowls of fragrant stew were passed along the rows by several young women.

Jacob held his bowl below his chin and enjoyed the meal with the others, responding when spoken to but comfortable with mostly listening.

When the women were gathering the dishes, Abigail moved nearer to Jacob. “We have so little time together, my brother.”

Jacob nodded somberly. It was true. His visits were always a brief stop when he came with the caravans. At the same time, he wished Abigail could be convinced to leave this city. It truly was not a place for her and her little daughter. He would feel much more at ease were she to move near Leah up north. But he did not speak his thoughts. Abigail had already heard them many times. Instead he asked, “Where is the little one?”

“Asleep upstairs.” Abigail’s face glowed with her smile. “You are not the only one who has grown.”

“You are living here now?”

“For six months. Ever since the . . . the men came to our quarters at the upper room where our Lord shared his final meal.” Abigail shuddered at the memory. “I was away at the time, continuing Stephen’s work with the orphans and widows. Three of our dear friends still are missing. The Temple guards will tell us nothing.”

Jacob shook his head, but he did not want to hear more bad news. Not tonight. “Is my little niece as lovely as I recall?”

A woman on Abigail’s other side said, “Dorcas holds her mother’s beauty. She captures our hearts with her smiles.”

It took Jacob a moment to realize who had spoken, the woman had aged so. “Martha! Forgive me, I did not recognize you.”

At least her voice had not changed, and she was as blunt and direct as ever. “You have grown into a man as comely as your sister is lovely. I shouldn’t be surprised if – ”

“Martha,” Abigail whispered. “We are preparing to pray.”

Martha shrugged and lifted her hands, palms up. “Well, it is good to see you, Jacob. We have need of men of valor,” she added. “Now more than ever.”

Jacob answered her nod with one of his own. The satchel hidden under the carpets came to mind. He took a deep breath and turned back toward Josiah standing before them at a small table graced with a homespun cloth.

The evening prayer service began with a sharing of the bread and the wine. An everyday occurrence for most there, but for Jacob, this prayerful remembrance of their Lord’s last supper with his disciples held a singular intensity. It had been a long while since he’d had this opportunity. He watched as the elders of their group stood before the table and Josiah again prayed, lifting the bread and the cup in turn as he blessed them, then broke the bread into small pieces for distribution.

Jacob thought about the incongruity of the most revered in the group, who normally were the ones being honored and served, to now be carrying the plates of bread and the goblet of wine to each participant. He was reminded of the story he’d heard of Jesus kneeling to wash his disciples’ dirty feet. A servant . . . kept whispering through his mind as the words of the sacrament were recited. “On the night when he was betrayed, Jesus took the cup. . . .”

Beyond the closed doors and shuttered windows, the wind moaned its way through the darkened inner courtyard. Faces held an otherworldly calm. Most paid the noise no mind. They prayed for those who had particular needs. The first prayer was for “our beloved friend and fellow believer Alban, whose body requires a healing touch.” The next was for friends who had left five months earlier for Samaria, from whom there was still no word. Then they all joined aloud in fervent petition for a family that had been hauled away that very afternoon by the Temple’s henchmen, led by Saul of Tarsus. The name itself, intoned in grave sorrow by the master carpenter, seemed to cause even the candles to shiver.

From where he was sitting, Jacob could see the workshop’s entrance, and beyond was the compound’s main gate. Outside those locked and barred doors lurked the same night, the same risks. In here, however, all was peace. He felt that God was very close to him that night, a comfort so strong Jacob could almost hear a voice speak into the deep quiet of his heart.

He glanced again at Alban by the oven’s outer wall. The warmth caused his guardian’s features to glow, or perhaps it was the same Spirit that Jacob felt burning within his own chest. He knew Alban was sincere in his concerns for Jacob’s safety. But Jacob also was certain this was not the life for him. His eyes moved back to the master carpenter, singing in his deep voice, “The Lord watches over all who love him. . . .”

Jacob suddenly realized that for the first time he could look at his former employer without a veil of resentment – over being forced toward a profession he loathed, over working for a man who could not be satisfied. Jacob had never been meant to become a carpenter. Nor was he destined to be a merchant, managing a stall. God might not have spoken to him in words that he could discern. But he knew this just the same.

Jacob slipped off the bench and knelt in the space between the tables, the stones cold on his knees. He bowed his head and prayed with an intensity that was matched only by his heart’s calm. Grant me wisdom, O Lord. Solomon asked this first. I am not as wise as he. I have asked for everything else. Freedom, liberty, strength, riches. But I humble myself this night and accept that without you, and without your direction, all these other things are nothing. I am nothing. Show me clearly what you would have me do. Give me the strength to accept your will. And do it to the utmost of my ability.

Banging upon the outer gate halted the song as if cut off with a knife. As Jacob sat back on his seat, Josiah moved out of the room and into the courtyard. He demanded, “Who disturbs us at this time of night?”

“A friend!”

Though Jacob could not place the voice, something about it brought his head around.

Josiah grabbed a stave leaning against the portal and gripped it across his chest. “It is late. Return tomorrow – ”

“I cannot! The mask of night was necessary in order for me – ”

“I know that voice!” Alban was rising unsteadily to his feet. He called as loudly as he was able, “Linux?”

“It is indeed.” A pause, then, “Can that be you, Alban?”

“None other.” Alban waved toward the master carpenter, whose hand rested upon the latched bar. “He is a brother and a friend. You may open the door.”
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