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AD 7:  Road Camp between Mounts Gerizim and Ebal, Sychar, Province of Samaria, Palestine

~
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“WHO’S THERE?” 

Gersshon, on the ground, jerks his head up, grabs his sword, and leaps up to a crouch. The blackness of the night surrounds him. He peers through it, turning in a circle to find the intruder.

He kicks Chaanan without taking his eyes off the inky unknown. “Sir! Someone’s out there.”

Chaanan, superintendent of the road gang, jumps up with his own sword.

Back-to-back now, the two men turn through the sinister blackness, staring out into the night-time unknown.

“There it is again,” Gersshon warns. “It’s straight ahead of me. Do you think it’s a mountain lion, sir?”

“No. It sounds like a man. Or men. Keep on the alert.”

Gersshon turns and stands side by side with his superior and together they move forward, one shuffle at a time.

“Who’s there? Gersshon repeats. “Whoever you are, you don’t have a chance. We’re heavily armed. Come out now while you can.”

One step at a time, challenging but not knowing who. Or what.

“Uh, sir, were you talking to me?” The muffled voice is deep. 

“Come out and show yourself,” Chaanan demands.

“Well, uh, sir, okay.”

Chaanan lowers his sword. “Zarus, is that you?” 

“I’m over here. Did I disturb you?”

“What in the world are you doing, Zarus?”

“I knew you were under deadline to get this new road to Sebaste. I wasn’t sleeping anyway, so thought I’d work on getting this boulder out of the way.”

“Gersshon, the next time you go after strange noises in the night, don’t wake me up,” warns Chaanan, turning to walk back to his blanket on the ground.

“Hey, pipe down,” a voice in the darkness calls out.

“Everyone shut up so I can go back to sleep,” another voice demands.

“Well, sir,” Gersshon announces, “everyone seems to be awake. We may as well get an early start.”

“Gersshon,” Chaanan replies, “remind me never to hire you again, so I can get some rest. All right, men, you may as well get up and get back at it. Gersshon has managed to wake up the entire crew.”

“You would have been thanking me if it had really been an intruder—or a mountain lion.”

Yawns. Groans. Grunts.

“With men like Zarus and Gersshon who never seem to sleep, we just might get to work and maybe arrive at Sebaste ahead of deadline,” the superintendent mumbles.

As a faint hint of dawn appears in the gray east, Gersshon walks over to his long-time friend, his eyes adjusting to the darkness.

“You worked on that boulder half the day yesterday, ole boy.”

“Yeah, I was dreaming about it during the night, so just got up and went back to work on it,” Zarus replies. “I hope this iron bar doesn’t break before I get it out.”

“Gersshon, I’m going to get you for this,” a crewman calls out.

Zarus pulls out a handkerchief from his sleeve, wipes his brow, and sits on the ground.

“Here let me help you,” Gersshon replies. “I’ve got a strong board to wedge under the boulder after your iron bar gets a groove started down there.”

“I don’t need any help,” Zarus responds. “My iron bar and shovel are working just fine.”

“Why don’t you let me handle your iron bar while you dig?” Gersshon says.

“Well, you can’t, because the iron bar is the handle of my shovel. Besides, it’s almost as long as you, buddy. Of course, you could put that sword of yours to good use under the boulder,” Zarus teases.

The two men sit together a few moments longer, waiting for a little more light on their project.

“You’re not going to get this boulder out without my help one way or the other, because you’ve always needed my help, even when we were kids,” Gersshon says, standing back up and stepping closer to the boulder.

“Watch out!”

Zarus’ warning is too late. Gersshon falls into the shallow pit dug around the unmanageable chunk of granite. He stands and brushes off his knees. “Stubborn rock, I see,” Gersshon says with a grin. “How deep do you think it goes?”

“We could go down three or four more hand spans before we see the bottom of it. Maybe more.”

“Well, get back to work, Zarus,” Gersshon orders. “We don’t have all day.”

Used to Gersshon’s take-charge ways, Zarus smiles and resumes his work.

The two men, one tall and thin, the other short and ample, circle the stubborn and deceptively-large boulder digging, prodding, poking, leveraging, to get it out of the way for the next section of road bed.

“Why don’t we just take the road around this monster?” Gersshon asks.

“You know how those Roman surveyors are. They want their roads straight as an arrow.”

They continue working in silence.

Though still early morning, perspiration drips off the men’s foreheads until the salty sweat stings their eyes and they have to pause long enough to tie a band around their head. 

Everyone with their own job to do. Team work. Everyone pulling together to get the job done for Rome.

“Auhhh!” It is Gersshon.

Purple and white light flash in his head. A sensation of being struck by lightening immobilizes him. A hand shoots up to cover his eye. He leans over as though his head has become too unstable to hold up. Now the light is gone. All light. Only a heavy blue blackness left. And the sharp pain of being stabbed by a million needles.

“What? What happened?”

“Auhhh! The board broke. Part of it is in my eye,” Gersshon replies. 

Zarus grabs Gersshon’s shoulders and guides him out of the trench and over to the blankets not yet picked up from the night before. 

“Water, someone,” Zarus shouts. 

Chaanan rushes up with his water skin. “Hold his head back.”

Zarus leans his friend’s head back and pulls his hands away from his eyes. Chaanan pours water over them while Zarus holds his lids open.

“Ahhh.”

“What’s going on here?”

It is a feminine voice. While still holding his friend so water can flush his eye of the splinter, Zarus looks in the direction of the voice.

Her heart-shaped face is framed with long, flowing black tresses and a pale blue shawl. Though the ground all around them is rocky and uneven, she seems to float above it all. Behind her head, the glow of the gradually rising sun gives her a well-deserved halo.

“Be careful where you’re walking, madam,” Chaanan warns,” his water skin now empty. “Lots of holes and stumps out here.”

Devorah reaches the three men on the blanket.

“Good thing I brought some supplies to treat injuries along with food for your breakfast,” she says, smiling at Zarus and motioning for him to give her his place next to the wounded man.

Her touch is both warm and cool on Gersshon’s face. 

“Try to quit blinking so I can see what got into your eye,” she urges with her sweet voice.

“Hmmm. That is a big splinter. If you can hold still, I think I can grab it with my fingers.”

Zarus kneels on the other side of his friend while Superintendent Chaanan holds Gersshon’s arms down.

Devorah holds Gersshon’s eyelid open with one hand, and with deftness, takes hold of the large splinter with two fingers of her other hand, and pulls it out.”

“Ahhh!” The stinging again. The needles again. The white light again. He grabs at his eye. “Ahhh!”

“Okay, I have some bands in my basket I can wrap around your eyes.”

Gersshon, shorter than many men in the world, blusters back. “Oh, no you don’t, missy. You can put the bands around my bad eye, but you’re not going to make me blind. I’ve still got work in me.”

“Whatever you say,” Devorah replies. She works fast while Gersshon tries to get his mind off the pain by concentrating on her gentle touch. 

“There you go. One eye covered, and one eye only.”

Zarus stands and helps Devorah to her feet. She looks up into his unusual blue eyes. “Thank you, kind sir.” 

Their gaze lasts more than it should between two strangers. She is as beautiful as a pearl. 

Devorah looks away to break the spell she knows she should be ashamed of. 

“Now I’ve got to distribute breakfast to all these hungry men.” 

Gersshon looks up at the two with his one good eye, momentarily oblivious of the pain, and manages a grin.

“Hey, do I get breakfast first? I think I deserve it.”

“Indeed you do,” Devorah says, reaching into her basket for a small loaf of bread and two figs. “Don’t eat too fast,” she warns. “And stay down on that blanket. You don’t know how much damage that wood did to your eye. By the way, there are only scrub bushes here. Where did the splinter come from?”

“A board,” he replies. Since she has already turned away, he doubts she hears. 

Devorah makes the rounds of the road crewmen. As she does, she notices Zarus is gone. She looks around and sees him by himself bowed prostrate in prayer. But he is facing the wrong way. He is facing Gerizim, not Jherusalem. He is a Samaritan. 

She leaves his share of food nearby without disturbing him. She makes her way back over to her Egyptian horse, lowers a stool off the bridle, steps on it, flings herself over the Egyptian’s bare back, pulls the stool up, and leaves.

“Well, I’ve got to go into Sychar to get another load of sand,” Chaanan announces. “It was supposed to be delivered  a few days ago from the Aravah Desert where Devorah’s father has a copper mine.”

“Yes, sir,” Gersshon replies. “What can I do while you’re gone? I’m injured but not helpless.”

“Well, you like to boss people around, you may as well be boss while I’m gone. But your only job is to make sure everyone keeps working in my absence, and that’s all. Am I clear?” Chaanan demands.

“Perfectly,” Gersshon replies, while looking in Zarus’ direction. Prayers now completed, his friend comes alert at the mention of Devorah’s name.

“Okay, ole pal, your prayers are done and the lady is gone. Get your head out of the clouds and back to work.”

Zarus obeys out of habit. Gersshon, though much shorter than Zarus, has been bossing him around since they were kids. 

Gersshon leans on his sword, grows tired of standing, and sits a while, watching each of the crewmen with his one good eye. Most work slowly, but they are steady and do their job well enough. 

Now and then he dozes. No one pays attention to him. To keep from falling back asleep, Gersshon stands and paces, despite the fact he is developing a small headache. He walks around the men, sometimes telling someone to do something differently, though still no one pays attention to him.

He goes back to his original perch to survey the crew. His eye settles on Zarus who is now rocking his boulder back and forth. 

“I see you’ve got it about out,” Gersshon calls out. 

“Yup,” Zarus replies, the muscles in his big arms, legs, and torso straining. Blood vessels pop out on his forehead. His face is red. He grits his teeth.

“Here, let me help.” Gersshon says, approaching the boulder. He puts his hands on the boulder, pushing Zarus out of the way. “This is how it is done, ole boy,” he says.

“No. You’re half blind with that injury from the board. You can’t see things right. Go sit down,” Zarus counters.

Without warning, Gersshon grabs Zarus’ crowbar shovel and pulls dirt out of the way in the direction the large rock is leaning. It groans and breaks free of its centuries-long confinement and begins a slide down the hill.

“Watch out below!” Gersshon shouts, delighted with his accomplishment.

“Watch out below!” Zarus echoes.

Men at the bottom of the gully chiseling gravel out of larger stones look up, eyes wide, brows furrowed, mouths opened and catching the dust. Immediately, they jump out of the way. 

The unrelenting monster of a boulder heads for them. Sliding, bouncing, careening. 

Gersshon himself is thrown off balance and follows the boulder down the slope.

Both land. The boulder and Gersshon.

The gravel chiselers at the bottom of the gully stand and rub their eyes in all the dust. When it settles and they can see better, they begin looking around for Gersshon’s body, but still rubbing their eyes.

“Over here, guys,” Gersshon says standing and leaning against the now-settled boulder, the band over his injured eye still in place. “The boulder landed exactly where I intended for it to.”

“Man, you almost killed us. Then you blind us with all that dust,” one of the men calls out.

“Well, if you had been more alert, you wouldn’t have gotten all that dust in your eyes in the first place. Just put some water in them and you will be fine.”

“We can’t. All the water we have is for drinking.”

“Well, you can have my water.” Gersshon takes the water skin still attached to his rope belt, pulls the plug out, goes over to one of the men, reaches up to pull his head back, and the man loses his balance. 

Medad begins to fall backward, and swings his arms to regain control. He descends off the cliff at the far edge of the gully. The sky turns upside down. His muscles strain. He grabs what little brush he can to break his fall.

By this time, the road superintendent, Chaanan, is back and has been watching the turmoil from the top of the hill. “Get a rope to the men so they can get down to Medad.”

A rope is thrown down, and the gravel chiselers tie one end around Zarus’ boulder and throw the loose end down to the trapped man.”

“Hey, Medad. Are you okay?”

“Medad! Medad!”

They look in the direction of Gersshon with his band still over his one eye. “He’d better not be dead!” 

One-eyed Gersshon shrugs his shoulders and turns his hands up. “I was just trying to get the dust out of his eye.”

Down at the bottom of the cliff Medad raises one hand, then lets it fall again. There is blood on his head, legs and hands.

“Can you wrap this rope around your waist, Medad?” Superintendent Chaanan calls down to him.

The injured man turns over and crawls in the direction of the rope. He does not get far.

“I can’t reach it,” he groans.

“Okay, one of us will come get you,” Chaanan responds.

One of the chiselers pulls the rope back up and ties it around his waist. He repels down the cliff until the rope will not go farther. With the rope still around him, he reaches for Medad, but the injured man is not close enough. 

“Medad, can you crawl over to me?”

Medad crawls a short distance, but cannot continue. The pain stabs at his bones and his muscles cry out in anguish. He reaches exhaustion almost immediately. Every part of his body objects to any further torture.

“Okay, Medad. I’m going to go back up and figure something else out. Will you be okay?”

“I think so,” he groans.

“Hang on. We’ll be back for you.”

The crewman climbs back up the cliff. He talks to the other rock chiselers and looks up at their superintendent.

“What’ll we do?”

“Too bad we can’t throw Gersshon and his splinter over the cliff and let him trade places with Medad.”

“I think I can help.” It’s Zarus. “I’m the tallest one of anyone out here. I think I can reach him.”

Zarus is handed the rope, and ties the end of it around his waist. He walks to the edge of the cliff, turns around, and repels down its straight wall. When he reaches the bottom, he unties the rope, walks over to Medad, and kneels.

“How are you doing, Medad? You’re pretty messed up. Do you think you broke any bones?” he asks as he probes the injured man’s arms and legs.

“I don’t think so, but I hurt all over.”

“Here, I brought some bands to wrap your head in. And here’s some water. Take a sip. See if you can sit up.”

Zarus helps Medad to a sitting position. “Okay, now, Medad. I’m pretty strong. I’m going to wrap the rope around my waist again. Do you think you can hang on to my back?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay, let’s think this through.” The two men sit at the bottom of the cliff with Medad leaning over on Zarus strong shoulder. Zarus has his arm around him to keep him from slumping down. The other men watch from above.

“Okay, let’s try this,” Zarus says. “I will put you over my shoulder. Do you think you could handle that?”

“I can try.”

“Okay,” Zarus continues, “I’m going to carry you over to where the rope is, and you can sit on the ground while I tie the end around my waist. Then I will pick you up again and put you on my shoulder. Do you think you can hang on to my neck from that angle?”

“I’ll try. I think I can.”

Remember, I’m strong. I’ve lifted a lot heavier than you in my twenty years here on earth. Once you are on my shoulder, I will begin climbing back up the cliff. There will be men pulling at the other end, but they’ll need my help.

“Yes, sir. And, if I don’t make it, sir, thank you for trying. And, one more thing.”

“What’s that, Medad?” 

“Tell my wife I love her.”

“That, my friend, I am going to make sure you tell her yourself. Here we go now, Medad. Jhehovah bless us both.”

“Ahhh...”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Zarus says in almost a whisper. “Hang on now.”

Medad, now over Zarus’ broad shoulder, hangs on to Zarus’ neck. 

Zarus’ muscles strain as he fights for strength. He puts one hand over the other. They are now off the ground. Each muscle, each sinew is called on to become mighty. Now the other hand reaches up. And the other.

He tries putting his feet flat on the edge of the cliff for better leverage, but finds Medad is less steady when he does. He lets his feet dangle, and stretches the muscles of his other arm to reach up. Don’t stop. Don’t think about it. Keep going. Keep the momentum going. One hand, then the other, and the other.

The men from above the cliff watch in astonishment as young Zarus works his way up the cliff with their injured comrade. They grab hold of the rope where it is attached to the boulder and add their own strength to it.

“Pull!”

“Pull!”

“Pull!”

One hand at a time at the top of the cliff. One hand at a time on the edge of the cliff. Closer to safety. Life-saving safety.

“Pull!”

“Pull!”

“Pull!”

Once at the top, and the rope is untied from his waist, Zarus shifts Medad around so he is in his arms, and works his way up the hill. He lays Medad down on the same blanket he had laid Gersshon on a few hours earlier with his eye injury.

The dust is now settled. He looks around for Gersshon, but does not see him.

Instead, over where the newly laid road ends are two men dressed in finery. They watch Zarus a moment longer, turn, and walk toward the gates of Sychar, the well, and the home of Devorah.

"Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? 

How can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?

You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.” (Matthew 7:3-5)
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​​​2 ~ The Arabian
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AD 7:  Road Camp between Mounts Gerizim and Ebal, Sychar, Province of Samaria, Palestine

~
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THE RAIN COMES DOWN hard and fast. It fills the half-laid road bed and washes away the sand so that only the gravel below it remains. Some of the surveyor’s pilings marking the proposed road’s border loosen and float away. Work on the road comes to a dead halt.

“Gersshon, I think I’m going to go see my family for a few days until the rain lets up and the ground dries a little. Do you want to go along?”

“You know there’s nothing for me in Sebaste any more, Zarus, especially with my father now in prison.”

Except for his friendship with Zarus, Gersshon’s childhood had been anything but happy. His father had made him dress in rags and sit on a street corner with a bowl begging for alms. His father would always say, “If we don’t do it, someone else will.” His reward was to keep five percent of the take for himself, a pretty good wage for a boy.

“By the way, when you get back from Sebaste, ole boy, I’ve got an idea on how you can meet Devorah again. Oh, don’t think the whole camp didn’t notice the way you looked at her. Now go on to your family, and I’ll be here when you get back.”

The farm house comes in to view. It is not the house of a pauper, neither is it the manor of a rich man. It is larger than some, as each of Zarus’ three older brothers added their own family living quarters on before their respective marriages. 

Reuven, the oldest, has a family of wife and four children. Shimeon, the next, has a wife and two children. Levii—their father was enamored with the twelve sons of Israel—just recently married. Though with no children yet, his apartment is more elaborate, a feat he likes to brag about when his older brothers make fun of his relative youth.

Zarus has two sisters who do not live at the farm house any more. One is married to a silversmith in the heart of Samaria, and the other is married to a trader who never stays in one place very long at a time.

Then there is little sister Estar. Being the baby of the family, most everyone dotes on her. When they don’t, she does whatever is necessary to get their attention and win their favor. It is not as though she doesn’t deserve it, and she is not quite spoiled—not quite—but she does enjoy her status. Estar is the one Zarus is looking forward to seeing the most.

And his brothers? Will they accept him this time? Their jealousy is thick. It drips from their every word, their every stare, their every movement when they are around Zarus. 

He watches the servants out working in the barley field. They look like ants from so far away. But, then, his brothers do their best to make him feel smaller than ants.

Why did our father will his prize-winning Arabian horse to me? I could have survived without it. 

He is close enough to the farmhouse now that he can make out a few more details. There is the ladder leading to the roof which, of course, is always pulled away at night. He can see where some of the stucco has been replaced by field stone of various colors.

It’s not as though his brothers need the money the Arabian would have brought them. Reuven, of course, has inherited the entire farm in accordance with Israel-Samaritan law. Shimeon was put in charge of the finances, and Levii in charge of the hired hands. Reuven made sure his brothers were well paid, being that he could always trust them and couldn’t strangers. There was no job for Zarus. Being their father’s favorite was his pay.

His older brothers always had known he was the favorite. Of course, it was just because he looked most like their beautiful blue-eyed mother who had died when Estar was born seventeen years earlier.

Zarus approaches like a bird wanting to make friends with a cat. He knocks on the familiar gate which now is elaborately covered with copper. A servant answers it and Zarus identifies himself, reverting to the ancient Hebrew spoken among Samaritans. Estar is nearby preparing the mid-day meal and recognizes the visitor’s voice.

“Zarus! Is that my favorite brother I hear?” She jumps up and rushes into his arms. He hugs her back, then holds her at arm’s length.

“You are more beautiful than ever, Estar!” 

She pats both his cheeks with flour-filled hands and laughs. “And you are more handsome than ever, you big lug.”

“What are you doing here, Estar? Your new husband is okay, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he’s okay, but he’s gone to Tyre to look at more fabric samples for our shop, so I decided to stay here while he is gone.”

“Is everything else okay with you two?”

“Well,” she whispers now, “Reuven, Shimeon and Levii don’t like him. I don’t know why. Maybe because he’s got a successful fabric shop. Seems like they make a habit of being jealous.”

“So, how is he handling these guys?”

“We’re thinking of moving to Sychar.”

“Sychar? That’s where I’m working—at least for now. It would be great having you nearby.”

A man of average height, brown hair and graying beard walks into the courtyard. 

Estar leaves off her conversation with Zarus, puts on a big grin, and calls out in a sing-song voice, “Reuven! Are you here? Guess who just arrived? Our long lost brother, Zarus!”

“Well, well. What have we here? Come back begging for a job? You’re not getting one, so don’t even ask.”

“Look, Reuven, I didn’t come here to cause anyone any problems. And I don’t need a job. I have a good one. It’s good paying and I have a lot of friends that I work with.”

“You with friends? That’s a laugh,” Shimeon adds, joining them in the courtyard.”

“Hey, everyone,” Estar interrupts. “Our mother and father would be ashamed of us talking to each other like this. Let’s get along just this once for...how long did you say you were going to be with us?”

“I think I’d like to be here a couple days until the rain passes up in the mountains.”

“You working in the mountains? What are you doing up there?” It’s Levii, the brother Zarus most closely gets along with.

“I’m part of a crew putting in a road between the pass at Sychar and Sebaste.”

“Working for the Romans, eh?” Reuven responds. Just like you to work for the enemy.”

“Okay, guys, I’m about ready for dinner,” Estar interrupts. “Everyone sit down.”

The men seat themselves. Estar brings over rolls, goat cheese, grapes, and a sauce for the bread. Reuven leads the family in a prayer of thanksgiving to Jhehovah. As they eat, the brothers chat among themselves. They do not include Zarus. He eats in quiet.

The meal over, the brothers adjourn to the roof to enjoy the evening breeze and look over their crops just before the sun goes down.

The three older brothers talk among themselves. Zarus watches them. What can I ever do to get them to stop hating me? 

Now and then, one of the older brothers stops talking, looks over at Zarus, then turns back to the other brothers. The hatred in their eyes never leaves. He knows they wish he would leave. Or better yet, die.

After a while, Zarus gets up from his cushion and goes back down to the courtyard where Estar is finishing her cleanup.

“That bad, huh?” Estar says. “Come over here and sit down. I made some honey cakes and was going to serve them for dessert, but they were treating you so ugly, I decided they wouldn’t get any. But you can have all you like, big brother.”

“Thank you, Estar. One is sufficient for me. I don’t eat all that much at the road camp and don’t want to get in the habit of being spoiled by your good cooking.”

“So,” Estar says seating herself beside her brother, “got any women in your life?”

“Women? Who has time for women?” he replies, chuckling.

“Oh, c’m on now,” she says, ruffling his brown hair that goes with the blue eyes of their mother. Surely you have your eye on someone.”

“Well...”

“I knew it! What’s her name and what does she look like?”

Zarus is caught off guard. “Uh, well, her name is Devorah.” He takes another bite of honey cake to collect his thoughts. Our meeting was so short, she probably doesn’t even remember me.

“And? What does she look like?”

“Well, she has black hair, black eyes, and a little peak of hair on her forehead.”

“Yes. And what else?”

“Her fingers. They were some of the most delicate fingers I have ever seen.”

“What about her family?”

“I heard her father owns a copper mine, so they must be pretty rich. I’d be a fool to think I had a chance with her.”

“Oh, Zarus, don’t give up before you even try. If she’s the one for you, you should pursue it.”

“I don’t know.”

“Married life is wonderful. I love every moment of it. If you can find true love, you should marry too. Do you think she could be the one?”

“I loved her the moment I laid eyes on her. But I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get her to notice me.”

“What are you two talking about?” Levii asks, entering the courtyard from the roof. 

“Oh, nothing,” Estar says, wrapping a curl around one of her fingers.

“Oh, uh, Levii, how is my horse doing?” Zarus asks.

“The Arabian? Spirited as ever. But no one takes him out for exercise. I’m afraid he’s going to lose some of that spirit soon.”

“I have been thinking of taking him back with me,” Zarus says, “but I don’t know where I’d keep him. It wouldn’t work for him to be around that road crew. They’re okay as friends, but a lot of them I don’t trust.”

“Well, I think I heard Reuven and Shimeon talk about selling him once.”

“Thanks for the warning. That settles it.” Zarus stands and turns to his sister. “Thanks for the honey cake. I think I’m going to leave in the morning. Is my old room still available?”

“Yes. I even put clean linens on your bed and took fresh water in for you to clean with.”

“Thanks, sis. I’m going to turn in now.”
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“HE DID WHAT?”

“Someone planted weeds among our barley. We don’t know who. Now there are as many weeds or more than the barley. Sir, I don’t know how it happened? We’ve never had so many weeds before.”

Reuven is seething. Veins stick out on his forehead. He clenches his fist and punches the wall. “How could this be? Levii, get out here. What have you let happen? Levii! Get up!”

“I’m here, Reuven. And what did I let happen?”

“Weeds. Our fields are full of weeds!”

He stares at his oldest brother, his forehead furrowed down toward his eyes. He squints as though looking through the darkness. 

“That’s impossible. Sure, there are always a few weeds, but I had them plant the barley thick enough, weeds wouldn’t have much of a chance.”

“Well, it’s happened anyway.” Reuven paces. He looks at the foreman. “Are you sure barley is all you planted?”

“I’m sure, sir.”

“Where did you buy your seeds, Levii?”

“With the same man I buy them from every year. He’s reliable. He wouldn’t mix weed seed in with legitimate seeds.”

Reuven stops pacing. “Unless... Unless... Our enemies. Which one of our enemies would do this to us?”

“I don’t know, Reuven. People who we think are our friends sometimes hate us without us even knowing it. No telling who could have done this.”

Zarus walks out to the courtyard. “I couldn’t help but overhear. That’s tragic what happened.”

“I’ll bet you think it’s tragic. You probably are enjoying this. Maybe you’re even the culprit who planted the weeds, just to get back at us.”

“Stop this very moment!” It is Estar. Her hand is on her hip as she points her finger at Reuven. “Don’t get started thinking like this. You know your brother did not plant those weeds. Just leave him alone.”

“Well, if he didn’t, who did?”

“The main thing we’ve got to think about right now is how to get all those weeds out,” Levii says.   

“I have one suggestion that might save you a lot of work,” Zarus says.

“Well, spit it out,” Reuven says.

“Leave the weeds there and...”

“I would expect you to say something like that.”

“No, wait,” Zarus continues. “If you leave the weeds in, then when you harvest it, you can separate the weeds and throw them into the fire.”

“Hmmm. He’s got a point there,” Levii says. 

“Well...” Reuven mutters. He looks over at the foreman who shrugs diplomatically. He looks over at Levii who tips his head to one side and raises his eyebrows. 

He does not see Estar wink at Zarus. 

“Well, guys, I guess it’s time for me to leave,” Zarus says.

“Not before breakfast,” Estar replies. 

“Look! You may have had a good idea this time, but this doesn’t mean you’re ever coming back to work on the farm. You’re not wanted here.” It’s Reuven.

“I just want you to know, Reuven, that I have never resented you or Levii here, or Shimeon. You’re my brothers and always will be. I hope some day you’ll be able to forgive me for whatever it is that I did.”

“The fact that you exist is what you did. Now, get out of my house, Zarus, and don’t ever come back.”

Estar links her arm in Zarus’. He looks down at her. Amidst her tears, she tries to smile at him.

“It’s okay, Sis. I was going to leave this morning anyway.”

“I’ll walk you out,” she replies.

They go outside and she pulls him down closer to her level. “You’re leaving without even taking a look at your horse? Take your Arabian with you. I don’t know how much longer they’re going to wait to sell it. Take it now.”

Zarus takes a deep breath, bites the inside of his cheek, and looks up at the innocent white clouds drifting by. 

“But I don’t know where I could keep him. I don’t have just one place to live. I follow the road.”

“You’ll think of something. You’ve got to do it now. This may be your last chance.”

The two walk toward the stables. They hear a neighing inside. “He knows it is you, Zarus.”

He quickens his steps and Estar lets go of his arm with a grin. “Go on. He’s waiting for you. A long time he’s been waiting. Go to him.”

Zarus reaches the stable gate and swings it open. His Arabian neighs, shakes his head and prances in place.

“Hello there, my friend. It’s been a while. Did you miss me?” Zarus reaches out and touches the Arabian’s head, patting him with renewed enthusiasm. The horse lets out a deep breath and pushes his muzzle into Zarus’ chin. He laughs, and opens the stall gate. 

“Hey there, big guy. I missed you too.”

Estar catches up and smiles, but lets them have their moment.

“You know what?” Zarus says, looking at his sister. She does not answer. “I feel a kind of peace when I’m with him. Peace is valuable, you know. I’m going to change his name. From now on, my friend,” he says, looking back at the Arabian, “I shall call you Shalva, Peace. Do you like it?”

The Arabian nods its head and sputters its agreement.

“Better hurry before the guys get in from the field. Now get a saddle on him and get out of here.”

“Don’t need a saddle. All I need is a bridle. The one on this peg will do just fine.”

Deftly, Zarus puts the bridle on his Arabian, leads it out of the stable, swings his great frame up, and sits proud and tall on his steed.

“Good bye, Sister. See you in Sychar.”

“Indeed, you will.”

“Now, with Shalva again, I have peace again,” he says as he turns his horse and breaks into a gallop.

The earth beneath the hooves shakes. Shalva stretches his long legs and settles into a race with the wind.

But Zarus is worried. What will he do with his Arabian once they get back to the road near Sychar? How can he protect it from thieves? How can he keep it out of the harsh weather of the mountains? How will he feed him? The mountains at the pass are barren. What will he do for food? 

"The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field. 

But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. 

When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared. 

"The owner's servants came to him and said, 'Sir, didn't you sow good seed in your field? Where then did the weeds come from?' 

" 'An enemy did this,' he replied. "The servants asked him, 'Do you want us to go and pull them up?' 

" 'No,' he answered, 'because while you are pulling the weeds, you may root up the wheat with them.

Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.' " (Matthew 13:24-30)
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​​​3 ~ The Egyptian
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AD 7  :  SYCHAR, PROVINCE of Samaria, Palestine

~
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ELII IS THIRTY-TWO years old and brilliant. He is also a Levite, and therefore among the privileged few allowed to enter the sacred temple in Jherusalem.

The atmosphere in the synagogue—the Samaritans have their own synagogue elsewhere in town—is solemn. God is surely with the congregation as members file in one at a time, their heads covered in somber respect. The men split off from the women to go to their separate sections, each with the required head covering.

Further, Elii’s father is a member of the elite Sanhedrim headquartered in Jherusalem. Adding to all this is the fact that Elii is alleged to be the tallest Levite serving at the temple in this generation. He is the prime candidate for the new rabbi position in Sychar. A natural-born leader.

Although not everyone has arrived yet, the cantor sitting in one of the elders’ seats on the platform begins chanting a psalm of the revered sweet psalmist of Israel, King David. Everyone knows the psalm well, and joins him in melodious strains.

When young Elii walks in, he pushes his head forward ahead of his body, stoops his shoulders, and walks kind of like a chicken. Some say he is shy. He is seated on the podium.

The psalm draws to a close. It is time. The cantor’s seat is next to Elii. Another one of the local elders steps forward to the edge of the platform. 

Levite Elii is worth serious consideration because he comes recommended by Priest Caalev, founder of this synagogue back when he was a missionary to pagan territories. Furthermore, the priest is the uncle of Devorah’s mother, and therefore, associated with the local elite.

“Brothers of Israel, today is a special day for us. I believe at the end of our service you will agree that our long search for a rabbi will be over. But first, I would like to present to you our illustrious founder, Priest Caalev.”

Elder Joshiash motions with his hand for Priest Caalev to perform his hallowed duty. The priest is seated on one of the three chairs to one side of the podium. 

Priest Caalev rises with hallowed dignity, delight unhidden in his eyes. He is about the height of the average tall woman, and with a girth near equal to his height.

He gathers up his robe and tunic. The esteemed one then walks over to the podium and turns the scroll with his bent fingers to the next place to be read.

He growls out the scripture in great solemnity to the point that some of the children poke their parent and whisper, “He sounds like a bear,” to which they are appropriately pinched and given the evil eye to settle down or face consequences later at home.

Still seated in the speaker’s chair, Levite Elii twists, puts his elbows on the exquisite carved arms, takes his elbows off, rolls his neck around, puckers his lips in and out, takes a handkerchief from his sleeve, and wipes his brow.

“Thank you, Priest Caalev,” Elder Joshiash says. He escorts Priest Caalev to the front row on the main floor, then returns to the platform.

“Now, the moment for which we have all been waiting. It is my utmost pleasure to introduce to you Priest Caalev’s personal protégé, Levite Elii.” With that, he returns to the main floor to sit with Priest Caalev.

Young Elii is now alone on the platform. He closes his eyes, opens them, and admits to himself that the crowd has not gone away. Indeed, all eyes are on him like furs on a Norseman in the barbarian far north.

The Levite mentally checks his knees to make sure they will hold. As he stands, he rises higher and higher. Higher than anyone the congregation has ever seen anyone stand. His head is just two hand spans from the ceiling. They are duly amazed and are confident God has surely brought this man to lead them. But why does he not stay seated in the speaker’s chair like other speakers do?

He looks above their heads, and opens his mouth. He changes his mind and clears his throat. He opens his mouth again. “Oh, mighty men of Israel,” he declares. No one is leaving. “This is the day the Lord has made. Oh Praise Jhehovah, Creator of the heavens and the earth.” So far so good. But what am I to say next?

“Blessed are they whose ways are blameless, who walk according to the law of the Lord....”

The audience smiles.

“....How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word....”

One of the men nods his head. “Amen!” 

Levite Elii notices.

“....You are my portion, O Lord; I have promised to obey your words....”

Two more amens from the audience, one from the cantor.

Levite Elii warms up to his subject.

“....Do good to your servant according to your word, O Lord....”

“Yes! Yes!”

“....Your hands made me and formed me; give me understanding to learn your commands....”

The women nod their heads in approval.

Levite Elii settles into his subject, at last confident of his decision.

“....My soul faints with longing for your salvation, but I have put my hope in your word....”

A child squirms and is disciplined.

“....Your word, O Lord, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens.”

A man nudges another man next to him and winks.”

Levite Elii’s voice strengthens.

“....Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long....”

Heads on both sides of the aisle bob in approval.

“....Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path....”

Women turn and smile at each other.

He takes a deep breath and billows forth his next words.

“....I hate double-minded men, but I love our law....”

“Say on!” one of the men toward the back calls out.

“....I have done what is righteous and just; do not leave me to my oppressors....”

More children squirm in their seats.

His voice deepens in a sudden decision to sound more like Priest Caalev.

“....Your statutes are wonderful; therefore I obey them....”

The young women look up at Levite Elii with adoring eyes.

“....Righteous are you, O Lord, and your laws are right....”

“Amazing” someone mutters under his breath.

Speak on, Levite Elii. It’s working. Don’t stop now.

“....I call with all my heart; answer me, O Lord, and I will obey your decrees....”

“He’s the one,” Elder Joshiash whispers to Priest Caalev.

“....Look upon my suffering and deliver me, for I have not forgotten your law....”

“This is who we have been looking for,” one of the women whispers to her neighbor.

Elii lifts his hands heavenward in grand gesture.

“....Rulers persecute me without ease, but my heart trembles at your word....”

“We need look no farther,” the cantor whispers to the elder.

“May my cry come before you, O Lord! Give me understanding according to your word....Seek your servant! For I have not forgotten your commands!”

Silence.

Awe.

Disbelief that merges into belief.

Levite Elii turns and takes three long strides back to the speaker’s chair he had left earlier without ceremony, and sits. He takes his handkerchief out of his sleeve and wipes his face and brow. He realizes now that his heart is racing. He concentrates on slowing it down. His hands are sweating and trembling. He holds them in his lap. What’s wrong with me? It’s done and over with.

Priest Caalev and Elder Joshiash both step back up to the platform to congratulate the candidate as their rabbi. 

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” the elder says. “You quoted the entire 119th psalm of David and never hesitated. It was brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.”

Levite Elii smiles, partly at the compliment and partly that his “interview” is over.

He hops down off the platform without taking the side steps and walks toward the exit. 

As he approaches, Avigail, Devorah’s mother, whispers to her, “Be nice. He is coming to our house for Sabbath dinner, and will be spending the night. Tomorrow, you will get to know him better.”
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“DEVORAH,” AVIGAIL ANNOUNCES the next morning, “there is a new fabric shop in town. It used to be in Sebaste, so I’m sure the quality will be the best around. I am going to see what they have to offer. I will soon have the best-designed clothes in all of Sychar. And maybe even Samaria itself.”

Avigail is nearly a span shorter than her daughter and is generous around her girth. Her face is oval with the point on her forehead formed by her black hair that she bestowed upon her daughter at birth. 

“I want you to entertain Elii—Levite Elii, that is—until I am back. Uncle Caalev will be chaperoning you.”  

“But, Mother, I was planning to go riding on my horse this morning.”

Avigail, wears tasteful eye makeup, but which Devorah thinks should be saved for special occasions instead of worn every day. Her mother has copper ornaments hanging from her ears. 

“Well, you’ll either have to get a horse for him, or go riding tomorrow.”

“But, Mother.”

Avigail puts her hands on her daughter’s cheeks and looks straight into her eyes. “You are sixteen years old. It’s time you settle down and be a wife.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about that, and, the other day I met...”

“They don’t come any better than Levite Elii.”

“What? You’re trying to match me up with that giant?”

“He’s got connections. He’s approved by Uncle Caalev, his father is a member of the Supreme Sanhedrin, and he has an excellent education. Besides, with him becoming Sychar’s rabbi....” 

“They hired him?”

“Yes, they hired him. So, as I was saying, being married to him, you won’t have to leave home. We can get an addition built onto our manor during your betrothal.”

“It’s not fair, Mother. I don’t love him. I don’t even know him,” Devorah objects.

“You don’t have to know or love him. I didn’t know or love your father until our betrothal, and look how good our marriage turned out.”
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“SO, WHAT SHALL WE DO first today, little Dev,” Priest Caalev says, entering the room with Levite Elii in his tow.

Devorah has decided she must go along with things, at least for now. Maybe the excitement will blow over and her parents will change their mind.

“Would you like to see my horse, Elii? Should I call you Elii or Levite Elii? Or maybe Rabbi Elii?”

Eli clears is throat, squints, and ekes out a shy smile. “Just plain Elii is fine. After all, if we’re going to be...”

“Ah, yes. Elii it is,” Devorah interrupts. “So, would you like to see my horse?”

“Of course,” Elii replies with some little enthusiasm.

The two walk toward the stables, Priest Caalev between them. 

“So, when are you and your parents going to come see me in Jhericho?” Caalev asks, already beginning to huff for air, but remaining cheery.

“I don’t know, Uncle Caalev. This is the first time you have come to our house since I was ten years old.”

“It’s been that long? Well, I must say, you’ve grown into a fine young lady since then.”

“Here we are,” Devorah says. “Pesachya, I need you. Pesachya, where are you? Oh, there you are. Pesachya, get a harness and bridle for my horse and one other horse—the largest one you have.”

“Yes, mistress,” Pesachya replies. The stable hand is middle aged with weathered skin. He is thin and slight, and good with horses.

“Come this way, Uncle and Elii. I want you to see my prize Egyptian horse.”

Smells of fresh hay and manure reach their nostrils the moment she opens the door to the stable, but it is not strong, as Pesachya cleans it a couple times a day. They follow as she leads the way to the stall with her Khemoh in it.

She pats her Egyptian on the nose, who in turn nuzzles into her hair. Devorah giggles.

“May I introduce you men to Khemoh? Khemoh, as both of you know since you know ancient Hebrew, means worthy or valued. I believe all people are deserving to an equal degree. So, whenever I am with Khemoh, he reminds me of that. Don’t you think it’s clever, Elii?”

Priest Caalev clears his throat. “Well, I suppose. But some men are more worthy than others. Isn’t that right, Levite Elii?”

Elii nods his head yes at the man he most admires—more than his father—and the woman that, more and more, he wants to make his own.

Pesachya approaches with the bridles and harness for Khemoh, and a horse a hand span larger than Khemoh already bridled and harnessed.

“Elii, let’s go riding,” Devorah says shaking her hair back in anticipation.

“Uh, well, I’ve never been on a horse. Most Jews ride mules—white ones if we can. Even King David and King Solomon rode white mules. They’re better for the hot climate.”

“Egyptian horses are raised to endure hot climate too. Let’s go riding.”

“I don’t know,” Elii replies, eying the horse and trying to get his hands to stop shaking.

“Look, we can just ride around in the fenced circus my father made to train his horses for chariot races.”

She looks over at Uncle Caalev. He shrugs his shoulders at her. She looks over at Elii who is not budging, then back at Uncle Caalev. 

Her great uncle scrunches his mouth to one side and rolls his eyes heavenward. It is a signal.

“Well, maybe we can do it another day,” she says. This suitor of mine is going to be boring.

The larger horse is escorted back to its stall and the trio leaves. As they walk toward the door, Devorah brightens. 

“I know! We can play latrones. Did you ever play latrones, Elii?”

“Uh, well, tell me about it. Maybe I have and didn’t know it by that name.”

“It’s a board game. There are red granite pieces on one side and white granite pieces on the other side. It’s like a war game. The men on one side try to bump the men on the other side off the board,” she says, delighted that she has thought of a substitute for horse riding.

“War games?” Eli responds. “I don’t like war. I think everyone in the world should try to get along. Look at King Solomon. He never went to war and he expanded David’s kingdom beyond his wildest imagination. He managed it with diplomacy and both sides trying to get along.”

Devorah looks at her great uncle. Her brow is furrowed, her eye brows draw together, and she lowers her head with only her eyes looking up. “Huh?”

Caalev once again shrugs his shoulders.

They enter the courtyard, and Penina, Devorah’s personal maid, comes out with mugs of cool lemon juice.

“Well, let me see. How about trochus?” she asks, sitting on the edge of a fountain in the middle of their ornate courtyard.

“Trochus?” Levite Elii repeats.

“Oh, I’m sure you played it as a little boy. “Eshachk,” she says calling toward her father’s personal servant walking through. “Go fetch a couple of trochuses for us. Bring them both out. And if the sticks are with them, bring them too.”

Soon Eshachk returns with two large hoops almost as high as a horse, and two long sticks. 

Devorah takes one of each, stands the hoop on edge, pushes it forward, and runs behind it, keeping the hoop going with the stick until she runs into a wall. She turns.

“So, let’s do it. We’ll go outside where we have more room. We can have a race. Isn’t this exciting?”

Elii agrees and they go out the gate. She runs circles around Elii as he tries to get his trochus started rolling upright. 

Devorah stops, stands inside her upright trochus and stares at her guest and possible future husband. 

“What can you do, Elii?”

As they re-enter the courtyard of Baaruch’s manor, Devorah repeats, “Elii, what can you do?”

“Well, I can recite all 600 regulations in the Law of Moses.”

“What’s that?” Priest Caalev asks, looking back and shading his eyes. “That cloud of dust. Who could be stirring up all that?”

Elii and Devorah turn and look in the same direction.

Soon the rider is close enough to recognize. It is Zarus on a fine Arabian. He slows as he draws close to the manor. His horse is in a slow trot by the time he reaches them. He stops his horse, looks down at Devorah, their eyes lock briefly, and he urges his horse toward the stable.
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​​​4 ~ The Competition
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AD 7:  ROAD CAMP BETWEEN Mounts Gerizim and Ebal, Sychar, Province of Samaria, Palestine

~
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“WELL, DID IT WORK, ole boy?”

Zarus walks up to the tent Gersshon has set up for them to share for the night.

“Ha! I can tell by the silly grin on your face it did work. You got permission to board your Arabian in Baaruch’s stable. I was right, wasn’t I?”

“Yes, you were right as always, Gersshon,” Zarus says as he settles himself on the ground outside their tent.

“So, how much is Baaruch going to be charging you?”

“I didn’t actually see him. I saw Devorah...”

“Ho, Devorah, is it? You know her name? Did you tell her yours?”

“Had to. Her father wasn’t there, but she said she handles his business sometimes, and knows he would give me permission to board Shalva with their horses. She just asked for my name and the name of the horse.”

Gersshon hands his friend a piece of jerky to chew on.

“So, how much is Devorah going to charge you?”

“She said it is free unless her father decides different.”

“Free? Oh, she has it bad for you, Zarus.”

“No, she doesn’t. She’s nice to everyone. You saw how she brought breakfast to all the guys that morning.”

“That morning. Yeah. Don’t remind me of it,” Gersshon says, touching a fresh band around his still injured eye.

“It wasn’t the best day you’ve had in your life, that’s for sure, friend.”

“Okay. Okay. So my bossiness gets me in too deep sometimes. I know that.” Gersshon grins. “But it sure is fun—bossing other people around.”

He punches Zarus in the arm.

“So, what’s the next step in capturing the heart of the love of your life?”

“Well, I guess I can go out there and give Shalva some exercise.”

Zarus picks up a fist-sized rock and turns it several different ways, observing the different colors in it.

“But the timing. The timing has to be right,” Gersshon resumes. “Look, tomorrow after work, I’ll go to see Baaruch and ask him about driving one of his chariots in a race for him. While I’m there, I’ll casually ask when Devorah goes riding, whether morning, evening, or both. I’ll think of a way so it isn’t too obvious.”

“Let’s hope it’s evening. We have to start work first thing in the morning.”

_____

“It’s been a week since you boarded your horse in her father’s stables. Time to make your move,” Gersshon urges.

“You don’t think it’s too soon, do you?” Zarus asks, picking up a boulder the size of a lion’s head and moving it out of the way.

“Now is the time. I’ll cover for you so you can quit work a few moments early and go to that well at the gate of Sychar and clean up.”

“Thanks, pal, Zarus responds with a grin.”

The day passes as though each moment is an hour, and each hour a life time. Zarus moves small boulders out of the path of the new road along the route the surveyor has laid out for the next two stadium.

His muscles strain. His heart beats fast within his chest. Perspiration falls down his bare chest until it wets the stones themselves. 

His thinking clouds and he puts his mind in automatic motion. Every stone he lifts has Devorah’s face on it. Every leaf he sees has Devorah’s exquisite feet on it. Every piling driven into the ground on both sides of the proposed road is Devorah’s slim form. At last the sun begins to lower itself.

“Okay, ole boy. The superintendent isn’t around. Time to take off to the well, and get cleaned up for your first date with Devorah.”

Zarus grins widely. “How can I thank you, Gersshon?”

“Don’t thank me. Just go.”

Zarus grabs a clean tunic, head band, and sandals, wraps them in a clean loin cloth, and heads to the well outside of Sychar wearing only his loin cloth and carrying clean clothes. 

With his strong body and long legs, it takes only moments to arrive at the well. He lowers a leather pouch with a rope that stays at the well, jerks it onto its side when he hears it hit water, and brings it back up, water spilling out of it. 

He looks around. No one coming from any direction that he can see. 

He hurries to remove his dirty loin cloth, soaks it with water, and wipes his body down to get the dirt off. That done, he lays it on the ledge of the well to dry, and hastens to put on his clean loin cloth. He leans over and pours the rest of the water over his head. He slings his hair around to get most of the water out, smoothes it back with his fingers, and ties a band around it to keep his long hair from getting in his face. Now his clean tunic. Finally, he sits on the edge of the well, wipes the bottom of his feet, and dons his sandals. He looks down into the well to see his reflection to make sure everything is right, but the water is too far down in the darkness to do that.

He grabs up his dirty partially dry loin cloth and carries it in his hand. He will use it to rub down Shalva after he arrives.

Zarus takes a deep breath. “Okay, Devorah. Will I pass inspection?” He says a quick prayer to Jhehovah, and heads up the hill toward the city. 

Sychar, Province of Samaria

He walks through the main gates and hails the guards, men he has made friends with over the past months since starting on the road. He passes the forum, the market, and a small circus, perhaps built for Baaruch and his chariots. On the other side of the circus is another market. 

“Hey, Zarus!”

He looks around, but there are so many people in the market, he cannot make out who is calling him. Maybe I misheard.

“Hey, Zarus. Over here!”

“Estar?”

Recognizing the voice, he turns in a circle trying to find his little sister. He sees a young lady waving at him. “Over here!”

Zarus laughs and heads over to the shop.

“What are you doing here?” he asks.

“We moved here right after you left. Our brothers are out of control. They hate everyone, and I sometimes think they even hate themselves.

“Oh, Zarus, meet my husband, Akiva. He was already in the fabric business when we married.”

“We didn’t want any part of the family feud,” Akiva says.

“So, here we are. Sychar is a rather quiet city; not like Sebaste. There were no other fabric merchants here, so it was the perfect spot.”

“I’m very happy for you, Estar. You too, Akiva.”

“And we’re going to have a baby. Everything is just perfect.”

“That’s great. Well, I need to be going.”

“What are you all dressed up for, brother?”

Zarus does not reply. He grins.

“Oh, I see. That girl you were telling me about. Well, good for you. I’m anxious to meet her some day.”

Zarus says goodbye to his sister and brother-in-law, and hurries on up the street.

Now through the city, he goes out the back gate, it being closest to Devorah’s home in the outskirts. He alternately prays she will not be there and will be there.

As he nears the manor and stables, he looks around to discover just who sees him. His heart speeds up. Devorah is not there. He goes into the stable, picks up a hand full of barley grain at the door, greets Shalva with the treat in his hand, and harnesses him. Shalva plays with Zarus nuzzling him in the shoulder, forcing Zarus to work harder to get the harness on the moving head. That completed, he opens the stall gate and leads his Arabian outside. 

Though his horse is taller than the Egyptians he has seen in other stalls in the stable, Zarus is tall himself and throws his torso up with ease, mounting Shalva in one bound. 

“C’m on now, Shalva. Let’s race the wind.”

With that Zarus eases up on the reins and lets Shalva determine his own speed and his own destination. 

The wind blows Zarus’ hair back and rushes through his tunic as though covering Zarus in itself. Shalva’s nostrils flare, his mouth opens for deep gulps of air, and his long legs reach for the ends of the earth.

The rocks and rills race past. The hills turn into valleys, then back to hills as Shalva escorts his beloved master through the endless vistas of Sychar’s surroundings.

On, and forever on. Horse and rider as one. One with each other. One with the earth. One with the universe. Zarus has never seen Shalva race so.

Ahead, he sees what Shalva has been after: The Egyptian. Shalva strides up beside Devorah’s Khemoh and slows.

With that, Devorah stares at Zarus, laughs, and kicks the side of her horse. Khemoh lunges forward with the grace of an Egyptian and takes the lead. 

Shalva cannot let the prissy Egyptian get the best of him, so leaps with broader strides ahead and is once more in the lead.

Khemoh, though smaller in size, is anxious to show off her silky mein in the wind and surges forward.

The two horses are neck and neck. 

Zarus and Devorah look over at each other laughing. It is a tie. Zarus pulls back on his reins and Devorah does the same. They bring the horses to a walk, and steer them toward one of many rain troughs scattered around the Baaruch property. 

Zarus slides off his mount, lets go of the reins, and walks around to Devorah. He reaches up and helps her down from her delicate Khemoh.

“How did you catch up with me?” Devorah laughs.

“I didn’t. My Arabian did. He knew what was waiting for him at the other end of the trail. 

“By the way, my name is Zarus. I don’t think we were ever formally introduced.”

“And my name is Devorah, kind sir,” she responds.

The two sit down in the grass and stare in silence at the rocky hills beyond for a few moments. 

What a pearl she is.

“Sorry I didn’t bring along some dried dates or something,” Zarus says at last. “I could sure use a snack about now.”

Devorah holds her chest a moment and winces. Zarus notices.

“What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing. It happens sometimes. The humors in my body sometimes object to my exercising,” Devorah explains with a forced grin. “They don’t stick around very long.” 

She takes a deep breath.

“See there? All gone. Now, what were you saying about dried dates? Oh, you said you would like one but didn’t have one. Well, how about some dried figs?”

Devorah reaches for the sash around her waist, pulls it around until she comes to a soft leather pouch tied to it. Unfastening it from her waist band, she opens it and hands two figs to Zarus.

“You think of everything, Devorah. Like the morning you came by with breakfast for us and had bandage and ointment on hand in case of accidents. Man, were we needing you that day.”

“I noticed you praying while the others started eating their breakfast. You weren’t facing Jherusalem. You were facing Gerizim. So, I guess that means you’re a Samaritan.”

“Yes, I guess I’m one of those dirty Samaritans you Jews hate. You are Jew, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am. My great uncle was a missionary in his youth and started synagogues in several pagan places including Rome and here in Sychar.”

“So that’s how you ended up here. You know there aren’t that many differences between us Samaritans and you Jews.”

“Really? I always was told we were worlds apart. But watching you pray that morning got me to thinking.”

“Well, we pray three times a day, the same as you Jews. Only difference is that we face Gerizim and you face Jherusalem.”

“What do you pray about?”

“Well, we only believe in the books of Moses. So we praise God every day for Avrahaam, his son Izhaac, his son Yakov, and his son Yosef. Just like you Jews do.”

“Hey, you got too many figs,” Devorah objects with a grin. She jumps up, grabbing a fig out of Zarus’ hand as she does, and begins throwing it up in the air. I’ll bet you can’t grab it before I do. I may be smaller, but I’m swifter.

“Oh, yeah. Watch me!” 

Zarus lunges at a date in mid air, but she grabs it before he can, and circles the horses with it.

“See there. I’m as swift as my delicate and gorgeous Egyptian.”

“But not as hardy as my big and powerful Arabian.”

She moves around to Khemoh’s muzzle and stuffs the fig in the horse’s mouth, much to the animal’s delight.

“You’re in trouble now,” Zarus declares with a laugh. “You’re not getting by with it that easy. He circles both horses, then lunges at Devorah. He grabs hold of her arms, looks in her eyes, then stops. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Devorah. I didn’t mean to...”

“I know you didn’t. It’s not all your fault. If I’d not been playing around... Well, let’s sit a while longer until the sun is a little lower. Then we can head back to the stable.”

“I’ll sit over on this boulder.”

“But I thought all Samaritans worshiped idols as well as Jhehovah.”

“I know that’s what you’re told, but it’s not true. You know how you Jews have three sects—the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the Essenes? Well, we Samaritans have three sects too.”

“I didn’t realize that,” she says.

You know Aaron, Moshes’ brother, was the very first high priest. Well, he had two sons that lived—Eleazaar and Ithamar. Eleazaar had a son named Phineas. You with me?’

“Yes,” Devorah says, watching Zarus with new admiration for the intelligence he is showing.

“Well, a descendant of Ithamaar and a descendant of Phineas had a big feud. The descendant of Ithamaar declared himself high priest and set up a tabernacle at Shiloh. 

“So, those following the false high priest started worshiping on Shiloh, while those following the true high priest continued to worship at Gerizim.”

“You said there were three sects.”

“Yes, the third one is those who accepted the false gods brought here by the Assyrians centuries ago. But back to the feud.

“The high priest who moved the tabernacle to Shiloh later moved it to Nod near Jherusalem. Finally it was set up in Jherusalem. That is the high priest you Jews follow.”

“But our history tells it the other way around,” Devorah interjects, standing and walking over to the horses a moment. She turns around. “The high priest who led worshipers to put the tabernacle in Jherusalem are the true worshipers.”

“And therein lies our differences,” Zarus says, summing up the whole Jew-Samaritan thing. “You call yourselves Jews, but we call ourselves Israelites. You no longer speak the ancient Hebrew, but we speak it when we are among ourselves.”

“We true Israelites descend from Yosef’s two sons—Ephraim and Manasseh—and we also have some who descend from Benyamin and Ashur. Of course, we also descend from Levi, the priest tribe.”

“So you Samaritans, er, uh, Israelites, descend from five of the twelve tribes—almost half of them. Well, as informative as this has been, the sun is getting low. I guess we’d better head back before Father sends someone out to find me and finds you here too,” Devorah says.

“Why don’t you ride on back alone, Devorah, so there are no undue suspicions?” 

“Good idea. I guess I’ll see you the next time I take breakfast out to the road crew. Father likes for me to do it at least once a week.”

“Tell him we appreciate his generosity.”

Zarus helps Devorah back on her horse and watches as she ambles back toward the manor. 

He waits until it is almost dark, and rides his horse back to the stable. The stable hand is not around. He unhitches his horse, gives it a pail of water and another pail of barley, and leaves.

As he nears the back gate of the city, he realizes it will be closed for the night. When he approaches it, he calls up to the guards. Do they remember him? After a few clues, they do, and let him in. He walks in the darkness past the market, the miniature circus, the other market, and the forum to the front gate of the city. His friends let him leave. The moon comes up and he whistles as he walks toward the road camp. 

_____

Just as Zarus crawls into his and Gersshon’s tent just outside of Sychar, Devorah finishes up her evening meal. She sees her father, Baaruch, leave to walk outside the compound. She follows him out.

“Father, you understand me the most. There’s something I need to tell you. I’m in love, and it isn’t with Elii.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve found a Samaritan.”

“Father, it isn’t as bad as you think.”

“Well, it will never happen, so you’d better get that rebellious female mind back under control. You’re marrying Elii.”



​
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AD 7:  Sychar, Province of Samaria, Palestine

~
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DEVORAH COMES OUT OF her father’s study with scroll in hand.

“Where’s Father?” she asks Eshachk as he passes the door.

“I saw him leave and head toward the chariot house, mistress. Maybe he’s getting ready to take it out for some training. There’s another chariot race in Sebaste next week, as you may know.”

“Thank you, Eshachk.”

Devorah goes down the stairs and into the courtyard. She leaves out the side gate and walks toward the carriage house.

“Interested in a chariot ride with me, Devorah?” she hears from behind one of the Egyptian horses hitched outside the stable.

“Father, could I talk to you?” she replies.

“Let’s do it out on the track. Will that work for you, my dear, impatient daughter?”

“You won’t be going fast, will you?”

“No, I’m just checking the wheel to see if it is perfectly round and balanced.”

Devorah, never much for wearing tunics that she has to take special care of, walks around the horse and sees beyond it the chariot.

It has some gilding on it along with filigree of silver. The chariot itself is overlaid with the lighter copper that will not slow it down during races.

Baaruch had grown up in a racing family, his father teaching him and his brother how to handle a chariot and get the most out of it and the horse harnessed to it. Baaruch had made a pretty good living in chariot racing, but had to be away from home too much. So, when he won a private race and the surprised loser had nothing to pay off his bet with, Baaruch said he would settle for ownership in the man’s copper mine down in the Arabah Desert just north of the Red Sea.

Baaruch had been surprised at how willing his opponent was to sign the mine over to him. It wasn’t until he visited the mine that he heard the stories of the dangers within, and eminent collapse. Baaruch hired a mining engineer who led the miners in shoring up the ceiling of the mine to make it safer. But he is having trouble finding strong men to hire, willing to work under such dangerous conditions.

“I’ll have it hitched up in a few moments, then we can have that chat you want.”

“Well, I’ll take the scroll back to the house while you do that. We can look at it later. Be right back.”

Now, having returned, Devorah steps on board the chariot—her father’s prized possession—and hangs on to the sides. Baaruch with expertise directs the horse to the practice field while Pesachya opens the gate and closes it behind them. A comfortable pace is set.

“Now, what is it, my dear favorite daughter?”

“Well, since I’m your favorite and only daughter, I need to convince you to understand something.”

“Let me guess. It’s about your Samaritan friend out on the road crew.”

“Oh, Father,” she says, punching him in the upper forearm. “How did you know?”

“Because you are most like me, and I know I wouldn’t take no for an answer until I heard some compelling evidence.”

“Okay, I’ve got some evidence for you. First, there are three sects of Samaritans.”

“Yes, I know that, Devorah.”

“Well, Zarus is a member of the sect that does not believe in the idols brought here by the Assyrians centuries ago.” 

“Okay. But that doesn’t change the fact that he is a Samaritan.”

“In the chronicles of our nation, it says that, when our King Josiah rebuilt the temple, money was donated by the people of Manasseh, Ephraim and the entire remnant of Israel. Manasseh and Ephraim were the sons of Joseph who the Samaritans descend from. Zarus claims he descends from Joseph. Well, Sychar, where we live, was part of Ephraim. So, in King Josiah’s time, they were accepted by the rest of the Jews.”

“Okay, I see your point, daughter. Anything else?”

One wheel of the chariot hits a rock that has appeared since the last big rain a few days ago. Baaruch looks over at the wheel and decides he’d better stop and check it out.

“Whoa, there.”

While he inspects the wheel, Devorah walks around and pats the horse on the nose.

Soon they are back in the chariot and working their way around another lap. 

“Jeremiah wrote about eighty men from Shiloh and Sebaste who brought offerings to the Temple in Jherusalem,” Devorah continues.

“Uh, huh,” her father grunts, loosening his grip on the reigns.

“The Samaritans claim some of them descend from the legitimate priests that the king of Assyria sent to their ancestors not taken into captivity. So doesn’t that mean the Samaritan Israelites are the same as the Jewish Israelites?”

“My dear daughter. That feud has been going on since the days of Joseph himself. His brothers were jealous of him and sold him into slavery. Centuries later, their descendants got back together under Moses and all formed our nation. Since Joseph’s descendants got twice as much land as anyone else, they covered most of the northern half of our country. When King David faced opposition, it was from the northern half of our country. When there was a civil war after King Solomon died, it was between the northern and southern half of our country.”

“Well, well. You know a lot more about the Samaritans than you’ve been letting on, oh father of mine,” Devorah says, with a grin.

Baaruch goes off the path and heads for the gate. 

“I’ll get the gate, Father.” She leaps off the chariot and runs to open and close it. When Baaruch gets close to the carriage house, he steps out and begins to unhitch the horse.

“What can stop the feud, Father?” Devorah asks, as she grabs a rag on a hook outside the stable and begins to wipe down the horse.

“Even the good Samaritans like Zarus who believe in and follow the Law of Moses with meticulous care, fall short because they don’t believe in any of the prophets. I don’t know what will stop the feud.”

“Nothing?” Devorah says, wrinkling her forehead.

“Well, something could unite us: A third offshoot that both we Jews and Zarus’ Samaritans both respect. That would do the trick.”

“But who could unite people who hate each other so much? It would take a miracle.”

“Then, you must pray for a miracle, my dear daughter.”

“Father, Zarus is a good and kind man. And a strong and hard worker. Would you even consider him? After all, they believe in life after death, and not even our own Sadducee sect does that.”

“Strong, you say?” Baaruch pauses and looks over at his daughter. “Hmmm. I tell you what I’ll do. I’ll ride over to where they’re working on the road and see how good of a worker he is.”

“I suppose, but...”

That’s it. That’s all I’m willing to do. And, if I were you, I would not say anything about it to your mother or brother, and...”

Baaruch grabs his chest, his face twists, his eyes narrow, and he grits his teeth.

Devorah turns to hear what else he has to say and notices her father bent over.

“Oh, Father. Not that again. Not the chest pain.”

Moments later he stands upright and smiles. “It was just brief. I’m all right. Now go on in the house and help get supper started.”
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“DARLING, THE MAYOR of Sychar is having a dinner party and we have been invited. Isn’t that marvelous? Let’s see. What will I wear to it? I bought some silk last week from that new fabric shop in town. I suppose we have to buy from the Samaritans sometimes, even though we don’t like them.”

Avigail and Baaruch are in their room getting ready for bed. “It’s emerald green.” She explains. “You like that color, don’t you, darling?” She goes to a basket, pulls out the fabric, and holds it up in front of her ample figure.

“Yes, it’s fine, Avigail,” Baaruch responds.

“I guess I’ll have to go back and buy some linen for you to have a new toga.”

“I told you, I don’t like togas. Just get something for a new mantle. I’ll wear it over one of the tunics I already have.”

“Whatever you say, darling. But keep in mind that there is an opening on the infrastructure committee, and you’d be the perfect person to fill it. It should be no problem for you to work yourself up to the chairmanship. Then, who knows from there.”

“Avigail, I love you, but you are too ambitious for me. Between my horses and the mine, and being on the finance committee of the synagogue, I don’t have time for anything else. Why don’t you design the dress you’re going to wear to the dinner party, and see if you can build up your little design business?”

He kisses her, climbs into bed and blows out the lamp. “By the way,” he adds in the dark, “our daughter is getting more serious about that Zarus boy who works on the Roman road.”

“What?”

Avigail, still holding her green fabric, opens their bedroom door to let some of the light in from lamps in the hall kept burning all night.

“Never!”

Her neck stiffens, she lowers her eyelids while ducking her head forward, and pumps her arms down by her side as though hitting invisible tables on each side of her.

“Never will she marry that pagan. I’ll disown her before she gets a chance.”

“You can’t disown her, dear. All our holdings are in my name.”

“Well, I’ll think of something. Having a Samaritan in the family will be our ruin.”

Avigail has a sleepless night. She tosses and turns, then gets up and paces. She walks out to the kitchen to get a goblet of warm milk left over from earlier in the day, and wanders back to their bedroom. 

She still cannot go back to sleep, so goes out to the courtyard. She climbs the steps to the roof and looks over toward the walled city. Some lamps and torches are still lit and seem to twinkle across the city. How she hates Sychar.

She decides to give sleep another chance and returns to her bed. Finally, it is daylight. As soon as Binyamin enters the courtyard to greet his mother and learns when breakfast will be served, she takes him aside. She looks around to see if any other family members or even hired help are nearby.

“What is it, Mother?” he whispers.

“It’s that Samaritan. What’s his name? The one who works on the Roman road and has his horse stabled here.”

“Oh, you mean Zarus?”

“Yes, that’s the one. He’s got to go.”

“What are you talking about. He’s not here.”

“He is trying to inch his way into our family so he can marry Devorah, get rid of you, and take over.”

“Never! I refuse to have a Samaritan as a brother-in-law.”

“Son, you’ve got to figure out a way to get rid of him. Make him disappear. I don’t care how you do it, and I don’t want to know how you do it. But get rid of him.”

“Yes, Mother. I’ll ride over to the road and watch a while. A good plan should emerge.”

“Good. Now, here comes your father. Go sit at the table. I’ll bring your meal to you shortly.”

Avigail serves generous amounts to her hefty husband and son.

“That’s right. Eat all you can. Don’t know when you’ll get your next meal. Gotta keep your strength up. Here, have another wedge of goat cheese.”

Both men are happy to obey as Avigail walks toward the kitchen area, eating her own wedge of cheese stuffed in a barley roll on the way.

Breakfast consumed, Baaruch stretches. 

“I think I’ll ride over to the Roman road and see if they need any more sand,” Baaruch announces.

“I think I’ll go with you, Father.”

He pats his son on the back. “Since when did you become interested in the new road, Binyamin?”

“I think it would be good education for me to learn how to build a good road. Maybe we can do the same thing for your...er, uh, our...practice track.

“What big plans you have, my son. Well, come along.”

They ride out of the city and stop at a rising just above the road. They sit on their horses and watch. Benyamin looks for the biggest man on the crew. He zeroes in on him and watches his every move. So intense is he, that he does not know his father is doing the same thing. 

As Benyamin comes to understand what Zarus’ job is, and what the other crewmen do, he formulates his plan to get rid of Zarus. For good. How he hates him. The Samaritan.

[image: ]

“ZARUS!” 

“Zarus!”

“You are being summoned, ole boy,” Gersshon says, poking his friend sleeping not far from him. “I wouldn’t wait to put on my sandals. Sound like you’re in for it.”

Zarus jerks awake and rushes to Superintendent Chaanan. 

“Yes, sir.”

“I told you to get rid of those rocks in the next section. We’re ready to start pouring gravel on it, then the sand. But you didn’t touch a single rock. What did you do all day yesterday?”

Zarus looks over at the section he had cleared the day before. He squints and his brow furrows. He walks over to it as though slipping up on something in secret. He grits his teeth and tightens his hands into fists. He looks it over, then turns back to Chaanan.

“Sir, I cleared it all off yesterday.”

“You may think you did, but it did not happen.”

“But, sir...”

“What did you do with your time yesterday? Sneak off to see that girl? Or maybe your horse? I’m going to dock your pay. I already paid you for yesterday, so you will get none for today.”

“Sir, I know I cleared it. But I’ll get started on it right now and do it again. I won’t even stop to eat until it is done.”

“You are right about that, Zarus. No pay for today. No food for all of today. Water either. And it had better be done by the time the sand arrives around noon. If it isn’t done, you’re fired.”

Superintendent Chaanan glares one last time at Zarus, turns sharply, and walks away just as Gersshon arrives with his friend’s sandals. 

“I heard what he said. Everyone did. Want some help?” 

“No, I have to do this myself. I don’t want you getting into trouble by not doing your own work.”

The sun rises higher, food is brought out for everyone’s breakfast. Everyone except Zarus.

As always, the sun beats down on the men as they do their respective jobs, pausing now and then for a swig of water or to wipe the salty, burning sweat off their brow and neck.

Now and then, one of the other men walks near Zarus when Chaanan is not looking, and gives him a swig of water from their water skin. It is not often that Chaanan’s head is turned away from Zarus.

His stomach taunts him, but he knows the pains will go away eventually. Still, the salty sweat stings his eyes. 

Without warning, his blood turns cold. Under one of the larger rocks is a thick brown snake with orange spots along its back. The viper is venomous. Zarus throws a rock at it, but the viper only coils itself, ready to attack. He grabs it by the tail and behind its head, wishing he had his sword nearby. He throws it on the gully side of the road, but it turns around and heads back toward him. Then swishhhh! Its head is off. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Intnepid Men of God
U AZARLUS: i
SAMARITAN

B

Katheryn Maddox Haddad






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image005.jpg
Inteepid Men of God
L AZARLUS: e
SAMARITAN

Katheryn Maddox Haddad





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





