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Author’s Note:

This is entirely a work of fiction, a product of my imagination. An early version of the first book, Heretic’s Daughter, was originally published with By Grace Publishing as The Price. The germinal story was sparked by long hours sitting backstage with the cast and crew of the Easter pageant my church produced for thirteen years in a row. We occasionally discussed other approaches to telling the story of Easter. One was the viewpoint of the people whose lives Jesus changed. In continuing Sarai’s story past the original story told in The Price, I make no claim to any biblical/historical accuracy, when it comes to actual people and events beyond what is stated in the Bible. Church history most likely disagrees with me on the movements and fates of real people mentioned in these books. My knowledge comes from Sunday school lessons, Bible trivia contests, and efforts to research Bible-era geography and terminology.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Jerusalem felt too quiet, as if it had been wounded and lay waiting for healing or death, like a wild animal. Sarai looked up and down the street from the doorway of what had once been her home, and she shivered. There was only enough light for her to make it most of the way to Norah's home before nightfall. Not all the way. Not even if she ran. She doubted her strength to do that, after the long day of painful sitting, waiting, and pacing.

Turning back was impossible. Lingering in the darkening streets would be more than dangerous. Anyone who saw her would wonder what a young woman was doing out after dark, alone. Depending on who saw her, she could be attacked or even arrested. No one was safe from either suspicion or accusation, after the strange events of the day. Would Jerusalem ever be the same, now that Jesus had been crucified?

Sarai headed down the street. She needed to move, to get as far away from Simon’s door as she could. Distance was more important than shelter, at least for a short time. She would walk quickly while trying to conserve her strength and beg Adonai for protection and the ability to keep going until she was safely under Norah’s roof. Maybe Malachi would have more details of the events of the day. She thought Norah’s father might even have been brave enough to go to the hill of crucifixion outside the city. He could answer her questions.

“Rabbi Nicodemus,” she whispered, as she thought through the far-too-short list of people who would have had the courage to stand with Jesus in His last moments. Sarai stumbled even as she smiled. She would go to Nicodemus’ house, which was much closer. He had to know what had happened to Jesus. He would have answers for her.

More important, Nicodemus would share her belief that despite the tragic events of the day, the brutality and injustice, Jesus was still the Messiah. Despite His death, He would triumph.

Sarai wasn’t sure how. She didn’t want to face the questions. She just needed to hold onto the bruised, aching faith that remained with her, and find shelter with others who still believed.

She turned her path to Nicodemus' house, only a few streets away from the home that was no longer hers. Hadn’t he said he would stand as her father? He would shelter her, even if all Jerusalem declared she was as much a heretic as her father had been.

Leah, the daughter of the cook, answered the door and let Sarai into the house. Nicodemus was not there. He had come back shortly after the earthquake, made sure those in the household were all right, then left again. The servants weren’t sure where he had gone. Perhaps he was making sure of the safety of some of his elderly scholar friends. Laila, however, was there. She had come back to the house with Nicodemus and he had left instructions for her to be taken care of. She came to meet Sarai and embraced her and led her to the courtyard. They sat in silence for a while, as the daylight faded. The air cooled and the sky seemed to bleed with a blaze of glory that seemed like a silent protest.

Then Sarai told Laila what had happened to her, from the moment Simon caught hold of her arm and led her away, until she decided to come to Nicodemus for shelter. She thought perhaps later she would be amused at how few words she needed to relate the destruction of what had been a safe, secure life. Neither of them cried, but Laila held her, cradling her as they sat in silence, and waited.

Nicodemus returned when a few fading streaks of crimson burned in the clouds on one side of the sky. On the opposite side, framed by the walls of the house, stars were just starting to glimmer. He wore the same clothes he had worn to the Passover meal. They were just as mud-stained and bedraggled by the storm as Simon's clothes had been. 

"Rabbi Nicodemus? Are you all right?" Sarai asked as he paused in the doorway of the courtyard.

"Sarai?" He moved toward her and Laila with all the slow caution of an old man who had been bruised all over. "What are you doing here? Does Simon know where you are?"

"Simon has divorced me."

"No!" He spread his arms wide and gathered her in close. "Oh, my poor child. Why?"

"I believe Jesus is the Messiah, even though He is dead. Tell me—is Jesus truly dead? Is there no hope?"

"Yes, Jesus is dead. I helped bury Him, just a short time ago. A friend had built a tomb for himself, intending to be buried in Jerusalem. He wanted to believe in Jesus as the Messiah, but ... he was justifiably afraid." Nicodemus guided her to the bench and they sat. He kept hold of her hand and reached over her with his other hand to grasp Laila’s. 

“Will that be all we know from now on, if we choose to believe despite everything that has happened today?” she mused.

“We must hold fast.” He sighed. “No matter how we ache, no matter how tired we are, no matter ...” Another sigh.

“You need to eat. I know you have gone all day without food,” Laila said, getting up from the bench. “Hephzibah was making a nice, hearty stew. I’ll see if it’s ready. Unless you want to wash before you eat?” She cupped his cheek for a moment. The tenderness in her gesture put a sob in Sarai’s throat. “Such injustice today ... I must believe that Adonai’s hand is in it, despite the pain, because otherwise the world would shatter.”

“Be careful,” he said, his lips twitching as he tried to smile. “I might be tempted to keep you here to look after me.”

Laila chucked softly and hurried out of the courtyard on her errand.

“Where is your friend now?” Sarai asked.

“We are both old men. He has gone to his lodgings to rest. To mourn. We are both ceremonially unclean, after dealing with the dead, but ...” He sighed. “What does it matter? How can we continue to celebrate Passover in the face of all this?”

“How can we?” she echoed. “So you buried Jesus? In a tomb, not thrown into a pit with the paupers, with criminals?” A sob escaped her in a little hiccup, and she realized some of the ache had left. She supposed she had been afraid, without even realizing it, that Jesus’ body would go to the burning piles in Gehenna, denied proper burial.

"My friend’s tomb is newly cut. He tried to laugh at the timing of it. Part of his reason for being here in Jerusalem, besides the Passover, was to arrange for his tomb. He gave it for Jesus' burial because there was no place to put Him. It is the irony of our God that His Son died between two thieves, and yet is buried in the tomb of a rich man. Yes, Jesus is dead.” Nicodemus sat up straight and pulled back his shoulders from the slump that clearly illustrated his weariness. “But there is still hope."

"You still believe?" The tears came now, hot, stinging her face and awakening the aches laid on her soul.

"I still believe. Stay here, Sarai. I will take care of you like my own daughter. You and Laila both. Whatever influence and respect I retain, I will protect you both. We will wait, and we will pray, and we will see what miracles Adonai has waiting for us."

“Here we are.” Laila stepped out into the courtyard, carrying a tray with cups and bowls and a serving bowl of something that steamed. “It smells delicious. You both must eat. We will need all our strength in the days to come.”

“I am a foolish old man,” Nicodemus said, standing. His mouth twisted in a weary smile. “Here, I insisted Laila should come back with me, so I could look after her. I felt it wouldn’t be safe for her to return to Norah’s house, with all the unrest in the city. Yet now she is looking after me, instead.”

The stew was savory, full of flavors she had not experienced before. As they ate, Nicodemus told them about the late-night meeting he had with Jesus what felt like a lifetime ago, and the ideas and questions that still troubled him and made him think and re-assess his life. If not for the quiet, mournful spirit seeping through the city, Sarai thought they might have had a pleasant evening.

~~~~~
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THE NEXT DAY WAS THE Sabbath. Quiet hung over the city, despite the Passover festivities. Nicodemus, Sarai and Laila went to Norah’s house. Sometimes people stopped and watched them walk past. Perhaps they recognized Rabbi Nicodemus, or they had seen Sarai and Laila yesterday at the foot of the steps of the governor’s palace. Sarai shuddered in anticipation of someone raising a hue and cry, chasing them down to either beat them or arrest them for their continuing loyalty to Jesus.

At Norah’s house, Malachi saw them coming down the street and came running to meet them. Sarai remembered Norah’s teasing that she thought her father was smitten with Laila for her good business sense. Malachi hurried them into the house, closed the door, and led them to an inner room, rather than the courtyard or to the roof to talk.

They spent the day there in quiet conversation. Somehow Norah’s home became a hub for people looking for information, to exchange rumors and what few facts were known. After several stories were shared, Sarai realized what they all had in common. These were all people who wanted to believe in Jesus, despite all the condemnation of the religious leaders. They came to Norah because they knew they could speak freely and ask their questions and share their stories without being accused or threatened or vilified. Some came to relate what they had seen and heard during the crucifixion, and to share frightening and confusing stories of what other people had seen and heard during and after the earthquake. Sarai held Laila’s hand when several people brought stories about how Barabbas had been freed. Jesus had died in his place. The Zealot leader had fled Jerusalem without looking back. Sarai ached for her friend, who tried not to love Barabbas any longer. Later, thinking over the constantly shifting emotions of the day, she found some amusement and wonder to realize that the woman who had been given the power and opportunity to destroy her life had become a friend, and important to her. The story between them perhaps illustrated how much difference Jesus could make in what should have been filled with heartache and anger.

Malachi left the house several times, walking down to the marketplace where people met to talk even though shops were closed for the Sabbath. He came back grim and quiet, and waited until the house was quiet again to share what he had learned. The Sanhedrin was in a vile mood, despite their triumph. They were already planning to take action against Jesus’ followers and anyone who had supported Him during the trial. Anyone who protested the break from tradition and called the nighttime trial what it was -– illegal—was considered an enemy of all Jews and rebels against Yahweh. On top of that, they were taking extra measures to assist the Romans, to express their gratitude for the removal of the threat they saw embodied in Jesus. Rumors said one of the steps they would take was to move against anyone who supported or had merely been friendly with the Zealots.

Over the evening meal, they agreed on their plan. Malachi would leave Jerusalem immediately and travel to Damascus, to personally see about some property that could be transformed into a new inn. He had been corresponding with a man hired as his agent, and the agent for the previous owners, for several months now. Yesterday’s events and the rumors filling the city had convinced him the time for caution and careful preparation had ended. It was time to act, and quickly, if they would preserve their freedom. And perhaps their lives.

Acting in faith that Adonai would protect them and bless their steps, Norah would prepare for the move without waiting to hear from her father if he was successful. She would start by contacting the former inn servants and offer them a chance to go to Damascus and join the new venture. She would sell her home, and with the profits fill wagons with provisions for establishing the inn.

They wanted Laila and Sarai to come with them, to run the inn. Laila knew people in Damascus. Malachi valued her advice and experience. She would help identify the sort of people who would try to cause trouble for the new inn, so he could discourage any unsavory folk who might try to establish the inn as their domain. Sarai’s skill as a healer would be a valuable asset and help establish the reputation of the inn as a safe and reputable shelter for travelers with women and children. Even without knowing the layout of the inn, they determined to have a special area designated where only women and children could go, and men could not enter. If there was a portion of the Temple where women could not go, why not a place in the inn where men could not go? 

They invited Nicodemus to come with them, when he visited the next morning to check on Sarai. Later, she reflected that it was good they had made the offer first, because the news Nicodemus brought them drove all plans and other concerns from their minds for most of the day. He seemed to waver somewhere between laughter and looking dazed, as he listened to their plans and the invitation. For a few moments he bowed his head, then smiled and declined, and expressed gratitude for the invitation. 

“I must stay, although I believe you would be wise to leave Jerusalem. The authorities will be in an uproar for days, perhaps weeks, even months ...” Nicodemus sighed, and his face looked flushed. “Children, Jesus is alive.” His voice cracked on the last word.

He had few details to share with them and excused himself quickly to go on to the house where the disciples had gathered to hide, so he could learn more. All he knew for sure was that several followers of Jesus had gone to the tomb and verified that it was indeed empty. The authorities had sealed the tomb and posted guards after he and his friend buried Jesus, but the stone had been rolled away, the guards had fled, and the shroud that Nicodemus had bound around Jesus was left behind, empty.

Over the next handful of days, they ventured out in the shadows of early morning and dusk to gather up news, to share stories with other followers of Jesus, and try to avoid the notice of the Sanhedrin and the Romans. Laila was the bravest of them, venturing out to the house where the disciples had gone to hide. To hear directly from the ones who had seen Jesus and spoken with Him, the ones who had gone to the tomb and seen the empty graveclothes.

The stories grew strange, warped by speculations and poisoned by the lies that Jesus’ enemies tried to spread. Too soon, the joy and wonder faded into fear, and then the growing certainty that whenever they moved through the city, unfriendly eyes were watching them.

Malachi left for Damascus, reluctantly. He feared for the safety of Norah, Laila and Sarai, despite admitting they might be safer if he wasn’t in Norah’s house. More than half of the servants who had worked at his inn were willing to throw their lot in with him and Norah, and travel to Damascus with them. As the days turned into a week and then two since news came of the resurrection of Jesus, they turned all their energies back to preparing for the journey.

Sarai encountered Deborah at the market twice, and gladly sent messages to Hannah to assure her she was well, she was safe, and was with friends. Deborah was pleased to report that Simon spent more time at home than with the Sanhedrin, and he was quiet, preferring to be alone. Then she remarked that Sarai looked thinner, paler, and asked if her belly was still troubling her. That brought some questions to Sarai’s mind that she had forgotten in all the chaos and sadness and wonder.

The day a messenger came with a letter from Malachi, saying he had purchased an inn, but not the one he had hoped to obtain, Sarai went to visit the midwife, Naomi. She had had her suspicions, but constantly put them aside because of more important considerations. In this instance, she needed to turn to someone else. Her teacher, Huldah had often said that a healer, or in this case a midwife, was especially blind when tending herself. Naomi was sympathetic, and scolded her gently when she confirmed that yes, Sarai was pregnant.

“This is good news, yes?” she said, and studied Sarai, her eyes bright and piercing in their nest of wrinkles. “I heard what your husband did, but certainly he will change his mind when you tell him. He will be sorry for his cruelty. What man can be so stubborn that he disowns his own child before he is even born?”

Sarai thanked the old woman and walked slowly back to Norah’s house. It disturbed her that Naomi assumed her firstborn would be a son. She didn’t want Simon to take her back on the chance she would give him a son, because what would she do —indeed, what would he do—if she gave birth to a daughter?

She suspected that when life quieted down again, if it ever did, she would decide she did not want Simon to take her back. She would go to Damascus with Norah and Laila and Malachi, and she would not tell people she was divorced. She would tell them she was a widow and raise her child free of the poison of Simon’s foolishness and arrogance.

~~~~~
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JUDE CAME TO NORAH’S house after dark fell that night, sporting a swollen nose, smears of blood on his clothes, and a black eye. Norah clucked over him and sent a serving girl down to the well for cold water.

"Just what were you doing and why did you risk your handsome face to do it?" she scolded, as she led him to the table in the kitchen with three lanterns hanging over it.

"Is Sarai here?" Jude turned, looking around, and his face lit up when he saw her in the opposite doorway. "There you are. I should have known you would come here. Are you all right? He hasn’t come after you, has he? It’s what I would expect, after the argument we had.”

"Argument over what?" Sarai couldn’t make herself move into the room. 

Jude raised a hand to probe his bruised and swollen face, tried to smile, and winced.

"What did you do to get him angry?" Norah slapped his hand away.

"I bought Sarai's freedom." He winced again when Norah applied the first cold cloth to his face. 

"Bought my freedom?" Sarai whispered.

“I tried to. He threw the coins into my face, followed quickly by his fist.” Jude closed his eyes and pressed the cloth against his eye. "I should have remembered what quick fists Simon had, when we used to fight as boys."

Sarai could see Jude was inordinately proud of his bloody nose and black eye. She couldn't stay in the doorway. Not with the way he kept looking at her. Her mind kept skittering around the entire subject of exactly why Jude had tried to buy her freedom. 

What did he think would happen, if Simon had accepted his coins? What would the scribes and keepers of the law say, if presented with this situation? If Simon cast her aside before Jude came with his coins, was she still legally his property, even if she was no longer his wife? The law was clear when dealing with a maiden bought to become a wife, when her owner changed his mind about marrying her. She was to be given her freedom and clothing. Sarai didn’t know if there was any law about a woman who was bought, married, and then cast aside. Could Simon hand her over to Jude, without incurring charges of adultery?

What did Jude want from her?

She didn't want to confront old, abandoned dreams.

That realization told her something. It wasn’t all clear in her mind, but she was sure of one thing. She was going to Damascus with Simon’s child in her womb, and the fewer people who knew about it, the safer she would feel.

Somehow, she wasn’t surprised when Norah came to tell her Jude had left after only a token attempt to see her. He had given up so easily before, why would she expect him to fight for what he wanted now? Sarai tried to laugh at his weakness and be glad he had never taken her as his wife. Perhaps he wanted her to come to him. Since Simon didn’t accept his money, he couldn’t claim he had purchased Simon’s slave-wife. If Jude wouldn’t say outright what he wanted, if he wouldn’t take decisive steps and risks ... what made him think she would want to be with him? 

The sooner Sarai left for Damascus, the better.

~~~~~
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SARAI AND LAILA DECIDED it was wise to avoid the marketplace during the days of preparation. Norah and the serving women always returned with more stories than supplies for the inn. People claimed they had seen Jesus. Other stories told of the frantic attempts by the Sanhedrin to hush the witnesses. Rabbi Gamaliel had supposedly cautioned Caiaphas and the other leaders to be calm, to ignore the tales. Supposedly he advised them that fighting to quell the stories would only give credence to them. Treating them as worthless gossip and children's tales, unworthy of their attention or concern, would encourage reasonable people to ignore them. Some rumors claimed that soldiers had been assigned to guard the tomb, and when Jesus returned to life, the soldiers had seen Him. The rumors claimed the Sanhedrin had paid the soldiers to lie and accuse the disciples of stealing the body. Yet as far as anyone knew, the soldiers hadn't been punished for failing in their duty. Even just two trained soldiers with spears or swords could have stood against a handful of disciples. So what was the truth? What did the Sanhedrin fear would happen?

Sometimes Sarai let herself wonder: What if Simon saw Jesus? Would he believe? Would he come for her? Would he apologize and ask for her forgiveness, and take her back as his wife?

"Don't be a fool," she told herself each time, and each time scolded herself not to think of such things.

Ruth came once to Norah’s house, to pass on all the gossip swirling through Jerusalem. Everything she said was heavily interwoven with sarcastic remarks and doubts. She paid no attention to the packing and other preparations filling the house, asked no questions, and no one told her anything. Finally, Ruth left, flushed with irritation, her piggy eyes sharp, and she didn’t come back. Norah confided in Sarai later that she wouldn’t put it past Ruth to go running to the Sanhedrin with greatly exaggerated stories. Maybe she would even put words in Norah’s and Malachi’s mouths, to make herself look good and perhaps finally win the admiration, or at least the attention, of Reuben. 
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Chapter Two
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Simon never came to look for Sarai, although he had to know she would go to Norah for shelter if she wasn’t with Nicodemus. He didn’t ask Nicodemus, who would have told Sarai if Simon had come seeking her. Maybe he was ignoring her, waiting until she had time to consider what she had done. He likely expected her to repent and come back to him, begging for forgiveness. If he made no fuss over her, told no one she was gone, perhaps he thought she could return, chastened and submissive, and he could take her back with no one the wiser? They could keep it just among the members of the household. No shame. No gossip. Simon certainly cared about appearances more than was wise. 

Sarai amused herself for a few moments, considering Simon’s consternation over divorcing her on the spur of the moment. If no one knew he had divorced Sarai, he could take her back without people asking uncomfortable questions or calling him a fool. He probably cared more about people mocking him if they learned he had divorced her. After all, enough of his Pharisee friends had told him, in front of Sarai, that he had made a mistake rescuing and marrying the daughter of that heretic, Eliakim ben Levi.

No one other than Jude, who only made that one visit, mentioned Simon to Sarai during those days. She was grateful. She supposed Laila felt just as grateful that no one mentioned Barabbas to her. Sarai wondered if her friend prayed for him, or at least tried to pray for him, just as she struggled to pray for Simon. After all, he was the father of the child she carried, and any blessings or curses that rested on him would trickle down to her child. 

The morning their traveling party climbed into their wagons and rode down the dark, pre-dawn streets, Sarai nearly wept aloud as she thought of Hannah. How could she have forgotten Hannah? Why hadn’t she tried to leave word for her, or at least meet up with Deborah in the marketplace, to make her farewells with her? Losing Deborah and Hannah, and especially not raising their children together, was truly her one regret. The aching, thick feeling in her head and throat and chest shifted into something that might have been laughter, when she thought about Simon’s reaction to the idea that she would miss Deborah and Hannah, but not him. 

If she never saw Simon again, and he never thought of her, she thought she would be happy. From this moment forward, her life would focus on her child. She thought of the two contrasting figures of Hagar and Sarah, the slave woman and the free woman, who had given Abraham his sons. She swore her child would not suffer the fate of Ishmael. 

~~~~~
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WHEN EVENING CAME, Norah directed the men driving the wagons to continue past the crossroads. They stayed on the Roman-built road taking them north and east to Damascus. In the fading light, Sarai read the guides for travelers, carved into the stone pillar set into the hard-baked soil by the side of the road. She guessed the light in the cluster of buildings on the horizon west of them came from the inn named on the pillar. There looked to be little else here. Likely someone had calculated this would be a good stopping place for travelers. They built the inn to take advantage of hungry, cold, tired, dirty people who didn't have any food or firewood or wash water left at this stage in their journey to Jerusalem.

The lights faded in the distance as the wagons continued down into the Jordan River valley. The sun sank down so only a faint, bloody orange arc rested on the horizon. Sarai moved up between the bales and crates and jars to kneel behind Norah's seat next to the driver of their wagon. Laila had fallen asleep in the warm air collected under the canopy. The serving women and men accompanying them were in the other two wagons. No one but Eli, the driver, would hear what she said.

"I know." Norah turned and looked back at Sarai and smiled.

"Know what?"

"I'm being foolish."

Eli snorted and turned his head enough to wink at Sarai. He had worked for Malachi, overseeing the safety and maintenance of the inn since before either young woman had been born.

"Not you," the big, white-haired man said, and slapped the reins on the backs of the donkeys. They didn't move any faster. Sarai suspected that hadn't been his intention anyway.

"That inn’s owners tried for years to convince travelers they were Father’s partners," Norah said with a sigh of weary humor. "Their patriarch tried at least once a year to persuade Father to marry me to his odious son, who is nearly Father's age. They used bribes, they used threats. Before ... before Abner died and we lost the inn, they wanted to ride on Father’s reputation.”

“And gain you as a cook and permanent slave,” Eli added. He turned his head and spat into the dust along the road for punctuation.

“Yes, there is that. Ever since, they have made overtures every two or three months, and foolishly think that mocking Father for his misfortunes will convince me to submit.” She glanced behind them. The signpost was lost in the distance and shadows now. "Stopping there for the night would give them hope. They might try to perform the wedding ceremony before we could flee.”

Despite the droll tone and the glimpse of a smile in the growing shadows, Sarai sensed this was a sensitive topic for Norah. After a few more jolts and bumps of the wagon, she crept back between the crates and bales to her nest of cushions under the canopy with Laila.

"I'm likely to blame." The older woman opened her eyes. "When the demons ruled inside me, my girls and I were quite well known at many inns along the Roman roads. Especially where we could encounter legions and their commanders. Norah likely thinks to spare me some embarrassment, and her some trouble, by avoiding them."

"You are an entirely different woman since Jesus healed you," Sarai countered. "Even if you weren't wearing a veil, they wouldn't recognize you. Your face, the way you move, your voice ... Made new. No jewelry, no cosmetics, and your hair is braided. With the veil across your face, no one would know you.”

"Despite everything, you are still such a sweet, innocent child." Laila reached across the cushions that made the bumpy, jolting, swaying journey bearable. She caught hold of Sarai's hand and squeezed it, and the two smiled at each other as the shadows deepened with every creak of the wagon's wheels.

Their journey would take six days, just a day less than it would take to walk straight from Jerusalem to Damascus at a brisk pace. The wagons moved almost slower than a small group of men would walk. Sarai remembered her journey from Jerusalem to the Decapolis to be sold as a slave, then the long, meandering journey back to Jerusalem after Simon rescued her. Damascus was part of the Decapolis, but she hadn't been taken that far north to be sold. 

The wagons finally stopped near the edge of the road, in a safe place partially screened by scraggly trees. Eli had traveled this road often for Malachi, and he knew where to find small wells that the occasional travelers didn't know about. Larger merchant caravans didn't bother with them because they were so small. This well provided enough water to take care of the donkeys pulling the wagons, to cook and wash and fill their water skins for the next day's journey.

Sarai joined the women in drawing water and lighting lanterns while the men arranged the wagons for shelter. The women would sleep within the partial walls formed by the wagons, with a canopy of tent fabric spread over support poles and ropes stretched between them. Curtains of blankets hung down the wagon sides would give more than enough privacy for sleeping and washing and would serve to block the night breezes. The men would sleep in the wagon beds, and take turns standing guard. Everything would be proper and neat and sensible, and no one could accuse them of immodesty or breaking any laws. Malachi had been proud of the high, moral reputation of his inn. He had been first hurt, then infuriated when Caiaphas and his underlings accused him of relaxing Jewish laws of cleanliness, both physical and ceremonial, for the sake of doing business with Gentiles, especially Roman soldiers and officials. 

Much of their safety and success when they reached Damascus would rest on Malachi's reputation and Norah's cooking. Women ran inns the world over, according to Norah, but they had a far harder time than women who ran other types of businesses as the sole support of their families. People seemed to naturally expect that a woman involved in the operation of an inn provided bed services with the beds. In many cities, a woman wasn't referred to as an innkeeper, but a harlot, even if she was a married woman, covered in veils, and guarded by five sons who never let a male stranger within ten steps of their mother. Laila had hesitated to accept Norah's offer to come with them and find a fresh start in Damascus because of that. She feared people would assume all the women in the inn were harlots, if she was recognized. 

The largest uncertainty ahead of them was the reception waiting for them in Damascus. How would other innkeepers react when they learned Malachi would turn the building from warehouse back to an inn, which it had been years ago? What about the reactions of the merchants who regularly stored their wares in the building when they learned it was no longer available? That subject came up when the camp had been assembled. They all settled down on cushions and crates around the small fire and the massive clay pot that was heating to cook their evening bread.

"I don't anticipate it being an easy change." Norah gave a final flourish to the mortar and pestle where she ground herbs to season the oil for dipping their bread. "The merchants won't like having to make new arrangements. Father has learned that some of them were customers of his. Some of them are genial enough when they get what they want. Make them accept changes, and they could become opponents, perhaps even complain to the city officials. The best we can hope from some of the troublemakers is that they will expect special privileges, to make up for the inconvenience."

"What right do they have to oppose your father using the building any way he chooses?" Caleb yanked the thick pottery stopper coated in wax from the neck of the oil jar. 

"Newcomers, even property owners and freemen, have fewer rights than residents and citizens." Norah watched him pour the oil into the bowl, and paused her words until she lifted her hand, signaling him to stop pouring. "According to the law, my father has rights and privileges as a landowner. He paid the back taxes that led to the building being seized by the authorities. He has earned some goodwill from the landowners on the street and neighboring streets just for making repairs and hiring boys to kill vermin. However, we are newcomers. We are changing the ranking among the merchants in that district of the city. Many landowners and merchants will oppose us, likely in hopes of being offered bribes to earn their good will. At the very least, other inns will stand against us, even if they are ten streets away, and even if our presence does not affect their business. They will consider us rivals."

"Especially when they taste your cooking," Laila said.

"You'll have a dozen suitors from rival inns," Eli said with a snort and a grin.

The night passed uneventfully, with a chill in the air that was refreshing when they left their blankets at sunrise to resume their journey. Sarai acted as scribe, recording all the ideas for making the inn stand out and letting travelers and residents know they were there. The building sat in a district between the outermost city wall, and the next wall inward, six streets away. Damascus had several concentric circles of walls, clearly marking the outward growth of the city. The inn sat up against the inner wall, and Malachi had managed to buy the house built on the other side of that wall, abutting the inn. The plan was to break through the wall and connect the house to the inn, with a sturdy metal grill to clearly mark the line that customers could not pass. The women would live in the house. The kitchen would be expanded to fill up the lower level of the buildings on both sides of the wall. The men would live in the inn, providing security and a strong arm to control customers, enforcing civility and good manners. 

The former inn had been built as a caravansary, and part of it would provide those services again: storage for merchants' wares, stabling for their animals, fodder, and cooking facilities. They could sleep in the courtyard, safe within the walls, and the gates would be guarded. For a little extra money, they could rent rooms on the upper level of the caravansary side. The inn had the advantage of two wells, in opposite corners of the courtyard. That negated the drudgery of walking a street or two or even farther away multiple times during the day to obtain the water necessary for the inn. Those wells had to be emptied of the rocks and rubbish that had been tossed into them during the time the building and courtyard had been used for a warehouse.

Blocking wells made no sense, but no one seemed to know why that had been done. When Sarai asked why the inn had closed and been used as a warehouse for several years, Norah had no answers. Her father had said in his last letter he was investigating, and he feared there would be some unpleasant surprises. There was no turning back now, and they would simply have to work around those difficulties when they appeared.

On the other side of the wall dividing inn from caravansary, the inn would provide meals, a courtyard for people to meet and gather, and rooms to rent on the upper two levels. Merchants could conduct business in privacy, or people lacking sufficient space elsewhere could have celebrations there. Norah would provide food for them, and as her reputation grew, she would again offer her services to arrange feasts for families and businesses throughout the city. Eli and Mattias would be charged with ensuring that those who rented the rooms did not use them for illegal or immoral activities, while at the same time ensuring privacy for those who desired it.

As the wagons trundled down the road through the Jordan River valley, the travelers called back and forth to each other, planning their new lives and work. They made lists of the chores that needed to be done, and the order in which to complete them. The supplies they would need to purchase. The repairs and rearranging of walls and floors and stairs, shutters and doors, within the inn building, to transform it back from a warehouse. Norah declared that Sarai should be in charge of the accounts and records for the inn. They would be a wonder for ten streets in any direction, having an educated woman handling the accounts. They amused themselves imagining the sort of trouble businesses and officials would make for themselves, coming up against Sarai. They would try to take advantage of a woman handling money and tallies, paying for supplies and paying servants and taking payments from customers. Always, the hopeful cheat came off the worst in the stories spun by the men driving the wagons. They had experience with merchants and former employers who tried such tricks on them. The women who rode in the other wagons laughed and called back and forth, telling stories of getting the better of thieves and cheats. Sarai was grateful they found something amusing in such situations. The talk during the long days of riding certainly proved educational.
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