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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




Josiah had been wise to get an evening flight. Most of the trip would be spent sleeping, making it much easier on the children.

Aziel snuggled his Lambie, eyes struggling to keep awake as they soared above the clouds. He sat beside the window, his oldest cousin, Joshua, on his left.

"I saw your picture in the Resistance," Jaira mentioned, thinking of something they might have in common. Besides, she already knew Josiah and his family.

A muscle clenched in Josiah's jaw. It was still a sensitive topic, but Jaira had no way of knowing that and didn't notice his reaction.

"How did Lachlan get a job writing for them? Did he tell you? I'd love to do something like that," she sighed, "The pen is mightier than the sword."

Arlana looked at Josiah. He had been secretive about his involvement with the newspaper - she didn't feel it was her place to reveal his secret.

"Lachlan would be the best to speak to about this. He can give you tips."

"That'd be great. Are you still going to be working as a photographer?"

Another punch in Josiah's heart.

"No, not for a while," Josiah answered for his wife, "Arlana needs to prepare for the birth now."

Oh yes, how could she have forgotten that...

Jaira sat with her arm around Amber's shoulders avoiding looking at Arlana and when she did, it was only to glare. She had done the mental math - Arlana had been pregnant at the funeral and hadn't told anyone - well, not her anyway. Jaira didn't know what hurt more - being kept in the dark or because Arlana got pregnant so quickly, unwittingly flaunting her fertility in Jaira's face.

Jaira was a married woman, yet could not give her husband a baby. She wouldn't tell anyone her greatest doubt; why God opened the wombs of women living in sin, but after over ten years of marriage, hers was not only barred shut, but it seemed as though God had thrown out the key.

Jaira comforted herself with the knowledge that society was getting worse; a baby shouldn't grow up in this evil world. She was actually doing her unborn children a huge favour. Besides, when the Antichrist and his soldiers came looking for Christians, Arlana would be caught first as it would be impossible to silence a baby's cry. Jealous, okay yes, but she wouldn't want to be in Arlana's shoes when the time came. She glanced out the small window. This was going to be a very long flight.

Arlana instinctively laid her hand on her extended womb, wishing to change the topic. How much had their mother shared with the family? She knew from past letters how desperate her sister was to have a baby and didn't wish to rub her fertility in Jaira's face. The moment was more than awkward.

Josiah glanced at Arlana wanting to take the pressure off her, "We should be arriving just after 11 am and my brother will meet us at the airport. He has arranged the accommodations. he glanced at his wife's sister, her expression dark and brooding, "I'm sure you will enjoy exploring Israel's rich heritage and seeing where Yeshua walked."

Jaira nodded, "Yes, there are a few things I'd like to see while I'm here."

She looked forward to taking some pictures and using them on her blog. She'd message them to Terrell too. He might not have been able to come, but she could always imagine he was there with her.

"It is very important to dress modestly when entering the ultra-Orthodox areas, so tomorrow, Mother will take you shopping," Josiah discreetly pointed out the fact Sheila and Barb's attire would cause difficulty. "Arlana and I must meet with Shaul, my brother after we arrive to finalize some matters. Aziel will stay with us."

Sheila nodded in agreement. They'd be tired and jet-lagged after their trip. Focusing on wedding arrangements was ideal, giving them time to rest before they began touring.

Adelaide stroked Isabella's hair, soothing her youngest child who wasn't enjoying flying.

One by one, they all fell asleep or focused on their cell phones, it was too dark to look out the small windows.

****
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THE AIRPORT IN TEL Aviv was more crowded than Arlana had expected.

Josiah kept an eye on the large family group while scanning the crowd for his brother who'd promised to be there.

Granny clutched the handles of her walker, eyeing the IDF soldiers milling around the airport, rifles slung over their shoulders. They were clearly wary and ready to defend Israel from her enemies.

"You'll get used to it after a while," Josiah noticed Adelaide's alarm.

They weren't in Canada anymore.

Shaul stepped out of the crowd, welcoming Arlana and her family to the Holy Land.

"Come this way," he motioned for them to follow.

They walked to the waiting cars, piling their luggage into cramped trunks.

Shaul was aware that Arlana's family hadn't been told of her decision and disagreed with his brother.

"The ceremony should still be held with her family in attendance. They should know the moment Arlana and her children become Jews," Shaul spoke quietly in Hebrew.

Josiah nodded, deciding for Arlana.

"I don't think her family will ever soften their stance on our people. They are very antisemitic," Josiah replied in their native language, then turned to Arlana sitting behind the driver's seat. "Are you ashamed my Ahuva?"

Arlana wasn't sure what he was referring to as they drove through narrow streets.

Seeing her questioning look, he explained, "I believe your family should be present," his eyes revealing his meaning. Her family should witness her rejection of her past and faith, and her joining the Jewish people."

Arlana nodded slowly. If they didn't find out now they would later and it would be much more difficult to explain than if they observed the transformation for themselves.

****
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THEY DROVE OVER AN hour and a half until they reached Shaul's home in Jerusalem. Upon arrival, they entered a humble home, sharing a simple breakfast together before making plans for the day, deciding to go to the market after their meal. A few last-minute supplies were needed for the ceremony and it would give Arlana's family a chance to experience daily life in the Holy Land.

It was very much like a farmer's market but with clothing and exotic spices as well. The women walked around the other tourists, hands laden with bags while the children observed with wide eyes. Men and women milled together, soldiers waking amid the most religious.

They picked food for the reception dishes before looking at wedding garments. The children were the easiest, the girls would wear matching burgundy dresses; Daniel and Paul black dress pants with burgundy shirts. The men chose deep wine-coloured shirts in their respective sizes trying on black suit jackets.

Josiah paid for the clothes in cash, slipping Rivkah money before he and the men turned to the right of the canopied merchant stalls.

A merchant with a neatly trimmed goatee stood with his wares of gold and silver and other precious stones. Josiah held a diamond ring up for inspection, waiting till now to buy Arlana her wedding bands as he wanted their design to be Judaic, while his male companions looked through the offered wares, picking out items for their wives and treats for the children.

There was no time to have Arlana's wedding gown custom made and she couldn't fit into any of the ready-made wedding dresses.

Rivkah pursed her lips, "We will have to try maternity clothes."

She led the way through various stalls until they found what they were looking for. They looked through the formal dresses until Adelaide found a beautiful, satin, white dress that cupped her breasts, flaring out just below. The dress was brilliant white with crimson roses dusting the hemline. The neckline was modest, the sleeves reaching just below her elbows, pearl buttons trailing up her spine. At another booth, they purchased a long, white veil.

Carrying their packages, they met up with the men.

"Did you find anything?" Josiah eyed the bags the women carried.

It appeared they had a successful shopping excursion.

He turned to the others, "We need to head home to prepare for tonight's ceremony, then get some rest."
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CHAPTER 2
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At home, the women bathed the children in order, beginning with the youngest to the eldest, dressing them in their best clothing.

The children played quietly while the adults took their turns in the bath, then dressed.

Arlana emerged, hair wet, yet wearing a simple black dress.

Sheila raised an eyebrow, "Is that what you're wearing?"

Arlana didn't know how to tell her mother they weren't getting married quite yet...in fact, this ceremony was taking place so she could give up everything she was. What was she supposed to say?

Rivkah came to her rescue.

"The wedding will not be taking place tonight," she explained to Sheila, leaving more questions than answers, as she turned to Arlana, "How are you feeling?"

"Nervous," Arlana admitted the truth.

"You will be fine," Rivkah hugged the younger woman, "Shaul will be there and you know him. It is well."

****
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THEY PULLED IN FRONT of a narrow building. Josiah stepped out of the car first, reaching for Arlana's hand.

Shaul and three other rabbis welcomed Arlana's family to the ceremony, before taking a seat at the front of the room. Shaul already knew how she would answer their questions, but she wasn't prepared for what came next as he asked her the standard questions posed to those seeking to join the Jewish faith.

"Why do you want to convert?" Shaul's rabbinical friend asked first.

Arlana did not go into detail about her family's shame, the stain upon Christians and the laughing stock Christianity had become, but Jaira was aware of all these things in her sister's answer, each stacking up to this point where Arlana turned her back on Christianity and being a Gentile forever. She cut ties with her faith, her bloodline and everything in her past, turning completely toward Judaism and the Jews.

The man with warm hazel eyes nodded, continuing. He didn't need to ask what her previous religion was, Arlana clearly covering that.

Shaul was taken aback that she had not mentioned Josiah or their baby as the reason she wanted to convert, a pleasant surprise.

"What do you know about Judaism?"

"Judaism demands a commitment of the total person. It holds the Jew accountable for thought and action at home and abroad, in the house of worship and in the marketplace. As Orthodox Jews, we are protected by a strong spiritual bulwark against a hostile world and uplifted by the awareness that we dwell within God's presence."

Shaul's celestial blue eyes sparkled, his pleasure with her answer unmistakable to all those who gathered.

Standing with Arlana's family, Josiah smiled with pride.

"Were you pressured to convert?" The next rabbi asked, his brow furrowed as he looked down at her large stomach, clearly heavily pregnant.

Shaul had explained his brother's error in defining the scriptures and his subsequent repentance, but their mistake had born fruit.

Josiah was well aware if she didn't convert before the baby's birth, his child would be born a Gentile. Had he told her? Pressured her even in a small amount to convert?

Shaul looked again at her womb, wondering if she was converting because of the passion she had shared with Josiah, their chemistry clearly strong. A woman had baser instincts and couldn't be blamed, but were her motives pure?

"No, I was not pressured. I tried to raise my son Jewish before I met Josiah and his family but stumbled a lot with my limited knowledge. I feel it was a blessing they entered my life and I was able to see where I was lacking."

Arlana wasn't sure if those were the right words, her palms damp.

"Have you spent the necessary time studying to become Jewish?"

Arlana's face paled, remembering the months she had spent on the road, her head covering tossed onto the back seat. She had meant well in her own way, but much time had been wasted that could have been spent learning more.

She hung her head, Josiah watching her sorrow with a clenched heart wishing he could be by her side. This was, however, something she must face alone without him.

"I believe I have spent time studying but will continue to learn and grow as there is great depth to Judaism that can only be mined with time."

The rabbi questioning her smiled broadly at her answer, satisfied.

"Would you like a drink of water?" He suddenly asked, wanting to make her comfortable.

"Thank you, but I am fine."

Arlana was worried her nerves would make her choke on the liquid her body craved.

Shaul nodded, taking over the questioning period, "Do you of your own free will, choose to enter in with the people of G-d and become a Jew?"

"Yes, that is my desire," she looked into her brother-in-law's eyes.

"Do you accept Judaism to the exclusion of all other religious faiths?"

Arlana didn't hesitate, even for a moment. "Yes."

She could feel the barbed glares at her back but stood straighter, determined to follow through with her choice, come hell or high water.

"Do you promise to have a Jewish home and raise Aziel and all other children you will bring forth as Jewish?"

Arlana flushed, but replied, "I promise."

Shaul stood, "You will be joining the Jewish people forever."

The Mikvah guide stepped out of the crowd gathered, leading Arlana to the preparation room.

Rivkah discretely motioned Arlana's family to follow her eldest son to the Mikvah as well.

Josiah held Aziel in his arms while they waited for Arlana. There was no rush for her to emerge. This would be her last moments as a Gentile Christian. These moments were hers alone, after this, she would never get them back.

Moments later, Arlana emerged with the guide, a white towel draped around her naked figure. Adelaide instinctively brought her hand to her mouth, stifling a gasp.

The men turned their backs on the pool as the guide removed the towel, covering her eyes with it as Arlana stepped down the seven steps into the water.

"There is no rush, take your time," the guide spoke in a soft voice.

Arlana stood with the water up to her shoulders, not looking into the faces of her family who watched from just above. She focused completely on what she was about to do. Her past, her heritage, everything she had ever thought she was - all those things she was about to leave beneath the water.

She dipped her head beneath the water, clear liquid pouring down her hair and face as she emerged, then spoke the Hebrew blessing with a hushed voice, "Baruch ata adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam she-heche-yanu, ve-ki-y'manu, ve-higi-yanu la-z'man ha-zeh."

Rivkah stood beside Sheila, whispering the translation, "Blessed are You, Source of all Life, Who has kept us alive and sustained us, and enabled us to reach this day."

"Amein" all the witnesses spoke at once.

Arlana prepared to dip under the water again, realizing now that she was no longer herself, but a Jewess.

The water swirled over her head a moment before she recited the blessing again, "Baruch ata adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam she-heche-yanu, ve-ki-y'manu, ve-higi-yanu la-z'man ha-zeh."

Arlana thought of her future with Josiah, raising their children as observant Orthodox Jews. She pushed out all thoughts of Lachlan from her mind. That life was over, a new one had begun.

She let herself sink beneath the water a third and last time, "Baruch ata adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam she-heche-yanu, ve-ki-y'manu, ve-higi-yanu la-z'man ha-zeh."

Rivkah ushered the family out of the room while Arlana dressed, winding her tichel around her head, dressed in a simple white dress.

Flushed with happiness, she joined her family, Josiah the first to be at her side. "I love you so much," his eyes spoke volumes as he led his family back up to stand before the rabbis, carrying Aziel in his arms. 
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Shaul stood, offering the blessing:

"Our G-d and G-d of our Fathers, sustain this woman in the Almighty's Torah and in His commandments and may her name in Israel be Atarah bat Sarah Imenu, the daughter of Sarah, our Mother. May she rejoice in the Torah, and exult in the commandments. Give thanks to G-d, for He is good and His kindness is to all eternity.

May Atarah bat Sarah Imenu, the daughter of Sarah, our Mother, grow to become great. So may she enter the Almighty's Torah, with His commandments and good deeds."

The Mohel stood to the side during Atarah's naming ceremony waiting as Josiah carried Aziel toward him as those gathered said, "Blessed be he that cometh."

Shaul walked through the gathering, bringing Atarah and Mark up to the front to stand beside Josiah as he declared, "I am here ready to perform the affirmative precept to circumcise my son, even as the Creator, blessed be he, hath commanded us, as it is written in the Law, And he that is eight days old shall be circumcised among you, every male throughout your generations."

The silver-haired mohel took Aziel from Josiah's arms, placing him on a seat, "This is the throne of Elijah—may he be remembered for good!

For thy salvation, I have waited, O Lord. I have hoped, O Lord, for thy salvation; and have done thy commandments. I have hoped for thy salvation, O Lord. I rejoice at thy word, as one that findeth great spoil. Great peace have they who love thy Law; and there is no stumbling for them. Happy is he whom thou choosest, and causest to approach that he may dwell in thy courts."

Atarah spoke with those gathered, "O let us be satisfied with the goodness of thy house, thy holy temple."

Shaul motioned for Mark to have a seat moments before the mohel placed Aziel on his grandfather's lap, removing his clothes so his private parts were exposed. The mohel carefully rubbed a numbing cream on it before pronouncing a blessing, "Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who hast sanctified us by thy commandments, and hast given us command concerning the Circumcision."

Within two minutes, Aziel was circumcised, his genitals already bandaged. It happened extremely fast, yet Aziel still turned away, reaching for Josiah, tears welling up in his eyes. He had wanted to be a Jew and talked of it often with his mother.

Josiah had told him this was a part of being a Jew but he still needed his Abba's comfort.

Josiah reached out and held the boy's hand with a wink, showing his pride in his son before continuing, "Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who hast sanctified us by Thy commandments, and hast commanded us to make our sons enter into the covenant of Abraham our father."

Atarah blinked back tears, slipping her hand within Josiah's free hand, "Even as he has entered into the covenant, so may he enter into the Law, the nuptial canopy, and into good deeds," she joined with those gathered.

The mohel continued, "Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who createst the fruit of the vine.

Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who from the womb didst sanctify Isaac the well-beloved didst set thy statute in his flesh, and seal his offspring with the sign of the holy covenant. On this account, O living God. our Portion and our Rock, give command to deliver from destruction the dearly beloved of our flesh, for the sake of the covenant thou hast set in our bodies. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who makest the covenant.

Our God and God of our fathers, preserve this child to his father and to his mother and let his name be called in Israel, Azrael the son of Levinski the Levite. Let the father rejoice in him that came forth from his loins, and the mother be glad with the fruit of her womb; as it is written, Let thy father and thy mother rejoice, and let her that bare thee be glad: and it is said, And I passed by thee, and I saw thee weltering in thy blood, and I said unto thee, In thy blood live. Yea, I said unto thee, In thy blood live. And it is said, He hath remembered his covenant forever, the word which he commanded to a thousand generations; the covenant which he made with Abraham, and his oath unto Isaac, and confirmed the same unto Jacob for a statute, to Israel for an everlasting covenant. And it is said, And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. O give thanks unto the Lord; for he is good; for his loving-kindness endureth for ever. This child Azrael, may he become great. Even as he has entered into the covenant, so may he enter into the Law, the nuptial canopy, and into good deeds."

Shaul passed Mark a glass of wine unaware that Mark was a recovering alcoholic. Mark drank of the wine ignoring the fact that his wife was shooting daggers at his back. Shaul then took the goblet and offered a sip to Azrael before passing the cup to his mother who touched it to her lips but didn't drink any due to her pregnancy. She then passed the cup to her brother-in-law.

Those who had gathered for the ceremony were led downstairs where tables had been set up for a small meal. They ate together, the conversations free from any foolishness and idle chatter.

The mohel checked Azrael's bandage and inquired to make sure he had used the washroom since. He gave some pain killers to Atarah to give to her son later, having already been given his first dose by the mohel. Atarah sat beside her husband at the table, her parents with her.

"Are you alright Azrael?"

Rivkah smiled at the young boy, pride shining in her eyes.

"Azrael?" Sheila focused more on Aziel's new name than on anything else Rivkah had said.

"His new name," Rivkah wondered how much of the ceremony they had picked up on.

It was getting late and the small dinner had come to an end. The mohel stood, getting everyone's attention as the conversations trickled to an almost abrupt end.

"Let us say grace."

Those still sitting at the tables replied, "Blessed be the name of the Lord from this time forth and forever."

The mohel continued, "Blessed be the name of the Lord from this time forth and forever. We will give thanks unto thy name in the midst of the Faithful: blessed are ye of the Lord."

Those gathered continued, "With the sanction of the awful and revered God, who is a refuge in times of trouble, the God girt with strength, the Lord mighty on high, we will give thanks unto thy name in the midst of the faithful: blessed are ye of the Lord.

With the sanction of the holy Law, pure and clear, which Moses the servant of the Lord commanded us to be an heritage, we will give thanks unto thy name in the midst of the faithful: blessed are ye of the Lord.

With the sanction of the priests and Levites, I will call upon the God of the Hebrews, I will declare his glory in every region, I will bless the Lord. We will give thanks unto thy name in the midst of the faithful: blessed are ye of the Lord.

With the sanction of those present, I will open my lips with song, yea, my bones shall declare, Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord. We will give thanks unto thy name in the midst of the faithful: blessed are ye of the Lord."

"You are a Jewess from now into eternity," Josiah murmured, his voice husky with emotion before turning to Azrael on his lap, "I am so proud of you, son."
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CHAPTER 4
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Mark stood outside the house, soaking in the Mediterranean heat as he looked out over Jerusalem. He looked up as Josiah approached, standing a moment together in silence.

Josiah wasn't sure how to say what was on his heart. He didn't even know his father-in-law other than the fact they were vastly different, as if from two different worlds. He blanched at the thought of leaving Atarah with her family for even just a few days.

She was a new convert and he wasn't sure how strong she would be in the onslaught of certain hatred for his people, but what was worse? He wouldn't lose Atarah again. He needed to know she was alright. They both loved their unborn child, and so Josiah believed she would remain faithful to her new faith even more than she would stay faithful to him. And with that, he turned to Mark, not noticing when Sheila joined them.

He really wasn't sure how to begin but couldn't stall any longer. Plans needed to be made.

"My faith is very important to me, and well, some things are non-negotiable, no matter what my particular feelings are about it."

Sheila stepped forward, standing beside her husband. Was Josiah considering becoming a Christian? She could only hope.

"I cannot be with Atarah before our wedding," he looked away, hiding the aching in his clear blue eyes. "The wedding will take place in a week and Jewish laws require that I not see her during those seven days. I am leaving to stay with my brother," he turned again, fixing his gaze on the horizon.

From where the house stood, they could see the Mount of Olives. He wondered if Mark realized the significance of the place he was looking at.

Probably not.

"Mother will remain here of course and help with the remaining wedding preparations. After the wedding, if you wish to return home, Shaul will drive you back to the airport. My plan is to remain here until our child is born, then when Atarah is able to travel within the next few days, we will return to Canada. I am going to make arrangements to have the naming ceremony at a synagogue near you, for your convenience."

Josiah knew he was asking a lot, but turned his eyes back to his in-laws, "It would mean a lot to both of us if we could meet at the synagogue for the naming ceremony and you partake in the celebration with us. From there, we will come and visit you, as you have offered."

Mark frowned. There was no way he would darken the door of such a place, but Sheila's mind worked quickly. She saw the greater end.

"Yes, of course, we will be there," she pasted on a smile, much like the Cheshire cat.

Josiah raised an eyebrow, never expected it to go so smoothly.

"Israel is beautiful from what we have seen but I'm sure you will just love the island," Sheila placed her hand on Josiah's arm.

Josiah nodded, thankful they were taking it so well, unaware that this was turning out better than Sheila had hoped - this was her plan as well.

"I had hoped you would have the wedding on our island," she looked up into her son-in-law's troubled eyes, "My brother-in-law is a pastor. He would perform the ceremony."

Sheila omitted the fact that he wouldn't speak to Arlana.

"Shaul is performing the ceremony..."

Josiah looked away, seeking an olive branch, "But if your relative can make it here, we would love to have him take part in the ceremony. Just be sure to let Shaul know so the changes can be arranged."

Sheila nodded, putting it on the top of her to-do list.

"I'll talk with my family," Sheila bit her inner cheek a moment, "And discuss these plans with them. I'm almost certain this will work for all of us, but we will let you know. How will we reach you?"

Josiah smiled, "Oh, it is only Atarah that cannot see me. I was hoping to take you sightseeing this morning. Shaul can pick you up in, let's say, an hour from now?"

Mark nodded, "Sounds good to me."

"I need to speak with my wife," Josiah turned to leave.

Like sand in an hourglass, they were running out of time to be together.

****
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JOSIAH SHOULD HAVE breathed a sigh of relief knowing Atarah was now a Jewess, his baby within her as much a Jew as he was. That is all he had wanted since he had discovered their brief mating had born fruit, yet he was restless, wanting much more. He wanted his wife but couldn't have her...yet.

"I look forward to marrying you, Einayim Sheli."

He lowered his head, brushing her lips with a tender kiss, then kissed the top of Azrael's head, before looking away. He had quickly explained their custom. They would not see each other until the wedding ceremony. He assured her that Rivkah would help her prepare of course and answer any questions she may have.

He leaned against the wall as he spoke, his voice low.

"I need to leave soon..." He stated the obvious before continuing to share his plan with her.

"I am taking your family sightseeing today and Mother will take you to the doctor. I hadn't realized you haven't seen one," his brow furrowed a moment, "I am hoping your family will enjoy their time here, yet after your father's speech back in Renfrew..."

Josiah let his words hang, giving her just a glimpse into how he felt.

"Well, I will try to make them as comfortable as possible. After our child is born, we will find out from the doctor how soon you are able to travel safely, then will return to Canada for the naming ceremony. I need to contact local synagogues and see if we can possibly rent the space for the service. It would be an honour if Shaul would perform the ceremony."

A smile tugged at his mouth. Josiah's family was very close and he clearly loved his older brother.

"Your family has been very insistent that they would like us to go to the island, so I have been thinking we will accept the invitation and go for at least a few days. It would give Azrael time with his cousins and your mother the time she desires to have with our children."

Atarah had listened to Josiah's plans, frowning when he came to the end.

Josiah misunderstood her expression, crossing the room to hold out his hand to her.

"Seven days will pass quickly enough. We will be so busy with wedding preparations, the time will fly by, and then," his eyes grew hazy, "We will never experience such separation again."

It was cruel torment knowing he had been apart from her before and the pain had been too much for her, turning her into the arms of not just any man, but Lachlan, a man he trusted. His employee, but even more, his friend. Josiah knew what he needed to do although it wrenched his heart.

It would be hard being apart again, Atarah admitted, but the thought of having to visit her family on their turf seemed so much worse. She needed to tell Josiah. Warn him that they would be stepping into a den of lions.

Atarah reached for the hands of the man who had turned his world upside down and had not stopped searching for her until she was found - the man who had given her his heart and stood steadfast in his loyalty, unwavering. Emotion welled up in her throat, but she couldn't bring herself to look into his eyes, completely ashamed. Yet time was running out. They only had a few minutes left to be together and he needed to know the truth. She regretted not telling him sooner.

"I don't want us to stay with my family... Everything changed when we were at the funeral. My family has incredibly dark secrets that I am struggling with," she looked away, "I had hoped I would never see them again and yet, they are Azrael's grandparents. When they die, will I regret this decision?"

She was clearly tormented.

Josiah frowned. He had no idea how she felt about seeing her family. This entire visit since they came to the farm had been a struggle? How had he not seen it?

Atarah didn't share details, just her emotional battle over what had been revealed.

"I don't know what to do," she came back full circle, leaving out details.

"Let's show them honour. Remember the Scriptures, 'Honor your father and mother so that your days may be long upon the land which the Lord your G-d giveth you? I believe you need to show respect."
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CHAPTER 5
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Shaul waited for them back in the car.

Glancing in the rearview mirror, he asked, "How did it go?"

Atarah wanted to be able to tell Josiah herself but would have to wait till they were together after the wedding.

"It is well," Rivkah answered, smiling at Atarah.

Shaul nodded, "Did he give a due date?"

"Two weeks."

Sheila was quiet but was frowning.

"Are you staying for the birth?" she asked Rivkah, already knowing her answer.

"Of course!" Rivkah beamed, "And you?"

Sheila hadn't been sure until now.

"Most definitely."

She had not been present for the birth of any of her other grandchildren. This birth would be different. Would Mark agree to stay for an extra two weeks? She was really pushing her luck, and besides, they couldn't be away from home for so long. There weren't a lot of people they could trust to keep an eye on their ministry while they were away. They needed to return to their fledgling church sooner than later.

"I need to talk with Mark when we return, but yes, I want to be here."

Rivkah nodded, too happy to think of anything else.

Twins!

****
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JAIRA WAS CONCENTRATING on her cell phone, texting Terrell the pictures she had taken earlier.

"How is it going over there? I miss you, Baby," he answered her text at 2 am.

Jaira had clearly forgotten about the time difference, but Terrell wasn't complaining, shifting to prop himself up on his pillows.

"I miss you too. It's alright. I have to admit seeing the same places Jesus saw is really cool, but I'd rather be back in your arms."

Terrell grinned in his dark bedroom. He had Jaira hook, line and sinker. He'd wait till she returned...

"There you are," Lachlan smiled, interrupting Jaira's texting.

Jaira looked up, irritated at the interruption, but Lachlan didn't seem to notice.

"Josiah told me you'd mentioned wanting to help with The Resistance," he rubbed the back of his neck, trying to recall Josiah's words just a few minutes earlier, thinking how to word this without betraying Josiah's secret.

"Anyway, I have an assignment here and wondered if you would like to join me. It's not far from here and we should be back within the hour. This will give you a chance to see what it is like working on the front lines and you can write an article about your experience. Show me what you've got and I'll look over it tomorrow," he lowered his voice as though sharing a secret, "If you're good, you might have a chance at being hired. I know the CEO mentioned he is looking for more writers and people on the ground."

Jaira nodded. Lachlan was the author of most articles.

"You know the CEO? What's he like? He must be pretty incredible to have created such a powerful alternative news source. I've been following The Resistance for years," a wistful look passed over Jaira's face, Terrell temporarily forgot, "I'd love to meet him someday."

A dimple danced on Lachlan's cheek, then disappeared. He couldn't help but wonder what her reaction would be if she ever found out the man behind the scenes was Josiah, her brother-in-law.

The irony was rather amusing.

"Ya sure, I'd love to go. When are we leaving?"

Lachlan looked over her head, nodding slightly to Josiah.

"Now."

****
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"I DON'T LIKE THIS ONE bit," Mark frowned, sitting at the table after they'd returned from their tour.

It was late, the children already in bed, when Sheila called for an impromptu family meeting that included everyone but Atarah.

"Mark, remember what we talked about at the mission," she pointed out, "besides Josiah has paid so much for us to attend a wedding, this is the least that we can do."

Her husband wasn't exactly listening, but it didn't matter. Sheila was the boss and if she said they were going, they'd be there regardless of how he felt.

"What did Martin Luther call these places?" He searched his memory, "Oh right. Synagogues of Satan. No, I won't go."

Sheila ignored him. He really didn't have a choice in the matter.

Adelaide listened to the exchange in silence, then leaned forward.

"We were hoping to leave after the wedding," she glanced at her husband who had been unemployed for over two months, their finances stretched to the limit.

They could return home, or stay here where the cousins were together and the meals were free.

Mark sat back in his chair.

"I pray every day that you will come home with us. Oh, what I wouldn't do to have my family all together again."

He looked over at Gavin, including the in-laws.

Gavin had nothing to lose. Mark had made living on Victoria Island sound like nothing short of living in the Promised Land. It was a crazy idea but... He reached for Adelaide's hand without asking her advice first or even mentioning the idea that just popped into his head.

"There's nothing keeping us in Ottawa. If you're sure you have the room, we'll move down to the island as soon as we return home."

Adelaide's sharp intake of breath could be heard in the silence.

"That's wonderful!" Sheila couldn't hide her delight, already making plans, "So you will leave after the wedding and that will give you time to pack. Mark, you don't need to stay for the birth, so I'll fly back with Atarah and meet you at the naming ceremony. The boys can help you move... Actually, I'll talk with Atarah about it, but I don't see why we couldn't go to Ottawa first and meet you there, then drive down, stopping at this synagogue on the way. It would kill two birds with one stone and there'd be more hands to help you, Addy. I'm so glad you thought of this!"

Sheila smiled, although it was she who was doing all the planning.

Gavin nodded with a grin. He'd heard rumours of Mark's ministry. He'd wanted to start his own church for years now, but could barely hold down a job. This was a golden opportunity to work in ministry and score brownie points with his father-in-law.

Adelaide frowned, "This is all happening so fast! Okay, wow, I have so much to do when I get home." She turned her amber eyes to Gavin, "We could offer to take Azrael back with us when we leave. Atarah could use the break I'm sure with the arrival of the new baby and that would give the children extra time together."

Gavin nodded, not caring so much about the little details.

Sheila, impressively, kept her daughter's secret. Atarah would be exhausted with two infants. Having Azrael taken care of would likely be a welcome blessing...and a reason for the couple to keep their word. They'd need to return for Azrael.

"Debbie," Sheila turned her attention to her sister, "I'm going to try to reach Steven. Josiah said his brother is conducting the wedding ceremony but if he can come, they'd make other arrangements. I would like him to do the wedding."

Debbie nodded as Sheila continued, "What are your plans?"

"Mamma is enjoying herself so much, but I am just going to take it day by day. I'm not sure we will be able to stay for the birth," Debbie sighed, "No, I think for us it is best to just take it one day at a time and see how it goes."

Her mother had fallen asleep with starry eyes and rosy cheeks. This trip so far was a blessing.

Sheila's sons had been silent, waiting for the others to finish.

"I want to get outta this place," Jared's eyes were cold, "I'm going to see if we can go home sooner. There's no way I'm staying here for a week."

Isaac would have no choice but to leave if Jared took off early.

"Don't be so rude!" Sheila scowled.

At over six feet tall, Sheila could still make Jared squirm.

He hung his head, "Okay, we'll stay."

Jared knew better than to contradict his mother.

Jaira shut the door softly behind her, expecting everyone to be sound asleep. Her eyes shone as she poked her head in the dining room, bidding everyone a hasty goodnight before running up the stairs. Closing the door softly, she sat down, ready to write.

Sheila waited till Jaira reached her room before turning back to those gathered at the table, "Let's keep this between ourselves. I'm going to call Steven. Adelaide, I wouldn't mention you are moving yet. Wait till we meet up with you in Oshawa before Atarah finds out what is going on. I think it is for the best."

Adelaide nodded. Less stress. That made sense. She'd ask her sister about Azrael in the morning
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CHAPTER 6
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"I can't in good conscience help you, Arlana."

Jaira looked up from where she sat in the living room the following morning, "The Bible says we are to shun the very appearance of evil. Helping you with your wedding would give the appearance that I support your marriage and whatever this is," she gestured at Atarah's womb, "But the truth is I'm dead against you marrying a Jew. They killed Jesus and you don't seem to care! Have you denied Christ? This is not right and I am beside myself with worry. All I can do is pray and trust me I am!"

Adelaide nodded, "You know better Atarah. Those who know better and don't do it...it's a sin."

She let her words hang for added emphasis, waiting for them to hit their target - Atarah's heart.

Atarah took a deep, measured breath, determined not to show her siblings how deep their words stung.

"You know," Jared leaned back, "I've said it before and I'll say it again. The Holocaust never actually happened. Those pictures they show are just a hoax. Israel belongs rightfully to Palestine. As for Hitler, he was a great leader. I wish I could have met him."

Shock washed over Atarah's features, unable to stifle her gasp in time.

"Surely you don't mean that!"

"It's true. They don't tell you the truth. The Jews are actually behind the scenes of most things, and all this is just blackmail..."

Atarah bit her tongue far too hard, thankful Azrael was out of earshot, playing upstairs with his cousins. Rivkah had taken her parents to the market, leaving Atarah at home to rest and spend time with her sisters.

"Speaking of which," Jaira didn't comment on her brother's theory, "I was out with Lachlan last night. He is working on another report - this time about the pending Peace Treaty. He took me along to see if I'd enjoy working with him..."

Jaira paused, looking over at Atarah, but getting no reaction, she continued, "Anyway, I have to write a report on it before he comes over today and has a look to see if it is any good. I'd love to write for The Resistance, so what do you think about this treaty?"

Jared ran his fingers through his thick beard, "It'll never happen. These greedy pigs will never relinquish the land that they stole. They've tried to create peace before and each time they failed. It's impossible really."

"I wouldn't be so sure," Isaac spoke up, startling Atarah who was used to him being silent. "I believe God put President Trump into power. Look at his family. They are all married to Jews. He makes no secret about his love for Israel. There must be a connection. Isn't there a prophecy in Revelation that there will be a peace treaty and that Jesus will come back after it is signed?"

Jaira nodded, "Yes, the peace treaty will be broken, then the Antichrist will enter the temple and desecrate it. I used to love studying prophecy." She rubbed her arms, suddenly chilled straight to her marrow, "I believe we won't be raptured and escape what is coming. We will have to go through it like Tribulation Saints."

Adelaide nodded. She and her husband fully agreed.

Atarah ran her fingers through her hair, "I read that Corrie Ten Boom also believed that we will go through the Tribulation. She said that we will not be spared and no escape will be had. We will suffer as well..."

"I've been trying to tell you that for years!" Jaira leaned forward, "But you thought we were crazy."

Atarah sighed, leaning back in the plush chair.

"I really don't know what will happen at the end of the world. I just believe we should be prepared either way," she looked up seeing Lachlan leaning on the doorframe beside her, "Besides, if it is true that we will go through the Tribulation, then the Third Temple must be built first right? I don't see that happening, so I think we have time."

Her sisters loved studying prophecy and all things related to the end of the world. As a teenager, Jaira had said she hoped Believers would not be raptured, it would be more interesting to have to go through the Tribulation. It looked like the years hadn't done anything to change her perspective.

"I wouldn't be so sure," Lachlan entered the conversation, pulling up a chair beside Atarah, "The Third Temple is in the works. From what I've been told, everything is ready. There's a rumour circulating that they even have a red heifer for the sacrifices now."

"So what are they waiting for?" Atarah turned to Lachlan, "When are they planning to start building?"

"I believe everyone is waiting for this Peace Treaty. I'm not certain though, but that is the assignment I was given...why I'm here," he glanced over at Atarah, sending her a look that spoke volumes.

Whatever was going on was serious.

"How's your report going?"

Lachlan directed his attention at Jaira who passed him a handwritten essay. He sat quietly reading the first few lines.

"Not bad. You do have a flair for words. It's very descriptive."

Jared watched for a few minutes, "So where do you stand on all of this?"

Lachlan looked up from the papers in his hand.

"Honestly, I haven't given it much thought. I've been busy covering our own news back in Canada. This, well, it is almost on another level, blending news and prophecy... Jaira, I have to leave in a few minutes. Do you mind if I take this with me, so I can have more time to look over it?"

A flush crept up her neck, "No problem. I really hope you like it..."

And hire me, she wanted to add but wasn't sure if he was in charge of that or not. He likely knew who was and hopefully could put in a good word for her. A chef in the mission by day, and a reporter for The Resistance by night.

Jaira couldn't help but smile.
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CHAPTER 7
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Rivkah and Atarah enjoyed the first few moments they'd had alone since landing in Israel two days ago.

"I'm so sorry about my family."

Atarah looked over at Rivkah as they peeled and diced fresh vegetables together, ashamed her family's hatred of Jews was so blatant.

"Don't worry," Rivkah sighed to her toes, "I am used to it. This is how our people have been treated for centuries, but it is you I worry about...." she gently rubbed Atarah's stomach, "They may think differently when they meet these little ones. It would be very hard to hate a newborn, don't you think? Let's hold onto hope. These babies will be here very soon and it is my prayer that they will bring your family together," Rivkah smiled warmly, "Miracles do happen... Do you remember last September when we were celebrating Rosh Hashanah?"

Atarah nodded. Yes, of course, she remembered. That was when her grandfather died. Her face paled at the memory and its aftermath.

Rivkah put down the cucumber she had been peeling and reached for Atarah's hand.

"Do you remember how I told you that God restores the years the locusts have eaten? He gives a double portion?"

Yes, she remembered, although at the time she had barely listened. She remembered clearly Rivkah's joy as they prepared to embark on a New Year. Atarah nodded, smiling at the memory.

"Well, I was right, although I didn't realize then how much Adonai was blessing our family and continuing to bless." She removed her hand from Atarah's placing it on her womb instead, "God has restored and blessed you with a double portion..."

Atarah blinked back tears as Rivkah's words sank in.

"Sometimes, we just need to trust Adonai. Even though we may be walking through the Refiner's Fire, He is faithful and will bless His people."

Rivkah's smile was contagious as she turned back to the abandoned cucumber.

"Adonai always keeps His promises. He has removed our tears and given us instead, the garment of praise," her voice soft as a prayer.

****
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ADELAIDE JOINED HER sister and Rivkah in the kitchen, rolling up her sleeves.

"So we decided to go home after the wedding. With your due date so close, I thought maybe you'd like to have a little honeymoon, childfree, and this way when the baby is born, you can focus on the newborn for the first little bit. I know when I had mine, I had help, so I thought I'd offer. It'd give Azrael extra time with his cousins."

The offer was very thoughtful, but Arlana blanched at the idea of her child being thousands of miles away. They were rarely separated, and when they were, he was only next door at Rivkah's. This was...

"You know I will take care of him as if he were my own son..."

"Oh I know, I trust you completely and truly appreciate the offer. Could you not just stay here a few extra days? The thought of him being so far away..."

"No, we have to head back," Adelaide stirred the diced vegetables, mixing them with lentils in a pot, "I know it would do the children a lot of good."

Lachlan frowned, setting his empty mug on the counter.

"Atarah, I was just going to let you know I will be gone for several hours. I am working on that assignment but will be dropping by to see Josiah and Shaul at some point today. Is there anything you need while I'm out?"

"No, but thank you."

She couldn't ask Lachlan to tell her husband she missed him.

Lachlan wasn't keen on Adelaide's plan but it wasn't his place to make decisions for Josiah's family. Atarah hadn't given her sister an answer, but Josiah should know what was being planned in his absence. He could then convey to Atarah Josiah's decision. A go-between? Messenger? It didn't matter. Whether or not she and the children would ever be his, he had vowed to always protect them. He didn't trust her family as far as he could throw them.

"Are you going to be okay?" Lachlan lowered his voice so only Atarah would hear, "I need to leave for a while and want you to stay with Rivkah. Don't leave her side so I don't need to worry about you while I'm gone."

Atarah nodded, fully understanding. Rivkah was optimistic, seeing goodness in everything, but with her nearby, Atarah's family would be cautious, clearly not wanting to expose their true colours or lose their daughter.  
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CHAPTER 8
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"Hello?"

Josiah frowned, wondering why Lachlan was calling him so early. He had been given his assignment and it wasn't possible he could have completed it yet as well as written his report.

"I haven't headed out yet," Lachlan quickly explained, "I'm actually just leaving the house now. I stopped by to see how Arlana...um, Atarah...and your mother are doing."

"Atarah - is she alright? The baby?"

Josiah's voice was noticeably strained.

"They are both fine. I'm heading over. There is something I want to speak with you about," Lachlan explained. "And I have a few questions about my assignment." He looked down at Jaira's cursive writing on the report, "I'll be there in twenty minutes."

Josiah sat with his brother at a long table, papers and books laid out before them.

Lachlan rapped on the door a moment before Josiah looked up.

"Come in," he motioned to a chair across from him.

"Atarah is fine," Lachlan repeated again what he had said on the phone, "However, I overheard the siblings speaking this morning when I first arrived. Her brother, the oldest one, seems to have the most hatred toward Jews, Israel...well, you get the picture."

Lachlan didn't mention Jared's praise of Hitler, knowing the brothers' grandparent's hadn't survived the massacre, their only crime being Jews.

Josiah suspected as much after their "Bible Time" back in Renfrew. He pulled a fresh piece of paper before him, scrawling down the names of the siblings then wrote something to the right of Jared's name.

Lachlan raised his eyebrow.

"I want to test him," Josiah's voice was low, so much so that Lachlan couldn't be sure if he was talking to himself or to Lachlan.

"What about the younger?"

"Isaac?"

Josiah hadn't been introduced.

"I think he is on the fence, neither for or against....what are you doing? Making a list of your enemies?"

Josiah couldn't help but laugh.

"So it would seem! But no, I need to expand The Resistance and am considering hiring Atarah's family."

It wasn't hard to see they weren't well off and Josiah would rather hire family than strangers.

Lachlan nodded, understanding.

"I brought you Jaira's report."

He slid the papers over to Josiah, glancing up at Shaul, "I took her out last night while I interviewed several people..."

"And?"

Josiah didn't look up from the report he now held in his hand. Jaira's style of writing was extremely descriptive, almost like a diary entry.

"It has potential," he set the report down before turning back to his list again, "I'd like to have her shadow you a few more times, but this time, let her see how you craft your report. I do like her style, she just needs a little more training."

Lachlan nodded, "So she is hired?"

Josiah rubbed his forehead. He had the nagging feeling that bringing Atarah's family here hadn't been his wisest move, but it was about honour once again. Jaira and Jared were clearly miserable. If he re-directed their attention and gave them an assignment, it would serve a double purpose. The time would go by faster for them and he would know if they had the potential to work for The Resistance. Josiah explained his reasoning to his childhood friend who agreed.

"About my assignment," Lachlan moved onto the next point," Jaira brought it up today at the house...about this Peace Treaty you have us reporting on."

Shaul leaned forward, giving Lachlan his full attention as well.

"Jaira mentioned that in the Bible the signing of the Peace Treaty brings in the Tribulation. During the Tribulation, the Third Temple will be built and the AntiChrist will desecrate it."

"Sadly, this is true," Shaul agreed with Jaira.

"That's when Atarah mentioned - that the treaty will likely not be agreed to because there is no Third Temple yet..."

"I don't want my wife distressed. This is not the type of conversation she should be having right now. It might induce labour..."

Frowning, Josiah ran his hand through his hair. If the baby came before the wedding, well, that would change everything again. No, she must be kept calm, just for another few days. There was nothing he could do about it though, not from this far away.

"Lachlan, please tell Mother I worry Atarah will go into labour early. Please be careful... As for the treaty, I am not sure what is happening and am hoping we will find more in your reports. I cannot see the Palestinians agreeing to any peace treaty, although I know Scripture will be fulfilled. They are very hostile to President Trump, so I do not believe this president will be the one to succeed in bringing peace. I am watching unfolding events as well, and I am hoping that while we prepare for the wedding and birth, you will remain here and keep your ear to the ground."

"Of course," Lachlan grinned.

****
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"THE TEMPLE IS READY," Shaul leaned back in his chair, trusting their Gentile friend. "Everything is ready. The Kohanim, descendants of Aaron, and the Levites have begun training for their temple duties. Jews from the four corners of the earth are making Aliyah. It is time."

Shaul exchanged a look with Josiah.

Lachlan raised an eyebrow, "So how does that affect you?"

He knew that the brothers were descendants of Levi.

"My brother is training to serve as a priest in the Third Temple," Josiah's voice was low, "He has been pressuring me for years to join him here preparing for the rebuilding of the temple, but I believe my ministry is in Canada leading The Resistance."

"Technically you could live here in Israel and still manage your newspaper," Lachlan pointed out.

Josiah rubbed the back of his neck, "It doesn't matter now. I cannot marry a convert and serve in the Temple."

"You are not Canadian. You are a Jew first and that is what is important. Be careful you don't end up assimilating as other Jews are doing with the nations. You are responsible for your family before Adonai..." Saul leaned forward.

"So that's why you couldn't take Atarah to the funeral? Or go to the cemetery after we picked Jaira up at the train station? Because you are a Levite? A priest by blood?" Lachlan put the puzzle pieces together.

Josiah nodded, "Yes because I am a descendant of Levi..." He glanced at his brother, "I cannot be defiled..."
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