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in our modern world
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​1 ~ Abraham’s Crucifixion
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“Hurry, Stephen! They’re crucifying Abraham.”

Seventeen-year-old Stephen looks up from his anvil, his eyes wide. “What?”

He throws the small iron bar back into the hot forge, drops his sledgehammer and tongs to the dirt floor, and runs out onto the street.

“Along the road to Seleucia,” Ahab shouts, leading the way.

They run through the market and along the River Orontes toward the road leading out of Antioch and to the seaport twelve milles west.

Stephen’s chest heaves, and his breath comes fast and hard. His face turns dark red as his strong muscles strain to go where he does not want to go. Beads of perspiration form on his head and down into his sparse young man’s black beard.

They race out the western gate of Antioch and down to the bottom of the hill on which the great showplace city—third in magnificence and size only to Alexandria and Rome—is built.

They see the gathering mob ahead of them shouting, and shaking their fists, or laughing in scorn.

Stephen’s eyes mist, and he stumbles, though there is nothing to trip over except the awful thing that should not be happening to his very best friend.

He and Ahab slow and stand at the outer edge of the mob. 

Abraham’s hands and legs are bound by chains. 

“No! No!” he calls out.

Abraham falls to his knees, clasps his hands together, and holds them up to the centurion in charge. 

“Please. Not this. I do not deserve it. You cannot do this to me. Please. Please. I have a mother to support and two little brothers. Please, I beg you. Oh, I beg you.”

Abraham, the same age as Stephen, drops his head to the cobblestone street, his skinny body trembling. His ­pleas have the hoarseness of a youth whose voice has recently changed to that of a man.

A legionnaire grabs the condemned and jerks him up.

“Get going there.”

Abraham stumbles on blubbering and begging as he goes.

“All right. This is far enough,” the centurion barks.

The procession stops. Abraham looks toward the upright beam already in the ground.

“No! Please! No!”

A legionnaire pushes young Abraham onto the ground. His head hits the crossbeam there waiting for the condemned criminal.

His screams become shrill. A legionnaire unlocks the chains around his wrists. Another joins him, and they stretch Abraham’s hands to opposite ends of the cross beam.

“Hand me a spike, someone,” the second legionnaire calls out, easily holding down Abraham’s struggling arm with one hand and reaching up for a spike with the other.

“No!” Abraham shrieks. “No. Please. No. Ahhhhh!”

The first spike is driven into his wrist.

Abraham reaches with his free hand to rescue his wounded one.

The first legionnaire grabs it and holds it in place on the other side of the crossbeam.

“Ahhhhh! Ahhhhh!”  

The mallet finds its mark over and over until the criminal is secured to his cross.

Abraham kicks until the legionnaires force him to stand, one at each end of the beam. They push him backward toward the upright beam, and every time he takes a step, the spikes stretch the wounds so that his young blood flows more freely.

“Nooooo!” Abraham screeches. “Nooooo!” His eyes are wide, the veins in his neck swell.

Once at the upright beam, the legionnaires, both much taller than Abraham, lift him up far enough that the crossbeam fits neatly into the notch, thus connecting the two pieces. 

A third legionnaire grabs Abraham’s feet, so they do not dangle and pull his entire weight down until the rips in his wrists grow so large his hands are freed.

The third legionnaire places Abraham’s feet over the bottom upright beam, but he kicks the legionnaire in the face.

Two of his colleagues come to the rescue and hold Abraham’s feet down so the job can be completed.

Now, with the large spike securely through Abraham’s feet and into the upright beam, they back away and wait for someone to nail his crime over his head.

BLASPHEMY

“Nooooo,” Abraham screeches in an unsteady voice that tapers off into the horrifying abyss he has been condemned to.

During the entire process, Stephen has had his head turned. Indeed, his entire body faces away from his friend. When Abraham screams in pain, Stephen puts his hands over his ears.

“Okay, men,” he hears the centurion say. “Settle in. Only two shifts for this—one for day, one for night. It’s going to take him two or three days to die.”

Stephen waits until he thinks the legionnaires are at rest, then gradually turns around to see what he does not want to see.

“No, no, no,” Stephen mumbles in his adolescent voice forcing its way into manhood.

He puts his big hands on top of his head. He squints, presses his lips hard together, and mumbles still, “No, no, no.” 

The tears. The unwanted tears that betray his cowardice and shame. He squints his eyes closed, hoping the whole thing will go away.

“No, No.” This time it is not him.

Stephen opens his eyes, and they meet the eyes of his friend. 

“Please, Stephen. Get me down,” young Abraham cries. “I hurt. Please. Oh, please. I cannot breathe. I hurt so bad.”

“Shut up,” one of the legionnaires calls up.

“Crying for your mother?” a bystander taunts

“Not so arrogant now, are you?” another tells the condemned.

“I did not mean to. It wasn’t me. I was home when it happened. I do not even own a hammer that big.”

“How do you know it required a big hammer? Or any kind of hammer, you fool?” the high priest of Tyche, guardian goddess of Antioch, bellows. “Your own words condemn you.”

“Abraham,” Stephen cries, walking closer to his friend. “Why did you do it? There are other things we were ....”

“So, you know about it too?” the centurion calls over to Stephen. “I suppose all you Jews knew. You’re nothing but trouble.”

One of the city magistrates walks toward the two friends of the condemned.

“You know you’re not allowed down in Daphne where the sacred cleansing baths and groves are. How did you sneak into the temple of Tyche and deface her riverfront image?”

The centurion turns and looks toward Stephen and Ahab. “Arrest them too.”

Stephen pivots and sprints back toward the city gate. He charges through the market, dodging in and out of side alleys. He does not know where Ahab is. All he knows is that his life on earth—like Abraham’s—is about to end.

He does not head toward his locksmith shop. Instead, he runs up one of the foothills of Mount Silipius toward Ezekiel’s scribe school.

He scarcely feels his feet touch the ground.

“Father!” he shouts as he draws closer. He rushes inside the mud-brick building, past the students sitting on the floor with their tablets and styluses and to a back room.

“What is it, Son?” Ezekiel asks, rushing after him.

Stephen leans his hands on his knees and looks up, panting. “They’re crucifying Abraham. And they think Ahab and I were in on it.”

“In on what?”

“Defacing the statue of Tyche.”

“Well, were you?”

“Of course, not. But they’re looking for us now to crucify us too. What are we going to do?”

Ezekiel turns in a circle, his head on his thick graying hair.

“Sir, what is it?” Achaius, the oldest of Ezekiel’s hired staff, asks, following them into the back room.

“They’re after us.”

“Us, who?” Achaius says, pulling at his long, leathery nose.

“Us Jews,” Ezekiel interjects.

“No, Father. Just Ahab and me.”

“I have seen it happen before,” Ezekiel replies, trying to keep his voice calm. “They will blame all the Jews.”

“What are you going to do?” Achaius asks his employer.

“Leave. We’ve got to leave Antioch. It is mid-morning. We cannot go until dark.”

“We won’t be able to get past the city gate,” Stephen objects. “The guards will be watching for me.”

“We will walk east across the hills outside of the city and down on the other side of the hills.”

“Do you want Secundus, Justice, and Trophimus to help me alert the other Jews?” Achaius asks.

“They will have to decide for themselves whether or not to leave and where they could go.”

“Well, we’re leaving with you,” Achaius declares. 

“Dismiss the school and tell the other teachers what is happening. You can go along with us if you like.”

“What about Mother? Will she want to leave?” Stephen asks. “She’s only Jew by conversion; she wasn’t born one of us.”

“She will want to help protect you. Now, let us get out of here.” 

Ezekiel glances at Achaius. “Just leave the writing supplies behind. They will be easy enough to replace.”

He ducks out a back door of his scribe school, Stephen following close. Both look around to see if they have been spotted. They work their way along the same ridge of the foothill where Ezekiel’s school is. 

Ezekiel strains and breathes hard, his bulky weight trying to hold him back.

“What about my smithing tools, Father?”

“If you think you can go back there without being spotted, you can grab a few of your smaller tools. But I would rather you not even try.”

Shortly, they come to the gate leading into their home compound. Stephen, the locksmith of the family, pulls out a key he keeps around his neck. They hear the rattle of a handle on the other side. 

Before he can unlock it, the gate is opened by a slender, petite woman with dark hair, square face and sparkling eyes.

Her smile disappears.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, looking first at her husband of twenty-nine years, then their late-born son.

“Tullia, Stephen’s in danger.”

“They caught Abraham, Mother. They’re, they’re...”

“They’re crucifying the young man,” Ezekiel says, finishing for their son.

“Oh, no,” Tullia says. She looks at Stephen and reaches up to hold his reddened face in her hands. 

Mother and son stare at each other a moment. Stephen breaks away and walks over to the reflecting pool in the middle of their courtyard. He sits on the raised rim.

“Well, we have a lot to do,” Tullia says, looking back at Ezekiel. “Of course, we will return to Tarsus. It is the only reasonable thing to do.”

“I believe you are right,” he replies. “Well, we need to decide what we can take with us. Hopefully, the ship will allow us to take a pack animal with us.”

“I thought we could take our horses and carriage up to Tarsus, dear,” Tullia replies. 

“Too easy for the soldiers to follow us. It’s a one-week trip up to Tarsus. Too much risk walking. We shall go by ship.”

“Well, I will run to the market and get cheese and bread for the trip, and a few fresh grapes, apricots, and apples.”

“Mother, do not do it.”

“I will be fine, Stephen. Remember, I am part Hittite, and my father was the famous Athenodorus. No one dares bother me.” She forces a smile and a wink.

“Well, then, maybe we could go together,” Stephen says, standing.

“To the market? That would be fine. You can carry my basket.”

“Well, there. But also to my shop.”

“You’ll be recognized, Son,” Ezekiel interjects.

“I am taller than Mother, but not that much taller. I can wear one of her robes with a hood.”

“And that bushy black beard of yours?” Tullia says with a grin.

“I will put a veil over my head.”

“The shop owners will wonder who you are,” Tullia objects.

“Just do not answer them when they ask. Just wink at them and walk away.”

Tullia looks over at Ezekiel and shrugs her shoulders. 

“Might work,” he responds. “He will need his tools, especially the ones he uses for the intricate locks he makes.”

Shortly, Tullia and Stephen leave the compound. “I will have our pack mule ready when you get back. And enough food to keep him happy for the two days aboard the ship.”

They walk across the foothill, then down a familiar path closer to the city. They walk toward the market.

“Where is everyone?” Stephen asks.

Tullia does not answer.

Stephen looks up at the sky. She can hear sniffs from behind the veil. 

“They’re all down watching Abraham die,” he whispers. “Why did he have to do it, Mother?”

“He thought he was pleasing Jehovah,” she replies. “Now, let us stop talking.”

With most of the produce stands left unattended while the merchants run go to the excitement at the city gate, Tullia selects what she wants for the trip and puts them in the basket Stephen is carrying for her. Each time, she places a few copper coins on the stool where the merchant normally sits.

“Okay, while everyone is gone, let us slip over to your shop.”

As they walk, they hear shouting down at the riverfront.

Stephen, half boy and half man, sobs and is glad for his mother’s veil that hides the part of him he cannot control.

“Okay, start at the beginning of the alphabet with me,” she whispers. 

As they follow the example of his mother’s famous philosophy father, Stephen manages to maintain control of his emotions.

When they arrive at the shop, Tullia stands outside to watch for anyone looking their way. It does not take Stephen long. 

They head back toward home when they hear shouting behind them.

“Hey, you!”

They stop. Stephen freezes in place. 

“Run, Mother. Run!” 
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​2 ~ The Escape
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Tullia looks over toward the sprawling city to her left, then toward the mountains on her right.

“What? I did not hear anything.”

She takes hold of both his wrists and looks up into his frightened eyes that she cannot see.

“As long as we are careful, no one will suspect who you are.”

“Hey, you,” they both hear this time.

Tullia looks behind her and sees two men approaching.

“Oh, Lucius, it’s you. And Nicholas.”

“Yes, we heard what is happening,” Nicholas says, now only one man-length from them. “I suppose you are leaving like so many of the other Jews. Where are you going? To the safety of Jerusalem?”

“It is better that you not know,” Tullia says.

“You might try Cyrene,” Lucius says. “That is where I was born and raised. Well, may your Jehovah go with you,” he says, turning away.

“Yes, be at peace,” Nicholas says.

“May he be your God too someday,” Tullia says, calling after both men.

They hurry on the rest of the way home. The remainder of the afternoon is spent sorting and deciding what to take with them, creating individual bundles for each of them to carry, and one large bundle to be carried by the pack mule. 

Periodically one of them climbs to the roof to see if anyone in authority is headed in their direction.

Stephen paces. He fights back unmanly tears. “Why, Abraham?” he mumbles now and then. “You had so much to live for. You were the smartest of all of us. We needed you to lead us. Why, Abraham? Why?”

“Son, we live in a dangerous world,” Ezekiel says, taking a break from the sorting and packing. 

“Abraham was just trying to save their soul by destroying Tyche’s statue. She’s not a goddess. How can people believe that?”

“People do not like to admit they’re wrong, and their ego gets in the way. Plus, she is the guardian goddess of Antioch, and no one wants to defy her and her priests and be crucified for treason.”

“Like Abraham,” Stephen whispers.

He sits back on the ledge of the reflecting pool, slumps, puts his elbows on his knees, and drops his head into his hands. And sobs.

Ezekiel sits next to him and puts his arm over his shoulders. His son lets him and puts his head on his father’s shoulder.

“Do you think he is dead yet, Father?” he whispers.

“No. It takes a long time to die by crucifixion. They die a little bit from losing their blood, but mostly they suffocate slowly because their lungs cannot work right in that position. It’s a slow death. That is why they crucify the most dangerous criminals.”

Stephen lifts his head, his eyes now puffed and red. “But Abraham wasn’t dangerous.” He draws his sleeve across his nose. “He is just a kid like me.”

He stands once again. He stares at the sky above the open courtyard of what will soon no longer be their home.

“Why, God?” he shouts, his arms outstretched toward heaven. “Why? He had all those plans to defeat the pagan Gentiles and make everyone worship only you. Why did you let it happen, God? Now his work will go undone. Why, God? Why?”

Ezekiel resumes his work.

Just before dark, Trophimus, Secundus, and Justus join Ezekiel and his family. They pray to Jehovah for protection on their journey, and that there will be a ship ready to leave for Tarsus when they arrive at the port of Seleucia.

When the shadows are long and only a faint glow of red shows from below the horizon, they prepare to leave. 

Being just inside the city wall at the foot of Mount Silipius, Ezekiel puts up a ladder on their rooftop that extends to the top of the higher wall.

He checks and sees Achaius has taken a wagon out the east gate and around along the outside of the city wall to where Tullia had hung a rope as a signal. It is in place for the escapees.

Ezekiel lowers their belongings to Achaius, who packs them on the mule. 

The six on Ezekiel’s roof now climb up the ladder to the top of the wall, then down another longer ladder to the wagon below because the second ladder is not long enough to reach the ground. Then they drop to the ground.

Achaius unhitches the mule. Leaving the wagon behind, they work their way across the foot of the mountain behind the city of Antioch, then along the outside of the north wall.

They reach the Orontes and stay in the shadows away from the distant torchlight. Stephen thinks he hears groaning. Oh, Abraham....

They wade across the river at a place known to be shallow and continue west. 

I am deserting you, Abraham. I am such a coward. I am so ashamed.

They walk all night. Without speaking, they walk. In silence, they walk. The silence of confusion and wondering why.

At early dawn, while the sky is still gray, they smell the salt of the Great Sea. They hear the squawking of seagulls and the clanging of bells signaling crews to do whatever they are supposed to do. Different bells signal other ships that they are on their way in or out of the port.

“Wait here,” Achaius tells the others. “Sit over here and rest. I will find a ship to Tarsus for us.”

Ezekiel pulls out his money pouch. “Here is enough for the seven of us.”

“I will go with him,” Justus says. “I am twenty years younger than him and have good eyes. I will keep watch for any legionnaires that may be looking for us.”

They do not know how long they wait. They close their eyes, and moments later, the two teachers on Ezekiel’s staff reappear. The sky is red now.

“We’re in luck,” Achaius says. “I talked one of them headed for Ephesus into dropping us off at Tarsus on their way. It’s going to be his last trip of the season before he docks his ship for the winter. So, God must be with us.”

“Will they take our pack mule?” Ezekiel asks.

“Yes, they said they would, but do not expect them to feed it.”

As they follow Achaius to the ship, Secundus steps over to his employer. “Why are we going to Tarsus, if I may ask?”

“That is where my father was taken as a slave when Pompey conquered Jerusalem. I was born and raised in Tarsus. I married Tullia there. Stephen was born there. It’s our home. We are going back home.”

Ezekiel leads their pack mule to the wide gangplank and hesitates. A sailor walks down and takes the reins.

“I am good with animals,” he says.

Once onboard, they watch their mule being led to a stall along the guard rail, and a bar placed across the front of the stall. 

The sailor returns.

“Welcome board the Marmore Viridi. We take Syria’s green marble to Rome and bring back lumber from the mountains to their north.” The sailor grins as though his status among the passengers will grow just in the saying.

Stephen’s family looks around, steadying their legs as they do.

“Someone has to stay with the mule at all times,” the sailor continues. “The rest of you can go below deck.”

“I will watch him,” Stephen says.

He works his way over to the stall, testing his legs as the ship sways back and forth on harbor waves. He takes the tackle off the mule, pats it on the nose, then sits in front of it on the deck. 

He watches sailors give instructions to passengers as they board. He watches his family and associates disappear below deck into the darkness. As dark as his heart and Abraham’s future. Through misty eyes, he watches as his world and the world of Abraham shifts and groans before it gives in and dies.

He watches as the sailors go about their business of preparing to set sail. 

“Weigh anchor!”

Stephen hears the metallic scraping of chains on the cleat.

“Cast off down-hauls!”

Crewmen rush to their posts to begin unfurling the sails.

“Haul away on the halyard!”

A sailor scales the mizzen mast and soon is in the bird’s nest high above.

Stephen stands and looks toward Antioch, his home for the past five years. His home since he had been a mere boy of twelve. The city that now looks smaller than it had a few moments earlier.

Bells ring. The other ships know to stay put until the Marmore Viridi is out in the open sea.

If Abraham had just stayed put. If Abraham had just not thought he could make a difference by himself. God, help Abraham die fast. Do not let him suffer, God. Can you at least do that much for him? He did it for you, you know, God. He did it for you.

They hear another bell, and the crew members leave the sail rigging for other duties. He sees the sailing master deftly handle the helm wheel, flanked by who Stephen assumes to be the captain on one side of him and the quartermaster on the other.

So self-important they look up there. Like they can command the world. Well, they cannot. They cannot. Just like Abraham, he thought he could command Tyche’s high priests, but he was wrong. Oh, Abraham, my friend....

Stephen lays his head back onto his raised knees.

“Son.” 

Stephen opens his eyes. Had he been asleep? The sun is much higher now. 

“Your mother wanted me to give you these fresh grapes. They need to be eaten before they spoil. Come on, Son. Let us walk over to the rail and allow the morning breeze to cleanse our minds.”

Stephen obeys. 

“You know, Abraham kind of reminded me of my father,” Ezekiel begins.

“I was named after him. But I do not think I am like he was, am I, Father? Tell me again how he came to be a slave.”

“Well, Son, we Jews are a stubborn people. I guess we always had to be in order to survive. But sometimes it hurt instead of helped our survival.”

“Like when Pompey tried to put us under the control of Rome.”

“Yes, like that. Of course, we weren’t about to give up control of our own country. But he was stronger than we realized. His soldiers killed tens of thousands of our people right there in Jerusalem.”

“How did Grandfather Stephen survive?”

“Your grandfather was a talker, not a fighter. As a young lawyer of twenty-one, he thought he could convince the soldiers to turn around and leave.”

“Father, that is crazy.” 

“Your grandfather was an arrogant young man, just like a lot of other young men are.”

“Like Abraham...” Stephen’s eyes begin to water, but he gets control of them.

“Luckily, the soldier he wanted to argue with was a centurion with some authority and an odd sense of humor in the middle of battle. He told his men to hang back, and stood and laughed at your grandfather as he declared Jewish supremacy.” 

“ ‘He will be good entertainment in someone’s household. Bind him. He’s going to Rome.’ ”

“Those were his exact words?”

“Indeed, they were. Your grandfather never forgot them. In the blink of an eye, he went from promising lawyer to hopeless slave for the rest of his life.”

“Then what?”

“In Rome, he was bought by a teacher of philosophy and taken to Tarsus to tutor his son in Hebrew and oratory. But, once again, your grandfather couldn’t control his tongue. It took the father a couple of years to realize Stephen was trying to convert his son to Judaism by teaching him the speeches of Moses.”

“My grandfather was a stubborn man,” Stephen says, smiling for the first time in a day.

“Well, he sold your grandfather to a tribune heading for Britannia. He was with the tribune seven years, serving as his scribe. He kept trying to convince the Celts to change their religion, just making them mad.”

Ezekiel watches the waves a while.

“Next, the legion was out posted in Germanica,” he continues. “Your grandfather did the same thing there, and only stirred up more trouble. Eventually, the tribune who owned him retired and did not want to take your grandfather with him. No one else at the outpost wanted him.”

“’Cause he had a reputation as a troublemaker. Right, Father?” Stephen finishes for his father, unexpected laughter in his voice.

“So, he was sold to a lumber dealer in the Taurus Mountains.”

“Hey, what are you two men up to?” Tullia strides over and stands between the two most important men in her life. 

She looks over the waves. “Ah, it will be nice being home again. Do not you think so, Sweetheart?”

Both men reply that it will be.

While his parents talk about possible plans, Stephen turns and watches the four scribes who had helped build his father’s school. They are lined up, seated along the animal stalls. He decides to walk around alone.

“Stephen, if you are still hungry, here is some cheese. And I know you are hungry,” Tullia says as he passes near her, “so I needn’t ask. Here, take it.”

Stephen obeys and stuffs half of what she hands him into his mouth.

“Your grandfather should have stuffed his mouth more often, and he wouldn’t have ended up in the Taurus Mountains,” Ezekiel says, watching his son devour his food.

“So, how did you come about?” Stephen spits.

“Me? During my father’s six years in the forest, he learned the blacksmith trade to keep the woodcutters supplied with axes and saws. He met my mother—a slave cook—and they were allowed to marry. She was one of the slave cooks. I was born the next year. He named me Ezekiel after the prophet who predicted the Jews’ release from slavery in Babylon and return to Jerusalem.”

“Father,” Stephen says with a grin. “Tell me about Cleopatra again. Isn’t that when....”

“Indeed, it was, Son, but that was five years after I was born. When the magistrates of Taurus learned Queen Cleopatra was coming in her famous luxury barge, they ordered trees cut and brought down out of the mountains to lay across the dock and up the road into the city. Her barge was pulled by thousands of slaves along those rolling logs.”

“And Grandfather Stephen actually caught the Queen of Egypt in his arms,” Stephen laughs, his mouth now void of the cheese.

Ezekiel grins. “Yes. One of the logs broke and tipped the barge. Cleopatra fell right into your grandfather’s strong arms. He said she had laughter in her eyes. Anyway, he quickly got her back up on the barge, and the procession continued with him forgotten.”

“But he wasn’t forgotten, was he, Father? Cleopatra ordered that he be rewarded with his freedom.”

“Yes, but he did not accept it.”

“Grandfather did not take any reward for himself, did he?” Stephen finally says. “He gave away his reward.”
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Ezekiel becomes quiet. He looks out over the railing. He watches the helmsman. He watches the crew swabbing the deck. Then back to the rolling waves. He touches the ring on his finger and moves it back and forth. His father’s ring that he had made for Ezekiel those long years before.

“He sacrificed his freedom for me, Son. I had always lived up in the forests with my mother and father. My father told them, ‘Educate my son.’ “

“And that is how you became a scribe. Isn’t that right, Father?”

“Yes, that is how I learned to be a scribe. After that, he was sent to work on the docks so I could visit him on weekends.” 

“And that is when he taught you the blacksmith trade,” Stephen adds.

“He always said, to get along in the world, a man needs to know how to use both his brain and his hands.”

“Move out of the way!” One of the sailors steps close to Tullia. He drips water from the brush in his hand onto her tunic.

“I said move. We gotta get this deck cleaned before the captain gives us a good lashing.”

Ezekiel puts his arm around his wife’s shoulder, standing between her and the sailor.

“Hey, Orontes, get away from the passengers,” the quartermaster shouts at the swabbie. 

“But, sir.”

“We were just getting ready to check on my mule,” Ezekiel says.

They walk over to the stalls on the opposite side of the ship. Ezekiel takes some of the barley off the mule’s back and feeds it to the animal. 

Tullia sees a small keg and sits on it while her husband and son sit on the deck in front of the stall.

For a long time, they do not talk. Their thoughts are caught by the waves swishing up against the hull and travel back and forth between emotions.

Stephen stands and walks over to his father’s four scribes. 

He sits cross-legged in front of them, puts his chin on his chest, and sleeps.

“Huh?”

Stephen wakes up and walks back to the railing where the deck had been swabbed earlier. He watches the waves go on in endless repetition in silence, and sits alone a while, napping sometimes.

“I am proud of you, Son,” Ezekiel says when Stephen returns to the mule’s stall. “I know you are struggling inside. You are handling it like a man.”

Mid-afternoon. 

“Okay, everyone,” Tullia announces when she arrives with a basket of food near the mule’s stall. “Bring your mats to sit on and we shall refresh our bodies and minds with food and prayer.”

The seven gather around the array of cheese, bread, dried figs and pistachios. Each has his own skin of wine and another skin of fresh water.

After eating, Stephen naps again. Then walks around a while. Is Abraham dead yet? Oh, God. Make it all go away. 

Each has brought along a scroll of something to read on the trip. They read a while, think a while, talk to each other about what they have just read or would like to read. Then the routine starts all over again.

Stephen takes the mule for a walk around the deck. On his way back to the stall, he calls up to the helmsman. “When do you think we will arrive in Tarsus?”

“About daybreak,” comes the reply.

The sun descends, the sky growing gold and red, then disappears. It is night. The night is warm. Ezekiel and Tullia decide to spend the night by the stall near their son.

All is quiet and peaceful except for the lap, lap, lap of the meandering waves as they gently carry the ship to what used to be home—Tarsus.

Sliver of a moon. Stars. Night breeze. Quiet. Peace. 

The stars make their way across the sky as the passengers dream of a better life. 

A bell rings on the hour to indicate beginnings and endings of watches, thanks to the clever invention of the sand-filled hourglass by a certain Alexandrian over a century earlier. 

Not much talking now. Not much going on. Just sentries sitting or standing or marching all alone on a deck in a great big sea while everyone else sleeps and dreams.

“Huh? What was that?”

“Ahhh!” 

The sentry hears his comrade in pain and rushes to him. Just as he arrives, another arrow flies through the air and catches him in the back.

The helmsman hears the cries and the tumbling of bodies and grabs the copper rod and rings the bell fast and hard.

They hear the familiar booming voice of the captain as he rushes out through his cabin hatch to join the helmsman.

“Battle stations! Battle stations! We’re being attacked! Battle stations!”

The bell continues to ring, but by now can hardly be heard over the shouting. The quartermaster opens the hatch to the orlop deck below and jumps down rather than take the ladder. Shortly, sailors are scrambling up top.

“Father, wake up,” Stephen shouts in the darkness.

The mule neighs, rises up on his hind legs, and comes down hard on the wooden hull. 

“I am awake. Where is your mother?”

“I am right here,” Tullia says. “What’s happening?”

“Probably pirates.”

“What can we do? Where can we hide?”

“Watch out!” 

A fireball flies over the deck and lodges in the bottom of a sail. A sailor pulls out his knife, climbs up the mast partway, and cuts the lower part of the sail loose. It burns itself out on the deck.

“Father, take Mother below,” Stephen shouts. “I will try to protect you. Hurry.”

The three make their way crawling in the direction of the burning sail that has landed near the hatch.

Pounding of footsteps shakes the deck. Stephen stands and pushes a sailor out of the path of his parents.

Once they disappear down the ladder, Stephen looks for something he can do to help defend the ship.

He is knocked backward. He hears the cracking and crunching of wood and a boom. The ship tips on its starboard side, taking friend and enemy sailors alike with it toward the treacherous waves.

Stephen is rammed into a board, he knows not from where, and grabs hold of it. Will he go down with it, or will it be his salvation?

Just as he reaches the water, the ship rights itself, and he slides in the other direction, then stops against a fallen mast. 

By now, the pirates have boarded the Marmore Viridi with torches in one hand and swords in the other. Some use the torches to find their way to hidden treasure and others as weapons against assaults.

More pounding on the deck of boots and bare feet. More shouting of attackers and the condemned. 

Stephen looks around for something he can use to defend himself. He feels around for iron tools he can throw at them. Or loose chain links. Why can he not find something? Anything?

Men assaulting and being assaulted. Men killing and dying. Shouts. Screams. Commands. Then an unfamiliar voice from up on the bridge.

“Stop! Stop where you are. I have your captain. If you want your captain to live, you will not resist.”

A little at a time, men stop moving and stand in place. A little at a time, the killing and dying, the shouting and screaming stop.

“Now, then,” the strange but booming voice announces, “we do not want to hurt you. Well, we do want to hurt you because you are rich, and we are not. But what we really want is your cargo.” He pauses for his words to take effect. 

“If you help us bring your famous green marble up and to our ship, we will not kill your captain. And we will not kill any more of you men than we already have. The sooner you give me your marble, the sooner I will back my ship away from yours and be on my way.”

Stephen is shoved toward the hatch. He turns around to see if he recognizes the culprit but is cuffed in the head and shoved again. Once at the hatch, he half steps and half shimmies down the ladder 

Now in the orlop deck, Stephen looks around for his parents and hopes he cannot see them. He cannot. 

He and the others are pushed down yet another hatch to the next deck—the bilge where the green marble is stored. 

Torches are attached to the bulkhead. Stephen and the others know what must be done. He takes hold of one slab of marble while a man across from him takes hold of the other side. They scoot around, wondering what to do with it. They hand it over to two men who had been behind them. A relay is formed.

Once again, Stephen and the other man grab hold of a heavy slab of green marble, scoot around, and hand it over to the next two men. 

The process is repeated over and over through the night. They hear three bells.

They keep working. Stephen is strong. His arm muscles have grown hard by hammering hot, glowing chunks of iron into flat sheets.

They hear four bells.

On the men work. Grabbing, shuffling, handing over, back for more. The pile of green marble grows smaller. Stephen is used to hard work, but the hours of heavy lifting ravage his back.

Five bells.

He grabs the next piece, but his grip is insufficient. The marble slips and lands on his foot. He cringes and looks around at his taskmaster. He knows he cannot stop. Despite the blood and possible broken bones, he stands back up and resumes his tasks.

Before six bells are rung, the last of the green marble is handed over.

Stephen and the other men collapse onto the deck, their muscles burning, their arms scratched, their backs numb, and Stephen’s foot sending lightening up from his now blackened toes. 

Smells from body permeate the air, and for the first time, Stephen notices. He does not care. He leans his head back against the bulkhead and closes his eyes. 

“Get up there,” he hears. He notices light coming in from the hatch above and knows morning has arrived. The morning when life was supposed to begin anew in Tarsus where he had been born, his father had been born, and his grandfather had spent most of his life as a slave.

He closes his eyes again, and a foot lands in his side. Get up, you rat. Get top side. Now!”

Stephen stands so fast, he momentarily forgets his wounded and now swelled foot. He tumbles, but straightens again and hobbles on one foot toward the hatch. He arrives at the ladder and is not sure how he is going to climb it.

“When I push you up, put your knee on the runner.”

The voice is familiar. It is Secundus with the long arms and legs. “I will jump up behind you and give you another boost. Got it?”

Stephen turns to thank him but is jabbed in the shoulder. “Get going.”

How he manages to be on the main deck again, Stephen is not sure. Rigging and supplies are scattered everywhere. The foremast has been broken.

Though all the men he sees look exhausted, all are standing and looking toward the bridge. He and Secundus are some of the last ones to arrive. When they line up with the others, they hear the same booming voice of the pirate leader.

He is not as tall as his voice had given the impression in the dark, but tall enough. His hair is almost blonde but matted and tangled. He is dressed as a Hellenistic aristocrat, though his clothes show more wear than an aristocrat would allow to happen.

“My name is Anicetus, in case anyone asks you,” he announces. “You may think I am too young to be captain of my ship, but there are circumstances you do not deserve to know.

“As soon as my men and I are back on my ship, I will pull it out. You should probably be ready with some sort of reinforcement for the hole I will be leaving in your hull. 

“In case you are thinking of retaliation, you need to know who you are dealing with. I presently have my abode in Pontus, but my people are Clitae. Perhaps you have heard of us. My grandfather led our people in the Taurus Mountains and managed to evade foreign Roman rule for decades.” He pauses. 

“I do not want the people of Tarsus to be alerted to the misfortune you have experienced out here because that is where I am going. I will have the pleasure of selling your marvelous green marble there. I promised the rich of Tarsus—there are many of them—the very best, and they are expecting me to keep my promise.” He looks over the crew.

“I do not care what happens to you from here on, though I secretly wish for you to survive long enough to spread the word that you came up against Anicetus and were too weak to rebuff me. So, go ahead and spread a little fear around. It will you a little good. It will do me a lot of good.”

The pirate leader hears a flute and looks over at his ship.

“Ah, my first mate is calling. Things must be ready for us to take our leave.”

With that, Anicetus leaps down from the bridge, crosses over to the copper-covered bow of his own ship still protruding into the side of the Marmore Viridi, leaps onto his ship and gives the order for his crew to fix rudder and begin backing out. 

As soon as they begin, the captain of the Marmore Viridi shouts orders for reinforcements to be put in place immediately. The quartermaster orders sails to be hauled down to help fill the gap.

Stephen takes this chance to look around. He sees that the stalls of the animals are all empty.

He wants to look for his parents, despite his injured foot. He looks around for a stick he can lean on to work his way back to the hatch leading to the orlop deck. 

“You’ll never make it,” Trophimus says. “Justus has just gone down to look for them. I am sure they are fine.”

Stephen turns to look at Trophimus with his broad reassuring smile. He falls in the process.

Trophimus helps him up and sits on the deck with Stephen. “May as well stay here. Nowhere else to go.”

They look over at the gash in the ship being reinforced. Beyond that is the pirate ship making its way north toward Tarsus.

“Where to, Captain?” they hear the helmsman ask.

“We have one good sail left. I think we can make it to Soli Pompiiapolis. We will have to winter there.”

“Stephen! Are you all right?” It is Ezekiel.

Stephen turns toward the soft voice and twists his injured foot though he is seated. He cringes, and his mother kneels at his side.

“Oh, what did they do to you? Let me look at your foot.”

“It was my fault, Mother. I lost my grip and dropped a big slab of marble. But I cannot walk on it. Ouch!”

“You have broken two toes. It will be a while before you walk on that foot,” Tullia says. She tears some strips off the bottom of her long tunic and wraps them securely around Stephen’s foot.

“What about Achaius?” Ezekiel asks. “Has anyone seen Achaius?”

“Well, look at that,” Justus says with a grin. “He’s over supervising the work on the hull. Isn’t that just like him? Always bossing people.” 

“Now that we are all accounted for, Tullia and I have a decision to make,” Ezekiel says. “We cannot go back home to Tarsus. We cannot return to Antioch. Jerusalem may not work because five of you are Greek by heritage, and they are very prejudiced against those not of Jewish blood.” He looks at his wife.

“Come, Tullia. Let us walk and try not to trip on the rubble. Where can we possibly go?”
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Stephen watches as his parents make their way toward the stern, away from as much activity as possible.

He sees his father take small steps to accommodate his petite wife, put his arm around her, and hold her close while watching the deck for rubble to avoid.

The breeze teases the wispy gray hairs of his 68-year-old father, and Stephen is amazed at their enduring love with his mother being thirty years her husband’s junior. 

The two stop at the rail and look out over the waves, then turn to face each other. One talks, then the other. Neither tries to override the other. They point in the direction of Tarsus to the north sometimes, of Antioch to the west sometimes, at Stephen sometimes, and sometimes toward the northeast. 

Their conversation grows animated, then stops. They stare at the waves without saying anything more, then begin anew to discuss and weigh options.

“So, where do you think we’re going to end up?” Secundus asks, pulling his long legs in so he doesn’t trip a busy sailor rushing by.

“Where ever they take us, it will not be boring,” Justus says.

“Maybe to the end of the earth,” Trophimus says with a toothy grin.

Stephen closes his eyes and hopes to sleep so the pain will go away.

“Well, we have made our decision,” Ezekiel says.

Stephen opens his eyes and looks up at his parents.

“We are going to Rome,” Tullia says.

“Rome?” Justus asks. “Mighty Rome?”

“My father lived there a long time,” Tullia says, brushing back a curly wisp of black hair from her eyes.

“He did?” Trophimus asks.

“Oh, yes,” Stephen responds. “I had a famous grandfather.”

“You said your grandfather was a slave.”

“Not that grandfather. My other one. My mother’s father. He was famous.”

“What did he do?”

“Let us save that for later,” Ezekiel says. “There is too much going on up here. Let us just rest and hope the damaged hull will be sealed well enough we can be underway and dock somewhere safe before dark.”

Ezekiel’s words are just out of his mouth when they hear the captain up on the bridge.

“Left rudder, helmsman. Take us to Soli Pompiiapolis.”

The rest of the afternoon, Stephen watches as the ship’s crew tosses useless pieces of wood overboard, throws broken tools and equipment of iron in one barrel, of copper in another, and of bronze in another. 

The quartermaster inspects the only remaining sail at intervals of one hour by the sand glass. 

The crew thins, and Stephen assumes the rest are below trying to get some sleep after being up all night.

“Father.”

“Yes, Son.”

“Do you think Abraham is dead yet?”

“Probably so, Son. Probably so.”

Tears return to his young eyes and flow down to his sparse black beard. His shoulders shake. He sobs aloud. Emotions he had held back during the previous day’s and night’s turmoil rush out like the waters of a broken dam.

His mother reaches over and takes his hand. He squeezes her hand tight.

“Oh, Abraham. If you hadn’t pushed them so much.” His voice grows hoarse. “We needed you,” he half screeches, and half growls with his changing voice. “You had so many plans for us. Oh, Abraham.”

He lets loose of his instinct to act like a man, leans his head on his father’s shoulder, and his father pats him on the cheek.

After a while—he does not know how long that while is—Stephen realizes he is lying prone on the deck. He returns to his sleep. He dreams he and Abraham are praying to Jehovah at the foot of Tyche’s statue. She melts and turns into the River Orontes.

Bells clanging. Seagulls squawking. 

Stephen opens his eyes and sees the one sail has been taken down. How could he have slept through the noise of preparing the ship to dock?

He sits up and cringes, having forgotten his injured foot. 

“Looks like we made it to Soli Pompiiapolis,” his father says.

“They had emergency oars on board, and every crewman not needed elsewhere was below rowing.” It is Achaius. “And we made it before dark.”

Ezekiel squats near his son. “Here is a crutch I salvaged from the wood being thrown overboard. Can you stand on your good foot? Here, let me help you.”

The younger and older men struggle to stand.

“Ah-ow,” Stephen groans. “It hurts when I stand up.”

“Young sir, if you are in favor of it,” Achaius says, “I can carry you on my back. The sooner you are off the ship, the sooner you can sit somewhere on the dock and let your foot rest.”

“I will do anything to make this foot stop hurting.”

Ezekiel and Tullia lead the way down the gangplank with the other five following. Once on the dock, they stop to let their legs adjust to solid ground and check out their new surroundings.

“What now?” Justus asks.

“That looks like a good place for Stephen and I to rest,” Tullia says. She points in the direction of a bench at the bottom of a cliff at the far end of the dock and away from the warehouses.

“Let me down, Achaius,” Stephen says. “I need to get used to this crutch. I can walk with Mother over there.” 

“The rest of us will check around among the other ships to find one heading for Rome.”

Stephen tries not to cringe when Achaius sets him on his feet. He forces a smile at his father, then makes his way toward the bench with his mother.

“Now that we are onshore, we can look for an apothecary to give you something for your pain,” Tullia says.

They arrive at the bench, and Tullia puts his injured foot in her lap to elevate it and ease the pain. They look out over the water and watch the red of the sunset to their right.

“Mother, I am all mixed up,” Stephen says after a time of silence. “Abraham was just trying to stop people from bowing to Tyche’s statue. He was doing the right thing. He had other plans too. Now he’s dead. Like Abraham.”

“I have no answers for you, Son. Where do we draw the line? How far do we go before we destroy the very thing we want to accomplish?”

Silence.

“My father was a peaceful man, so I have no experience in such things,” Tullia says. “Perhaps your father can answer your question for you.”

“Hey there!”

Stephen and Tullia look in the direction of the stranger’s voice.

A man approaches wearing a short tunic of red linen, high leather boots also dyed red, and a long matching cape of leather with the animal’s fur left on the edges.

“Winter will be upon us in another month. You two look like you are expecting summer to linger.”

“Well, come to think of it, there is a chill here that we did not have down in, down in, well, where we came from.”

“Mother,” Stephen whispers, “we do not know that man. Do not encourage him.”

“He is well dressed,” Tullia replies. “He certainly is not a beggar or bandit,” she whispers back, still smiling at the stranger.

The stranger stops two man-lengths from the two on the bench. “I did not mean to startle you. But you looked a little lost and in need of a man’s protection. A beautiful woman with an injured husband must be careful. These rough sailors around here may just try to do away with the husband and whisk you off to serve his pleasures.”

Stephen takes his foot down off his mother’s lap and stands. “Pardon me, sir, but you will leave us this instant,” he says, gritting his teeth both to hide his pain and show dominance. “We do not need or desire your sympathies, warnings, or anything else you have to say. So, leave. I mean it. Leave.”

“Ha, ha. I like that in a man. Protector of his beloved.”

“First of all, she is not...”

“Excuse me, sir,” Tullia interrupts. “I think he is right. May you have a good day. Goodbye.”

“Well, if you need anything, my name is Pyrrhus. I am captain of the Servus Marya—Slave of the Seas. We will be leaving for Crete in three days. It’s still summer down there.”

“Go, I said,” Stephen growls in the deepest manly voice he can muster. “Besides, I see my, my uh, servants coming now.”

Captain Pyrrhus looks toward five men walking in his direction, smiles, turns, and walks away.

“Who was that?” Ezekiel asks, his brow hovering over squinting eyes.

“Oh, just a man,” Tullia says.

“And he’d better stay away from us,” Stephen adds.

Ezekiel stares a moment at the man, then back at his wife and son. He and the others squat in front of the bench.

“So, which ship will be taking us to Rome?” Tullia asks.

“I am afraid it is too late in the season,” Ezekiel replies. “Every ship is either on its way to Antioch to winter at the harbor there or is staying here.”

“What are we going to do? Spend the winter here in  Pompeiiapolis?” Tullia asks. “If we could only get as far as Athens, we would be halfway to Rome. That would be better than here.”

“One man I talked to said the port is not yet full, and there will be more ships docking here,” Secundus says, moving to a sitting position and crossing his long legs in front of him.

“Achaius,” Ezekiel says, standing and reaching for his belt, which doubles as a money pouch. He pulls out a silver coin. “Go into the city and find a hostel. This should be enough for two rooms.”

“All four of us will go so your family can be alone a while,” Trophimus says. He winks and shows his toothy smile.

“Go fast. It is almost dark. Too dangerous down here at night.”

Ezekiel looks back at his wife and son. Instead of squatting again, he pulls out the long knife he and every other traveler carries with him, spreads his legs wide, crosses his arms, and holds the blade so it can be seen even from behind him.

“What if we have to winter here?” Tullia asks.

“When I was walking along the docks, I looked up the hill toward the city and saw a statue to Asklepion, god of medicine and healing. I wouldn’t want to go to his temple to get Stephen’s foot looked at, but it is a sign there should be many apothecaries and physicians here.”

“An apothecary shop should serve our needs,” Tullia says. 

“Come on,” Ezekiel says after a few moments. ‘It’s getting too dark down here. Let us go up into the city, buy a torch, and find a safer place to wait. It shouldn’t take them long to find a hostel for us.”

“Good idea, Father,” Stephen says, remembering the unwanted sea captain.

He stands with the aid of his crutch and makes his way up the hill to the city, grunting now and then.

Just as they approach the colonnade with its statues on either side of the walkway, they hear Justus. 

“We were just coming to get you. Here is a torch for you. Now follow us. We found a grand hostel for everyone, and are told the food they serve is wonderful.”

The rest of the evening is pleasant. Everyone eats, is refreshed, then goes to their room for the remainder of the night. 

The following day, Ezekiel and his four employees go back down to the docks to watch for ships coming in for a temporary stop before going on to Rome. 

While his wife and son wait, they purchase cayenne to make a tea for Stephen’s pain, and evening primrose oil to put on his foot for the swelling.

Ezekiel and the others do not return to the hostel until dark. Tullia and Stephen are in their room, waiting for the others to arrive so they can have their evening meal together.

“Ships are coming in,” Ezekiel explains to his family, sitting on the side of the bed, his feet on the floor mat Stephen is sitting on. “But they are either staying here or heading south away from the coming winter.”

“What are we going to do if we are stranded here for the winter?” Tullia asks. 

“I can find work as a scribe, and Stephen can find a locksmith to work for.”

“But it’s too dangerous for us here,” Tullia objects. “We’re at the foot of the Taurus mountains, and too close to the Clitae mountain men.”

“And too close to Anicetus,” Stephen adds. “That pirate won’t let us live to tell that he stole the green marble.” 

“Tomorrow is another day. I still have enough silver to stay here a few more days, then rent a room in one of the insulae for the winter.”

The following morning at dawn, Ezekiel and his men meet to return to the waterfront.

“I want to go with you, Father,” Stephen says.

“Your foot looks a lot better, but broken bones do not heal overnight. Stay here and guard your mother. I am depending on you, Son.”

During the day, Stephen goes with his mother to the market, where she asks around for a scribe booth. They are in luck. One is not too far from their hostel. She purchases one of the smaller scrolls for something to read while waiting for a ship bound for Athens to arrive in port.

They return to the hostel, Tullia reads, and Stephen falls asleep on his floor mat at the foot of his parents’ bed. 

Stephen wakens with the shadows of late afternoon.

“Mother, I am curious about the Asclepius cult here,” Stephen says. “While you read, I think I will stroll over to their temple.”

“Just walk past it, Stephen. Do not stop and talk to anyone,” Tullia warns.

“Oh, I won’t talk to any of their priests.”

“Anyone, Stephen. Do not talk to anyone.”

Stephen takes his crutch and heads out the door and onto the street. He hobbles in the direction of the temple to Asclepius. When he nears it, he notices a park across the main entrance and hobbles over to one of the benches.

A man in a long white tunic and blue toga walks by.

“Uh, sir,” Stephen says. “Do you come to this temple very often?

“I suppose I do, young man,” the stranger in the aristocratic toga replies.

“What is it like inside?”

“It’s a typical temple, except it has a hospitium in a courtyard adjoining it in the back. The priests watch over the sick there and pray over them.”

“Does it work?” Stephen asks. “I mean, praying to a false god. Does it work?”

The stranger lowers his eyes, frowns, and twists his mouth.

“Young man, those are blasphemous words. Of course, it works. Asclepius is one of the greatest gods in existence. Who are you?”

Stephen stands. “Uh, my mother and I are just visiting from Tarsus. We’re leaving tonight on a ship bound for Athens.”

“Then, I suggest you go get your mother and board that ship for Athens immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen says, holding tight to his crutch and hurrying away from the temple. He feels the toga man’s eyes on him as he goes.

Back at the hostel, Stephen says nothing to his mother.

Just before dark, Ezekiel and the others return. They eat an enjoyable evening meal provided by the inn keeper’s wife, while Ezekiel explains the events of the day.

“Ships still coming in. A few left heading south, but we do not want to go that direction. We need to go west. There was one more ship down there. A mate on it said they were leaving tomorrow morning.”

They return to their room for the night and, in their own thoughts, pray for Jehovah to send them a ship bound for Athens. A miracle.

Banging on the door.

Banging of fists. And of wood. And of metal.

Shouting.

Ezekiel sits up in bed. He hurries to the door, but no one is there. Still, in his nightshirt, he slips down the hall in the direction of the noise. It comes from the main gate into the hostel. Trophimus comes out into the hall and follows Ezekiel.

The hostel owner goes to the front gate.

“Where are the blasphemers of Asclepius? One of them walks with a crutch. We have orders from the high priest for their execution.”

Ezekiel turns around in the hall and almost runs into Trophimus.

“Quick. Is there a back gate? Get us out of here!”

He runs to his room. “Hurry. Get up. Someone is after us. Grab your clothes. We must go right now.”

Ezekiel hears Achaius out in the hall. “Uh, if you are looking for a crippled man, I think there is one down that other hall. Hurry before he escapes.”

In the moment of time, Achaius has bought them, Ezekiel’s family stumbles out of their room and follows Trophimus to a back gate toward the stables.

“We’re safe here long enough to throw some street clothes on, then we’ve got to move again,” Ezekiel says in an urgent whisper.

Justus has slept in his street clothes like the other scribes. He stands guard at the stall Ezekiel’s family is hiding in.

Trophimus is still at the back gate leading out of the hostel. 

Soon Achaius appears. “Hurry. Where is Secundus?”

“He has gone ahead of us to draw attention to himself and avert any night patrols along the way,” Justus whispers.

Ezekiel and his family leave their stall. Justus leads the way, followed by Trophimus and Achaius. They work their way down the hill toward the docks.

“What are we going to do?” Tullia asks, hanging on to her husband’s arm.

“There is one ship down there leaving first thing in the morning.”

“Where to?”

“It doesn’t matter. Let us just hope whoever is on guard duty will let us on board now.”

“What if he doesn’t?” Stephen asks.
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The seven work their way in the dark down to the docks.

Justus, always fast on his feet, runs ahead toward the only ship available to rescue their group.

Stephen now sees him standing at the foot of a gangplank, the ship lit up with torches for night safety. Whoever he is talking to disappears, then returns. He is nodding his head and grinning.

Moments later, Justus runs back to Ezekiel. “We’re in luck. The captain is willing to take us on board tonight. The mate said his captain was more than happy to accommodate us. Wasn’t that hospitable of him?”

Ezekiel thanks Jehovah, the only true God, and takes his family to the ship.

Just before they arrive at the gangplank, Tullia stops and stares.

“Oh, I do not think this is the wisest choice.”

“Huh? What is it, Mother?” Stephen asks.

He looks in the direction she is pointing. 

He reads the name of the ship. Servus Marya. 

“No!” Stephen declares.

Ezekiel turns and looks at his wife and son. “What do you mean, no?”

“We cannot go on that ship, Father. We met the captain. I do not trust him. I think Mother has had second thoughts about him too.”

“Did he threaten you? Is that who you were talking to when you were waiting for me at that bench?”

“Yes, Father. I had to make him leave. I threatened him.”

“What did he do? What did he say?”

“It wasn’t anything he did or said. I just got a feeling. You know how people get strange feelings about someone? That is what happened to me.”

“Tullia,” Ezekiel says, turning to his wife. “It won’t take long for the temple guards to find us. We’ve got to get on board this ship. It is our only chance to survive.”

“Yes. Of course, you are right, dear. We need to board this ship. Besides, he said it is going where the winter will be a lot warmer than it is here.”

“God will protect us—if we need protecting, that is.”

Ezekiel steps onto the gangplank first, followed by Tullia and then his son. His scribes follow the family.

Onboard, the mate on guard tells them they can spend the night down in the orlop deck. He gives them a small lamp to take with them.

Once below, they set down the few belongings they had been able to grab up in the hurry of escape. Soon, the hatch above them is slammed shut. Stephen thinks he hears a lock.

They lie back, using their ever-diminishing packs as pillows, and try to sleep.

Shortly, they hear scraping of a bar. The hatch above them is opened. It is morning. 

They notice the ship swaying back and forth and know they are on the open sea.

“C’m on up,” the sailor says. “If you’re hungry, the cap’n said to share the crew’s food with you. Do not know why. It’s going to take us five days to get there, and food doesn’t stay good forever.”

The four scribes scale the ladder first. Tullia goes next, supported from behind by her husband. Last, Stephen.

On the main deck, they are pleased to feel a warm breeze. 

“You said it will take us five days to arrive,” young Justus asks the sailor, always in a hurry to know things. “Where are we going?”

“Crete. The balmy island of Crete.” He forms a large grin. “You are going to love it there. In fact, you may never leave.” The sailor adds.

“I do not like him, Father,” Stephen says. “I do not trust him either.”

“You are just too suspicious,” Secundus says, leaning against the bulkhead near the hatch, stretching his long legs and relieving them from the night’s cramped sleeping arrangement.

The sailor leads them to a small barrel. “Your food for the five days is in there. If it’s moldy, scrape the stuff off. If it’s mushy, eat it anyway. If maggots are in it, consider them an extra treat and eat them too.”

He walks away, still grinning.

Achaius opens the top of the barrel.

The seven sit in a circle around it.

“Well, I am the smallest, so will not need much,” Tullia says. 

“I think the best thing for us to do is divide it up now, and you can wrap your share in whatever you brought with you,” Ezekiel says. “If not, you’ll have to think of something on your own.

“Here, Stephen,” he says. “Quit watching the sailors and take your share of the food.”

“I do not trust them. They keep staring at us and grinning.”

“Well, we are here now. At least we are safe from whoever it was that you stirred up in the city. Let us take a walk, Stephen. You and I need to talk.”

Ezekiel and Stephen step over to a railing. They look out over the waves.

“Okay, Son. Tell me what happened. Who were those men, and why were they after you?”

“How do you know they were after me?” Stephen replies. “Maybe they were after Justus or Secundus or...”

Ezekiel’s eyes darken, and his brow furrows over them. “Because they said they were after a man on crutches.”

Stephen sees his father’s expression and looks away. He holds on to the rail, and his knuckles turn white.

Ezekiel waits.

His son presses his lips together, squints, and takes a deep breath.

Still, Ezekiel waits.

“Father,” he says with unmanly tears appearing in his eyes. “Why doesn’t Jehovah protect us? I was declaring him as the only true God. I did not know the man was the high priest of Asclepius. I was just doing my duty as a good Jew. I was just trying to do what was right. I was just trying to save the man’s soul. I was just trying to show him he was wrong. I was just trying... I was just trying... Oh, Father. I am so mixed up. I am sorry, Father. But I was just trying...”

Ezekiel puts his hand on his son’s shoulder. “I guessed as much. You have always been outspoken like your grandfather.”

“I wish I wasn’t like my grandfather. And like Abraham. I wish I did not want to make people listen to the truth. I wish I knew how to keep my mouth shut, Father.”

“I heard your grandfather say that very thing many a time, Son. And probably Abraham thought it many a time on his cross.”

“Are you going to punish me, Father? I deserve it. I deserve for you to punish me. Take my part of the food away. Beat me. Cut my tongue out. Do whatever you want. I am a bad son. I am a bad...”

Stephen sinks to the deck, his shoulders shaking, his head touching the boards. 

Ezekiel moves around to the other side of Stephen. Tullia joins him. Together, they hide their son from the stares of the curious sailors and of the scribes.  Their son still has mourning to work through.

The remainder of the day is spent with the three seated in the same spot. The scribes leave them alone.

Tullia pulls out the small scroll she had purchased back in Pompiiapolis and reads it.

That night, they are escorted back to the orlop deck, and the hatch closed, barred, and locked above them.

Morning. Another day. A new day. This time, all seven sit together. 

“So, you have a famous grandfather,” Justus says, remembering an interrupted conversation nearly a week earlier on the other ship.

Stephen grins. “Yessiree. Tell them, Mother. Tell them about your famous father.”

“Well,” Tullia begins with a twinkle in her eyes, “my father was Athenodorus. He was ten years younger than my future father-in-law.”

“That was my other grandfather, Stephen. He died the year I was born, so I was named after him. Go ahead, Mother.”

“My father was born in a village not far from Tarsus and was educated in the city. When he was grown, he began tutoring the children of rich, influential families. One of his students was Octavian.”

“Not the Octavian,” Secundus asks, pulling his hand through his thick hair.

“I am afraid so,” Tullia grins. “The Octavian himself before he was called Augustus.”

“Octavian sometimes had a temper, and my grandfather used to make him recite the alphabet before responding to whatever made him mad. Isn’t that so, Mother?”

“That is so, and I make you do the same thing, do not it?”

“You sure do. And it works.”

“To continue, when Octavian was nineteen years old, his great uncle, Julius Caesar, was assassinated, and the family sent for Octavian to return to Rome.”

“And, of course, my grandfather went with him to continue being his teacher and mentor.”

“Does your father still live in Rome?” Achaius asks.

“No. But I was born there,” Tullia responds. “Then, when I was eighteen, my father decided to return to Tarsus. Octavian was Augustus Caesar by then and no longer needed or had time for my father.”

“Hey, you!”

The group turns toward the quartermaster. Stephen’s heart jumps into his throat. 

“Yes, you men still swabbing the deck. You lazy good-for-nothings. I need you to throw a net overboard and snag a swordfish for the captain. He is in the mood for swordfish for his dinner tonight. Snap to it!”

A pail of water is dumped onto the deck, some of its contents running over to Stephen. He jumps up, but not in time. “Oh, well, I am wet now. May as well sit back down in it,” he says, grabbing at his still painful foot.

“Let us have a little something to eat,” Ezekiel says. “We’ve got three days to go before our arrival in Crete. We should be able to eat a little each day.”

“I’ve got some moldy bread. Better eat it now before the fuzz gets worse,” Trophimus says. He presses it together into a ball, pops it into his mouth, and swallows without chewing. “That wasn’t so bad.”

He goes over to a rain barrel and scoops his hand into it to get a drink of water to wash down his meal.

The others eat their allotment in similar fashion.

“Okay now, Mistress. Tell us some more about your famous father,” Justus says. “He did not die as soon as he got back to Tarsus, did he?”

“Oh, no. He still had important work to do. He had learned that the city was being governed by Boethus, who was keeping most of the treasury intended for public use for his own luxuries. 

“Caesar gave my father authority to do what was necessary, so my father exiled Boethus and helped write a new constitution for the city of Tarsus. Strabo himself wrote of this.”

“Then what did he do?” Justus asks.

“Oh, did a little writing until his crippled hands could no longer control a quill.”

“But something else happened during that time,” Ezekiel says, walking over to the group from the rail.

“What was that, Master?” Justus asks.

“She met me!”

“But you were a slave then, weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was. But I was hired to take her father’s dictation whenever he wanted to write a letter. And he wrote a lot of letters.”

“When I first met Ezekiel, he was so handsome and smart. I have to admit I fell in love with him almost from his first words to me,” Tullia says.

“What were his first words to you?” Justus asks.

“Do you know where I can find more papyrus for your father’s letters?”

“Those were his first words to you?” Trophimus says with his toothy smile.

“You men just do not understand a woman’s heart. It wasn’t what he said. It was how he said it.”

“So, how did your famous father take to you falling in love with his slave?”

“Oh, I did not tell him. Besides, there was that age difference.”

“Yeah,” Stephen adds. “My father is thirty years older than my mother.”

“Huh?”

“Son, you did not have to tell that part,” Tullia says, grinning. “Well, now, you know. But our age difference made no difference to me.”

“So, what happened next?” Secundus asks.

“After a year, when I was nineteen years old, we secretly married.”

“But not before I converted her to Judaism,” Ezekiel says. “I had a lot of work to do because of all the gods she was taught to believe in.”

“He was so logical,” Tullia says, taking her husband’s hand and looking into his gray eyes, “I had no trouble understanding there had to be just one God, and he was the creator of all.”

“Then you had me,” Stephen announces.

“Not right away. I did not have you until I was twenty-one.”

“That is when Grandfather Athenodorus discovered you had married my father.”

“Was he ever mad,” Ezekiel says. “He sold me.”

“Ha! But we fooled him. I had some money saved up, and I am the one who bought him,” Tullia says.

“Well, when her father realized he was not going to get rid of me, and after Stephen was born, he announced, ‘No grandson of mine is going to be a slave.’”

“So, he gave you your freedom?” Justus asks.

“Indeed, he did. And it’s a good thing he did so because he died when Stephen was two years old.”

“So, that is how you came to be a freedman,” Achaius says. “I always wondered but never had the courage to ask. But why did you name your son Stephen?”

“Because my father died the year Stephen was born. Tullia hadn’t delivered yet, and he asked me on his death bed if I would name my son after him. I told him I would be honored to.”

“Hey, you over there. It’s time to get in your hole.”

Stephen recognizes the voice of the sailor who apparently is in charge of them. 

“But the sun hasn’t gone down yet,” Stephen objects.

“Be quiet, Son,” Ezekiel whispers. “Yes, sir,” he says, rising. “Come, everyone. It is time to rest. Tomorrow we will be closer to Crete, where I was told the breeze is always warm. Come, everyone.”

“Yeah, you keep believing that,” the sailor says.

The seven go below, and the hatch is slammed shut. Once again, they hear the sliding of a bar and clanging of a lock.

Morning comes. They hear heavy footsteps overhead, but no one comes for them.

“What’s going on up there?” Stephen yells.

They can see slivers of sun through the boards above them. But no one opens the hatch and lets them out. They wait. It never comes. Their freedom.

Another night. 

“Father, what is going to happen to us?”

“I do not know, Son. We must keep praying.”

“Father.”

“What, Son?”

“I do not want to die.”

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


6 ~ Unsuspecting

[image: ]




During the long hours, the silence is broken only by the squeaking of rats and heavy footsteps overhead.

“What’s that?” Stephen says, grabbing hold of his father’s arm in the dark.

“I do not think it was pirates again, if that is what you are thinking, Son. The pitch of the ship was too gradual.”

“Probably a storm coming up,” Achaius​ says.

“Maybe that is why they kept us down here all day,” Justus adds.

Over the following hours, the ship lists one way, then the other. The sound of footsteps overhead is replaced with the fast pounding of rain.

To keep from sliding every time the ship lists, they feel around for a beam supporting the deck overhead and hang on to it. They do not sleep.

“Do you think Jehovah is punishing them?” Stephen asks.

“For what?” Ezekiel replies.

“I do not know. For what they are about to do to us.”

“And what is that?”

“I do not know. But we’re not at Crete yet. Maybe they will throw us overboard.”

“Why?”

“Father, I do not know. I just do not know. But I do not trust the captain of this ship.”

“We haven’t even seen him, Son.”

“We will. And when we do, we will regret coming on board this death trap.”

“That is enough, Son. You will cease talking like that,” Ezekiel responds in the dark.

“Let us sing a song,” Tullia suggests. “One of the psalms of David I used to sing to you when you were a baby.”

“As the deer pants one?”

“Yes, that is the one. Now sing with me.”

She sings, but her lyrical soprano voice is hardly heard over the pounding of the waves on the ship. 

Pounding and rolling and wondering. 

In the bleak darkness, Stephen’s mind reels.

Will we die down here?

Is this the end of my life?

Is this all there is?

It’s my fault. All my fault.

It stops. As suddenly as it had begun, the listing stops, and the roaring dies away. Pounding of footsteps above resumes. 

Then they hear the rattling of the lock and scraping of the bar overhead. They look up and are blinded by the early morning sun as it streams down on them.

“Sorry, everyone,” the sailor says. “It’s safe to come out now. It’s going to be a great day. A great day indeed.” His smile is broader than usual.

The seven scale the ladder and head for their normal sitting spot. Stephen stares at the sailor before taking his usual seat on the deck. And wonders. Why is he so happy? It was just a storm. Is there more?

The quartermaster walks over to them. He stands straight and tall. He does not smile.

“The captain is requesting your presence this evening in his cabin. He wishes you to sup with him.”

With that, he returns to the bridge to watch over the crew cleaning up after the storm. The scowl never leaves his face.

“You will like it in Rome,” Tullia says. “I was just a teenager when I left there. But I loved all the activity, especially the entourage whenever a senator traveled here and there around the city. The senators loved the attention. And imports from all over the world—peacocks, pearls, silk—you name it.”

“I am sure Rome will be all that, dear,” Ezekiel says. “But more amazing is how Jerusalem has rebuilt itself. Just one hundred years ago, Pompey destroyed much of Jerusalem. And look at it now.”

“I’ve never seen Jerusalem, Father,” Stephen says.

“You know what I mean. Besides, maybe my scribe school will do so well in Rome, we can begin going to all three of the Jewish festivals. Jerusalem, Jerusalem. It has risen to be one of the grandest cities of the world. And the magnificent white temple Herod the Great—with all his faults—built for us.”

Ezekiel stares into the distance. His hands come up as though drawing what he sees.

“There it is. On the highest point of Jerusalem—Mount Moriah. It can be seen for milles around in all its splendor.”

He drops his hands and drops his gaze. “But it is not enough. Your grandfather, Stephen, dreamed of the Jerusalem he had known as a youth being brought back to the glory days of Solomon.”

Silence.

“Perhaps we can serve as ambassadors in Rome,” Ezekiel continues. “Perhaps we can convert many to Judaism, and they will want to move there. And Jehovah’s very name will be magnified before the pagan Gentiles. And they will give up their false gods with their statues and temples. That was your grandfather’s dream, Stephen. Where ever we go, we shall proclaim his name.”

Silence.

“But, Father, the more we act, the less we accomplish. Look at what happened to Abraham for speaking out. Look what happened to all of us because I was dumb enough to speak out at that seaport. I am all mixed up.”

“Someone said we will be in Crete by tomorrow morning,” Tullia says with an exaggerated smile. “They apparently have such mild winters there, we can consider it a kind of vacation. Then we will be all rested up in the Spring and ready to complete our move to Rome.” She sighs.

“But we are a sight. What will the people of Crete think of us? We lost most of our possessions when our mule was thrown overboard after that pirate rammed our ship. And we lost more when we had to rush out of Pompiiapolis. I only have one change of clothes left, and both have become tattered. And I am so dirty from that awful place they make us sleep in. And...”

“Do not worry, dear,” Ezekiel says. “I have enough money left to rent us a room on Crete and for you to buy some clothes. Do not cry. Tullia. Do not cry.”

“Yes, Mother. Everything on Crete will be sunny and bright and clean. You’ll see, Mother.”

Mid-afternoon comes. “Folks, it’s time for you to go for a little swim.”

“Huh?”

“What?”

“No!”

“You cannot do that to us. We paid full passage,” Stephen objects. “I won’t do it. You cannot make us. You are devils.”
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