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Endorsements for H.B. Moore’s Biblical Novels

 

Rebekah and Isaac

“H.B. Moore has masterfully created a dynamic world of historically plausible people and places from a seemingly sparse scriptural account. Rebekah and Isaac brings the biblical marriage story to life, offering insight into the potential hardships and joys of a complex covenant family. Readers will marvel at the saga of this couple whose faith has blessed generations.” –Stephanie Dibb Sorensen, BYU religion instructor and author

 

Mary and Martha

“A superbly crafted and impressively entertaining read from cover to cover, Mary and Martha is especially and unreservedly recommended to those who appreciate Christian fiction at its very best.” –Midwest Book Review

 

Deborah: Prophetess of God

“I have enjoyed reading Heather’s books since her first novel appeared in print and have proudly recommended them to family and friends for years. Deborah: Prophetess of God is no exception. Once again, she has created a world that lets readers see into the life of this amazing woman, mixing biblical narrative and imaginative and compelling fiction. Another triumph!” –Dave A. LeFevre, author and religious scholar

 

Hannah: Mother of a Prophet

“A reminder for us all that God is aware of the yearnings of our hearts, that His timing is good, and that His love is perfect.” –Rachel Fordham, author of Where the Road Bends

 

The Moses Chronicles

Bondage: “Moses, Zipporah, Jethro, and Aaron were only scriptural names about which I knew the barest facts until H.B. Moore brought them to life. I loved watching Moses develop faith and learn his role as an instrument in God’s hands. This is a book everyone should read.” –Jennifer Moore, Whitney Award winning author

Deliverance: “H.B. Moore is back to take readers on the continuing journey of her heroic protagonist as he tries to make sense of his life. Deliverance is well-researched and follows the story of Moses in the wilderness with great care. The understanding of customs, religious events and daily experiences are enhanced by Moore's exhaustive research.” –Mike Whitmer, Deseret News

Exodus: “One of the most satisfying series based on scriptural characters in the past few years is The Moses Chronicles by H.B. Moore. The final volume in the trilogy is Exodus, the story of the liberation of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt where they’ve been held in bondage for four hundred years. This is the epic clash between two powerful men: Moses, God’s chosen prophet, and Ramses, pharaoh of Egypt who is considered by Egyptians to be a god . . . The author shows tremendous ability to paint a realistic picture of the plagues, of the parting of the Red Sea, and even the vast desert land the characters must pass through to return to the land promised the Israelites more than four hundred years earlier.” –Jennie Hansen, Meridian Magazine

 

Esther the Queen

“This is an engaging retelling of a well-known biblical story. Readers of both religious fiction and general historical fiction should enjoy this novel.” –Historical Novel Society

 

Anna the Prophetess

“Moore always brings her scriptural/historical characters to life in a satisfying way, and she does so with Anna. Few contemporary writers equal her for precise research and in depth examination of the cultural and doctrinal aspects of the scriptural stories she presents to the reader.” –Jennie Hansen, Meridian Magazine

 

Eve: In the Beginning

“This brief novel moves quickly through the various states of the classic biblical tale . . . the eerie figure of Lucifer and his coaxing words offer lively antagonisms. As Adam and Eve fight the elements, and the frightening feeling that Elohim has become indifferent to them, they struggle onward without direct communication with their creator . . . Empathetic readers may relate to such doubts, and in doing so, they'll find the novel to be a worthwhile investigation of age-old ideas.” –Kirkus Reviews

 

Ruth

“The main characters are strong and appealing. Even the minor characters are easy to see as real people. The story outline is set, but the author's addition of logical explanations and realistic background information make an old story fresh and new. There’s a simple brilliance to Moore’s writing style that will appeal to teens and adults who enjoy scriptural stories, historical fiction, and those who enjoy a tender, low key love story.” –Jennie Hansen, Meridian Magazine
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The Temple Mount in Jerusalem, during Jesus’s time.

 

The First Temple was built by King Solomon (see 2 Chronicles 3:1) on Mount Moriah. King Herod began his expansion around 20 BC, covering an area of about thirty-five acres. This Second Temple was completed during Jesus’s lifetime. The Temple and Temple Mount were destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD.
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Elisabeth: Mother of John the Baptist

 

Zacharias has loved Elisabeth all his life. When negotiations are made for their marriage, the childhood friends trust that their future will be bright. But as their story unfolds in their village near Jerusalem, the life they build together is marked by both the joy of love and the sorrows of loss and longing, for as the years pass by, the steadfast couple is never blessed with the thing they desire above all: a child.  

 

Now beyond childbearing years, it seems that the couple’s righteous desire will never be granted—until a divine promise is made, and they learn that their fate will transcend the bounds of age and mortal comprehension. Elisabeth and Zacharias are destined to play a pivotal role in the fulfillment of ancient scripture, and they soon come to understand that God’s plan is far grander than they ever dreamed. 
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Daniel, father of Zacharias
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PART 1

 

 

There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judæa, a certain priest named Zacharias, of the course of Abia: and his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elisabeth. 

Luke 1:5, KJV


CHAPTER 1

ELISABETH

 

“THE MEN ARE coming now,” Sapphira said in a bright, sing-song tone.

Elisabeth’s heart stuttered at the thought of catching Zacharias’s gaze. He would be among the men returning from the temple. She secured her white linen mantle closer about her face, preventing the warm summer breeze, fragrant with the scent of the blooming fields beyond, from tugging strands loose from her plaited hair. 

Would Zacharias even look beyond the cluster of men with whom he traveled? He and the men in his family descended from the lineage of Abijah, and twice a year, the men visited Jerusalem to spend a week serving in the temple. Since Zacharias was not yet thirty, he didn’t perform priest duties, but he still traveled with his father during their temple week. Elisabeth’s father, Aaron, was also a priest, descended from Father Aaron.

“I see him,” Sapphira said a little too loudly.

“Hush,” Elisabeth said. “I don’t want him to know we’re watching.”

Sapphira laughed. At least it was a quiet laugh.

It was all Elisabeth could do to calm her pounding heart and breathe normally as the group of men approached the market square. She wished she could be more confident like her cousin Sapphira, who was older by three years, already married, and with her first child on the way. They’d spent the past week together painting pottery—jars for water or wine, and lamps for oil and incense.

This morning, they’d arrived early to market in order to set up all their wares and—in Sapphira’s estimation—to be early enough to view the men returning from the temple. She’d estimated right. 

A couple of other vendors had arrived early as well. Old woman Tabitha had a small fire blazing and was already cooking flatbread. She’d have a large stack when the first shoppers appeared. Old man Ezra had his usual cart of embroidered cushions on display. Elisabeth suspected he slept at the market half the time, even though he had some property with a small hut on the outskirts of the village. 

Her friend Rhoda would surely be arriving soon with her display of clay dolls she made with miniature embroidered tunics, painted faces, and wheat grass for hair. They were excellent toys and sold well, especially to travelers. 

Across the square, a traveling merchant was organizing trinkets in his cart. His oily beard and multiple rings on his fingers glittered in the morning light. The man had been at their market the past few days, peddling bracelets, anklets, earrings, and small statues. Some of the statues were idol gods, so Elisabeth had stayed away from his wares altogether. He was an aggressive seller, and he wasn’t modest about the value and beauty of the idols. Maybe he thought that, this far away from the temple in Jerusalem, he could tempt people to buy more.

Elisabeth hoped he wouldn’t approach her cart and strike up a conversation. His frequent glances their way were already making her uncomfortable. Sapphira hadn’t seemed to notice, so Elisabeth hadn’t mentioned it.

“Perhaps the men will stop for some flatbread,” Sapphira said. “The smell is making me hungry.”

“Me too,” Elisabeth said, although she’d had a decent breakfast of leftover honey cake from last night’s supper that she drizzled with a syrup made from sweet figs.

The group of men entered the market square now, leading donkeys laden with bundles of temple tithes, a portion of which was given to the officiating priests. Elisabeth knew the portions included parts of the sacrificed animals and distributions of fruits and grains. Not all the distributions were kept in each priest’s family, but were given to widows and those in the village who were poor. 

Elisabeth fully expected the group to continue straight through, immersed in their conversations. Would any of the men stop to purchase flatbread or inspect the traveling merchant’s trinkets? Surely anything they’d needed, they’d procured in the Jerusalem markets where the variety was much greater.

Elisabeth took another quick peek at the travelers, then busied herself with the pottery arrangement. Her family lived a comfortable life due to the extra offerings her father procured on his temple visits, as well as his skills in caring for cattle. So it wasn’t that Elisabeth needed to earn any sort of income, but she was more than happy to help out her cousin. 

“You arrived quite early,” a woman said, and Elisabeth looked up to see Rhoda, carrying a basket containing the goods she’d be selling today.

Rhoda was about Elisabeth’s age, though a handsbreadth taller, and she had narrow-set eyes. Rhoda had a habit of squinting a lot, but she was also quick to laugh. Today, she wore a red mantle edged in silver thread and a dark peach tunic. She always wore the brightest colors, and she didn’t mind the attention it brought. 

“We have a lot of pottery to sell,” Sapphira said in a voice as flat as sandstone.

Elisabeth wasn’t sure why Sapphira didn’t like Rhoda. Regardless, Elisabeth stepped forward to embrace her friend. 

Rhoda hugged her, then stepped back, her scent of pomegranate oil permeating the air. 

Bits of conversation from the group of men floated across the market square, and Rhoda turned to look at the men. “Oh, the priests are returning today. I’d forgotten about that.”

Sapphira snickered from the other side of the cart, and Elisabeth smiled. They both knew Rhoda hadn’t forgotten any such thing. 

“I suppose you came early to spy upon the unmarried men.” Rhoda winked.

Elisabeth wasn’t about to admit anything to Rhoda. Even though she was a friend, the woman couldn’t keep anything in confidence. The moment Rhoda knew anything, it somehow spread through the entire village.

“Or we have a lot of work to do,” Sapphira cut in for her.

Rhoda ignored the comment. “You know, my mother overheard my father say that Zacharias is very serious about finding a wife this year.”

Elisabeth willed her cheeks to remain cool while she remained quiet. 

“Oh, interesting.” Sapphira gave a small grin. “I think I heard that about Reuben, too.”

“Hmm, perhaps,” Rhoda said with an easy shrug. “Reuben is of age, and he does have a profession to support a family, so I suppose he would be a good choice for someone other than me.” 

Reuben was a friendly sort and came from a long line of herdsmen. There was talk about Reuben setting his sights on Rhoda, but she seemed not to care so much for him. Unless she was keeping her options open.

“Well,” Rhoda continued, brushing at an invisible speck on her colorful tunic, making her bracelets jangle, “Zacharias and his father will probably stop at your cart when they pass, since your families have been friends for years.” Her dark eyes settled on Elisabeth. “I might not have known him as a boy like you, but he’s an impressive man, don’t you think so?”

Elisabeth wasn’t sure how to answer Rhoda’s question. Was Rhoda impressed with him, or was she hinting for Elisabeth to be impressed with him?

Sapphira cut in again. “Yes, Zacharias is part of a great family.”

Again, Rhoda wrinkled her nose. “I wouldn’t extend that to his brother, Asher. A bit of a brute, he is.” She smiled prettily. “Tell Zacharias hello for me if he stops. Also, let him know my mother wants to pay his mother a visit in the next few days.”

Elisabeth opened her mouth to answer, to ask why she should be in the middle of a neighborly visit, but Rhoda turned away. She skirted the market square until she found the usual place to set up her dolls. 

“That woman wants your man,” Sapphira said when she was out of earshot.

Elisabeth swung around to look at Sapphira. “He’s not my man. And how do you know Rhoda feels that way about Zacharias?”

“Did the sun rise this morning?” Sapphira asked with a laugh. “Rhoda is pining after him, and I’ll bet she’s heard the rumors, too, just like me. So she’s baiting you to see what you’ll confess to her.”

Elisabeth didn’t believe in the rumors that Sapphira claimed to have heard—that Zacharias intended to ask for her hand in marriage. Regardless, it made her uncomfortable to think about her friend liking Zacharias in that way . . . 

Elisabeth released a breath as she glanced over at the group of men and their donkeys on the other side of the market square. It wasn’t like she was nervous to speak to Zacharias, should he happen past their cart. They’d spoken plenty of times. Not recently, but their families had been friends since childhood. When he reached the age of twelve, he had spent more time in synagogue learning, and conversations between them had become rare. Besides, as Elisabeth had reached the age of womanhood, it wasn’t proper to run the hills with a boy who wasn’t her brother, playing games, tossing rocks into the springs, or searching for crown daisies containing the most petals.

No, Zacharias was on his way to becoming a scholar, and Elisabeth spent her hours in preparation for running her own household and raising her own children someday. 

Why Sapphira thought they needed to spy on the man now was due to the fact that Zacharias’s father had approached Elisabeth’s father a fortnight ago with the request to meet with him after harvest.

Because of that request, Sapphira had pronounced that Zacharias intended to make Elisabeth his betrothed. But a meeting between the two men could be about myriad things—land or flocks or the harvest. Yes, she’d been eligible for a couple of years to marry, but her mother’s—Sarah’s—ill health had kept away a betrothal since she was the only daughter still at home left to aid her mother. Now that Mother had been doing much better for a few months, perhaps a betrothal was on the horizon.

But Elisabeth didn’t know if she could fully believe in Sapphira’s predictions, or at least wouldn’t allow herself to hope. Thus, she hadn’t let her mind dwell on what it might be like to be chosen as a wife by Zacharias. After all, there were several eligible men in Ein Karem, this hillside village that lay west of Jerusalem, and none of those men would be terrible choices for a husband. 

There was Reuben, of course, who was rumored to be interested in Rhoda. Another man, James, was a stone worker and quite skilled, with a promising future. He was widowed with a lively three-year-old son. And finally, there was David, an apprentice blacksmith, who probably wouldn’t seek a wife for another year or two when he had the means to provide for one. He was also among the group of men traveling with Zacharias and his father. But it wasn’t David whom Elisabeth hoped to view.

She saw Zacharias then, walking near the back of the group, leading a bundle-laden donkey, and all other convoluted thoughts fled. He was in conversation with his father, and their discussion seemed quite animated—but friendly as well. Not an argument, then. It had been maybe a year since she’d spoken one-on-one with Zacharias, so every recent observation had been made from afar.

He’d grown at least a handspan taller than his father. His dark hair waved to his shoulders, and he kept his modest beard cropped short like most of the other young men. She knew without standing close to him that his eyes were deep brown—the color of earth after rain. Just then, his head turned, and his gaze lifted. It took Elisabeth a moment to realize he was looking right at her, and she was staring back.

Cheeks hotter than boiling water, she looked down at the clay lamp she held in her hands. From the corner of her eye, she saw the group of men approach the bread seller and make purchases.

Was Zacharias buying bread too? Would he pass by her cart? It wasn’t the direct route through the market square. And men didn’t usually buy pottery for their households, since they left that to their wives and daughters . . . She focused on the display before her, rearranging what didn’t need to be adjusted, but it kept her hands busy and her eyes focused.

“They’re coming this way,” Sapphira whispered.

Elisabeth didn’t reply. Whatever was there to say? Either Zacharias spoke to her or he didn’t. She certainly wasn’t going to be the one to speak first—

“Your pottery designs are very elegant,” a man said in a thick accent, and Elisabeth knew immediately it was the foreign merchant. 

Why had the man chosen this moment to cross the square and speak to them?

But Sapphira greeted him with a sweet smile. “Are you in need of a lamp to bring light to your evening meal, or perhaps your wife would like something pretty to fill with wine?”

The merchant’s grin broadened, and as the breeze stirred about them, Elisabeth caught his scent of something like spoiled fruit. 

“I have no wife, but I would never turn down such a kind offer.” He reached for a jug and shifted it from one hand to the other, as if the weight of the jug signified the value of the painted designs. “What is the price you are asking?”

Elisabeth’s gaze slid from the merchant to Sapphira, silently pleading for her cousin to give him an expensive price. She couldn’t explain it, but she didn’t want to trade with this foreigner. Maybe because she felt that if he was willing to sell idols, then his other goods were tainted.

Sapphira seemed to have no qualms though. “These are very fine pottery pieces, and the paint comes from dyes we mixed ourselves.”

The merchant picked up one of the serving bowls, his easy smile still in place. He ran a finger along the edge. “Smooth and well-crafted.” His eyes lifted to study Elisabeth. “One of yours?”

“I . . . yes,” she managed to say. 

His eyes were a strange mixture of green and brown. His nose was long and narrow, and his dark hair streaked with silver strands. She guessed him to be older than her father.

“Ah, I see the designs are as delicate as the artist,” he rumbled. “My name is Tobias, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Elisabeth only nodded, then walked to the other side of the cart to pick up a cloth, acting as if she needed to dust a few pieces.

The group of men that included Zacharias had moved through the market square now and were nearly to the end where the road led to the village homes built across the hills. A quick glance told her most had bought flatbread, and now they were anxious to be reunited with their families.

“What about a trade for two sets of pretty bracelets?” the merchant’s voice cut through her thoughts. “One set for each of you?” 

Sapphira clasped her hands and said in a cheerful tone, “I’m afraid I’m not interested in jewelry since my husband provides that.”

“Then . . . your sister?”

“Cousin,” Sapphira amended. “It is up to her.”

The man’s glittering eyes were upon her once again. “Do you have a husband who gifts you with beautiful jewelry?”

Elisabeth swallowed against her dust-dry throat. “I-I do not.” She didn’t like how the man’s eyes gleamed. 

“Or perhaps you’d like a pretty statue that I carved myself.” From the satchel at his waist, he pulled out a small stone idol, its body elongated and its arms raised. 

The sight of the idol up close felt like a fire iron had been driven into her chest. “N-no thank you,” Elisabeth said, wondering why she was stumbling over her words. “I am not an idol-worshipper.”

The merchant tilted his head, his grin reappearing. “Of course you wouldn’t want to worship a rudimentary stone idol. You could be your own goddess. Men would come far and wide to sit at your feet and take in your beauty.”

Elisabeth didn’t know whether to feel horrified or laugh at the inanity of this man’s comment. The morning sun had risen higher, and with it the heat of the day had blossomed, and perspiration prickled at her neck. 

Before she could respond to the merchant, Sapphira said in a firm tone, “We thank you for your interest in our pottery, but there will be no trading from us.”

The man didn’t seem affected by Sapphira’s sharp retort. “I understand. I don’t want a husband thinking I gave any gifts to his wife,” he said in a too-pleasant tone, then locked his attention on Elisabeth. “Yet if your cousin is unmarried, there is no man to contend with. Please accept my humble and neighborly gift—even if it’s unworthy of your beauty.”

Her stomach knotted when he set the stone idol on the edge of the cart. One jostle and it would teeter and fall. It was almost as if the man were daring her to turn down a gift—something that would be considered very ill-mannered. 

But there was no help for that. “I cannot accept your gift.” Elisabeth tried to keep her voice steady, even though her pulse leapt about like a grasshopper. “The market will soon be busy, and you’ll have plenty of traders.”

The merchant stepped closer, coming right up to the cart. Thankfully, Elisabeth was on the other side of it, but his cloying scent of rotten fruit intensified. 

“I will keep this for you, my friend,” he said in a steady tone, wrapping his fingers around the idol. “So when you change your mind, you won’t have to worry. It will be safe with me, and all you have to do is show your lovely smile, and it will be yours—”

“What will be hers?” another man said, his form suddenly appearing in Elisabeth’s line of vision.

She snapped her gaze over. Zacharias stood there—but how? Hadn’t he left the market with the others?

She glanced past him to see that he wasn’t alone. His father, Daniel, stood a few paces away, arms folded, brows furrowed as if he was waiting for Zacharias to ask for assistance, should he need it.

“Good day, sir,” the merchant said with a bow. “Might you be in need of a trinket or a beautiful piece of jewelry for your wife? Sister? Mother?”

But Zacharias wasn’t looking at the merchant. He was looking at her, his dark eyes searching. “Are you all right, Elisabeth?”

“Y-yes,” she murmured.

His gaze shifted to her cousin. “Sapphira?”

“Of course. This man was just returning to his own side of the market.”

“Well, now . . .” The merchant took a couple of steps back. “I can return to my cart, of course, but if anyone is interested in an early morning bargain, I can provide one.”

Zacharias faced the merchant and lifted his arm, pointing at the man’s cart. “I suggest you pack up your wares and head to another village. There will be no trading for you today.”

The merchant’s face flooded with color, and his brows tugged together. “I have every right to trade here, like any merchant. I was here last week, and I didn’t see you or any of your men.”

Elisabeth noticed that the other men hadn’t gone far outside the market. They’d returned and now stood with Zacharias’s father. They might have all just spent a week serving in the holy temple, but currently, they looked like they wouldn’t hesitate to throw a man out of their market.

“You have three choices.” Zacharias folded his arms. “Leave now on your own or be escorted out.” He tilted his head. “Or we could settle this one-on-one.”

As scrappy as the merchant might be compared to Zacharias’s taller and broader height, he seemed to realize that he was completely outnumbered. He gripped the idol in his hand and stalked to his cart. There, he packed up his wares, throwing a glower or two over his shoulder.

Zacharias remained in his stance, and the other men with him stayed to watch too. No one spoke. Sapphira scooted to Elisabeth’s side and grasped her hand. Other vendors arrived at the upper end of the market, but no one paid attention to the unfolding situation. 

In a handful of minutes, the merchant had packed up, then he hitched his cart to a donkey grazing not far off. With a few muttered oaths, he sent a final scathing look toward Zacharias. Then he headed out of the market space, urging his donkey into a trot.

As the merchant cleared the market, Zacharias’s father clapped him on the shoulder, then turned to leave with the other men. Were they going to follow the merchant out of the village boundaries? Or simply disperse themselves?

Sapphira squeezed her hand, then released it. “Thank you for your help, Zacharias. It saved Elisabeth from knocking him over the head with one of our jars.”

Elisabeth appreciated the quip, but her heart was still pounding too hard to catch a full breath.

Zacharias focused on the women. “If you are both well, then I’ll return before sundown and make sure you travel home safely. I don’t trust that man to stay away.”

Elisabeth opened her mouth to ask how he could know such a thing when Sapphira said, “Thank you. My husband will be working until after dark, I am sure.”

Zacharias nodded. 

So would he and all the men. The grape harvest was upon them, beginning yesterday, and no matter what a man’s profession, they all joined in the harvest work. But Zacharias was willing to take time from his family’s work to make sure they walked the short distance to their homes.

“We will be fine,” Elisabeth assured him, finding her voice at last. “That merchant will soon realize he’ll have more success elsewhere and not bother us again.”

Zacharias’s deep brown eyes didn’t shift, didn’t question. He simply said, “I’ll be here at sundown.”


CHAPTER 2

ZACHARIAS

 

“YOU’VE GONE SOFT hanging around at the temple all week,” Asher said with a grunt as he hefted a basket brimming with plucked grapes onto the nearby cart. 

Zacharias scowled at his younger brother, where they both worked at the edge of their family’s vineyard. “I’ve done twice as much work as you have in the past hour. You’re moving like a sleepy lamb. Need a nap, brother?”

Asher laughed, his gold-brown eyes flashing. He was a stockier version of Zacharias, but their main difference was that Asher was quick to laugh, and Zacharias took his time with his thoughts and words. Now, Asher paused to guzzle a long drink of water from the goatskin hanging off the back of the cart. 

Zacharias lifted two more baskets into the cart in the time that Asher took his refreshment. They’d both slid off the top parts of their tunics to let them hang from the waist, which meant the afternoon sun had given his shoulders plenty of color.

“I’ve had a full day of work before you, so a little slowdown is nothing if you consider the sum total.” Asher was always comparing amounts, weights, and measures. 

“You were invited to come along to the temple.” Zacharias bent to retrieve another bundle. “You made your own choice, brother.” He still had a few more years before he’d be obligated to fulfill the priestly work twice a year at the temple, but it was a family tradition for the sons to travel with their father and learn all they could in advance. 

“I went last time,” Asher quipped.

Zacharias knew that wasn’t the only reason his brother had shirked the duty. But Asher was a few years younger, so he wasn’t being held to the stricter standard yet. 

Zacharias was glad he’d gone with the men, especially because his father was having trouble with his knees swelling. 

Father had ridden their donkey on the way to Jerusalem, but there wasn’t room for him to ride on the way back home. Their temple service week bumping up against harvest wasn’t ever ideal, but someone had to do the service. And Zacharias was always happy to visit the temple, though equally happy to return home to his family and his studies. 

This return home had been more eventful than he could have expected. Yes, his thoughts were on Elisabeth, daughter of Aaron. Not only had he asked his father to speak to her father, but now he felt the meeting should take place much sooner. It was set for right after the harvest in about a month. But seeing the way the foreign merchant had leered at Elisabeth had reminded Zacharias that she was a woman who probably attracted all manner of men. 

Of course, he knew she was beautiful. He’d known that his whole life. And because he frequented Jerusalem, he’d seen women from all areas of the country and beyond. So he recognized that she was beautiful in her own right, as well as sweet-tempered, guileless, and never spoke ill of anyone. Her skills in crafting and painting were superb, and he’d noticed at festivals how playful and generous she was toward young children.

The list could be much longer, that he knew, but frankly, he’d reserved his heart for Elisabeth long ago. Perhaps a lad of nine or ten was too young to make a declaration of who he wanted as his future bride, but if someone had asked him at that age, his answer would have been sure.

And now, he could only hope she felt something for him. At least enough that she’d accept the betrothal. Time could smooth the path for the rest because Zacharias planned on offering marriage to the best friend of his youth, the woman he wanted to build a family with, and the only person he wanted to spend his twilight years with . . .

“You’re certainly in a hurry,” Asher said in a dry tone from where he leaned against the cart, arms folded, doing absolutely nothing.

Zacharias looked down at the cart where he’d been loading the baskets of grapes. He’d finished hefting the last few baskets in mere moments without realizing it. He slowly straightened, hiding the wince from the deep ache in his back. His brother would only tease him about being weak of body due to spending most of his mornings studying papyrus scrolls and the words of ancient prophets. Afternoons were spent working the estate—not even the birthright son could get away without putting in the hours of labor in this small village.

“Here.” Asher handed over the water.

Zacharias took a long, grateful drink, then hung the goatskin on the back of the cart. “Do you mind driving the cart to the winepress? I’ve an errand to run. I’ll be back before nightfall.”

Asher’s gold-brown eyes narrowed. “An errand? You mean something beyond eating the family meal and dropping onto your bedroll until dawn?”

Ah, the life during harvest, Zacharias thought. Nothing other than working, eating, and sleeping.

Zacharias drew up the top portion of his tunic and slipped his arms inside with Asher watching every action, suspicion framing his gaze. 

“I won’t be long,” Zacharias said. “Mother won’t even miss me.” He turned to leave, wishing he had time for a quick wash, but the sun already edged the horizon, and the market would be closing up. Elisabeth and Sapphira would be carting their wares back home, and he had a promise to keep.

“This wouldn’t happen to be about a merchant you ran out of town this morning in order to defend a certain woman, does it?” Asher called after him.

Zacharias refused to turn, refused to answer.

Asher’s laughter followed him.

Zacharias shouldn’t have been surprised. Everyone knew everything in their small village, but he felt irked all the same. Why had others in the village allowed such a merchant to set up in the first place? Today hadn’t been the man’s first day—that he’d learned. And what if Zacharias hadn’t been passing through the market when the merchant began his harassments? 

He headed toward the market square, enjoying the reprieve from harvesting work. It had been a long day—walking home from Jerusalem before dawn, then spending all day harvesting the vines, while his mind had been plagued with concern over Elisabeth.

She was fine with her cousin Sapphira, he assured himself. By the time he’d left the market that morning, other vendors were around. And the merchant had left. Still, he hadn’t liked the thought of Elisabeth walking the distance alone after dropping off Sapphira. He supposed the women could have left earlier, in the light of day, but the market was always the busiest right before sundown. 

“Greetings, Zacharias,” Jonah said, lumbering toward him. The man walked with a limp, but that didn’t stop him from crafting some of the finest rugs in the country. His wife and daughters spent their days weaving, and Jonah did a brisk trade, especially with those passing through. “You seem to be in a hurry,” Jonah said. “Trying to catch a few vendors before they close up?”

“That’s right.” Zacharias gave a polite nod. “Have a good evening.”

Jonah was the type of man to stop and visit for a long while, but Zacharias didn’t have that time right now. The rug seller didn’t seem offended and continued on his way, whistling a melody Zacharias didn’t recognize.

He passed a handful more of merchants, greeting them as he went. By the time he arrived at the market square, only a few carts were left—their owners packing up and preparing to leave.

He spotted Elisabeth and her cousin immediately. Elisabeth’s white mantle was a soft glow against the deep orange and pink of the sky, whereas Sapphira’s rust-colored mantle almost blended with their surroundings. Even at this distance, Zacharias noticed the light brown of Elisabeth’s eyes that reminded him of cinnamon. 

It appeared that a couple of other women were making purchases at their cart, so Zacharias stopped short to allow the transactions to continue without any interference. 

Besides, he knew how rumors and gossip traveled. Did he really want to insert himself in the middle of a conversation with four women? Several moments passed before the oldest woman finally made a selection and the trade was completed. It wasn’t that Zacharias was nervous about speaking to Elisabeth or Sapphira. They’d been to plenty of the same gatherings over the years with festivals or weddings or burials. But they weren’t children anymore, able to separate from the larger group and run through the hills or explore caves and abandoned huts, so it had been a while since they’d had any sort of private conversation. Not that this evening’s walk would be private with Sapphira in the mix.

Finally, the other two women moved off, and Zacharias approached the cart.

Elisabeth looked up, and her eyes widened for an instant, then she glanced down at the lamp she was wrapping in a piece of cloth. Pink tinged her cheeks.

“How was business today?” he asked both women because now Sapphira had seen him.

“Wonderful.” Sapphira smiled. “Wouldn’t you say so, Elisabeth?”

“Of course,” Elisabeth said in a quiet tone, her gaze lifting to his again. She didn’t smile, but her light brown eyes took in his appearance.

What does she see? he wondered. What does she notice?

“We sold nearly two dozen items,” Sapphira continued. “If tomorrow is as profitable, we’ll have to spend a few days creating more pottery.”

The edge of Elisabeth’s mouth lifted. “Yes, we will.” She glanced from her cousin to him, then paused. “How was the harvesting?”

“Asher and I made enough headway to fill a cart,” he said, “and he’s now making the delivery to the winepress. I’m sure I’ll owe him a favor later.”

Sapphira laughed. “I’m sure you will. Escorting us home is a nice gesture but unnecessary, like I told you before.”

“It is necessary,” he said.

Sapphira threw up her hands. “All right. But I think that merchant is long gone.”

“Let me help,” Zacharias said.

Sapphira smirked but moved around to the other side of the cart to work side by side with Elisabeth. Zacharias helped wrap and arrange the rest of the pieces in the cart so they wouldn’t jostle or crack during transportation. Next, he harnessed the donkey to the cart, and the three of them set out in the gathering dusk. Others traveled the road, but then turned off to their homesteads. Soon, there was a stretch of quiet road to Sapphira’s home. 

The moon had risen by the time Zacharias left Sapphira and the cart to her husband’s care. Zacharias kept a few paces apart from Elisabeth while they walked. As he searched for something to say, she spoke first.

“Thank you, Zacharias,” she said. “It is kind of you to escort me home tonight.”

“You aren’t going to tell me it was unnecessary?”

“Would it change your mind?” she asked, her tone light.

He glanced over at her. “No.”

She met his gaze, and beneath the soft moonlight, he saw a smile curve. Perhaps he had been overprotective about the situation, but he didn’t regret his own actions. He’d endure whatever teasing Asher doled out.

“How was your visit to Jerusalem?” she asked.

He didn’t know why the question surprised him, but it did. “Eventful. There’s a lot of talk about the building of King Herod’s new palace on Masada, as well as his intention to build an official tomb of the Patriarchs.”

“In the location of Abraham’s burial plot?” Elisabeth said. “My father mentioned it.”

“Exactly.” 

“And the temple?”

Zacharias felt pleased she’d taken an interest. “The temple is beautiful, and there’s a feeling there that I cannot exactly describe.”

Elisabeth’s steps slowed. “It’s a holy place.”

“Yes,” he said. “I mean, that’s the simple answer. But it’s more than that. There’s a feeling of comfort and understanding. When I’m on the holy mount, I see myself in a different light—with a different perspective. The small burdens of life seem less heavy, and the important decisions more clear.”

Elisabeth stopped, and Zacharias realized they’d reached the outer courtyard of her home. Only a gate divided them from her family’s property now. She didn’t make a move to open the gate though. “I would love to go again someday,” she said. 

And I would love to take you, he almost said. Instead, he replied, “Does your family have any upcoming trips besides your father’s usual priest duties? Perhaps one of the religious holidays?”
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