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Chapter 1: A Thief’s Chance
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Marcus crouched in the shadows of the busy Antioch market, his sharp eyes flicking from one unsuspecting vendor to another. The scent of roasted lamb and fresh bread filled the air, mingling with the dusty heat of late afternoon. He felt the familiar thrill of a crowd ripe for plundering. It had been a lean few weeks, and he was desperate for something—a coin purse, a ring, even a handful of figs. Anything to keep him from the night’s gnawing hunger.

As he moved, ducking through a press of merchants, soldiers, and traders, he spotted his mark. A weary-looking man, with a tattered tunic and a leather satchel slung carelessly over his shoulder. The man’s gaze was fixed somewhere far ahead, his hand barely gripping the strap of the satchel. It was too easy.

With the smooth, practiced motion of a seasoned thief, Marcus slipped behind him and tugged the strap loose. The satchel fell into his hands like it was meant to be there. The man kept walking, oblivious, lost in some other world. Marcus didn’t wait to see if he’d notice. He slipped into an alley, ducking behind a stack of empty crates, his heart pounding in time with the thundering of his pulse.

With quick hands, he opened the satchel and rifled through its contents. A loaf of hard bread, a sheaf of papers, a small coin pouch. The sight of coins—even just a few—filled him with relief. He quickly pocketed them before turning back to the papers.

They were worn and creased, some of the ink fading, but they were clearly letters, and judging by the scratched Latin and Greek, they were written by someone used to a traveling life. Letters didn’t fetch much, but occasionally they held useful secrets—names, addresses, details he could use to slip past city guards or fake his way into a more comfortable part of town.

He was about to stuff them back when he noticed a single word that sent a chill up his spine. Paul.

The name alone was enough to make his skin prickle. He’d heard of the man. Who hadn’t? The Apostle who’d traveled from city to city, converting Jews, pagans, and any others who would listen to his talk of a dead Messiah. He was said to be charismatic, a firebrand, with words that could stir crowds or bring tears to the stoniest hearts. And he was hated, too—hunted by Jewish leaders, watched by Rome. This letter wasn’t just valuable; it was dangerous.

He looked closer. The letter seemed to be addressed to a small Christian group in Antioch. His stomach twisted with an idea. He’d seen these Christians gather in secret, talking about forgiveness, hope, and the return of their dead prophet. Fools, all of them, he’d thought. But fools with open hands, willing to share food, drink, even coin for anyone who claimed to be one of them.

What if they believed him to be a messenger from Paul himself?

A bitter smile crept onto his face as he folded the letter back up and slipped it into his pocket. He could show up, flash Paul’s letter, and take what he wanted from these believers before they knew what hit them. A meal, a bed—maybe even a little gold. They’d believe whatever story he spun if he made it good enough.

His fingers tingled at the thought of such easy prey. All he’d need was the right words and the right tone. Something to sound... righteous. He practiced in a whisper, hearing how his own voice might change when he spoke to them. “Brothers and sisters, I bring news from Paul of Tarsus.”

A snort escaped him. It would be laughable if it weren’t so brilliant. With a last glance at the dusty street, he rose, brushed off his tunic, and started toward the part of Antioch where he knew the Christians hid away, pretending they were safe.



The house was tucked down a side street, its shutters closed tight. Marcus hung back, watching the door, waiting for any sign of activity. He knew the gathering would be small—these people moved like rats in the night, careful to avoid the eyes of the Romans. Just a few knockoff priests and zealots huddling together over strange rituals. No threat to him. He could walk in, take what he wanted, and be gone before they realized he’d vanished with their generosity.

Finally, a woman emerged from the house, her head covered in a simple veil. She glanced around nervously before motioning to someone inside. Marcus counted six others slipping in after her, keeping their heads down, their steps swift. He waited, watching, until the street fell silent again.

He approached the door, drawing himself up to his full height. He practiced a calm, respectful expression as he knocked. Within moments, the door creaked open, and he was face to face with the veiled woman. She looked at him with wary eyes.

“Yes?”

Marcus cleared his throat, setting his tone low and soft. “Greetings, sister. I bring word from Paul of Tarsus.”

She stared, eyes widening in shock and something close to reverence. She glanced over her shoulder, then back at him, stepping aside to let him in. “Please,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Come in, brother.”

Inside, the room was dim, lit only by a few lamps, casting shadows over faces huddled in close-knit silence. They looked up as he entered, surprise and curiosity lighting their eyes. Some nodded in greeting, others simply watched, guarded and uncertain.

Marcus paused, feeling the weight of their stares. He let it linger, then gave a small nod. “I come with a message of hope,” he said, pitching his voice just right, careful to sound reverent but not overdone. “Paul has sent me to speak to you all.”

Murmurs rippled through the room. They seemed almost awed. He fought back a smirk. Too easy.

The woman who had let him in spoke, her voice a whisper of anticipation. “Please, tell us... What does Paul say?”

Marcus swallowed, a spark of irritation rising. He hadn’t exactly prepared a sermon. “Paul... speaks of perseverance,” he said, weaving in words he’d overheard from the Christians in the market. “He reminds us that the path is narrow and dangerous, but that we are not alone.”

He was met with nods, murmurs of agreement. He pressed on, gaining confidence as he watched their faces soften, a few of them even wiping at their eyes. This was better than he’d imagined. They were hanging on every word.

As he finished, a young man across the room leaned forward, his eyes burning with something like admiration. “We are blessed to have you here, brother. To bring us this message.”

Marcus forced himself to nod solemnly. “We are all blessed, yes.” He tried not to choke on the words.

The veiled woman, her face now soft with emotion, approached him and pressed a hand to his arm. “We have little to offer, but please, stay with us tonight. Let us share what we have.”

The warmth of her touch and the kindness in her eyes threw him. He nearly pulled back, but forced himself to smile. “Thank you, sister. I accept.”

She motioned for him to sit as others began passing around bread and wine. It was a meager spread, but the sincerity in their eyes made it feel like a feast. Marcus kept his face steady, calm, though his mind buzzed with exhilaration. Here he was, being fed, praised, welcomed as if he were one of them, all for a story he’d spun in a single breath.

But as he sat among them, one hand resting over Paul’s letter in his pocket, a strange feeling began to claw its way up his spine. Something in the air here was different. Heavy, as if these people’s faith was a physical force, a presence that watched him, weighed him. For a split second, he felt exposed, vulnerable, as though they could see right through him.

He shook it off, reminding himself of his goal. A meal, a place to sleep. And by morning, he’d be gone, leaving them none the wiser.

Yet as the quiet murmurs of prayer rose around him, something deeper than hunger began to stir, a question that caught in his chest and refused to let go.
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Chapter 2: The Welcome of Strangers
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The small room hummed with murmured voices as the Christians bowed their heads, hands clasped in solemn prayer. Marcus shifted uncomfortably on the rough wooden bench, his stomach full but tense. Around him, their voices rose and fell, soft as whispers but thick with conviction, pressing in like an unseen weight. He tried to focus on the meal he’d just finished, the wine warming his throat, but the air felt stifling.

He kept his head down, hands clenched tightly in his lap, willing himself invisible. They hadn’t stopped looking at him with that peculiar mix of awe and reverence since he’d claimed to bring Paul’s message. He’d almost enjoyed it—at first. But now their intensity felt like a noose tightening around his neck.

When the prayers finally ended, the room went silent. All eyes turned to him again. The veiled woman—Hannah, they’d called her—took a seat beside him, her gaze soft but piercing.

“Tell us more,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “What else did Paul say about the trials we face?”

Marcus fought the urge to shift away. The way she looked at him, as if searching his face for some hidden wisdom, made his skin prickle. He cleared his throat, forcing himself to meet her eyes. “Paul... he speaks of courage in the face of persecution,” he said slowly, trying to recall scraps he’d overheard from the market. “He urges you to hold fast, even when the road is... narrow and harsh.”

There. That sounded suitably mysterious. For a second, he thought he’d done well.

But Hannah leaned closer, studying him with a frown. “And what of love?” she asked quietly. “Did he speak of loving our enemies, even as they turn against us?”

Marcus blinked, thrown off. “Yes,” he replied quickly, trying to sound confident. “He... he said something about that. To love, even in suffering.”

A murmur of approval rippled through the room, and a few faces broke into relieved smiles. Marcus felt his shoulders relax slightly. But before he could catch his breath, another voice piped up—a young man, barely more than a boy, with a shock of dark curls and eyes that practically glowed.

“And did he say anything about the return of our Lord?” the boy asked, leaning forward, his voice taut with longing.

Marcus tensed. He’d heard talk of this supposed “return” before, though he’d always thought it was a madman’s dream. He forced a nod. “Yes. Paul... said to keep watching. To prepare yourselves, because—”

“When?” The boy’s voice cracked, raw with anticipation. “Did he say when?”

Marcus opened his mouth, then closed it, feeling a rush of irritation. He hadn’t come here to answer endless questions or keep their fantasies alive. “Soon,” he said at last, hoping it would pacify them. “Paul said... soon.”

The boy’s face lit up, and he looked to the others, as though this vague promise was all he needed to hear. Marcus felt a twinge of pity. If a few empty words could lift their spirits so easily, these people were worse off than he’d thought.

As the murmurs settled, Hannah touched his arm lightly, her eyes filled with a strange kind of gratitude. “Thank you, brother. Your presence here is a blessing to us all.”

A blessing. Marcus fought back a grim smile. If only they knew. But her hand stayed on his arm, a warm, steady weight that unsettled him more than any harsh glare.

“Stay with us,” she said softly, her voice unwavering. “At least for a little while. There’s... safety in our fellowship. For you, and for us.”

He opened his mouth to decline—staying too long was risky. But he felt a flash of curiosity that wouldn’t let him dismiss her so quickly. “Why?” he asked, half-sneering. “Why would you want me here?”

She didn’t look away. “Because we see something in you.”

He nearly laughed. “Do you?” He shook his head, letting his voice drip with sarcasm. “What could you possibly see in me?”

“Someone in need of hope,” she replied simply, not flinching at his tone. Her words landed heavier than he’d expected, like stones in his chest. “And someone who may have a place with us. If you want it.”

The laughter died in his throat. He looked away, his jaw clenching. She didn’t understand. None of them did. He didn’t want “a place,” not among people who lived and breathed a life so foreign to his own that he couldn’t begin to grasp it. Hope wasn’t something he believed in; it was a luxury for fools who hadn’t seen the reality of the world.

But he knew the game. He could play along a while longer, say the right words, and keep them believing. They’d feed him, shelter him, and when he was ready, he’d disappear without a trace.
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