
  
    [image: Servant Siblings Series: Books 1-3]
  


  
    
      SERVANT SIBLINGS SERIES: BOOKS 1-3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        JENIFER JENNINGS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 Jenifer Jennings

      

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by an information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      

      Editor: Jill Monday

      

      Scripture quotations and paraphrases are taken from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, Copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers.

      

      This book is a work of historical fiction based closely on real people and events recorded in the Holy Bible. Details that cannot be historically verified are purely products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      ISBN: 978-1-954105-37-9

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Book Terms

      

    

    
      
        
          James

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

      
        
          Joseph

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

      
        
          Assia

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

      
        What’s Next?

      

      
        Jude: Chapter 1

      

    

    
      
        Also By Jenifer Jennings

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d like to take a moment to introduce this fictionalized family of Jesus before you dive into their stories. There are things you might encounter in this series that don’t perfectly align with traditional viewpoints. First, remember you discovered this book in the fiction section. The story’s primary duty, as with all fiction, is to entertain. While entertaining, my writing also attempts to shed light on Scriptural truths and show God’s work in our lives. I strive to keep my stories in the context of history and ancient culture, but these do not make them Canon. Second, remember that simply because one sect of Christianity holds a certain viewpoint, doesn’t make it the only correct one. There are traditions of every sect that are based on human interpretation and bias that don’t find solid footing in Scripture. I am not speaking of doctrinal theology clearly laid out in God’s Word, but those viewpoints and practices that are merely traditions. It is often a delicate task for a Biblical Historical Fiction novelist to separate modern views from historical facts, ancient culture, and Biblical truth. I’d like to offer a few considerations based on research that might rub against modern views in this series.

      One of those viewpoints is that Joseph and Jesus were carpenters. Some of us have vivid memories of sermons and dramas depicting Jesus working exclusively with wood. While not completely outside the realm of possibilities, the truth of their profession may more accurately align with what we would call a “handyman.” The Greek word tektón appears only twice in the New Testament and encompasses a more general career of “craftsman.” One Biblical reference is to Joseph (Matthew 13:55) and one to Jesus (Mark 6:3). Both references are found in the story of Jesus’ denial in Nazareth. Both also speak of his familial relationship with his mother Mary, his four named brothers, and “all of his sisters.” These people became the primary focus of this series. This word was later translated as “carpenter” by people who had a plethora of fantastic wood available and who used wood in prominent ways during their time period. The fact is that during Jesus’ days in Nazareth, wood was scarce and what was available would not have made suitable building materials outside of shelves, doors, or tables. Almost everything else was made of stone. As the Jewish population was reaching the heights of its legalism, stone became the most prominent building material. They preferred stone over wood because wood absorbed impurities while stone did not. There have also been archaeological discoveries of a stone quarry near Nazareth which contained a workshop where stone items were produced on-site. A city called Sepphoris was also within walking distance of Nazareth and was undergoing mass stone building projects during the years of Jesus. These pieces of evidence seem to point to a culture more focused on stonework over wood. Does that mean Jesus never worked with wood? Absolutely not. But these discoveries paint a picture in which his father Joseph, seeking to care for a family of at least nine people, might have focused his skills more on stone and taught his sons to do the same. This family might have had expanded skills in building design, woodwork, masonry, and more.

      The second viewpoint is a much more delicate and highly debated one. Though I have no room here (or desire) to debate centuries’ worth of viewpoints and traditions, I would like to address one person who might step into a different light in this series. While imagining the family surrounding Jesus, I had to come to decisions about his mother, Mary. Studying under Protestant teachings, I know views on Mary as I understand them significantly differ from those of other Christian sects. My goal in developing Mary as a character was not to paint in her light of a certain sect, but to show her as real as possible. Being human, she might have made choices that do not line up with certain modern viewpoints. I kept asking myself, “If she honestly believed her son was Messiah, what would she do in this situation?” Answering those questions in my imagination resulted in situations in these stories that might clash with certain modern viewpoints. That creative choice formed conflicts in this fictionalized world, which is a goal of writers. Those conflicts find resolutions as the series progresses. Characters in stories must grow, so they must start with a need for growth.

      The debate of family relationships also extends into Jesus’ relationship with the people listed in the two passages about his denial in Nazareth. I decided to portray the simplest explanation that fit within the culture; the people listed were Jesus’ half-siblings, children of Mary and Joseph after their consummated marriage. One glaring fact remains; we know very little about Jesus’ family. We can make a few educated guesses considering culture and archeology and tie them to the casual mentions in Scripture. These foundations are what I built my fictional story upon; not modern traditions.

      My prayer is that these stories will help you see Jesus in the context of family and culture. The primary goal was not to paint a picture of perfection but one of reality and historical context. Let’s take the people spoken of in the Bible off their pedestals and put them in the dirt beside us. They were real, like us. They struggled, like us. And, like us, they encountered God and His Messiah, who changed their lives.

      ~Jenifer Jennings
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        Abba: “Father”

        Aureus: Roman gold coin

        Av Beit Din: “father of the law court”, second highest-ranking member of the Sanhedrin who presided over the Sanhedrin when it sat as a criminal court

        Balsam: resin sap from certain types of trees

        Betrothed: a person engaged to be married

        Bimah: raised platform in the synagogue from which the Torah is read

        Dod: “Uncle”

        Doda: “Aunt”

        Guwr: “lion cub”

        Hag ha-Bikkurim: Feast of First Fruits

        Ima: “Mother”

        Messiah: promised deliverer of the Jewish nation

        Nasi: literally: “prince”, but used by the Sanhedrin for the position of president

        Passover: Feast of Unleavened Bread, celebrates the deliverance of the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt

        Rabbi: “teacher”

        Shabbat: “Sabbath”

        Shalom: a greeting of “Peace”

        Sitting Shiva: week-long mourning period for first-degree relative

        Soreg: low dividing wall in the Temple separating the place only Jews could cross

        Sukkot: Feast of Tabernacles or Feast of Booths

        Tyrian shekel: coin minted by Herod in Jerusalem to mimic the ones minted in Tyre
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      33 A.D., Chalkstone quarry north of Nazareth

      

      James rubbed his thumb over the smooth chalkstone cup. Every trace of his chisel had been polished away like removing fingerprints. The soft stone yielded to the strength of his skilled hands. He set it in a pile with the others.

      Gazing up into the fading sunlight, he wiped away sweat from his brow. He adjusted his headwrap and picked up the next unfinished cup.

      The rhythmic sound of chisels on stone in the cave behind him suddenly shifted to a trickle of rock movement. He’d heard that sound before.

      Without hesitation, he jumped from his seat and rushed to the entrance, halting at the mouth of the cave. “Run!”

      Men ran toward him with horror in their eyes as the rocks above the cave rained down on them.

      “Run! Out of the cave!” James continued shouting.

      Voices of panic replaced the pounding as laborers, slave and free, rushed to move clear of the rockslide.

      When the last rock tumbled down, the men stood staring at the partially blocked opening.

      James held his breath not wanting a single gust to move more stones.

      As if stone themselves, the frozen men finally shook off the shock to check on each other.

      “Anyone missing?” men shouted. “Any injured?”

      James searched the sandy faces surrounding him, counting the familiar ones. “Joseph?” he called for his younger brother.

      “Here.” Joseph stepped out from behind a group. He was covered in dust but appeared unharmed.

      “Where are Jude and Simon?”

      Joseph looked around. “I don’t think they were inside.”

      James sifted through the crowd calling for his other brothers, “Jude? Simon?”

      “Here.” Jude waved at him from a stone’s throw away.

      James hurried to him to find Jude hovering over Simon and another man.

      Simon knelt next to the man. “Marcus was struck.” He pulled his own headcloth off his shoulders and pressed the material to the huge gash on the man’s head. “We need to get this bandaged.”

      “I’ll grab some linens,” Joseph offered and hurried away.

      James looked down at the Roman slave. The young man wasn’t much more than skin and bones under a tattered, short tunic. He’d been largely ignored while working in the quarry. James knew little about him except that he was owned by a rich Roman living nearby, and he’d been accused of stealing and sent to work off his debt in the quarry. In his experience, personal slaves were often treated harsher than the ones whose debt was owed to Rome.

      He noticed his brother’s headcloth drip with blood, which appeared to have no end.

      Simon glanced up at him with large eyes.

      James knelt. “Marcus?”

      The slave’s breath came in short bursts as he stared at some distant place.

      “Can you hear me?”

      The man’s chest heaved several times.

      “Marcus, you were in a rockslide.”

      No response.

      “You’ve got a head injury,” James explained. “We are going to help you.”

      Joseph returned with a few rags. “These were all the clean ones I could find.”

      James pushed Simon’s hand away and wrapped Marcus’ head with the fresh linens. “We need to get him to a physician.” He watched a spot of red spread as the blood started seeping through the cloth.

      “I don’t know where we could find one,” Jude answered.

      James pressed his hand against the crude bandage. “We can’t just leave him like this.” Images of his father’s lifeless body covered in stones danced in his vision. He shook them away. “Get Celsus.”

      Jude ran to find the master of the quarry.

      “Hold on, Marcus,” James ordered.

      Jude returned with Celsus.

      The tall man rushed toward them. His white toga almost fell off his left shoulder as he ran. “What happened here?”

      “Rockslide,” James explained. “This slave was injured.”

      Celsus stood over the scene. “That’s Quintus’ slave.”

      “He needs a physician,” James pleaded.

      “Physicians cost coins.” The quarry master wagged his head. “He’s Quintus’ property; let him decide his fate.”

      James pressed harder on Marcus’ head. “You’d allow this man’s blood on your hands?”

      Celsus rubbed at his freshly shaven face. “I’ll send word to the owner, but he’s not my responsibility.” He looked up to survey the rest of the damage. “Any able-body men, start getting that opening clear.” The timbre of his voice rose and bounced around the quarry, “We don’t have time to fall behind on our quota.” He looked down at the injured slave with a click of his tongue. “Shame. He was just starting to be of use.” The edges of his folded garment swung as he turned and walked away.

      James motioned with a flick of his head for Simon and Jude to follow.

      The two brothers headed for the cave.

      James glanced up into the face of Joseph. He reached over, grabbed his arm, and pushed his hand against Marcus’ injury. “Hold this pressure until someone arrives for him.”

      Joseph’s hands replaced James’. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to make sure no one else is injured.” James rose and hurried toward the mouth of the cave.

      Several men were already hard at work clearing the fallen debris.

      “Anyone else injured?” James asked the group.

      A laborer flicked his chin to the side. “One has a twisted foot from running. A few with minor cuts.” He lifted a large stone and tossed it to the side. “May have been worse without your warning.”

      James shuddered.

      The laborer rolled away a small boulder. “How’s Marcus?”

      “Nasty cut on his head.” He lifted a rock and hurled it away. “They’ve sent word to his master.”

      James moved rocks with the others until the cave’s mouth was once again open and the quarry master allowed them to leave.

      His feet dragged as he limped home with his brothers. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so exhausted. His shoulders and upper back burned from lifting and clearing stones after a long day bent over unfinished cups.

      “What happened with Marcus?” Jude inquired of Joseph.

      “Another slave came and carried him away.”

      “How was he?”

      Joseph hung his head. “He was barely breathing.”

      James felt his chest sink. It would be a miracle if the young man survived. His fate rested in the hands of his Roman master. Would Quintus choose to spend precious resources to save a slave or would the cost be too high?

      As tired as his body was, James could not stop his thoughts from drifting to a day in the past in which another rockslide had claimed a life — his own father.

      His family had been working a quarry for the city of Sepphoris. James heard a commotion from some distance away but halted in his steps. He watched in terror as his father, Joseph, ran straight toward the falling rocks. He didn’t hesitate at the mouth of the cave but continued in shouting for the men to escape.

      James’ eyes were transfixed on the shower of stone; his hope rising as each man ran out of the cave. He held his breath until the last rock fell. His father never reappeared through the entrance.

      It was two days later when workers discovered his father’s body under a large pile of debris. Joseph was huddled over a slave, protecting him from the downpour. Neither one survived.

      With little options, James and his brothers were forced to continue working in the quarry that had claimed their father until the one closer to Nazareth opened. The new quarry contained a workspace on-site to create the more desired stoneware for Jews following ceremonial restrictions. James’ father had trained all his sons in the ways of stonework, which made them desired laborers.

      Joseph had also taught them that it was Adonai who held their lives in His mighty hands. As James' thoughts returned to Marcus and his head wound, he wondered if Adonai’s hands were truly a match for stone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was much later than usual when the four brothers finally rounded the path which led to their small home in Nazareth.

      Over the short stone wall surrounding their house, James saw his three sisters warming their hands around the cooking fire and watching for their return.

      The girls rushed toward the men; their thick braids bouncing against their backs.

      Assia made it to them first. “Boys!” She wrapped her arms around James. “Look at you!” She spit on the edge of her headscarf and wiped at his face.

      James swatted away her motherly efforts. “We are well.” He held up his hands as she tried again. “Enough.”

      “You’re all filthy.” She examined the men. “Simon, where is your headcloth?”

      Lydia chuckled. “Lose a fight with a sandstorm?”

      “Rockslide,” the word toppled out of Joseph’s mouth.

      Lydia’s grin fell.

      James met Assia’s wide eyes.

      She twisted the cloth around her fingers. “Was anyone…”

      “One injured foot, a few bumps and bruises…” James swallowed hard, “and one slave took a bad hit to the head.”

      “Is he…”

      James lifted one shoulder. “He was still breathing when they took him away.”

      She put her fingertips to her lips and nodded. “We will pray for him.”

      “Marcus,” Joseph replied.

      Assia turned kind eyes on her brother. “We shall pray for Marcus.” She looked over the men again. “Well, you four need to clean up before we eat. Salome, fetch some fresh water.”

      The youngest sister hurried to obey.

      Lydia led Simon, Jude, and Joseph through the gate and into the courtyard.

      Assia caught James’ arm to slow his pace. “Speak truth,” she whispered, “how bad?”

      James waited for his younger siblings to walk further away before he answered, “I couldn’t get the bleeding to stop. He’s a privately owned slave.”

      Her head dropped with a bob of acknowledgment. “We will pray.” She turned and headed to follow the others.

      James watched her shoulders droop with the weight of spiritual warfare. Though Assia was younger than he, as the eldest sister of the eight siblings, she’d been a caregiver in their family since she could walk. That mantle had only grown heavier on her slim shoulders since their mother left. He knew Assia would make a fine wife to her betrothed, Hiskiel. Their family would certainly be lacking when the day arrived. Though he’d never say as much to her.

      He followed her through the gate and into their tiny courtyard. Their mother had used every spare spot to grow edible plants and herbs, but the pathetic sprouts staring back at him were a clear testament to her absence. No one could grow living things like their mother — plants and children. Both thrived under her touch; both lacked without it.

      As James passed the fire, he eyed the pot of boiling stew.

      Assia caught his glare, then hung her head to escape his questioning stare. “I’m afraid it’s not much tonight.”

      “Anything warm will be welcomed.” He continued on to the side of the house where he found their goat nibbling at weeds.

      James looked down at his filthy hands. Marcus’ dried blood still crusted his fingerprints and stained his nails. He dipped them into the basin of warm water and splashed some onto his arms, scrubbing as much dirt away as he could. He dried his arms, then made his way inside the house.

      His three brothers lounged at their low family table while Lydia and Salome set out stone cups and bowls. Assia brought in the pot and set it on the table. The sisters took their places and all eyes waited for James.

      He stared at the group, then looked over the meager offerings. Tonight, his stomach would feel the familiar void of hunger. He forced a smile. “It looks wonderful.”

      As he lay at the head of the table, he bowed his head and prayed, “Blessed are You, oh Adonai Elohim, King of the universe. We thank You for the fruit of the vine and the bread of the harvest. We thank You for able bodies and safe returns. Please put Your hand on Marcus and bring healing to him.”

      James lifted his gaze and caught Assia still praying. He waited patiently for her to lift her head before he nodded approval for her to serve the meal.

      Assia stood and reached for James’ stone bowl. Scraping the bottom of the pot, she scooped one serving, then attempted a second.

      He caught her attention and shook his head only enough to send her a clear message.

      She looked into the pot, then lifted an empty scoop into his bowl before handing it to him.

      He accepted the bowl and reached for the covered platter in front of him. Lifting the edge of the cloth, he exposed only one small wafer of bread. His eyes drifted up to Assia.

      She kept her eyes on the pot as she continued to serve her siblings.

      James slipped the wafer from the platter and quickly recovered the dish. He broke as small a piece as he dared without anyone objecting and handed the rest to Joseph.

      The wafer diminished as it was passed from hand to hand until it reached Salome who placed the remaining bit beside her bowl.

      James slid his portion next to hers with a finger to his lips.

      She covered the piece of bread with her hand and closed her eyes.

      He noticed a small tear roll down her cheek.

      Assia lifted the jug of wine and filled everyone’s cup before she took her seat on a pillow.

      James lifted his full cup and swirled it. The odd color told him more than he wanted to know. A small sip confirmed the drink was more water than wine. He set it down and lifted his bowl to his lips. The stew was also more liquid than substance, but at least it was warm. That’s all he cared about after a long, hard day at the quarry.

      “It was James who sounded the threat,” Joseph explained to Lydia. “We heard him shouting, and we all ran.”

      Lydia turned to James. “How did you know?”

      The echo of slipping pebbles sounded in his memory. “I’d heard it before. I knew the slide was coming.”

      Silence hung over the siblings like a damp outer cloak.

      The ache of loss wielded its sword of memory in James’ chest once again as he thought about his father.

      Assia attempted a half-hearted smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m glad you were able to give warning to those in harm’s way.”

      James closed his eyes. The unfocused stare of Marcus and the pool of blood against the bandage on his head mocked him. He was almost certain he’d not been able to save everyone.

      Opening his eyes, he watched the oil lamp’s light slowly fade and then die. He set a questioning gaze on Assia. Even in the dim of evening, he could see her cheeks flame a bright red.

      “No more oil either,” she whispered.

      James reached into his tunic and retrieved his daily wage. He slid the two coins across to her and the other brothers followed his lead.

      She collected each one and tucked them away.

      “It's being set aside, isn’t it?” Simon’s words dripped with accusation.

      James lowered a warning brow at his brother. “Choose your words carefully.”

      Simon pounded his fist on the table causing the bowls to shake and startled the group. “We shouldn’t have to starve to line Rome’s pockets.”

      “Peace,” James barked.

      Simon folded his arms across his chest and chomped down on his lips.

      James looked to Assia.

      “I’ve been saving what I can for the trip.” Her eyes misted. “It won’t be cheap to travel back to Jerusalem so soon. Passage with a caravan, lodging, food, not to mention the temple tax and the Roman…” her voice faded as she flicked her eyes to Simon.

      “You’ve done your best,” James offered. “I want you girls to take the goat into the market and get what you can for it.”

      “If we do that, then we won’t have any milk or cheese,” Salome protested.

      James patted her hand. “We can always buy another goat.”

      “We can also stay home,” Simon countered. “We were just in Jerusalem six months ago for Sukkot.”

      “We haven’t been for Passover in years,” Jude explained. “Not since Jesus…” he caught James’ glare and closed his lips.

      James turned his anger in Simon’s direction. “We need to make this trip.”

      “For obligation?”

      “For tradition,” James clarified.

      Simon fumbled to his feet. “What good is tradition when you have to suffer for it?” He stormed out of the house without expecting an answer.

      James rubbed his temples. The dull ache that was his constant companion since he could remember had been growing in strength long before his return home.

      He looked down into his empty bowl. The meager portion had not been enough to tame the wild beast of starvation that clawed at his midsection. He prayed that the howl of hunger would not sound in his siblings’ ears and give away the semblance of dignity he still held onto. This wouldn’t be the first night he went to his mat lacking.
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      James recounted the stack of stone cups before allowing the lot to be removed by the waiting slave. He stood, arched his back, and rubbed the back of his neck. The day had been productive and free of danger, for which he was most grateful.

      Men working in the cave filed out as the oil lamps inside depleted, signaling the end of their workday.

      James measured the sun’s placement in the sky. There would still be some light left to help the girls prepare for their trip if he and his brothers hurried home.

      Joseph, Jude, and Simon walked toward him updating each other about their separate day’s tasks.

      “Anyone hear about Marcus?” James asked them.

      They shared a glance.

      Joseph shook his head. “It’s only been a few days. Perhaps he is still recovering.”

      “Assia’s not going to like not knowing his fate before we leave,” Jude added.

      “We’ll just keep praying for him. We need to go help the girls.” James turned the group toward the path home.

      The four brothers rushed their steps toward Nazareth until they reached their simple stone dwelling.

      Assia was busy in the small courtyard when they arrived.

      James caught her relieved glance as they approached.

      She straightened from her hunched position and wiped a river of sweat from her brow. “I’m so glad you’re home.” She tossed a bundle of lentils into the basket at her feet.

      James walked toward her while the other brothers headed for the side of the house to wash. He leaned over to eye the tiny legumes she’d already picked. “What else needs to be done?”

      She glanced around. “The barley isn’t ready yet. Should be by the time we get back.”

      He surveyed the shriveled stalks and wondered if they would survive until then.

      Assia twisted the end of her thick braid around her finger. “These are the last of what’s planted, but it should help fill our stomachs on the trip.”

      “How much were you able to get for the goat?”

      “Enough.” She pushed her braid over her shoulder and bent to search for any remaining edibles. “Should cover a lamb and the taxes.”

      “Caravan passage is secure. We leave at first light.”

      She bent to sweep her hands through the grass. “Our clothes are laundered and packed. I will have Salome fetch fresh water in the morning to fill our skins.” She straightened her back and wiped dirt from her hands. “The girls are inside scrubbing the house before we lose light. I left orders to put any food on the table that can’t be packed. We can feast on whatever remains.”

      James inwardly scoffed at her choice of words. He remembered the last time he’d indulged at a feast. Three years ago, in Cana. The family had been invited to a friend’s wedding. Three days into the week-long celebration, Jesus showed up with his first six followers.

      As the wine ran out, their mother begged Jesus to perform one of his tricks. James had tasted of the water-turned-wine. It was the sweetest wine he’d ever had. His mouth watered at the memory. The ruse had satisfied the guests. Even James had been bought with the lie.

      When Jesus suggested the family move with him to Capernaum where he was acquiring supporters, James followed like a lamb to slaughter. Jesus taught and performed healings around the area for months until it was time for their family’s Passover pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

      At the Temple, Jesus fashioned a whip and drove out money changers, hurling accusations of robbery and idolatry at them. His actions brought unwanted attention to their family. Then their cousin John was arrested for proclaiming Jesus as Messiah.

      James confronted Jesus about his teachings and actions. After a heated discussion, Jesus had chosen to continue as a trouble-making Rabbi and enchanted their mother to remain with him. James decided to take his six younger siblings back to Nazareth. Back to the quarry. Back to life without parents or a patriarch.

      He added the lack of income from Jesus’ hands, their mother’s absence of care, and the three years of mocking and ridicule their family endured to the list of other charges he laid at his brother’s feet. James was doing the best he could for his family’s survival, but his failure was becoming more evident with each passing month.

      As he looked down into the waiting gaze of Assia, he knew whatever scant rations the girls could manage to find among their shallow stoneware would certainly not be enough to classify as a feast.

      “Whatever Adonai provides will be enough,” James lied to Assia and himself.

      She lifted the basket to her hip and walked inside.

      He went to the side of the house to wash himself of quarry dust.

      Salome was there cleaning her hands.

      “Shalom, young one. How has the day treated you?”

      She looked up at him. “Assia’s had me and Lydia cleaning since you left.” She shook water from her hands and extended them to him.

      James held her upturned hands in his and rubbed her reddened palms with his thumbs, then he bent to kiss them. “Tough work makes for a tough woman.” He winked. “Before we know it you will have your own house full of children whom you will make scrub the walls.”

      She chuckled as she slipped her hands from his. “If I survive our sister’s tasks.”

      “Assia is simply trying to make sure things are ready for our trip.”

      Salome’s attention fell to James’ sandals.

      “What is it?”

      She shook her head.

      “Come now. You can share anything with me.”

      Without lifting her head, she whispered, “Do you think we’ll see Jesus in Jerusalem?”

      In the years since returning to Nazareth, the family only had a few encounters with Jesus, and none of them positive. James had banned their brother’s name from their home.

      Salome glanced up at him.

      James wanted to remind her of the forbidden name but saw hurt and hope battle in her tender eyes. She’d been merely an infant when their father died. Jesus had stepped into those empty sandals in her life. When he left to become a Rabbi, it crushed her. James had been left to pick up the shards.

      He brushed a few loose strands away from her face that had escaped her braid. “I don’t know,” he whispered the answer he hated giving.

      She wiped at her face and painted on a brave smile. “I need to go help Lydia before she comes looking for me.”

      He gave her a nod of approval and watched her rush into the house.

      As quickly as he could, he washed and joined the others in preparation.

      It was sundown when Assia approved of all work. The siblings gathered at the table in the dim light to partake of the assortment of food for their meal. Bits and pieces of fruits, vegetables, and cheeses were picked over until nothing remained.

      When the meal was complete, the girls cleared the dishes and took them outside to clean.

      The four brothers lounged at the table.

      “How long do you expect the trip to take?” Joseph asked.

      James wiped a few stray crumbs from his beard. “Should take about four days. That will put us there right before Shabbat.”

      “Do you know where we will be able to find lodging in the city?”

      “The caravan master spoke of connections. He assured me we could find a guest room large enough to accommodate our family.”

      Simon lifted a thick brow. “For a price.”

      “Everything costs something.” James lifted his chin. “You let me worry about the finances and you just worry about keeping yourself out of trouble.”

      The girls returned to pack the stoneware.

      Jude adjusted to a seated position. “Do you think we could stay in Bethany?”

      “Bethany?” Salome repeated.

      Lydia squealed. “Are we going to stay with Mary and Martha?”

      Joseph leaned over to James. “Do you think they would welcome us?”

      “We haven’t seen them since word of their brother’s death reached us.” Pain seared in James’ chest. His best friend had battled illnesses all his life. Death had finally snatched him away and James had not been there to mourn him. The trip to Jerusalem was a perfect excuse to visit the nearby town of Bethany and Lazarus’ sisters. “I don’t know what has become of them. But we will inquire when we arrive.” He rose from the table. “I think we should all get some rest.”

      Simon and Jude pushed the table to the far wall while Assia handed out their rolls of sleeping mats. Each sibling unrolled their mat and used the few pillows they owned to lay their heads upon.

      James stood in the open doorway staring up at the bright moon. In a few days, he would be standing in Jerusalem. He knew it was a foolish journey. His struggling family could use the wages he and the other brothers could earn in the week or so they would be gone. But he couldn’t shake the draw he felt in his soul. Like something in the city was calling to him and he needed to heed the cry. It was the good, Jewish male thing to do. But more than that, he felt it was vital they all be in Jerusalem this year.
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      James adjusted the two bag straps across his body shifting the weight on his shoulders. Though his poor family counted little possessions as their own, they’d packed as much as they could for the pilgrimage. Food for the journey, along with their collection of stone bowls and a pot, their finest clothes for celebrating Shabbat in Jerusalem, a few tools, and their sleeping mats along with a small skin they used to pitch a make-shift tent were all tucked away in packs and shoulder bags among the seven siblings.

      As they walked during the day, James paired each brother with a sister for an extra measure of protection while he traveled behind them to ensure they kept up with the caravan.

      The smell of camels and donkeys was not one James was accustomed to, but the fresh air and the variety of landscapes helped keep his lungs and mind clear.

      On the second night, the siblings gathered around a simple fire sharing the stew Assia managed to prepare with their limited ingredients. They were surrounded by the tents of other travelers and sounds of each enjoying their own meals.

      James watched Salome rise and limp to set her empty dish in the washbowl. As she turned to come back, he noticed her wince. “What’s wrong, young one?”

      Salome settled in the dirt near him. “I’m well.”

      “You’re obviously not.”

      She ran her fingers down her leg. “My feet are just a little swollen.”

      He held out his hand. “Let me see.”

      She shot Assia an uncertain glance.

      “Let him look,” the oldest sister comforted.

      Salome lifted her dress just enough to reveal her ankle and placed her foot in James’ hand.

      James untied her sandal and slipped it off. He gently pressed at the swelling. “No bruising.” He lowered her foot and handed her sandal to her. “Try to elevate it while you sleep.”

      After they cleaned up, all the siblings retired to their mats except James and Joseph who still sat near the fire.

      “I’m worried about Salome,” Joseph admitted when they were alone.

      “She’s just not used to this much walking,” James offered.

      “That’s what I mean.” He flicked a glance over his shoulder to their sleeping sister. “She’s not as strong as the rest of us.”

      “We are halfway there.” James stoked the fire. “She’ll make it.”

      “At least she doesn’t complain like Lydia.”

      James craned his neck around Joseph to see Lydia’s resting form. “Oh?”

      “That woman is pounding on my last nerve.” He wagged his head. “All she does is complain. I’ve noticed Simon and Jude push Assia and Salome to walk faster simply to get away from her.”

      “She’s not used to the distance either.”

      “I know.” Joseph looked back at their sleeping siblings. “But she doesn’t have to complain so much about it.”

      “I’ll speak with her.”

      Joseph’s shoulders lifted as if a weight had been removed. “I would appreciate that. She doesn’t listen to me.”

      James snorted. “She doesn’t listen to me either, but I can try.”

      Pops and crackles from the fire were the only sounds for a time before Joseph asked, “Do you think we will see Ima?”

      Images of their mother’s radiant smile flooded James’ mind. “I don’t know.”

      “Will you look for her?”

      James felt the flames of frustration rise in his chest. “I don’t know.”

      “Will you search for Jesus?”

      “I don’t know,” he barked as he tossed his stick into the fire.

      Joseph recoiled.

      James pressed down the tide of anger and let out a weighted sigh. “Forgive me.” He rubbed the length of his face. “I don’t have any answers.”

      Joseph relaxed but kept his eyes on the fire.

      They sat listening to the sounds of night for several moments.

      “Why don’t you get some sleep,” James said. “We still have two long days of travel ahead.”

      Joseph rose without a word and settled on his mat next to Jude.

      James glanced up into the tent of stars above him. Doubt crept into his thoughts like a thief. Had he made a mistake dragging his siblings away from their home? Would this trip cost them more than the coins in their money purse?

      He poured sand over the fire and made sure it was out before he crawled under the goatskin and onto his mat.

      As he closed his eyes, he thought of his mother and brother and where they were laying their heads this night. Were they already in Jerusalem? Could he find them if he tried? Would they even want to see him again?

      Questions, uncertainties, and fears circled him like scavenger birds feasting on his peace. He tossed and turned on his mat hoping he would not disturb his siblings until his mind finally gave in to the exhaustion of his body and sleep overcame him.

      At first light, the group woke and packed their simple belongings to be ready when the caravan prepared to move.

      James caught Salome as she lifted her shoulder bag over her head. “Let me take that for a while.”

      “I can manage.”

      “I know.” He slipped his hand around the strap and removed it from her grasp. “Just for a while. I need to build some muscle.”

      Joseph stepped beside Salome and scooped up the small bag at her feet. Without a word, he added it to his own load and headed for the line of camels.

      “Joseph!” She ran after him. “I can carry my own bag. I’m not a child.”

      James chuckled.

      Simon passed him. “You shouldn’t coddle her.” He turned to walk backward. “She’s old enough to be treated like the rest of us.”

      “Why don’t you let me lead this family?” He gave his brother a firm glare. “Unless you’re ready for me to step aside so you can be patriarch?”

      Simon rolled his eyes and turned forward to continue walking away.

      Assia and Jude strolled by with Lydia trailing behind.

      “Lydia.” James shadowed her. “I was hoping we could walk together today.”

      She lifted a curious brow. “You want to walk with me?”

      “Why not?”

      She halted and crossed her arms over her chest. “Joseph said something to you, didn’t he?”

      “I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

      “Joseph!” Lydia howled as she stomped after her brother, her long, thick braid bouncing against her back as she went. “If you didn’t want to walk with me anymore, you could have said something.”

      James hung his head. The next two days were going to be very long.

      He thought about one of his favorite stories regarding the warrior leader of his ancestors, Joshua. During a mighty battle with the Amorites, Joshua prayed for Adonai to command the sun to hold its place until they avenged themselves against their enemy. James wondered if he prayed hard enough if Adonai would command the sun to quicken its race across the sky for him.
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      The bright city of Jerusalem came into view in the fading light of day. James hesitated as he took in the glorious sight. He had been raised in the town of Nazareth and had only seen a few large cities around the area of Galilee. Each year they traveled to Jerusalem the city caught his breath once again. Its massive expanse and glistening white and gold temple beckoned him. The days of travel and the heavy burden on his shoulders and soul lifted as they drew near. He wasn’t certain why, but he knew he was where he was supposed to be.

      As they passed through the gate and into the Lower City, Roman troops were everywhere. Their bright red capes and shiny metal breastplates marked them as Caesars’. With the approaching feast, the Roman Governor Pilate had already moved into Jerusalem from his home in the coastal city of Caesarea, bringing his legions of troops with him to maintain order.

      Hairs on James’ arm rose at the squinted scowls of the soldiers. The air was thick with tension. Between the passion of religious pilgrims gathered from all over the known world, the heightened Roman presence, and the increased power of the Sanhedrin Council, Jerusalem had become a tinderbox awaiting a spark. James had actively avoided the city during this week for the past few years hoping the hostility would settle. To his regret, the strain had only grown since their last visit.

      He hurried his family through the streets following the directions given to him by the caravan leader. Seeking the home of a potter and the promise of an upper guest room to accommodate their needs, they wound their way through the close mudbrick buildings until they reached their destination.

      A two-story house sat encircled by a courtyard where a young woman tended a fire. She straightened at their approach.

      “Shalom,” James called from the other side of the gate. “We seek Benjamin, the potter.”

      “Shalom.” She hurried to open the gate and waved them inside. “My abba will be returning any moment.” She latched the gate behind them. “I am called Elissa. Please rest your feet. I’m sure you’ve traveled far.”

      “Nazareth,” Assia clarified and moved to warm herself by the fire.

      Elissa’s eyes danced. “I’ve heard it is very beautiful there.”

      James took note of the small home. Though it was stacked with two levels, the house didn’t appear any larger than his home in Nazareth. He wondered if the upper room would be big enough to house seven siblings for several days among the unknown size of their host family.

      “Shalom,” a gruff voice called behind him.

      James turned to see an older man enter the courtyard and kiss Elissa on the cheek.

      “I see our guests have arrived.”

      “Just now.” Elissa retrieved a spoon and turned her attention to the stew cooking over the fire.

      The man bowed to James. “Pleased to meet you; I am called Benjamin. Uzziah told me to expect you today.”

      “I am called James.” He returned the bow. “Let me introduce you to my siblings. This is Joseph, Jude, Simon, Assia, Lydia, and Salome.” He pointed to each in turn. “We are grateful for your hospitality.”

      Benjamin waved his hand around. “Think nothing of it. It is our pleasure.”

      Lydia tugged on James’ sleeve and pleaded with her eyes.

      James furrowed his brow at her until he watched her mouth, “Bethany.”

      “Oh.” He turned to Benjamin. “My family was wondering if you know a pair of sisters that live nearby in Bethany, Mary and Martha?”

      James caught Elissa cease her stirring out of the corner of his eye. By her startled reaction, it was obvious the names meant something to her.

      Benjamin rubbed at his long beard. “Is their brother called Lazarus?”

      James nodded. “You know them?”

      “Not personally. Only heard the rumors.”

      “They are friends of our family,” Joseph explained. “We were hoping to visit them, but weren’t sure if they still resided in Bethany.”

      Benjamin placed a hand against his cheek. “I haven’t heard of them leaving. But I don’t think you’ll be able to find lodging with them during Passover.”

      James raised a curious brow.

      “From what I hear, those two have a house full of people staying with them.” He rubbed his cheek.

      James felt dread sink in his stomach like an anchor. “A man called Jesus?”

      Benjamin’s gaze shot up to him. “Yes, and his followers. You know Rabbi Jesus?”

      Elissa pulled the spoon to her chest, her grip tightened to the point her knuckles whitened.

      James let out a weighted sigh. “He’s our brother.”

      Benjamin shared a sincere gaze with Elissa. “How about that?”

      James cleared his throat. “Well, if you please, would you show us the guest room?”

      “Of course.” Benjamin held his soft gaze on Elissa for a few more heartbeats before he turned into the house.

      James led his siblings to follow.

      “I’m afraid it’s not much.” Benjamin waved to a ladder. “But I believe it will be better than sleeping out on the hillside like some people are forced to do this time of year.”

      With careful steps, James ascended the ladder and peered into the guest room. The area was empty except for a small low table and several pillows surrounding it. He glanced back down to Benjamin. “We are grateful for the space.”

      “Well,” he clapped his hands, “make yourselves at home. Elissa will have the evening meal ready soon.”

      James climbed the rest of the rungs into the room.

      The others followed. Each glanced around the enclosed space.

      “We will only be here a few days,” James reminded them.

      “Why can’t we go stay with Mary and Martha?” Lydia whined. “They have a much larger home.”

      “We are not staying with them while our brother is there,” James answered.

      “They must be grieving. Why else would Jes—” she paused and corrected herself. “Why else would he be staying with them?”

      James pinched the space between his eyes attempting to alleviate the ache growing in intensity. “We will try to make plans to visit them before returning to Nazareth.” He let go of the pressure. “We will lodge here until then.”
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      Everyone gathered in the upper room. The chatter dulled as Benjamin ascended the ladder. James watched as he made his way over to his daughter and placed his hands on her head. Elissa closed her eyes and bowed.

      “May Adonai make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah.” He kissed the top of her head.

      She smiled up at him.

      Assia, Lydia, and Salome circled James.

      He extended his arms around them like a mother hen spreading her wings around her chicks. “May Adonai make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah.”

      The girls moved toward the table as Joseph, Jude and Simon took their places near James. He spread his arms over his brothers and prayed, “May Adonai make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.” The blessing brought with it his father’s voice. It had been years since he’d heard it, but the words spoken so many times over him still rang in his ears from his distant memories.

      When everyone took their place at the low table, Benjamin added, “May Adonai bless you and keep you. May Adonai's light shine upon you, and may Adonai be gracious to you. May you feel Adonai's presence within you always, and may you find peace.”

      James reclined as best as he could on the right of Benjamin who lay at the head of the table.

      “And Adonai saw everything that He had made, and behold, it was very good,” Benjamin’s rich voice washed over them. “And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. Thus, the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the seventh day, Adonai finished His work that He had done, and He rested on the seventh day from all His work that He had done.”

      He raised his filled cup as he recited, “Blessed are You, oh Adonai Elohim, King of the universe, who has created the fruit of the vine.” He took a sip.

      The rest lifted their cups and sipped on the wine.

      James enjoyed the sweet wine and its calming effects on his troubled nerves. He was grateful they had made the journey without harm. He was grateful that his family had a firm roof over their heads. Most of all, he was grateful to sit back and allow another man to lead Shabbat so he could truly relax. Benjamin’s deep voice and commanding presence helped keep the ever-present dull ache in his head at bay.

      This weekly tradition was designed to bring forward memories of the past. For James, being forced to sit still and remember brought a bitter-sweet taste of loss and thankfulness. A clash that had recently been far more bitter than sweet. The lack of work and abundance of quiet gave opportunity for his headache to steal his focus. He lifted his cup for another sip of wine hoping the far richer liquid than he had been offered at home would also help combat the pain.

      Benjamin looked around at each face before he continued, “Blessed are You, oh Adonai Elohim, Sovereign of all, who, finding favor with us, sanctified us with command. In love and favor, You made the holy Shabbat our heritage as a reminder of the work of Creation. As first among our sacred days, it recalls the Exodus from Egypt. You chose us and set us apart from the peoples. In love and favor, You have given us Your holy Shabbat as an inheritance. Blessed are You, oh Adonai Elohim, who sanctifies Shabbat.”

      Elissa lifted a covered platter and handed it to her father.

      Benjamin removed the cloth to reveal two large loaves of bread. “Blessed are You, oh Adonai Elohim, Sovereign of all, who brings forth bread from the earth.” He tore off large chunks of one of the loaves and passed pieces to each person at the table before he recovered the second loaf.

      With recitations complete, the rest of the meal could be enjoyed at a leisurely pace.

      James chewed on the warm bread and savored each drop of stew Elissa had prepared. It had been months since his tongue tasted of such intense flavors. His sisters were wonderful at meal preparations, but it was difficult to make a lack of ingredients taste rich. He resisted the urge to ask for a second bowl knowing they could only feast on what was left for the following day.

      As the liquids warmed him from the inside out, James felt a fresh comfort wash over him. All doubts about the trip were forgotten under the influence of welcoming hosts, rich wine, and delicious food. His gaze traveled over his siblings who also appeared to relax and even smile as they conversed. It had been a long time since he’d seen them all so content. Perhaps coming to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem was a good idea after all.

      His gaze landed on Elissa. She dipped her portion of bread into her bowl and lifted it to her lips. A strange feeling started in his midsection as he watched her. The tense movement she made when he had mentioned Mary and Martha outside had meant something, but he didn’t know if prying into the mystery would be profitable. The last thing he wanted to do was offend their hosts and be asked to leave.

      He turned his attention instead to Benjamin. “I want to thank you again for such a wonderful welcome.”

      Benjamin inclined his head toward him. “It is an honor.”

      James eased back hoping the more open position would offer a humble posture. “You mentioned earlier that you heard of our friends Mary and Martha.”

      Elissa froze.

      James didn’t miss the movement.

      “The rumors, yes,” Benjamin offered.

      James fought the urge to lean forward. “What did you mean by rumors?”

      Elissa eased her gaze to her father, moving as slow as cornered prey.

      Benjamin lifted his silver eyebrows in surprise. “You haven’t heard the rumors concerning Lazarus?”

      James hung his head. “We received word of his death shortly before leaving Nazareth.”

      “You’ve heard no more?”

      James shook his head.

      “Your friend no longer resides in the tomb.” Benjamin’s face raised with excitement. “Your brother, Jesus, has resurrected him.”

      James’ attention shot up. He furrowed a curious brow at his host. “That’s impossible.”

      Benjamin shrugged. “That’s what the rumors say.”

      “Rumors say a lot of things,” James reminded him. “Not all of them are true.”

      “What exactly do the rumors say?” Joseph asked.

      Benjamin kept his attention on James. “Your friend Lazarus had been dead four days before Jesus showed up in Bethany. There was a crowd mourning with the sisters.”

      Elissa closed her eyes and swallowed hard.

      “The witnesses claim Jesus asked for the stone to be removed,” Benjamin continued. “When they did, he called Lazarus forth, and the man obeyed. Came walking out of the tomb, grave clothes in all.”

      “And you saw this?”

      Benjamin flicked a quick glance at Elissa.

      Her eyes grew large.

      “No,” he answered. “I didn’t see it. I haven’t been to Bethany in weeks.”

      “So, you have no way of knowing whether or not this tale is true.”

      Benjamin smiled at his daughter. “In some cases, it is not a matter of if we know a thing to be true or not, but rather if we believe or not.”

      James rubbed his forehead. He hated when people spoke in riddles. He wished it were against the law to speak anything but the plain truth. Mysteries made his head hurt.
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      It took several moments before James’ eyes adjusted to the dim light of morning and for his mind to adjust to his location. Sounds of movement beneath him startled him awake but didn’t seem to rouse his siblings.

      He rolled onto his back. The goatskin and stars they had slept under while they traveled and the familiar mud plaster roof of his home in Nazareth were replaced with a stranger’s stone ceiling.

      The Shabbat day yesterday had been a time to relax and enjoy the sights and sounds of Jerusalem. James had suggested a walk around the city to keep his mind on things outside his head during the long, work-prohibited day. The siblings appeared to appreciate the conversations and exploration. He missed the city as well, but could only endure it in small amounts. The smells and crowds did nothing to aid the pain in his head and the unnerving feeling that the potter’s daughter knew more about Mary and Martha than she was open to admitting.

      The siblings agreed to explore more of the city during the week-long celebration. Jerusalem was so large they could spend all week searching her hidden pathways and still not see everything she had to offer.

      James stretched and stood to roll up his mat. Stepping over the sleeping bodies of his siblings, he made his way down the ladder and out into the courtyard. The day was dawning fresh and Jerusalem was rising from her slumber. Sounds of preparations came from deep inside the house. No doubt Elissa was taking advantage of sunrise to return to the daily events that had been set aside for Shabbat.

      After enjoying a few moments of quiet prayer and fresh air, he retreated to the upper room to wake his siblings.

      The group hurried through a small meal and set out to explore the paths leading to the Temple.

      James had led them through the Upper City the previous day hoping to avoid any unnecessary interactions with Roman soldiers. When the girls begged, he relented to travel north.

      After much of the day walking the northernmost parts of Jerusalem, the group of siblings made their way through the Temple complex back toward the Lower City.

      As they passed by the Antonia, soldiers watched their every move from high towers above. The hairs on the back of James’ neck stood on end under their scrutiny. The structure was further evidence that his people could not even worship without the overshadowing and inescapable presence of Rome.

      The feeling became too overwhelming for James as he herded his siblings toward the south.

      A small figure scurrying by caught his attention.

      Elissa.

      He watched the potter’s daughter hurry toward the Eastern Gate. Curiosity dominated his unease as he shifted their tracks toward the east. He had to find out what she was doing away from her home at this time of day.

      As they got closer to the gate, the crowd unexpectedly increased. People huddled together; all focus was on the Eastern Gate. Excited chatter filled the air like lightning during a rainstorm.

      “What is going on?” Joseph called to James above the noise.

      “I don’t know.” James lifted onto his toes trying to locate Elissa in the crowd. “Can you see anything?”

      Joseph raised onto his tiptoes. “Just a crowd.”

      “I wonder what they are waiting for.”

      “He’s coming!” people shouted as the crowd moved closer to the gates.

      James watched people remove their cloaks and lay them in the street in front of the gate. He turned to Joseph. “Who’s coming?”

      Joseph lifted a shoulder. “I don’t see anyone.”

      James turned his attention back to the crowd and caught sight of Elissa as she scampered up a palm tree. Her agile form hugged the trunk as she removed a knife from her belt and cut a branch. The frond floated on the breeze for a moment before it landed on the ground. She hurried down to retrieve it and headed for a spot closer to the gate.

      Others followed her example and the trees around them were stripped bare. The people lined either side of the gate with lifted branches mimicking a canopy.

      “Hosanna to the Son of David,” the crowd cried. “Blessed is He that comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest.”

      As the frenzy of voices reached its height, a form appeared through the covering of palm branches.

      James stumbled back.

      Jesus sat atop a white colt, followed by its mother and his disciples. He rode through the two gates which led from the Kidron Valley directly to the Temple Mount.

      The crowd followed the procession.

      As his brother passed by, James set a stern glare on him.

      Jesus returned his look with one of kindness and delight before setting his gaze on the crowd ahead.

      “‘Fear not, daughter of Zion,’” Jude recited.

      James turned to his brother.

      “‘Behold, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt.’”

      James lifted a questioning brow at him.

      “It’s from the scroll of Zechariah,” Jude explained. “Jesus and I discussed it on several occasions. I had so many questions about how we would recognize Messiah if he came in our generation.” His eyes traveled to the mass of people. “Jesus said Zechariah spoke of one who would come riding a donkey, which symbolized a peaceful Messiah instead of a conquering king who rode a stallion.” He looked back to James. “He knows the prophecies.”

      “He’s using them to sway the multitudes.” Anger burned inside when he saw his brother’s path head toward the Temple. Would he fashion another whip? Would he act out under the watchful eyes of Rome?

      Suddenly the crowd paused.

      James moved to see a group of Pharisees blocking the entrance.

      “Rabbi,” one called to him. “Rebuke your disciples.”

      Jesus leaned forward. “I tell you, if these held their tongues, the very stones around you would cry out instead.”

      The crowd cheered their agreement.

      James shook his head at his brother’s display of arrogance.

      With a sweeping movement, the religious leaders reluctantly moved aside.

      But James caught their hands fly to their mouths as they shared whispered remarks with each other. His eyes traveled up to the towers and the soldiers who watched with intensity. Fear and rage mingled in his blood. Jesus was going too far. The wrong kinds of attention had been drawn on him like a waiting bow. He dreaded what would happen when the tension released in his brother’s direction.

      As the crowd filtered through the temple entrance, James noticed Elissa caught in the surge. He moved to step in front of her.

      “James.” Her eyes grew large. “I didn’t realize you would be here.”

      “I could say the same for you.”

      Pink spread through her cheeks as she bowed her head. “Please don’t tell my abba.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      She lifted her head, but her eyes didn’t travel beyond his chest. “I came because I heard Rabbi Jesus would be coming into the city today. I guess the others did too.”

      “Others?”

      She nodded. “The ones who saw him raise Lazarus. I recognized several of the mourners.”

      “What do you know about Lazarus?”

      She closed her eyes. “I’m the one who told Abba about Lazarus’ resurrection.”

      “So, you are one of the ones spreading rumors for my brother?”

      Her eyes came up to meet his accusing stare. “It’s not a rumor.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I was there.” Her eyes misted. “I went to grieve with the sisters. Instead, I saw that dead man walk out of the grave because your brother called him to life.”

      “Men don’t have power over death.”

      “Messiah does.” She looked deep into his eyes. “Jesus used his words to bring life. I stood witness. Your brother didn’t set one foot inside Lazarus’ tomb. He did not even attempt to breath fresh air into your friend’s dead lungs. He merely called him forth with the power of his voice and Lazarus obeyed.” Her eyes darted side to side searching his. Then, she let her intense gaze fall and stepped around him to enter the Temple Complex.

      James chased after her but lost her among the sea of people. As he searched for her, he noticed his mother speaking with Jesus and hurried to them. It was difficult to press through the crowd, but he was able to get Jesus’ attention.

      “Shalom, brother.” Jesus embraced James.

      James shook out of his arms. “What is the meaning of this demonstration?”

      Jesus looked around at the mass of people. “My time is drawing near.”

      “Speak plain,” James begged. “Why do you insist on fanning the flames under an already boiling pot?”

      Jesus flicked his gaze to the soldiers who were drawing in around them to settle the crowd. “My time is coming.”

      “Your time will be at its end if you test Rome.”

      Jesus set a sorrowful gaze on his brother. “You will understand in time.”

      “Help me understand now.” He put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Why do you feel this is something you must do?”

      He looked up into the open sky. “I came to do my abba’s business.” He glanced down at James. “We all must heed our calling.”

      “But this?” James waved around them. “Does this have to be your calling?”

      Jesus’ countenance fell. He peered at his brother with sorrow filling his eyes before he shook his head and walked away.

      James stepped to follow him.

      “Let him be.” Mary rested a hand on James’ arm. “Your brother knows what he is doing.”

      “Does he?” He shook his head. “I don’t think he understands.”

      His mother chuckled. “Your brother understands far more than you give him credit.”

      James wrapped her in a tight embrace. There was so much he wanted to say; so much he wanted to share with her. “Come home, Ima.” He hugged her close and allowed her unique motherly scent to wash over him. “Please. We can’t survive without you.”

      Mary pulled him to arm’s length. She reached up and brushed some hair out of his face. “He needs me.”

      “I need you,” he begged. “Your other children need you.”

      She smiled a warm smile. “You have all grown to be fine men and women. There is not much more I can do for you.”

      “Please.” A tear rolled down his cheek without permission. “We need you.”

      “You can lead them.”

      “I’m failing. I wasn’t meant to be the patriarch of this family.”

      She reached up and put her palm on his damp cheek. “You have your abba’s strength and my wisdom.” She winked. “The rest Adonai will give you in time.” She patted his cheek and turned to leave.

      James watched her form disappear into the crowd. His hopes trailing after her.
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      James spent three days keeping close to the potter’s house. After the sickening demonstration of his brother at the Eastern Gate, he had his fill of Jerusalem. He wanted to celebrate Passover and get out of the city.

      Unfortunately, he already promised Assia and the other sisters he would take them to the market on Thursday to wander and buy needed supplies. They also needed to purchase a lamb for the Passover meal. That meant going into the Temple again. He prayed Jesus would not be there when they arrived.

      The bright white temple with glints of gold stood like snow on top of a mountain. James kept a careful eye on the crowds watching for any signs of gatherings. He knew the Roman guards and the religious leaders were doing the same.

      He led his siblings up the grand staircase and into the Court of Gentiles. Many travelers headed toward the porticos to exchange their foreign currency for the more accepted Tyrian shekel. Money changers and animal inspectors waited like predators who had learned to make their prey come to them.

      A Temple tax, instituted by Moses, was paid in either the Tyrian shekel for one Jewish man and another person or half-shekel for himself alone. Foreign coins could be exchanged at the Temple—for a fee of course. James had learned long ago to make those exchanges before coming to Jerusalem but not all travelers had learned the valuable lesson.

      Animals essential for a variety of offerings were required to pass inspection before being taken inside to be slain. Many were turned away and substitutes were required to be purchased from the hands of the inspectors.

      James shook his head. Wherever passion and zeal could be found, there would also be those who seek to profit from them. And his family was heading into the viper’s den.

      They approached a seller and James started bargaining for a lamb large enough to feed them. He knew a fair price; he also knew he would not get it from the sellers under the temple porticos. Yet, he had learned from his many trips to Jerusalem that this was the only way to guarantee a lamb that would pass inspection.

      As he haggled, he kept his eyes on the area around them. Visions of his wild brother whipping the merchants from their booths set him on edge. It had been three years ago, but knowing Jesus was somewhere nearby caused him to panic. He wasn’t sure what his brother’s intentions were this year.

      When a price that James was willing to pay was reached, he exchanged the coins and handed the animal to Joseph.

      As they turned to head toward the inner court, a trio of soldiers passed by.

      Assia tried to step out of their way but was pushed into them by a group of people heading in the opposite direction. She twisted in an attempt not to block their path, but the move instead caused her to tumble to the ground at the soldiers’ feet.

      The men halted and looked down at her.

      “Do we have a problem here?” one asked.

      James saw Simon tense in his side view. “No problem.” He reached down to help his sister rise.

      Stepping around her, one of the other Romans said, “Filthy Jews. This city is always crawling with them.”

      “Dog!” the word flew out of Simon’s mouth.

      James rushed to cover his brother’s mouth before he could say any more.

      The soldier spun around on his spike sandals; his hand on the hilt of his sword. “What did you say to me, Jew?”

      Simon mumbled through James’ fingers.

      “Forgive my brother.” James’ tightened his fingers over his brother’s mouth. “He doesn’t understand his words.”

      The soldier squinted at Simon. “I think he understands just fine. Release him and let’s see what kind of man he is.” His sword was off his belt and slicing the air before James could blink.

      “Please,” James begged. “We seek mercy. My brother’s mouth runs faster than he can control.”

      “Florin!” a voice called.

      The soldier turned toward the sound.

      A centurion strolled up to them. His large stature and red-dyed horsehair crest mounted transversely on his helmet signified his position. “What have I told you about playing with Jews?”

      Florin returned his sword to its place on his belt. “I was simply clearing up a misunderstanding.”

      The commander eyed James who still had his hand over Simon’s mouth. “Move along.”

      James put his other hand on Simon’s back and gave him a hard shove.

      Simon stumbled along as he reluctantly walked with him.

      When they were far enough away, James removed his hand from his brother’s mouth.

      Simon wiped his face on his sleeve.

      “Are you mad!” James shouted within a handsbreadth of his brother’s face. “Do you want your head to end up on Herod’s platter like John’s?”

      “That man had no right to speak to us like that.”

      “He’s a Roman soldier.”

      Simon rolled his eyes. “He’s just a man.”

      “A man with a sharp sword and a quick temper.” James ran a shaking hand through his sweaty hair. “He would have had your head rolling on the ground before you could release another word.”

      Simon folded his arms across his chest.

      “Watch your words,” James warned. “They may be the seal on your tomb.”

      James hurried them to the priests who slew their lamb and butchered the portions they would need. Then he rushed his sisters through their choices at the market, enduring their complaints all the way. With every passing hour, Passover drew nigh and his heart pounded at the growing tension in the air. No matter what it took, he would make sure it would not be his family’s blood spilled by Rome.

      James didn’t take a deep breath again until they were inside Benjamin’s house and starting their preparations for Passover.
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      The familiar sounds of Elissa working on the level under him woke James again. He guessed the woman never wasted a moment of daylight.

      With eager steps, he hurried down the ladder and out into the courtyard. Passover had arrived, which meant a day to celebrate and one day closer to their departure from Jerusalem.

      Elissa was tending the fire and straightened at his approach.

      His steps halted when he saw tear streaks in the ash on her cheeks.

      She wiped her face with quick movements. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      He stepped closer. The firelight illuminated her damp eyes. “What’s happened?”

      “It’s your brother.”

      Rage filled his veins. “Which one of my brothers hurt you?”

      “N-n-no,” she stammered. “I meant Jesus.”

      “Jesus hurt you?”

      “No.” She shook her head as a fresh wave of tears splashed onto her cheeks. “He’s been arrested.”

      He stepped even closer, pushing aside cultural boundaries. “What are you saying?”

      “Sometime in the night.” She sniffled. “Word is being passed through the streets like bread. The council had him arrested.”

      “On what charges?”

      “Blasphemy and whatever else they can think of I’m sure.” She appeared ready to spit.

      James turned to go back into the house.

      Elissa caught up to him. “What are you going to do?”

      He hesitated at the bottom of the ladder. “Nothing.” With trembling hands, he climbed. “There is nothing I can do.”

      At midday, a shadow covered the city of Jerusalem like one of the plagues that descended on the Egyptians so long ago.

      Darkness clung to James like a nightmare from which he could not wake. The early night brought with it a heaviness he could not shake. He sat motionless in an upper guest room of a stranger’s house with his six younger siblings hoping the light of day would overtake the dark at any moment.

      He heard shifting around him as his eyes adjusted to the dim. His sisters had been preparing their Passover meal. When the darkness fell, they halted.

      “James?” Salome called from the dark. “Did the sun set already?”
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