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Praise for The Thief


“Filled with memorable characters, The Thief is a tale of hopelessness turned to hope, of high stakes made higher, and ultimate love. What happens when a character at the lowest rung of society crosses paths with the most well-known figure in history? The story of The Thief. I couldn’t stop reading.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times bestselling author of Iscariot

“WOW! LOVE IT!!! I started reading on my way home from a conference and was so engrossed in the book I almost missed the flight! The Thief stole my heart and lifted my spirit. Masterfully told, this story of a Roman centurion and a Jewish girl explores familiar New Testament passages but plumbs new spiritual depths. A powerful message of faith and hope intersecting at the foot of the cross.”

—Mesu Andrews, author of Love in a Broken Vessel

“You know the feeling you get looking at a mountain sunset, listening to sacred music while James Earl Jones reads the Sermon on the Mount? The Thief captures that emotion in an unforgettable story of desperation and beauty.”

—Regina Jennings, author of Caught in the Middle and Sixty Acres and a Bride

“A compelling story and vivid characters immediately come off the page and into your heart as Stephanie Landsem brings ancient Jerusalem to life in her enthralling second novel, The Thief. As you run through the streets with the little thief, Mouse, or dip in the Pool of Siloam with the secretive Nissa, a masterful tale full of adventure, heartbreak, and hope unfolds. A must-read for anyone who loves a good book they simply can’t put down.”

—Laura Sobiech, author of Fly a Little Higher

“To read The Thief is to be completely transported to another time and place. Landsem’s impeccably researched novel moves at breakneck speed toward a climax that doesn’t disappoint.”

—Rebecca Kanner, author of Sinners and the Sea

“Powerful and moving, Landsem grabs hold of the soul and never lets go. As compelling a portrait of mercy as I have ever read. Don’t miss this one!”

—Siri Mitchell, author of The Messenger


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Images]



To Bruce, with all my love


So faith, hope, love remain, these three; but the greatest of these is love.

I CORINTHIANS 13:13




Part One


The Feast of Tabernacles
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Chapter 1
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MOUSE DARTED THROUGH the crowded streets of Jerusalem. His name suited him. Small and drab, he fled from one street corner to the next as though stalked by an unseen predator. Dirt and ash streaked his face, and the tatter of wool covering his head was no less filthy. Both his worn tunic and the cloak over it looked like they had been made for a man twice his size.

Not a head turned as he zigzagged around caravans, street vendors, and plodding donkeys. He was invisible—poor, dirty, worthless. Just another half-grown boy in the lower city whose parents couldn’t afford to feed him. If a Greek trader or a Jewish woman noticed him at all, that’s what they’d see—just what Mouse wanted them to see.

Mouse skirted the Hippodrome, built by Herod the Great to show off his fastest horses, and moved like a trickle of water past slaves carting oil jars and women haggling over the price of grain. He didn’t stop to admire the trinkets laid out under bright awnings. He couldn’t be late.

There had been no food in his house for days, and the rent was due. Another week and the landlord would throw them into the street.

Thou shalt not steal, the commandment said.

A familiar voice whispered in his mind, dark and compelling. You don’t have a choice.

He’d seen the mark on the wall this morning, just across from the Pool of Siloam. Scraped on the bricks with a chalky stone, the straight line down and one across had made his heart race and his fingers tingle. It meant Dismas would meet him in the usual place when the trumpets blew. After, Mouse would have enough silver to satisfy the landlord and his empty stomach.

Mouse bounded up the Stepped Street toward the temple. The drone of prayers and the odors of incense and burnt animal flesh drifted on the afternoon breeze. The Day of Atonement had brought throngs of pilgrims to Jerusalem to witness the sacrifices of bulls and goats—atonements for the sins of the Chosen People. Soon these tired, hungry pilgrims would swarm the upper market. Easy targets for talented pickpockets.

Three trumpet blasts rang out across the city. The sacrifices complete already? He wasn’t even past the temple. He pushed by a pair of loaded donkeys and broke into a run. A stream of pilgrims poured out of the temple gates like a libation, flooding the street. Mouse plunged into the packed crowd. He’d be late if he couldn’t get through this river of pious Jews. And Dismas wouldn’t wait.

The high priest, Caiaphas, led the procession with a goat beside him—the scapegoat, on which he had laid the sins of Israel. Pilgrims followed wearing sackcloth, their faces and hair covered in ashes. They sang songs, begging for mercy from their sins, as they processed toward the Jaffa Gate to drive the goat out of the city and into the rocky northern desert.

Guilt pressed upon him as firmly as the bodies crowding on every side. His father came from the seed of Abraham, just like the priests and the pilgrims. And Mouse had fasted today, just like the men in sackcloth and ashes. But his father didn’t offer sacrifice anymore, and his fast wasn’t by choice. The scapegoat won’t atone for my sins.

Mouse broke through the crowd and skirted the procession, picking up speed as he reached the bridge that stretched over the Tyropoeon Valley. He couldn’t afford to worry about sins and the law like the rich priests and Levites. The Day of Atonement would end tonight at the first sight of the evening star. Jews were already hurrying to the market for food to break their daylong fast. And that’s where he and Dismas would be, ready for them.

A frisson of anticipation tingled up his arms. He slipped through streets flanked by high walls. Beyond them rose fine homes with cool marble halls, quiet gardens, and rich food, but here the air was thick with dust and the odor of animal dung and unwashed bodies.

A labyrinth of streets crisscrossed the upper city leading to the market that sat just south of Herod’s magnificent palace. Mouse turned into an alley hardly wider than a crack and slid into the meeting place—an alcove between the buildings, shadowed and scarcely big enough for two people. His breath sounded loud in the close space.

“You’re late.” A tall shadow parted from the gloom.

The scent of peppermint oil and cloves tickled Mouse’s nose even before Dismas stepped into a dim shaft of light. He wore a tunic and robe like the Jews of the city and spoke Aramaic, but his accent betrayed his Greek heritage. Mouse spoke enough Greek to barter with merchants in the marketplace and understood even more, but Dismas didn’t know that. There was much Dismas didn’t know about Mouse.

Dismas’s face was narrow, with deep grooves curving on each side of his mouth. The afternoon sun picked out glints of gray in his dirt-brown hair and short beard. How old he was, Mouse couldn’t guess and didn’t ask. Old enough to have a wife and a flock of children, maybe even grandchildren. But instead of a family, he had a slew of fallen women, if his stories could be believed.

“Maybe you couldn’t find me?” Dismas’s grin showed crooked teeth the color of a stag’s horn.

Mouse bristled. He hadn’t gotten lost in the upper city for months. “I just followed my nose until my eyes watered.”

Dismas let out a bark of laughter. “At least I don’t smell like a tannery.” He flicked a long finger at Mouse’s dirty tunic.

Mouse lifted his shoulder and pressed his nose to it, sniffing. He did smell bad. Maybe he’d overdone it a little. He bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, his chest cramped with tension. It was always like this before they started, but once they reached the market, he would be focused and calm.

Dismas rubbed his beard. “Settle down, Mouse. The gods will smile on us today.”

The gods? A knot tightened in Mouse’s belly. Maybe Dismas’s Greek gods smiled on what they were about to do, but the God of Abraham surely did not. “Let’s just go.”

Dismas raised his brows. “What’s the first rule?”

Mouse huffed out a breath. “You get half.”

Dismas’s deep-set eyes scanned the street. “And the second, boy?”

“Do whatever you say.”

The tall man nodded and shifted past him into the street. Mouse counted to ten, as Dismas had taught him, and followed.

The upper market, stretching before Herod’s palace in a chaotic maze of stalls and tents, resounded with clamor and babble. Donkeys brayed, their feet clattering on the stone street. Greek and Aramaic voices rose in heated debate over the price of oil and the quality of wheat. Merchants haggled with loud-voiced women over pyramids of brightly colored fruits and vegetables.

Dismas pushed through the crowds, his head visible above the bent backs of patrons looking for their evening meal. He glanced over his shoulder, caught Mouse’s eye, and winked.

Mouse’s taut anxiety lifted; his mind cleared.

Dismas stepped in front of a portly Greek woman weighed down with a basket of bread and dried fish. Her arms jingled with gold bangles. Mouse bumped her from behind, spilling the basket.

“Watch where you’re going!” She bent to gather the bread.

Mouse mumbled an apology and fumbled to help her, dropping more than he gathered.

“Just let me! You’re filthy.” She brushed him off and hurried away.

Mouse shoved the gold bangle up his sleeve as he caught up with Dismas at a stall selling gleaming jewelry. A well-dressed Jew haggled with the merchant over a jade-and-ivory necklace.

The Jew shook his head. “I wouldn’t pay more than a drachma for that.”

“Robbery!” The merchant swept away the necklace.

Dismas eased up to the men. “You judge well, sir.” He nodded to the Jew. “I know a shop down the street with better quality at half the price.”

The merchant grabbed Dismas by the neck of his tunic. “Mind your own business.”

Dismas pushed back, protesting in Greek. Passersby stopped to watch. The scuffle was short, but long enough for Mouse to do his job and melt back into the crowd. Dismas backed off with a bow and an apology.

A coin here, a brooch or bangle there. Mouse pushed the treasures deep into the pocket of his cloak. He pushed his guilt even deeper.

You don’t have a choice.

As the setting sun cast a golden glow across the marketplace, Dismas glided past him. “Last one.” He jerked his head toward a Pharisee speaking to a burly shopkeeper. His striped tunic was made of fine wool, and its deep-blue tassels lifted in the evening breeze. A fat purse peeked over the folds of his belt.

Mouse shook his head. The crowds were thinning. Too dangerous.

But Dismas was already gone. He approached the man with his head down, knocking into him. “Excuse me, Rabbi!” he said in loud Greek as he righted the man, both hands on his shoulders. As the Pharisee shouted about defilement, Mouse sidled by, snagging the purse and slipping it into his pocket with one smooth movement. He’d done it dozens of times.

A thick hand closed hard around his wrist.

“Little thief!” The words rang out in the marketplace and echoed off the palace walls. The shopkeeper snagged Mouse’s other arm in an iron grip.

Mouse wrenched forward, pain shooting through his shoulder. “Dismas!”

But Dismas had disappeared like the last rays of the sun. Mouse struggled, the third rule goading him into panic: If there’s trouble, every man for himself.

A ring of angry faces closed in around Mouse. Hooves clattered on stone, and the angry men turned toward the sound. Two Romans on horseback—both centurions—parted the gathering crowd. One of them jumped from his horse. His polished breastplate glinted over a blood-red tunic. A crimson-plumed helmet sat low on his forehead, and curved cheek flaps covered most of his face. “What’s going on here?”

Fear weakened Mouse’s legs. Dismas had been wrong. No gods smiled on him today.

The crowd loosened. Some of the men faded away; others started explaining.

The Roman pushed the remaining men aside. “It takes two Jews to hold this little thief?” His Aramaic was heavily accented, but good by Roman standards. He pulled off his helmet to reveal a shock of hair the color of fire. Blue eyes narrowed at Mouse. He grabbed Mouse by one arm, like he was holding nothing more than a sparrow, and motioned to the crowd with the other. “Clear out.”

Mouse’s heart hammered. I can’t let them take me. He twisted in the centurion’s grip. In an instant, both his arms were wrenched behind his back. Pain brought tears to his eyes. He kicked out at the Roman’s shins but hit only the hard metal greaves that protected them.

“By Pollux, you’re a fighter.” The centurion smacked him across the head—a light slap for a soldier, but it made Mouse’s ears ring and his eyes water. He blinked hard.

The Pharisee drew himself up. “That worthless boy has my purse.”

With one hand, the centurion gripped both Mouse’s hands behind his back. He patted the other over Mouse’s chest and midsection.

Mouse gasped. Heat surged up his neck and into his face.

The centurion found the deep pocket in Mouse’s cloak, and out came the purse. He threw it at the Pharisee. “Take more care with your money, Rabbi.” Then he shoved his hand back into the pocket and drew out a gold bangle, a brooch of jade and ivory, a Greek drachma, and two denarii.

He showed them to the other centurion, still seated on his horse. “See that, Cornelius? It was a lucky day for this boy . . . until now.” He pocketed the stolen pieces and pulled Mouse sharply toward him. “Now he’ll see how Romans deal with thieves.”

Mouse’s mouth went as dry as dust. Thieves were scourged, that he knew. But he was more than a thief. If he didn’t get away—now—they would find out everything. The Romans wouldn’t have to scourge him because he’d be stoned by his own people.

Despair and fear rose in his throat, choking him.

As the centurion dragged Mouse toward his horse and his companion, a shadow shifted in a doorway across the street. A heartbeat later, the Roman’s horse whinnied and reared. A stone pinged off armor.

“Mouse! Go!” Dismas shouted.

The redheaded soldier reached one hand toward his shying horse, and Mouse saw his only chance. He wrenched, twisted, and ripped his arms from his cloak. He ran, leaving the soldier with nothing but a billowing cloak and a skittish horse.

Mouse sprinted away from the market. He glanced behind. The second soldier whirled his horse toward the shadow with a shout. Dismas ran toward the palace, the mounted Roman pounding after him. The redheaded centurion was gaining ground on Mouse.

Mouse veered into a side street. The centurion’s hobnailed sandals skidded on the smooth paving stones of the square. A shout and a Latin curse echoed down the narrow passageway.

The centurion was fast, but Mouse was faster. He wove through the back alleys. He darted down a side street, then dove into another that looked like a dead end—to someone who didn’t know better. A muffled shout sounded behind him. His pursuer was losing ground. After a quick corner, he ducked through the narrow back door of a wineshop, pushed his way through the crowd of drunks, and sprinted out the front door.

Mouse kept running, his heart pounding faster than his bare feet. Dismas broke the third rule.

Mouse circled the upper city and slunk back on the north side of the market. Long shadows darkened the streets. The Jaffa Gate and the meeting spot weren’t far, but was it safe to go there?

He stopped, holding his breath to hear something other than his own labored gasps. No hobnailed Roman sandals on the street. No pounding horse’s hooves or shouts of pursuit. He approached the gate, staying close to the walls.

What if Dismas had been caught? Dismas knew almost nothing about Mouse, other than that he was an excellent thief. He didn’t know Mouse’s secret—or even his real name—so he couldn’t send soldiers after him. Mouse was safe, but Dismas would be scourged. He might die.

A shiver of dread crawled up Mouse’s back. He checked the street behind him. Empty. He crept into the cleft between the walls. Empty. He leaned his hot cheek against smooth stone and closed his eyes. Dismas had been caught. He shouldn’t have come back for me.

At a whisper of wind and a breath of peppermint, Mouse’s eyes flew open, and relief poured through his limbs. Dismas had entered the meeting spot like a wisp of smoke.

Mouse released his held breath. “I thought they’d caught you.”

Dismas clapped his big hand on Mouse’s shoulder, grinning like he’d just won a game of dice, not run through the city for his life. “They’ll never catch me. Did you see that Roman dog’s face?” Dismas shook with laughter but kept his voice low. “And you! You were fast, Mouse. I’ll give you that. You were made to be a thief.”

Mouse slumped against the wall. They’d done it. They’d gotten away. Dismas was right; he was good at this. Good enough to escape a Roman centurion.

Dismas reached into his pockets and pulled out an amber necklace, two silver drachmas, a shekel, and a handful of figs.

“Not bad,” he said, popping a fig into his mouth. “How’d you do?”

“The centurion took it all.” Mouse’s shoulders drooped. How would he pay the landlord? Buy food?

Dismas chewed and leaned a shoulder against the wall. “Too bad. That means I don’t get my cut.”

Mouse studied his dirty feet. That had been the deal they’d made almost a year ago when Dismas had found him picking pockets in the lower city, rarely pinching enough to buy a handful of food. Dismas had offered to teach him to steal more than copper coins. With Dismas’s help, Mouse pocketed silver, jewels—plenty, even after Dismas took his cut. But tonight, Mouse hadn’t held up his end of the bargain. And Dismas had almost paid the price.

Dismas straightened and popped another fig in his mouth. “Don’t worry about it, Mouse. We’re partners.”

He slapped the rest of the figs into Mouse’s right hand, the silver shekel in the other. “Take this. I know your people don’t trade in graven images.” The shekel was stamped with a sheaf of wheat, the drachma with the face of Athena.

“But—”

“Shut up and take it, Mouse. I won’t offer again.” Dismas shoved him in the shoulder, but a smile lurked around his mouth.

Mouse closed his fingers around the coin. He chewed on the inside of his lip. “You broke your rule.”

Dismas folded his arms over his chest, his smile gone. “Next time, I’ll leave you.”

Mouse shoved the coin into his pocket and a fig into his mouth.

Dismas elbowed Mouse aside and peered out into the street. He glanced back over his shoulder, his dark eyes serious. “You aren’t worth dying for, Mouse. Nobody is.” He faded into the shadows of the city.

Next time? Mouse chewed his lip until he tasted blood. Tonight had been close—too close. If he was caught . . . if they found out who he was, what he was . . . he’d have more to fear than a Roman centurion.

No. He was done stealing. Dismas was safe, and Mouse had enough silver to keep the landlord quiet for a month. He would find a job—anything that would bring in the money they needed.

This time, Mouse vowed, he would stop stealing for good.



Chapter 2
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NISSA SLIPPED THROUGH the darkest, narrowest street of the lower city. She passed a tumble of buildings that looked like they’d fall down at the first breath of the winter wind. A cart filled with refuse rattled toward the Dung Gate, leaving an eye-watering stench in its wake.

She turned into a winding passageway, checked behind her, and pushed aside rubble of broken pots and shards of stone to expose a low doorway. She ducked inside. The tiny room, hardly more than a hole in the ground, was filthy. The floor was damp with runoff from the street, rainwater or perhaps something worse. Whatever it had been used for—pigeons, by the smell—it had been forgotten long ago.

Moving with speed born of practice, she removed the length of wool covering her head, untied the tight leather thong at the nape of her neck, and shook out her long hair. The rough tunic dropped to the floor and puddled at her feet. She unwound the length of linen wrapped tight around her breasts and breathed a sigh of relief. Her face burned at the thought of the centurion’s searching hands, her arms prickling with remembered fear.

If he had discovered her secret, she’d have been dragged before the Sanhedrin and sentenced to death. Stealing was a sin, but a Jewish woman dressing like a man was an abomination to the Lord.

She donned a smaller, but not finer, tunic, tied her belt around her waist, and laid her own mantle over her hair. She smoothed her hands down her narrow—but definitely female—body.

She was forgetting something.

Her hand went to her face and came away smudged with dirt. If only she could stop at the Pool of Siloam to wash the dirt and the clinging smell of dung from her skin. But it was already late. Cedron would be worried, and they still needed to buy food before the shopkeepers left the lower market. She spit on her hand and wiped away as much dirt and ash as she could. That would have to do. Her brother wouldn’t notice anyway.

She rolled her disguise into a ball and buried it under the damp straw. She wouldn’t need it again. No more stealing. And this time, she meant it.

Good-bye, Mouse.

Nissa crawled out of the abandoned roost and into the streets of the lower city. She hurried around a corner, down another street, and struggled to push open the gate leading into a scrubby courtyard. Letting out a deep breath, she closed the gate on the noisy street. Safe again, and with money in her belt.

The square courtyard—bordered on three sides by high walls and on the fourth by a wattle-and-daub house—was empty. The fire was out, and only a few sticks of wood lay scattered in the corner. She checked the water jar. Only half full. A distressed bray sounded from the rickety lean-to on the side of the house.

“I know, I know. You’re hungry, too.” She rounded the corner to find Amit tied to his empty manger, his dry-as-dust water bucket kicked into the corner. The hungry donkey strained against the rope to nuzzle his soft nose into her hand.

She pulled the silver shekel out of her belt. “See, Amit,” she whispered, “this will make Gilad happy to see me.” Her stomach fluttered at the thought of the handsome young landlord.

Amit put his lips on the coin and snuffed.

“You know why I had to do this, don’t you?” She laid her face against his soft, whiskery cheek. To feed you and Cedron. To keep us safe.

Amit nibbled on her shoulder.

She pushed him away. “Let’s get you something to eat other than my tunic.”

The barley jar held just a handful of grain. She let Amit lick the last kernels from her hand, kissed him between his liquid brown eyes, and ducked into the dark doorway of the crumbling one-room house.

Once, her parents’ house had been like other Jewish homes. The courtyard had bloomed with flowers and herbs and smelled of freshly baked bread. Her father had kept the mud-and-reed roof in good repair and the doorposts adorned with the mezuzah. Brass lamps, cushions, and striped blankets had brightened the room where they slept and prayed. But now, one cracked lamp and a jumble of sleeping mats filled a shadowed corner. And the only prayers uttered inside were those of her brother, Cedron.

As Nissa’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, she saw Cedron on his mat in the center of the room, his prostrate body facing north toward the temple. He sang from the Tehillim, the book of praises that she knew so well. “I trust in your faithfulness. Grant my heart joy in your help, that I may sing of the Lord, ‘How good our God has been to me.’  ”

Nissa chewed on her bottom lip and looked around the sparsely furnished room. There hasn’t been any goodness here for a long time.

Cedron murmured a few more words in Hebrew, the language of prayer, and shifted toward her. “Nissa?”

“Yes.” She crouched in front of him. He was older than her by ten years. A man who should have a wife and children but never would. Not that he wasn’t handsome. Her brother had been blessed with a high brow and a straight, broad nose. His brown hair and soft beard contrasted against skin the shade of clover honey. But his eyes were sunken, his drooping lids shielding eyes as sightless now as the day he’d been born.

She took his hand in hers. “You forgot to light the lamp.” In the dim light, she saw only a flash of a smile, but it warmed her like the sun.

Cedron squeezed her hand. “I was wondering why it was so dark in here.”

She picked up the lamp and pulled at the wick. “We’re almost out of oil.”

“And everything else.” He pushed himself to his feet. “Did you find work today?”

Find work? Her chest constricted. Disguising herself as a boy was bad. Stealing with Dismas was worse. But lying to Cedron made her feel like the dirt under her feet. Maybe she should tell him the truth now that she had sworn to stop.

The sinister voice stopped her. He’d turn away from you. He loves the law even more than he loves you.

The voice was right. If she told him, he would never forgive her. He loved the God of Abraham more than their father loved gambling, more than their mother loved wine. She’d have to lie like she’d been lying for months. But after tonight, the lying would stop.

“I did some weaving for the oil merchant’s wife again today.” Her voice quivered. She might be the best pickpocket in Jerusalem, but she was a terrible liar.

Cedron turned his face toward her, his eyes vacant pools in the dim light. “Weaving? You?”

Nissa huffed. “I can weave.”

“Of course you can, sister.” His hand searched for her shoulder and gave her a little squeeze. “But you can’t weave well.”

She shoved him, hard. “Well enough to earn this.” She brushed the coin Dismas had given her over her brother’s fingers.

“A shekel for a day’s work?”

Her heart pounded, and her hand trembled. He didn’t believe her.

But he smiled and dug a hand into his belt. “Then we are rich!” He poured a stream of coins into her hands: a bronze as, five quadrans, and at least ten copper lepta. Enough to buy barley for Amit and food for several days.

“Cedron!” She counted the money again. With the shekel, it was a small fortune. “Tell the truth. Did you sing again? Did the men at the gate pay you to stop?”

Cedron grinned and shook his head. “No singing. The men of Jerusalem fasted and prayed for forgiveness today. The Lord inspired them to be generous.”

Nissa tucked the coins into her belt. “Generous would be a new feeling for most of them.” But at least Cedron had begged today instead of sitting at the temple, listening to the rabbis teach and the revolutionaries complain about the Romans. “Does Abba know?”

“About the money? Am I an idiot as well as blind?”

“And Mama?”

He snorted. “Haven’t seen her.”

Nissa pulled him out the door of the house. She would have to hurry. “Your coins will be enough to get us some flour and oil, maybe some fish to break the fast.”

Cedron shuffled beside her. “I’ll come with you. We need to spend it all before Abba comes home.”

Nissa hooked a basket over her arm and pulled open the creaking door. “Don’t worry, we will. And when he comes home—”

“I know. I won’t tell him about the silver.”

“We won’t have it long enough for him to find out.” She took Cedron’s hand and hurried through the front gate and out into the street. Gilad would come for the rent tomorrow, and she’d be ready. She’d go to Siloam early and wash. She’d wear her other tunic, the one that almost fit her. She’d offer him warm bread—with honey, if she could get it cheap.

Maybe Gilad will see that a good wife is more than a pretty face.

At twenty years, her parents had given up hope of passing her off to another family. She’d never been pretty, not even close. Her hair was frizzy instead of flowing, her face was pointed, and her eyes, although fringed with thick lashes, were small and almost black. Not only was she plain, her body wasn’t made for bearing children. Most men took one look at her tiny stature and narrow hips and shook their heads.

That was before she opened her mouth. She’d heard the reproaches from her would-be suitors to her disappointed father.

Nissa has a sharp tongue.

She’s disrespectful.

Your daughter would do well to soften her words if she wants a husband.

Nissa lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. But not with Gilad. She would be respectful, modest, hardworking. She’d show him she was exactly what he needed in a wife.

They reached the lower market as the dusk crept over the city. The streets were emptying, the merchants starting to pack up their wares. They had just enough time.

Cedron sniffed the air. “How about some figs?” He faced the booth selling dried figs, apricots, and raisins. “I heard the caravan from Damascus come in today.”

Nissa left him at the fruit seller and hurried toward the grain merchant. Her mouth watered at thoughts of a good dinner. She filled her basket with barley for Amit, wheat, and oil. Just a few coins left, but enough for some dried fish and a miniscule jar of honey. She turned the corner and ran into a solid chest covered in fine linen. Smooth hands closed over her bare arms.

“Nissa. I’ve been looking for you.”

Gilad. His hands warmed her skin and the scent of sandalwood embraced her. Her heart faltered a beat as she gazed up at his handsome face. Dark hair, dark skin, captivating dark eyes. The same eyes she thought of as she drifted to sleep at night. If only she’d taken the time to wash.

Gilad released her arms and wiped his hands down his pristine tunic. “Your father is behind on his rent.”

Good Jewish women didn’t speak to men in the street, but everyone in the lower city knew Nissa took care of the household of Noach, including paying the rent. She lowered her chin and glanced up at him like she’d seen other, prettier women do. “Have you asked my father about it?”

“I did, my sweet. But he just lost at dice. Again.”

My sweet. Her heart galloped. Maybe there was hope. If he could just see her when she wasn’t so filthy. “I don’t have it tonight, but if you come to the house tomorrow?”

Gilad stepped closer and ducked his head close to hers. “Your father has used up all his chances with me.” His voice flowed like honey. “Have it tomorrow, my dove, or I’ll have to ask your father for another form of payment.”

Nissa’s cheeks heated, and her lips curved into a smile. He didn’t mean it, but it was a start. He’d come tomorrow, and she’d be ready. He’d see what a good wife she could be.

Pounding hooves, louder than her heart, pulled her gaze from Gilad’s brilliant eyes toward the center of the market. Shoppers and merchants scattered and shouted. A Roman horse rounded the corner and thundered toward them.

She searched the emptying street. Where is Cedron?

There he stood, across the marketplace. The horse bore down on him, but his feet remained planted in the dust. He reached out, his hands searching for her as men and women rushed past him. No one paused to help the blind man to safety.

“Cedron!” Nissa looked to Gilad, but he made no move toward Cedron. Nissa dropped her basket and sprinted toward her brother, directly into the path of the charging horse.

The rider saw her and pulled back, shouting as his horse reared. She threw her body on top of Cedron’s. They tumbled to the ground as the horse reared again and plunged over them. Nissa covered her head with her hands. Hooves hammered the dirt just a handbreadth from her face. A searing pain sliced through her shoulder. She closed her eyes and clung to Cedron.

The pounding hooves stopped, and dust choked her throat. Cedron stirred beside her. He pushed himself up, his hands searching over her body. “Nissa, are you hurt?”

She kept her eyes closed, biting down on her lip to keep from crying out.

Sandaled feet slapped the ground near her head. Cedron was pulled away from her with a grunt.

“What’s the matter with you, Jew? Are you blind?”

A deep voice—Aramaic with a Roman accent.

No, it can’t be. A new rush of fear swept through her as rough hands closed over her arms and pulled her to sitting. Pain shot through her shoulder. She gasped and opened her eyes. It was him, the redheaded centurion.

He propped her back against the wall. “Are you hurt? Speak to me, girl!”

He was so close she couldn’t take a breath. He knelt beside her, his crested helmet lying in the dust. He’d been this close only hours before; surely he’d recognize her. Fear weakened her limbs. She swayed as the walls and ground tilted. All that kept her from tilting with them was the Roman’s rough grip.

He wasn’t much older than Cedron, but she’d never seen a face like his. It wasn’t Roman; she’d seen many of those. As if his blue eyes and red hair weren’t enough to make him stand out amid the dark, bearded men of Jerusalem, his skin was light tan, lighter than roasted almonds. And sprinkled everywhere—on his crooked nose, over high cheekbones and smooth jaw—were freckles, like stars scattered over the night sky.

He must come from the far reaches of the empire, but the insignia on his breastplate and the crimson plume on his helmet bore witness: he was a Roman centurion, and a dangerous one. She knew that from experience. Any minute he could realize who she was.

No flash of recognition crossed his face. “What kind of idiot runs in front of a horse like that?” His voice was a growl, but his hand was gentle as he pushed aside her torn cloak to expose a crescent-shaped slice on her shoulder, oozing blood. “You could have been killed.”

The Roman turned on Cedron. “And you! What were you doing, standing in the road like a—” He stopped abruptly as Cedron raised his sightless eyes. The anger left the Roman’s voice. “You’d be dead if not for this girl.”

Nissa struggled to stand. A crowd stood all around her, leaning in, watching. She had to get away from this man. A wave of dizziness overwhelmed her.

Gilad shoved through the crowd and groveled to the Roman. “I saw the whole thing. You couldn’t avoid them.”

The Roman twisted to Gilad, scowling. “This woman needs looking after. Where is her husband?”

Gilad barked out a laugh. “Nissa? A husband? No man here is that brave.”

“Or that desperate,” a voice from the back called out.

A few men in the crowd snickered.

Nissa’s dizziness retreated, but in its place, anger flared. How dare they laugh at her, these men who had watched from safety as Cedron was almost trampled? She glared at the crowd, pulling her small body up. “Brave?” Her voice rose. “Braver than you! You cowardly dogs would have let Cedron die in the street.”

The Roman let out a snort.

She turned on him. He was no better than the others. “And you! This is our home, not the Hippodrome. If you hadn’t been tearing through the streets—I’m not the idiot. You are!”

Silence fell over the knot of men. Their mouths dropped open, and they all looked to the Roman.

He stared at her.

Nissa slapped her hand over her mouth. Did I just call a Roman centurion an idiot?

The centurion raised his amber brows to Gilad. “I see what you mean.” To Nissa he said, “Go home, girl, before you get in more trouble.”

Nissa let out her breath in a rush. What was wrong with her? She needed to get away from this man, not insult him. She grabbed Cedron’s hand and searched the street for her basket.

The centurion frowned at the group of men. “I’m chasing two thieves—a man and a half-grown boy.”

Fear burned in Nissa’s chest. She pulled at Cedron’s hand. Please, we need to leave. Now. But Cedron stayed, his face turned to the Roman.

“The older one was tall and dark, maybe Greek. The young one—he’s called Mouse—he’s a runt, but he’s fast.”

The men in the crowd murmured and shook their heads.

The Roman reached up to the corner horn of his saddle and swung himself up with one smooth jump. He gathered the reins in one hand. “There’s a shekel for whoever turns them in. Get word to me at the barracks—ask for Longinus.” He circled his horse toward the upper city. “You,” he called down to Nissa. “Little wildcat.”

She ducked her head down. Don’t look at him.

“Put some oil on that wound. And keep your brother off the street.” He kicked his mount and galloped back toward the upper city.

Cedron fell into step beside her, his sightless eyes followed the receding thud of hooves on dirt. “He won’t find those thieves.” He shook his head. “No one here would help a Roman, even for a shekel.”

Nissa scooped up her basket, took Cedron’s arm, and hurried toward home. Relief warred with worry. The Roman hadn’t recognized her, and Cedron was right. No one here would help a Roman. Anyway, he wouldn’t catch Mouse because there would be no more Mouse and no more stealing.

What about Dismas? He risked his life for me. She pushed the rising guilt away. She’d miss his quick smile and his jokes, but it was too dangerous. Her days as Mouse were done.

The trumpets sounded from the temple walls, signaling the end of the day. The Jews of the city were praying over their evening meal, but Nissa didn’t hope for prayers and the sharing of bread with her parents. If they were lucky, Abba wouldn’t come home at all, and Mama would sink into her usual wine-induced sleep. They could eat their food in peace, and Nissa could tend to her aching shoulder.

Cedron stopped her in front of their courtyard gate. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“It’s just a scratch.” A scratch that will scar and probably ache for months.

He tipped his head sideways. “They’re home.”

She held her breath and listened. Yes, their parents were home, and Abba wasn’t happy. She reached into her belt for the shekel. “Maybe you should hold this.”

Cedron nodded as she slipped it into his hand. It would be safer with him. He pinched her sleeve to stop her before she stepped forward. “Nissa,” he whispered, “remember, don’t make him angry.”

“I know, I know. Don’t worry.” She wouldn’t this time. No matter what he said, she wouldn’t let it get to her. Her wayward tongue had landed her in enough trouble tonight. Nissa pushed at the gate, juggling the barley and oil. Good, the cooking fire was lit. Bread might calm her father.

Mama jumped up as they entered, looking with relief at the wheat in Nissa’s basket. With thin, graying hair and deep furrows on her brow and cheeks, she looked more like a grandmother than a mother.

Nissa had heard the lament countless times. Mama had given birth to Nissa late in life, when she and Abba both had been sure their only child would be the one cursed with blindness. They’d rejoiced in the hope of a boy who could care for them in their old age. Instead, the Lord had cursed them again with a plain, clumsy daughter—a daughter who had been a disappointment to them for twenty years.

Her mother snatched the jar of grain and hurried to kneel at the stone quern, pouring out a generous measure to grind but spilling as much on the dirt.

Nissa curled her hands into fists, her nails biting into her palms. We don’t have enough grain to waste, Mama.

Her father stood with his hands on his hips. His hair, almost completely gray, was bushy and unkempt, as was his beard. His eyes were bloodshot, and his full lips cast in a perpetual frown. “I come home to no food, a wife who can hardly stand up, and no daughter to wash my feet after a day of labor.” He pushed past her and lowered his body onto a bench beside the door.

Day of labor? Abba hadn’t labored today, unless he counted throwing dice as work. He’d left Amit tied up instead of carrying bundles of kindling to sell in the wood market. Cedron squeezed her arm. She bit down on her lower lip and patted his hand. Don’t worry. I won’t make him angrier.

She poured water into a wide clay bowl and brought it to her father. Kneeling before him, she untied his sandals like a good Jewish daughter.

He set his dirty feet in the water. “And where were you when you should have been preparing bread for us?”

Nissa tensed. What could she say? “I found work for the day. Weaving.”

“And did you get paid?” her father jerked, tipping the bowl sideways and sloshing water on the ground.

Nissa lunged to rescue the bowl before it broke. “She . . . she said she’d pay me tomorrow.” Her voice wavered like an old woman’s.

“Give it to me.” Her father held out his hand.

She shook her head. “I don’t have it.” That was the truth.

His hand snaked behind her neck and closed on her hair. He jerked down until she was forced to look up at him. “You have it. I know you. Now give it to me.”

He demanded her money when he’d spent the day gambling his away? “When Elijah returns.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished them back.

Her father’s face darkened with anger. “Don’t get mouthy with me, girl.”

Didn’t Abba understand? They needed the money for rent. “But Gilad was looking for you today.”

“I curse Gilad and the womb that bore him. He stole enough from me today. I’m the father and the head of this family.” He stood, dragging her up by her hair. The bowl pitched to the side and broke against the rocky ground. His other hand dipped into the folds of her belt and came back empty.

“Where is it?”

She shook her head and blinked back tears from the stinging pain in her scalp.

He released her hair and pushed her away. “Why did the Lord curse me? A blind son and a daughter who can do nothing right. You got a job weaving! The woman must be as blind as your brother. Your fingers can neither weave nor spin. And your cooking! No wonder no man wants you.”

He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her so hard her teeth rattled. “Now. Give me what you earned today.”

“No.” She wrenched away, pain scorching through her injured shoulder. She ran behind her mother—still swaying over the wheat—as if she could help her. “You’ll only gamble it away. Like you do with everything we earn. Why don’t you go gather wood and sell it, use your own money for the dice!”

He came after her, his fist raised.

But she couldn’t stop. Words flew from her mouth. “I won’t work so you can throw dice with the pagans and so she”—Nissa tipped her head toward her mother—“can drink up the rest in cheap wine. The neighbors call you am-ha-arez, and they are right!”

Her father swung. She saw a burst of stars as his fist connected with her cheek. Pain arced behind her eyes. She fell to the ground with a swallowed cry.

“Stop, Abba!” Cedron stood suddenly, holding out his hand. “Father. I have it. I took it.”

Abba was breathing heavily, but he didn’t advance on Cedron.

“You are right.” Cedron showed the coin to his father. “You are the head of the family. According to the law, it belongs to you.”

Her father stalked to Cedron, snatched the coin from his hand without a word, and ducked into the dark house.

Cedron shuffled toward Nissa, his hands out until he touched her bent head. “I’m sorry, Nissa. I had to.”

Nissa sniffed and buried her throbbing face in his chest. She would have done the same if Abba had been hitting him. But Abba never hit him. Only her. I should have given it to Gilad. At least then we’d have the rent paid.

She’d have to find another way to pay Gilad. The money Cedron brought in from begging wouldn’t keep them fed. Her father was right: she couldn’t weave or spin, her bread was always burnt, and her lentils were hard and tasteless. No man would marry her; no woman would hire her. She was a failure at everything—everything but stealing.



Chapter 3
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LONGINUS URGED FEROX past the Pool of Siloam, up the Stepped Street, and toward the upper city. The evening trumpets sounded as the last groups of merchants and slaves hurried into the darkening streets.

His fingers tightened on the reins. How he wished he could wrap them around the little thief’s neck. He was sure he’d seen the boy turning a corner into the lower city. They all looked alike, these Jews. And they weren’t about to help him find the two thieves who had made a fool of him today.

His head pounded, and his stomach growled. He was a Roman centurion, by the gods. He’d battled barbarians from the north and been outnumbered by Numidian troops. But he’d lost a little thief in the streets of Jerusalem just as he’d lost the Samaritan who had killed Scipio.

He snapped the reins, and Ferox loped past the temple and over the bridge that crossed the Tyropoeon Valley. The upper city stretched before him in the twilight. Lights glowed in the courtyards of the wealthy priests and merchants; voices and snatches of music drifted on the breeze with the scents of cooking fires and roasting meat.

What he wouldn’t give to be stationed back in Gaul, with its quiet villages and peaceful people. Even Rome would be better than this provincial dung heap. After this feast—which one was it again?—he’d go back to Caesarea, where he’d be reminded each day of his failure to get revenge for Scipio.

Longinus had spent months searching for the Samaritan with the scar on his face, the scar Scipio had put there. He’d almost had him—twice. The first time, a girl had gotten the best of him; the second time, a band of lepers.

His hand rested on the sword at his side. Even his father’s sword, his most precious possession, hadn’t been able to help him against the horde of diseased cripples who had attacked him on the road in Galilee. For months, he’d watched his skin for signs of sores or white flaking, worrying with every itch that he’d contracted the hideous disease that plagued these people.

At least no one saw me terrified by a band of half-human invalids. He’d screamed like a woman as the lepers had closed in around him, smelling of rot and death. Then he’d run like a coward. If his men had seen that, he’d have lost every iota of respect. And a centurion without the respect of his men didn’t deserve the insignia on his breastplate.

Now he’d failed again. Longinus had ridden the streets of the upper city first, then the lower, hoping to catch a glimpse of the dirty little thief and his tall partner. Instead, he’d almost killed the blind Jew and his belligerent sister.

The weight on his heart eased, and his lips twitched. He’d never seen a Jewish woman so dirty or who smelled so bad. And she had a mouth as sharp as his dagger. He’d thought all Jewish women were meek as doves, content to hide behind the walls of their courtyards and the folds of their mantles. A woman hadn’t scolded him like that since he’d said good-bye to his mother. Looked like at least one of them had some spirit, even if she was as plain as a brick wall and smelled like a stable. Her father would be hard-pressed to find a husband who could keep that wildcat in check.

He slowed Ferox to a walk as they ascended marble steps that led to the deserted agora in front of Herod’s palace. The broad square, the upper city’s locus for trade and assembly, was empty of all but the hot wind that swept in from the eastern desert.

A massive arched entrance, wide enough for three chariots, led to the palace built by Herod—not the current fool but his father, the one they called Herod the Great. Just past the arch, another set of marble steps led to a vast central platform, where Pilate sometimes appeared to speak to the Jews or pronounce sentence on prisoners.

On each side of the platform stretched identical marble palaces, one named for Herod the Great, the other for Caesar. Even by Roman standards they were magnificent, towering over the upper city. Gardens, groves of sweet eucalyptus, and fountains fringed the polished stone walls.

But Herod Antipas didn’t live in his father’s magnificent memorial. He stayed in Caesarea, far away from the Jews who disdained him. Pontius Pilate, the legate and provincial governor, resided in the palace during the great feasts, when he marched his cohorts to Jerusalem to display the might of the empire, but even he didn’t stay in the city long. The god of these Jews made him nervous. He’d leave Jerusalem as soon as he could.

After two weeks in the city, Longinus well understood Pilate’s avoidance of Jerusalem. In the last few days, the population of the city had swelled to ten times its usual number. Pilgrims from Damascus to the Dead Sea filled the streets to bursting. More Jews meant more trouble. It only took one radical to spark dissent, and a conflict could turn into a riot. Suddenly, you had a rebellion on your hands. Everyone knew Pilate needed to avoid any sign of rebellion in Judea.

The Jewish leaders assured Pilate they came together only to worship their god. The one and only God, they said. Longinus shook his head. Surely this god had deserted them long ago, just as Jupiter had deserted him when Scipio lay dying.

Gods. They’re all the same. They cared nothing for the people scurrying like ants in the sand, making sacrifices and asking for mercy. He’d learned that the hard way.

He turned Ferox to the north, where his cohort—four hundred eighty men led by six centurions—camped between the three great towers of Phasael, Hippicus, and Mariamme. Three more cohorts made camp at the Antonia Fortress. Rome believed in an extravagant show of force, even against unarmed and untrained Jews.

The eighty men under his command would be eating their meal and getting ready for guard duty or a game of dice. The lucky ones looked forward to an evening furlough.

Longinus’s chest tightened in familiar grief. After half a year, he still expected to see Scipio waiting for him in their quarters with a grin and a scheme. Two weeks in Jerusalem and Scipio would have known every tavern in the city and half the women—and he would have dragged Longinus to enjoy both whenever they were off duty. Longinus let out a long breath. His days of wine and women ended when his best friend died in the streets of Caesarea. Not just his best friend but also the best legionary he’d known in his fifteen years in the Roman army. How could he enjoy the pleasures of this life while Scipio languished in the underworld?

As he entered the garrison, smoke drifted from the mess hall, bringing with it the aroma of roasting venison. His hollow stomach rumbled. At least the hunting parties had been successful. Food first, then the bathhouse and a good night’s sleep—if he could block out the sound of Silvanus’s snores.

Longinus shared his quarters with one man instead of seven like the rest of the legionaries, but he’d take seven reeking recruits over Silvanus any day. If he had to spend another ten years bunking with the head centurion, he just might kill the man in his sleep. His only hope was that Silvanus would be sent on a diplomatic mission somewhere in the empire—Britannia would suit him well. It was as cold and brutal as he was.

Longinus slid off Ferox as a legionary took the reins and led the horse to the stables for his own rubdown and dinner. Longinus started toward the camp kitchens but halted at the shout of a gruff voice. A heavyset legionary approached, a red-plumed helmet under his arm. He was shorter than Longinus but heavily muscled. His cropped black hair and swarthy complexion did little to hide his many battle scars.

Longinus groaned. Not Silvanus. Was it too much to hope that Cornelius hadn’t told the story of the thieves to the head centurion?

“Longinus. Empty-handed again, eh?”

Curse Cornelius. Longinus grunted and turned back toward the mess tent.

Silvanus clamped a hand on his shoulder. “Come with me to the bathhouse.” His smile was closer to a grimace and his invitation more like an order. But Silvanus was his primus pilus and must be obeyed. Longinus pushed thoughts of food aside and fell into step beside the head centurion. They left the camp and strode toward the Jaffa Gate, where a slave stood beneath the arched doorway of a modestly appointed building.

“Give me a real Roman bathhouse instead of this falling-down pile of bricks.” Silvanus slapped two bronze quadrans in the slave’s hand. “But at least we don’t have to bathe like these Jews, out in the open.” He clouted Longinus on the back. “Although I don’t mind seeing the women stepping out of their holy pools. Wet clothes can’t hide much, eh?”

Longinus gave the slave his two coins and followed Silvanus into the frigidarium. He wasn’t in the mood to trade complaints about the provinces or stories about women. Yes, the bathhouse was primitive, but he’d volunteer for latrine duty before he’d agree with Silvanus.

A gaunt slave helped them out of their armor and tunics and gave them each a pair of wooden sandals. He carefully folded their garments and took a stance in front of their belongings.

“Keep a watchful eye, or you’ll feel the sting of my whip,” Silvanus growled at the man, who paled and nodded. Silvanus smirked at Longinus. “Can’t be too careful with that sword of your father’s, eh?”

Longinus grimaced. After only two weeks, the bathhouse slaves were terrified of Silvanus. Their weapons and armor would not only be safe but also cleaned and polished by the time they returned. He passed the slave an extra bronze coin and hoped he’d use it for a good meal.

Longinus followed Silvanus past the cold plunge baths and into the dry heat of the tepidarium. He took a seat on the wooden bench and poured olive oil on his chest and legs.

Silvanus sank down on the bench beside him. “I’m ready to get out of this dump.” He grunted at a hovering slave to pour oil on his back.

Longinus poured more warm oil into his hand and slicked it over his shoulders and arms. Going back to Caesarea sounded good, but Silvanus was too satisfied. He knew that look. What odious duty would Silvanus assign him this time? Scouting duty in the desert? Digging ditches? He massaged his aching shoulders. “We’ll be gone in ten days.”

Silvanus smiled, slow and mean. “Not you.”

Longinus’s hand didn’t stop its circular motion. He kept his face smooth, but his temper flared as hot as the glowing brazier in the corner. Warmth from the hot stone floors seeped through Longinus’s wooden sandals and into the soles of his feet. “Are those my orders from Pilate, then? To stay here?”

Silvanus nodded. “You know how superstitious Pilate is. He hates to be around these Jews with their incessant talk of their god. But he needs two centuries here to babysit until Passover. I volunteered yours and Cornelius’s.”

Passover? The whole winter in Jerusalem? He clenched his teeth. Sweat trickled down his face and stung his eyes. When had this happened? While he was off chasing that little thief? He chose a strigil from a tray and scraped the oil from his arms, then took a deep breath of the moist air. “What are we supposed to do here?”

Silvanus shrugged. “Drill. Harass the Jews. Keep the pax romana.” He presented his back to the slave for scraping. “Maybe you should try to find the little thief who made such a fool of you today. I told Pilate about that show of Roman strength in the market. He wasn’t happy that his favorite centurion failed again. Especially after he sent you after the Samaritan and you came back with nothing to show for it. I told him he never should have promoted a mutt like you, eh?”

Longinus threw the strigil down and plunged into the hot water bath. Silvanus had hated him from the moment he’d received his plumed helmet. He should be used to his insults by now. Longinus couldn’t care less about the two thieves roaming the upper market. But the Samaritan . . . that stung. If it hadn’t been for the Samaritan, Scipio would be alive. Scipio was the better legionary, better fighter, better leader. He’d know how to stop Silvanus from telling tales to Pilate.
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