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Praise for The Well

“Stephanie Landsem breathes fresh life and understanding into the story of the woman at the well. Under her skilled pen, the characters, the setting, the history of ancient Samaria spring to life. The Well is a debut to stir the soul.”

—Elizabeth Ludwig, author of No Safe Harbor

“It’s a rare story that you can’t put down. Even rarer is a story that compels you to set it aside, reflect, and pray before you can go any further. Stephanie Landsem takes a tale you think you know and leaves you breathless with unexpected discoveries. I found myself stunned by The Well and humbled and inspired by the faith journey of her characters. This is a masterpiece.”

—Regina Jennings, author of Love in the Balance and Sixty Acres and a Bride

“A captivating account based on a familiar biblical story. Stephanie Landsem brings clarity, hope, reflection, and plenty of enchantment to The Well.”

—Alice J. Wisler, author of Rain Song (Christy Finalist) and other Southern fiction

“As you open the pages of Stephanie Landsem’s The Well, get ready to embark on a journey through the places where Jesus traveled—breathe the scent of an olive grove, taste the barley bread and sweet melon, walk along the dusty road to Galilee. Most of all, get ready to have your own faith stretched as you read about those lives Jesus touched and how they were never the same again.”

—Ruth Axtell, author of Her Good Name and Moonlight Masquerade

“Stephanie Landsem breaks into historical biblical fiction with an intriguing and compelling story. The Well is sure to win the hearts of readers, and Landsem is a welcomed new voice to the publishing world.”

—Rachel Hauck, bestselling, award-winning author of The Wedding Dress and Once Upon a Prince

“In The Well Stephanie Landsem has written a biblical novel that tells about a little-known woman’s encounter with Jesus which will resonate with readers. I felt I was right there, struggling with Mara, aching with her in all her agonies, and cheering for her to struggle through them. Stephanie Landsem is a writer to watch.”

—Lauraine Snelling, author of the Red River of the North series and Reunion
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To my parents, Bill and Jeanette Wetzel, who know and live sacrificial love



Chapter 1


Dread coiled like an asp in Mara’s belly as the watery light of dawn seeped through the chinks in the roof of the clay house.

Only a short span of dirt floor stretched between her mother’s corner of their one-room house to where Mara and her little brother lay pressed against its farthest wall. Mara’s worn cloak, pulled over their heads like a shield, had failed to block out the carnal whispers that had drifted through the confines of the dark room during the long night. Shame and fear had twined with tormented dreams until she prayed for dawn.

Now, as the murky beams of weak light puddled on the floor, Mara raised her head and strained to see through the gloom. Is Alexandros still here?

Relief trickled through her stiff limbs. Her mother slept alone in the corner. When had Alexandros left? And where did he go? How could Mama be so foolish? Please, Lord, let no one find out about him.

Mara’s bare arms, prickly with cold, were wrapped around Asher’s small warm body.

She slipped from under her cloak and eased herself away from her little brother. As she kissed his smooth cheek and tucked the tattered wool around his shoulders, he opened his sleep-clouded eyes.

“Shh, my sweet, go back to your dreams,” she whispered, rubbing his back. Asher garbled a few words, wedged his thumb in his mouth, and closed his eyes again. Mara stroked his back until his mouth went slack and his breath buzzed in a steady rhythm.

Silently, she crept past her sleeping mother. Nava lay crumpled in the corner like a pile of dirty rags. She would not stir until mid-morning. Then she would act as if nothing had happened, as if she’d done nothing wrong.

Alexandros, a pagan from Sebaste, had visited her mother before. He didn’t seem concerned about Nava’s reputation. He ate their food, little as there was, complimenting Nava more boldly and laughing more loudly after each cup of wine.

Each time, they had been lucky. No one in Sychar seemed to know of his visits. Not yet. But the Sychar Samaritans did not abide sinners in their midst. When they found out—and they would find out—the strict townspeople would turn on them. They would surely stop providing the barley and oil that Mara’s family needed so desperately. They could, according to the law, march down the hill and drive them out of Sychar. No one in Samaria would take in a disgraced woman, a crippled boy, and a daughter old enough to be married.

Starvation or exile. Which was worse?

Mara stepped outside into the damp chill of dawn. The birds, chattering more loudly as crimson light stained the eastern sky, seemed to be scolding her. They should be scolding her mother. What are you doing to us, Mama?

Tall cedars and even taller mountains surrounded the little house, throwing dark shadows over the doorway and onto the front courtyard carved out of the scrubby bushes. A jumble of chipped clay pots and jars sat along the wall next to piles of straw and kindling. A few paces away, a whisper of smoke rose from the black remains of the cooking fire.

The familiar rumble of hunger twisted Mara’s stomach. Asher would be hungry too. The good people of Sychar gave them almost enough barley to live on. She knew exactly how much they had left: two meals’ worth—if they were careful. There would be no more if the town discovered Nava’s shame. Mara bent toward the fire to add a handful of straw to the last glowing coal, but straightened with a breath of surprise as a looming form rustled out of the dark bushes.

“Good morning, Mara,” Alexandros said, adjusting his short tunic.

She turned her head away, but not quickly enough to miss the smirk on Alexandros’s lips.

“I’m thirsty, girl.” He dangled a water skin in front of her averted face.

She glanced at him as she took it, careful not to touch his hand. His eyes were bleary and puffed—the result of the wine he had drunk last night—but his smirk of lingering satisfaction deepened. He didn’t look ashamed of what he had done with her mother. But why should he be? A pagan from Sebaste need not submit to the strict laws of Sychar.

Mara ladled the last of their water into the skin as Alexandros leaned against the wall, watching her. He was a big man, solid and strong, with short brown hair and light eyes that she tried to avoid. His clothes were clean and well made, and gold rings flashed on his ears and fingers. She had heard whispers that some of the village women thought him handsome, but he reminded Mara of the wild dogs that prowled the hills, preying on lost lambs. She handed the water skin to him without a word and bent back to the fire.

He drained the water in several big gulps, then crouched down close beside her. “What do you have for food?” he asked.

Mara hunched her shoulders and inched away but didn’t reach toward the cooking pot. If he ate their barley, she and Asher would go hungry today. She watched the tiny licks of flame devour the handful of straw. “Just some barley.”

He grunted and waved his hand. “Don’t bother. Barley’s for animals.” Alexandros heaved himself to his feet. “Time for me to go.” He followed the worn path to the back of the house, where he had left his pack animal.

Mara fed a piece of kindling to the crackling fire. She couldn’t let him leave without asking. She had to know. She stood, rubbed her damp hands down her dirty tunic, and followed Alexandros.

A rickety lean-to clung to the back of the house, and the garden stretched behind, tilled and planted. Alexandros un-hobbled the huge, spotted donkey that had stripped the leaves from Mara’s struggling fig tree while his master had defiled her mother. It bared its long, yellow teeth at her. Crossing her arms in front of her chest, she swallowed hard and blurted, “Are you going to Sychar? To the marketplace?”

If he showed up in Sychar, just over the hill to the east, at this time of morning, there would be questions. If they didn’t know already, someone would surely discover where he had spent the night. She wouldn’t be surprised if the bragging dog told them himself.

He stepped close enough for her to see his bloodshot eyes and the rough stubble on his jaw. She ducked her head and focused on his sandal-clad feet.

“Afraid that the pious Chosen Ones of God will disapprove of your mother’s good fortune last night?” he asked.

Mara kept her gaze on his worn leather sandals, but her face burned like the rising sun. He knew what would happen if the strict villagers found out that her mother had entertained him overnight.

“What? Worried that the last of God’s Chosen People won’t give you and the boy any more barley if they find out that Nava shared her bed with a pagan?” He stepped even closer. She smelled his sour sweat and the stench of last night’s wine on his breath.

Mara’s legs weakened, and her heart pounded. Who would give charity to a woman who flouted the laws of Moses so shamelessly? Her mother had done more than lie with the pagan; she had put her family at his mercy. One word from him in the marketplace and . . . starvation or exile.

Alexandros ran a warm, moist hand over her hair and down her cheek. She squeezed her eyes shut. He cupped her chin and lifted her face. “Let me see those eyes of yours, girl.” His hand tightened painfully on her jaw.

She opened her eyes. His face was close, his eyes narrow and rimmed with red.

A smile lifted his thin lips. “If you keep me happy, there won’t be any reason for me to spill your secret, eh, girl?”

She wrenched her face away, fear drying her mouth. Alexandros laughed and jerked at his donkey, turning the big animal toward the path that ran west. “I’m low on merchandise. I’m heading to Sebaste this morning, then to Caesarea. Tell your mother I’ll be back in a couple of weeks.” He paused, and his gaze traveled from Mara’s head to her dirty bare feet. He licked his pale lips. “I’ll be looking forward to seeing you again.” He started down the path, away from Sychar, but looked over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mara. This will be our little secret . . . for now.”

Mara’s heart slowed its frantic pounding only when Alexandros and his donkey disappeared around a twist in the path.

She rubbed her face where the imprint of his fingers still burned, then picked up the empty water jar. A trip to the well, where women traded gossip like men traded grain in the marketplace, would surely tell her if anyone in the village already knew of her mother’s shame. She threw a striped cloth over her long, tangled hair and started up the steep path.

Mara crested the ridge above her house and descended into a wide valley, her lips moving over her morning prayers. She prayed first for Asher and then for her mother as Gerizim, the mountain of blessings, rose on one side and Ebal, the mountain of curses, swelled on the other. She thanked the God of Abraham for the recent rains that had watered their garden and then asked for her grain jar somehow to be filled. She begged that her mother’s secret shame would remain known only to her.

Lord, send the Taheb to your people. The ancient appeal eased her mind like a soothing balm. Someday the Taheb, the Restorer, would come.

She passed the outskirts of Sychar, just a cluster of clay houses and a marketplace. A few women stood in the shadowy doorways. She knew them all by name, had known them all her life. Some turned their backs to her as she passed. A few shook their heads, their mouths pinched in disapproval. If they found out what Nava had done last night—if just one had seen Alexandros this morning—their outrage would descend like a plague of locusts.

Just past the village, the path met a wider, deeply rutted road. It came from Jerusalem and stretched north through Galilee, all the way to far-off Damascus. Her pace slowed as she walked past wide swaths of green barley and groves of silver-green olive trees. Around a sharp curve lay Jacob’s well, the only source of water in Sychar. She dragged her feet around the bend, forcing her head up and straightening her shoulders. She had done nothing wrong.

Jacob’s well, a hole in the ground ringed by a low wall of rock, was surrounded by half the women of Sychar. Facing the brood of women was never easy, but the covey of young mothers stung the most. They crowded together like a flock of sparrows, chirping and twittering, shutting her out. Mara had once been their friend, but none of them had spoken to her in years. Some were no older than her fifteen years but already married and proudly showing swollen bellies or babes in their arms.

The older women huddled in bunches, murmuring in low voices that stopped abruptly as Mara approached. Several heads jerked up. They looked at her with narrowed eyes and down-turned mouths. Mara’s hands grew damp and slippery on the smooth clay jar, and her legs trembled. She stumbled, almost dropping the heavy jar. They must know. What will they do to us now?

Mara lowered the jar from her head and pressed it to her chest. A burning heat crept up her neck, but she refused to look down—that would be a sure sign of guilt. In the quiet, the bees droned in the lavender bushes and birds chirped their morning song.

She straightened her shoulders and met Tirzah’s stare, then Adah’s. The undeclared queens of the village, the two women made it their business to pass judgment on the less fortunate of Sychar. Usually, that meant Nava.

Adah’s bulbous eyes flicked from Mara’s wild, tangled hair to her dirty feet. Her head swiveled on her long neck, and she bent her tall, bony frame to whisper into Tirzah’s ear. Adah was married to Shimon, a prosperous merchant in Sychar. She was his second wife, a fact that Mara could never forget.

Tirzah smirked and whispered back to Adah. Tirzah was married to Zevulun, the richest man in the village. She seemed to have more flesh than mere bones could support. Her face blended into her neck in cascading folds of skin, and her fine linen dress stretched over the wide expanse of her midsection.

At last, Adah and Tirzah turned back to the cluster of women. Mara let out the breath she had been holding. Something is going on, but it isn’t about Mama. This time.

Mara hugged her jar and stepped in line for the well. The women’s voices were somber, their faces grim. If they had been talking about Nava, she would hear the outraged gasps and titters that signaled scandal. No, this seemed to be another sort of bad news.

When the older women had filled their jars, Mara crouched close to the low rock wall. She lowered a dried gourd down the well, and a cool breeze stirred from its depths. From that first draw, she took a long drink, forcing the water down her tight throat. Then she sent the gourd back down again and again, filling her jar to the top. It would be heavy, but she could make the water last two days.

“Good morning, Mara,” said a soft voice behind her.

Mara turned and smiled at Leah. At least she was always kind. Leah’s long, silver hair fell down her back in a thick, shining braid that caught the sunlight. Although stooped and frail, Leah still fetched her own water; she had no servant or daughter to do it for her.

“Let me help you with that, Leah.” Mara reached for the old woman’s water jug and set it on the edge of the rocky opening. She sent the gourd back down into the well.

“And how’s your mother today?” Leah asked, her quick eyes darting toward the other women and back.

Mara replied carefully, “Sleeping when I left.” She tipped her head toward the women. “What is it?”

Leah bit her lip. “They found Dara this morning, dead, on the east side of Mount Ebal.”

Mara dropped the rope, and the full gourd splashed back down into the well. “Dead? What happened?”

“She must have been gathering wood and fallen down a ravine. Jobab always said she was clumsy.” Leah took the rope from Mara’s still hands and began pulling.

Clumsy. She had heard Jobab—old enough to be Dara’s grandfather—complaining in the marketplace about his young bride. Dara burned the stew and her hands as well. She broke her arm when she fell down a stony path.

A heavy ache filled her chest. Dara was her age and one of the few girls who still talked to her, although not since she’d married at the early age of thirteen. The girl had lived with Jobab on the far side of Mount Ebal and rarely came into the village. When she did, she rushed through her marketing, her head down and not a word for anyone. As though she was afraid.

Guilt brushed her spine like a cold hand. She should have made the climb to the shepherd’s hut to find out why Dara had so many bruises and injuries.

Leah poured water into her jar with shaking hands. “She lost another baby last month. Jobab was so angry.” Bright tears glittered on her wrinkled cheeks. “I should have told someone. I should have checked on her.”

It wouldn’t have mattered. A woman’s word against a man’s never did. Dara was Jobab’s second wife. The first had died not long after giving birth to a stillborn boy—fell and hit her head on a stone. Poor Jobab, the men would say, his wives died before they could give him an heir. Poor wives.

Mara brushed her hand over Leah’s stooped shoulders. She lifted the heavy jar to her head and turned to the road. A flurry of motion caught her eye, then her path was blocked.

Mara stepped around the girl who had once been her best friend. “Good morning, Rivkah.”

“Mara.” Rivkah’s smile stopped Mara mid-stride. Her eyes swept over Mara’s tattered tunic, her uncombed hair. She ran a hand over her own dark braids, twisted into an elaborate design and pinned with brass ornaments. “I wanted you to be the first to know. Jebus and I are to be betrothed. The ceremony is today.”

Mara sucked in her breath. She steadied the jar on her head. She and Rivkah had been childhood friends before Adah, Rivkah’s mother, had married Shimon and turned her back on Nava. Like all little girls, Mara and Rivkah had spent their days talking about their betrothal ceremonies, dreaming of husbands and families. A husband meant security and protection and, most of all, children—the ultimate sign of God’s favor. They had always assumed that Mara would be the first to marry, but Rivkah, more than a year younger, was betrothed first.

“You are blessed,” Mara said. She heard the tremble in her voice. “Jebus will be a good husband.”

“Yes, he will. He begged for the betrothal to be shortened. You know how men are.” Rivkah smirked. “But it will be a full year. My father insisted.”

Mara looked down at her bare feet and ragged tunic. Yes, I do know how men are. She stepped around Rivkah and hurried toward the road.

As Leah fell into step beside her, Mara slowed but didn’t speak. She couldn’t.

The path forked—one way went to the village, the other to the valley. This was where they would part. Leah patted Mara’s arm with her gnarled hand. “Your time will come, my dear.”

Mara shook her head and swallowed hard. No, her time would not come. They all knew that. She nodded good-bye to the old woman.

The path blurred under Mara’s feet, and the heavy water jar pressed down on her head. She should be mourning Dara—although she barely knew her—but she mourned for herself instead.

Rivkah was betrothed. And to one of the last unmarried men in Sychar. She couldn’t even hope for a young, handsome husband like Jebus. Not anymore. Rivkah would be married in one year and probably with child soon after. I’ll still be struggling to feed Mama and Asher. No one will marry me.

Today Rivkah’s childhood dreams would come true. Her father and brothers would carry her in a litter to the house of her handsome groom. Her sisters and friends would scatter nuts and dance to the music of harps and tambourines. And Mara wasn’t even invited.

I’d be content with any husband who treated me kindly and put food on the table. Anyone who provided clothes and a roof that didn’t leak. Anyone who would take care of me and Asher.

No, there would be no betrothal for her. No man would make a marriage offer for Mara, daughter of Nava, the most disgraceful woman in Sychar.

•  •  •

“Mama, you can’t let him come here again. You know that, don’t you?”

Nava didn’t answer. Mara knelt next to her mother’s huddled body, hoping that she would listen to reason, but Nava just pulled her cloak closer around her shoulders and turned her face to the wall.

“Mama, if they find out . . . what will we do?” Mara’s voice rose.

“What’s the matter, Mara?” Asher piped up from the corner. “Mara, what is it?” He crawled to Mara and climbed into her arms. He was small for his age and too thin, but she had never seen a more beautiful child in all of Sychar. His almond-shaped eyes were deep green. Long, dark lashes brushed his high smooth cheeks. Asher snuggled up to her, and she pressed her cheek to his dark curls. She kissed the top of his head and breathed in his musty sweet scent.

Yes, Asher was a beautiful child. But he had been born lame. Not just lame—deformed. And in Sychar, deformity meant sin. Nava’s sin.

He was in all other ways a perfect boy, but one leg, knotted and bent, hardly looked like a leg at all. The heel of his foot pointed sharply outward, like a misplaced elbow. The foot twisted so that the pink sole faced upward, and his deformed toes closed like a fist. But Asher’s heart . . . his heart was as pure and sweet as the water from Jacob’s well.

Mara pulled his thumb from his mouth. “Asher, no. You’re almost eight.”

Nava pushed herself up from her mat. “Let him be.” She folded her legs and patted her lap. “Come sit on Mama’s lap.”

Mara pushed Asher into his mother’s lap. “Stop treating him like a baby.”

He snuggled up to his mother and stuck his thumb back in his mouth.

Nava didn’t rebuke him. She pulled him closer and stroked his arm.

Even with dirty hair and a sleep-lined face, Nava was lovely. Her honey-toned skin was only slightly lined from thirty summers. Her teeth flashed white and straight behind dark, full lips. Long, black lashes and straight, black brows highlighted her perfect features. Even now, when other women showed signs of age, Nava’s skin stretched smoothly over high cheeks, and her chin was a firm, straight line.

Mara dipped a worn wooden ladle into the water jug and gave it to Nava. She had heard the same words her whole life: she was the image of her mother. Except for their eyes. While Nava’s wide eyes were as green as Egyptian jade, Mara’s were a startling mix of green shot with gold. No one had ever said they were beautiful.

Nava drank, then passed the ladle to Asher. “My poor baby boy. Why must God punish you for the sins of your mother?”

Blood rose in Mara’s face. “Mama, you act as though you have no choice.” Mara carried the heavy jar to the coolest corner of the house. “I didn’t see you asking Alexandros to leave last night.”

Even as Nava buried her face in Asher’s skinny neck and wept, Mara didn’t regret her words. Why couldn’t she see the danger?

“Alexandros?” Asher said, looking from his sister to his mother. He puffed out his cheeks and lowered his brows, very much like the big pagan. “I don’t like him.”

“I don’t either,” Mara agreed. She gathered her damp cloak from the floor and shook it hard. If only she could shake some sense into her mother.

Asher squirmed in his mother’s arms; she was still crying. Mara loosened Nava’s grip on Asher and dragged him from her. “Mama is a little sad, Asher. Go outside and gather sticks. We’ll make some breakfast.” She sent him on his way with a forced smile and a little swat on his bottom. He crawled quickly through the door, dragging his lame leg behind him.

She crouched beside her weeping mother. “Mama, you can’t let him come here again.”

“It is for Asher. He needs a father.”

I don’t believe it. She isn’t making any sense. “Asher has a father. Or did you forget about Shaul? You know, your husband?” She took a breath and tried to speak calmly. “Mama, Alexandros doesn’t want to be Asher’s father. He’s not going to marry you.”

Nava wiped tears from her cheeks. “At his age, Asher should be learning a trade, not playing with toys. He needs a man to teach him.”

“Yes. Shaul is the one who should teach him. If you would just . . .” If she would just get up in the morning and work hard all day. If she would just take care of her children. Then she could send word to Shaul—beg him to come back. They could be happy again.

But Mara couldn’t say that. They never spoke of her mother’s illness.

Nava lay down and turned her back on the room. She pulled her cloak over her head like a shroud, as though she intended to sleep forever.

Mara blew out her breath in frustration. Nava would not get up again today. Sleeping seemed to be her only refuge from the dark thoughts and sadness that bound her. Lord, why do we have a mother who is not a mother at all? If she is the one who is sinful, why must Asher and I suffer?

Mara left the gloom of the house and crouched by the cooking pot. The two looming mountains seemed to press down on her. Would she ever reap the blessings of following God’s laws, or would she only see the curses that were sown by her disgraceful mother?



Chapter 2


Have you been given much food lately?” Leah asked.

Mara lifted one shoulder. “We have enough.”

She and Leah sat near the cooking fire. Asher played under the tall cypress trees that stood guard around the house like Roman soldiers. A cool breeze lifted the damp clothes that lay drying on the bushes.

“Don’t lie to me, my girl,” the old woman croaked. “These people,” she motioned toward the village, “they don’t abide by the laws they claim so dearly.” Leah’s withered face dipped close to Mara. “Charity is often their worn-out sandals and rancid oil, I’d guess.”

Mara pounded the barley one last time. Taking charity, especially from some, galled her, but without it they would starve. She would beg for food if she must—not for herself—but for Asher and her mother. “The garden is coming along. And Passover is near. People are always generous after Passover.”

She didn’t want to talk about food. There was something even more important on her mind. “What can I do to help her, Leah?” Mara nodded toward the house where Nava slept through the days and nights.

Leah took a packet of herbs from her belt and poured them into a small pot. She ladled hot water from the cooking fire. “This may help a bit when she wakes up.”

The scents of mint and bitter rue drifted over to Mara. But the soothing drink would not help her mother. She needed something stronger.

Mara poured another measure of barley onto the flat stone. The hard kernels cracked and popped under the heavy grindstone. She leaned into her work. How could she ask Leah about the demon? Even thinking of it made her skin prickle. Please, Lord. Forgive me.

“What is wrong with her, Leah? Could it be . . .” She felt as if a huge hand were squeezing her chest. “I just want her to be happy again, like before . . .” Before Asher was born.

“What do you mean?” Leah lowered her voice, although not even Asher could hear them.

“I mean . . . I’ve heard some of the women talking.” She sat up straighter. She’d just have to say it. “They say that it’s an evil spirit.” She swallowed. “That it comes in the night, sapping her strength and leaving her weak. Do you believe that, Leah?”

Leah pursed her lips. She didn’t look shocked or outraged. “I don’t know.” She gazed toward the trees where Asher played. “Many women are like this after the birth of a child. Especially a difficult birth like your brother’s. It can last for months. But with Nava, who can explain it? It’s been years now. She is not always ill. She eats. She is sometimes well. Then she will lie in bed for days or weeks, leaving her children to care for themselves, pushing her husband away . . .”

Mara scooped the ground barley into the cooking pot. Could an evil spirit live inside her mother—in their house—lurking close to Asher while he slept? If only Nava could be like before. When she sang and smiled. When Shaul was here. She ladled water over the barley and stirred in a palmful of spicy cumin and a pinch of salt.

Leah scooted closer. “You could check for a demon, but the priests disapprove . . .”

She stopped the spoon mid-stir. “I don’t know what else to do. Please, Leah.” Anything is better than wondering.

“There is a way to find out. Then . . . at least you’d know for sure.” Leah bit her lip and looked around the empty valley.

“I won’t tell anyone, Leah. I promise.” She pushed the cooking pot over the hot coals. “Please. Tell me what to do.”

•  •  •

Darkness fell quickly in the little valley. In the bright light of day, talk of an evil spirit had seemed almost foolish. Now, as the night wrapped around the lonely house, the sputtering oil lamp cast shadows that made Mara’s blood pound in her ears and her hands tremble.

Mara checked that her mother and Asher were asleep, then carefully scooped the warm ashes from the cooking fire and sprinkled them thickly over the doorstep and into the house.

It would leave claw prints—like a rooster—in the ashes. So Leah had said.

Mara snuffed the lamp and lay down on her thin pallet, wiggling close to Asher. She had laid their sleeping mats close together but as far as they could be from her mother’s corner. She lay with her eyes wide open. The moon’s light seldom brightened their deep valley, but tonight the blackness weighed on her like a burden of stones.

How big was a demon? She imagined that it would move like a shadow with scaly, claw-like feet and a long sinewy body. She listened for scratching, a hiss, any sign that a sinister creature prowled inside the house. Close by, she heard her brother’s gentle breathing and the goats shifting in the lean-to next to the house. The shrieks of the night birds and the clamor of insects usually comforted her, but tonight they seemed to be warning her of danger.

She scooted closer to Asher. She’d heard the priests say it. She repeated it every night. This night, she breathed it over and over. Watch over your people, oh Lord.

•  •  •

Mara opened her eyes just to squeeze them closed again. Her mind was full of fearful dreams: giant birds with the heads of snakes flying away with Asher in their sharp talons, village boys chasing them with mattocks and rakes, she and Asher wandering alone in the mountains.

Her heart sped up. Were sharp-clawed footprints scratched in the ashes?

What will I do if the marks are there? What do I do if they are not?

Mara said her morning prayers lying on her back beside Asher, his breath warm on her cheek. Then she rolled off the mat, careful not to wake him. She passed her mother, who was huddled in a ball, as she tiptoed to the door.

The ashes lay smooth and undisturbed, not a mark or scratch to show that something had breached the doorway. She sank to the floor on weak legs. Of course no evil spirit defiled their home. But if not an evil spirit, then what?

She had asked Leah what to do if the prints had marred the ashes. “Some wear an amulet—a locust egg or fox tooth,” Leah had answered.

Mara shook her head. “Charms from a soothsayer? We would surely be thrown out of town if anyone found out.”

Leah nodded her head. “Yes. Trust in the Lord. Go to the mountain, and ask the Lord to send an angel to fight and vanquish the spirit.”

She would go to Mount Gerizim and pray. There was nothing more for her to do. Only a miracle would heal her mother.

Mara took a fistful of ragged straw and swept the ashes from the doorway. Then she stood for a long moment, watching as the sky turned pink over Mount Ebal. The day’s work called. She stoked the fire, then milked the wiry-haired goats while the wood burned down to glowing coals. She tipped the grain jar to get every kernel of barley and pounded it fiercely until the faint breeze blew fine puffs of barley flour into the air. Leah was right. They hadn’t been given much food for several weeks. But the garden was growing well, the goats were healthy, and she had plenty of wool to card and spin. Aunt Ruth would give her barley and oil in exchange for her fine yarn, and after Passover they would get plenty of charity from their pious neighbors—enough for several months if they were careful.

Mara leaned back on her heels. The morning chores were done, except one. The jug was almost empty again. She would need enough water for today and tomorrow. She stood and stretched her cramped shoulders, looking to the west at the path that wound through the valley. How many times had she wished to see Shaul walking from Sebaste, coming home to them? She shook her head. It was up to her now to keep her family fed.

She stepped through the doorway. Asher was already folding her cloak and rolling their sleeping mats. “Take good care of Mama while I’m gone,” she said.

“I will, Mara!” He waved to her.

She started east, up the hill. The two mountains rose on each side of the path, a testament to the Samaritans of Sychar. Mara knew the story as well as she knew her morning prayers, as well as she knew the outline of Mount Gerizim against the sky.

She’d heard the story all her life, how not long after the twelve tribes of Israel had entered the Promised Land, they began to struggle for power. The high priest was frightened that the Ark of the Covenant—the dwelling place of the Word of the Lord—would be stolen. He hid the Ark there, in a cave on Mount Gerizim.

Her people, who had lived for centuries near the Holy Mountain, said that the cave disappeared and the Ark was never seen again. It would remain in the mountain until the coming of the Taheb, the Restorer. But the southern kingdom of Israel said that Jerusalem held the Ark and was the only true place for worship and sacrifice to God. The people were divided and would stay that way until the Taheb came and showed them the true place to worship—Jerusalem or Mount Gerizim.

Generations lived and died in the land that God had given them. In the north, evil queens brought the people the goddess Astarte and built altars to Baal. Some Samaritans embraced the new gods, rejecting the One who had brought them out of slavery in Egypt.

But her people, the people of Sychar, stayed faithful to Yahweh. They built an altar on the slopes of Gerizim, and the village of Sychar grew on Mount Ebal. It remained a town of strict faithfulness to the God of Abraham, practicing a faith as ancient as when Moses first set his eyes on the Promised Land.

Mara hurried along the path. To the south, the crest of the Holy Mountain of Gerizim caught the morning sun. The white stone synagogue lay in the shadows halfway up its steep side. To the north, clay houses—all larger than hers—were scattered on the slopes of Mount Ebal. The marketplace on the lowest slopes already bustled with merchants and shepherds leading animals to water. Without the life-giving water of Jacob’s well, Sychar would be just another empty valley in Samaria.

She reached the wide road called the Patriarch’s Highway, watching the ground and thinking of the day ahead. She needed to repair that roof before another rain came. Perhaps Uncle Uziel would help her.

Thoughts of roof repair fled as she raised her eyes from the road. Her heart jumped to her throat. Three tall, burly boys idled at the side of the wide road. They shoved each other as she came closer.

“Nava’s daughter.”

“Here she comes.”

She slowed her steps. These boys were far worse than their mothers, but she would not cower to them. She lifted her head, squared her shoulders, and whispered a small prayer. Help me, please.

The boys circled like jackals before a kill. They were almost as old as Mara, old enough to be working with their fathers instead of looking for trouble. They had probably been loitering close to the Patriarch’s Highway, lying in wait for traveling Jews to harass. They got her instead.

“Let me pass.” Mara hoped they didn’t hear the tremble in her voice.

“Where is your mother, Mara? Too ashamed to go to the well?” said the tallest boy with a sneer. “My father says she is nothing but a—a whore.”

Amram, the eldest son of Zevulun and Tirzah. He was tall and thick but had the bad manners of a spoiled child. The other two boys gasped, then laughed along with Amram.

Mara’s face flushed hot. Her throat closed so tightly that she could barely breathe, let alone speak. She lowered the jar from her head and wrapped her arms around it, shielding herself from her chin to waist. She stared into the eyes of the nearest boy, the smallest. He faltered and took a step back. Amram did not.

Just ignore them. Maybe she’d get by with just a few insults. Quickening her stride, she veered around them, her head high.



Chapter 3


Shem heard the woman’s desperate sobs before he saw her.

He and his brother had stayed late at their tutor’s house, debating Aristotle and complaining about the Romans. Now they made their way through the dark alleys and winding streets of Caesarea when all the respectable citizens were safe behind locked doors. Everyone knew that only thieves, cutthroats, and Roman soldiers prowled the city after sundown.

It was Shem’s fault they were late, and he’d pay if his father found out that he had taken Benjamin through the city in the dark. But they had only to make their way across the wide, open forum and down a few side streets before they reached their father’s house on the cliffs above the sea. He had his knife if they ran into any trouble. And he knew how to use it.

The sobs became louder. Drunken laughter rang out. “What’s a fine woman like you doing out in the dark?” Greek words with a heavy accent, definitely a Roman.

“Please.”

The desperate word quickened Shem’s pulse. What was going on here? He pulled Benjamin into the dark shadow of the nearest building and edged closer to the square.

Under the imposing statue of Augustus Caesar, a woman knelt on the stone paving, gathering onions and oranges that had rolled from her basket. Two soldiers stood above her. One held a lighted torch and swayed on unsteady legs. The other, his hair the color of fire, bent over the woman, pulling at the rough cloak that covered her shoulders.

Benjamin tugged on Shem’s tunic. “Shem, remember what Father said. One more fight and—”

Shem put his hand to his lips. “Shh. I know.”

But Benjamin was right. Their father had warned him. In the past month, he’d come home with two black eyes and a broken nose. If he came home with any more injuries, he’d have to pay his own tutoring fees. But how could he ignore such injustice?

Shem pointed to a dark doorway. “Stay here.”

Benjamin was the youngest of Shem’s four brothers. At twenty, he was only two years younger than Shem, but his beard was just wispy patches, and his fair hair was as fine as a child’s. He stuttered, but only when their father was around. He didn’t have any trouble speaking with their Greek tutor. Benjamin needed the escape to their tutor each day as much as he needed the medicine that his physician gave him for his chronic cough. And it was Shem’s job to get him safely there and back.

Benjamin plucked at his cloak again. “Shem. Don’t do it.”

He brushed his brother off. “I’m not going to fight. I’m just going to talk to them.”

Shem stepped into the forum.

“Come on. Just one little kiss!” said the redhead.

“Please.” The woman shoved the basket toward the soldiers. “Keep the food. Just let me go.”

The drunken one lurched forward and grabbed the neck of her cloak. She choked out a scream.

Shem stepped forward. “Let her go.”

The soldiers straightened and turned to Shem. Their hands went to the swords that hung from their studded leather belts.

The woman grabbed her basket and ran.

Shem held out his own empty hands. “She’s nothing. Forget her.” He smiled. “Here,” he rummaged in the fold of his tunic for a coin and held it out to them. “Have a drink on me.”

See, Benjamin. I’m not starting anything.

The redhead stepped closer to him, his stance relaxing. “You speak Latin well, for a Jew.”

Shem let that go. Both Samaritans and Jews lived in Caesarea. The Romans didn’t know the difference, and they didn’t care. If you weren’t Roman, you didn’t count. Few Samaritans or Jews spoke Latin, and even fewer spoke it well. Perhaps he’d be able to reason with these men.

The drunk tipped his torch toward the fading patter of sandaled feet. “Longinus, he spoiled our fun. I guess he’ll have to make it up to us.”

“As I said, have a drink on me.” Shem tossed the coin. It clinked on the stone pavers, then rolled and settled at the drunk’s feet.

Shem heard the shuffle of his brother’s sandals, and the soldiers’ attention shifted behind him. He clenched his teeth to stifle a curse. Why hadn’t Benjamin done what he was told?

The redhead—Longinus—smirked. “Who’s your mulier?”

His woman? Shem stiffened and blood roared in his ears. He knew what the Roman was implying. “He’s my brother. We’re on our way home.”

Longinus stepped toward Benjamin.

Benjamin held his ground, but his pale hands twitched at his sides.

“Hey, cinaedus,” Longinus said. “You’re out late with your boyfriend, here.” He hacked and launched a wad of saliva at Benjamin.

Benjamin flinched as spittle covered his face.

That was too much. “Leave him alone!” Shem stepped up to the soldier and pushed him in the chest. “Keep your perversions to yourself, you filthy dog.”

Longinus stepped behind Shem and wrenched his arms back in one smooth motion. The drunken one threw down the torch and came at Shem from the front.

“Benjamin, get out of here!” Shem yelled before a hard punch to his gut took his breath away.

Benjamin launched himself at the one named Longinus. He wrapped his thin arms around the soldier’s neck and held on.

Shem’s arms came free. He reached for his knife.

Metal scraped against leather as the drunken soldier pulled his sword from its sheath.

Shem crouched into a fighting stance and circled. It wouldn’t be much of a fight. A sword against a blade, but he’d do what he could. A glance behind him showed Longinus throwing Benjamin off his neck.

“Run!” Shem shouted. This time, his brother did as was he was told. He took off, and Longinus went after him.

When Shem turned back, the sword was right in front of him. His distraction had cost him precious seconds. He felt a hot slice, then pain along his cheek. His eyes stung, and blood clouded his vision.

He ducked the second thrust and got in close before the soldier could regain his balance. Up close, he was hardly older than Shem. As he felt the soldier’s arm swing back for a strong blow, Shem thrust his blade forward with all his strength. The soldier’s eyes met Shem’s. His brows came down in confusion, and his sword clattered to the ground.

Shem looked down. His hand was pushed against the soldiers ribs, the knife plunged to the hilt. Dark blood poured out like spilled wine.

What have I done?

He pulled the knife out, and the soldier crumpled to the ground.

•  •  •

“Don’t even think about it.”

Shem froze in mid-stride at his mother’s whispered warning. “I was just—”

“I know what you were doing. And I know why.”

Shem turned from the door.

His mother sighed. “You’ve been stuck in the house for days—you’re like a caged lion. But it isn’t worth it. You could be seen.”

Shem cringed at his mother’s anxious voice. “It’s not even dawn, and it’s raining. Any Roman soldier is probably still sleeping off last night’s drunk.” Except one. One Roman soldier was nothing but ash on a funeral pyre. Was his mother mourning him?

He shrugged off his cloak and stepped back into the dark house. She was right. It wasn’t fair to endanger his family just to get a breath of fresh air. Even if the soldiers weren’t up yet, there were plenty of Greeks and even Jews in Caesarea who would gladly turn him in. And then . . . crucifixion outside the city gate, a slow death next to other murderers.

But what did they expect him to do? He couldn’t hide for the rest of his life. Shem tried not to be angry at his mother. She had the rest of the family to think about, their safety to consider. He had only himself to blame for this imprisonment. And the Roman legions that infected the city like a pestilence.

He couldn’t think clearly in the stifling air of his father’s home. His brothers’ subdued whispers, worried looks from his mother, and—most grating of all—his father’s constant tirades, made it impossible to forget his guilt. He desperately wanted to get out, just to clear his head.

“Come, I want to talk to you,” his mother said.

Shem followed her down the wide hallway, past glowing brass lamps and ornately carved doorways. Soft carpets muffled their steps as she led him to the brightly lit kitchen, already bustling with servants and smelling of warm bread.

His mother scooped thick yogurt into a bowl for him. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell your father that you tried to escape.”

Shem helped himself to a round of soft, warm bread. Of course she wouldn’t tell. He was her favorite son, after all. Which is why this must hurt her more than anyone else.

“I need you to promise me something, Shem.” She sounded serious. She poured a stream of dark honey over the yogurt and put the bowl in his hand.

He nodded as he dipped his bread. He had heard his father ranting late into the night. It wasn’t hard to guess that the conversation had been about him.

“Ezra has decided what to do with you.”

Shem opened his mouth to speak, but she raised her hand.

“Shem. Don’t argue with him. Just do as he says.” She laid her hand on his arm. “Please, Shem. He’s trying to save your life.”

Shem finished his food in silence, then hurried down the long hallway. He couldn’t appear before his father with sleep-mussed hair and an old tunic. His father had a plan for him, and Shem doubted that he would like it. But Ezra’s word was law.

Shem stepped into his spacious room to find his servant hovering like a wasp in a fig tree. Drusus had already straightened the thick blankets on his bed and tidied the wax tablets and scrolls on his cluttered desk. He buzzed about the room gathering stray clothes and abandoned sandals.

“Good morning, sir. I’m sorry to have left you these past days.”

Shem shrugged. A few days without Drusus had been a relief. His servant was a short, wiry Greek who seemed never to run out of words.

“Your father sent me to attend to some . . . family business.”

Drusus’s hopeful pause meant that he had information to share, but Shem was not in the mood for gossip. Shem rooted through a cedar-lined chest, searching for his best tunic.

“I trust you didn’t find my absence a hardship. You are already so terribly burdened.” Drusus produced the tunic and a look of concern.

“Of course not, Drusus,” Shem snapped. “I’m not a child.” He shrugged into the sandalwood-scented linen and dismissed Drusus, wondering at his eager words but determined not to indulge his servant’s loose tongue. He would find out soon enough.

Shem adjusted his tunic and glanced in the burnished-silver mirror that hung near his bed. He touched the puckered wound that curved from his temple to the corner of his mouth. The scar would always remind him of his own stupidity.

The familiar weight of guilt settled on Shem as he found Benjamin waiting outside his door. He stopped Shem with a hand around his arm, his grip as weak as a girl’s. “Father wants to see you,” he said rolling his eyes. “Right away.”

Shem frowned. Yes, Ezra didn’t like to be kept waiting.

Benjamin coughed and took a deep, wheezing breath. “Mama is there, waiting for you.”

Shem steadied him with his other hand. “You should be in bed.”

Benjamin waved his concern away. “Remember—”

“I know, I know. Don’t lose my temper. Go now. Get some rest and stop worrying about me.” He stepped past Benjamin and strode down the long hall toward his father’s workroom.

Whatever his father had decided, he would do. Not for his father, but for his mother and for Benjamin. Did that soldier have a brother? Maybe I deserve to be crucified. He surely didn’t deserve his mother’s concern, or his brother’s loyalty.

Shem entered his father’s workroom to find Ezra behind a vast ebony worktable, frowning at him as though he was a naughty child. He measured at least a head shorter than his son but was more powerfully built. His face was heavy and square, with thick brows and a wide mouth. Scrolls and maps littered his worktable, and an iron-bound money box sat at his feet. From this room, Ezra’s commands were carried out by slaves and sons alike as he did business with merchants throughout the Roman Empire.

Shem’s mother stood silently at his side, as straight as a tent pole, her hands clutched to her heart. A glance from her reminded Shem of his promise.

“Well, Shem,” Ezra said. “You put all of us in danger this time. This trouble is not going away. I’ve heard that they are still searching for you throughout the city.”

His father waited. No doubt for another apology.

Shem said nothing as he perched on the edge of an intricately carved chair.

“The centurion owes me a favor. If they track you here, I can get protection for the rest of the family. But you . . . I can’t protect you. You’ll hang from a cross outside the city gates.”

His mother’s quick sob only earned her an irritated look from her husband.

“We need to get you out of Caesarea.” Ezra watched Shem with pursed lips, clearly waiting for a response.

Shem twisted the heavy gold signet ring on his first finger. It glinted in the sun, now high enough to pour through the wide windows and heat the already stuffy room. The ring was a sign, his father had said, that Shem was on his way to being an important man in Caesarea. Would that ever happen now?

His father snorted impatiently. “I sent Drusus to Sychar yesterday to speak to your grandfather.”

Shem’s head jerked up as his heart sank. Please, not Sychar. The tiny town where his mother had been born was an intellectual desert, a wasteland of farmers and narrow minds. He was probably better educated than Sychar’s high priest.

“Abahu has agreed to take you on as his apprentice in the olive business,” his father continued. “With no sons, he is in need of an heir. You will be useful to him.”

“But . . . but Father.” Shem tried to keep his voice steady. “What can I do there? Pick olives?” Shem heard the note of scorn in his own voice and glanced at his mother.

His father’s face darkened and his voice rose. “You are hardly in the position to be selective, boy.”

Shem ducked his head, ashamed of himself. His father was right. But, please, not Sychar.

“Now,” Ezra sent a stern look to his wife. “Your grandparents know nothing of the . . . trouble . . . that you have had here in Caesarea. I ordered Drusus not to go into that disaster. There is no need to alarm them.”

His mother’s mouth hardened into a thin line. She clearly didn’t agree.

Shem knew a little about his grandfather, Abahu of Sychar. He had heard that Abahu had been disappointed when Ezra had taken Dinah, his only child, to Caesarea. Shem could guess that Abahu despaired for his grandchildren. He probably thought they had deserted the Holy Mountain that was central to their faith.

But Abahu was no village idiot. He would wonder why Ezra was suddenly so eager to part with his most scholarly son. Surely Shem would need to give his grandfather an explanation?

“Grandfather will wonder—”

“You will not speak of it.”

“But they might be in danger—”

“No.” His father slapped his big hands on the table. “Do not tell your grandparents about the Roman.” He frowned at his wife. “They will not look for you there. I doubt that anyone here even knows that your mother comes from Sychar. It is not something I brag about.”

“How long must I stay?” Shem asked. He would just have to get used to the idea. A few months couldn’t be that bad.

His father sighed a bit too loudly. “Perhaps it is a good place for you to live. Your grandfather has a good life there, and he is old. He needs someone to take over the olives for him.”

Shem sucked in his breath. “You mean . . .” He looked from one parent to the other. “I will never return here? Never live here again?” This was too harsh. But was it? A knife in the heart was harsh. A funeral pyre was harsh.

“It is the only way,” his mother said quickly. “And it is a good place.”

Now he understood her earlier request. She wanted him away from the city and with her parents, where he would be safe. And she wanted him to take care of Abahu and his grandmother.

She raised open, pleading hands toward Shem. “My father, he is a good man and will teach you well. Drusus said that he was overjoyed to have you join his family. You will be happy in Sychar. And safe, my son.”

How had his mother managed to get his father to agree to this? Ezra had had much grander plans for his well-educated son. He surely wouldn’t let the money he had spent on tutors go to waste. Not to mention the bribes he’d paid to get Shem well-placed in the city government.

“Well, we shall see what happens,” Ezra said. His face was turned to his wife, but he cast a sidelong glance at his son. Some of the tension drained from Shem’s shoulders. No, his father wasn’t about to banish him to Sychar forever.

“Leave us now, Dinah. Shem will say good-bye to you before he goes.” Ezra dismissed his wife with a curt wave.

She rested her hand briefly on Shem’s shoulder. He pressed his own hand over hers for a moment. His father’s brows lowered, and his mouth twisted. Ezra didn’t approve of grown sons showing affection toward their mothers, but Shem had never let that stop him.

With his mother gone, he looked back to his father. “I won’t be staying permanently in Sychar, then?”

Ezra shook his head. “I don’t think that will be necessary. They won’t look for you forever. Once the current legion moves to another area of the province, you should be able to return here. Then we can continue with your education and get you placed in the city.”

“But what of Mother and my grandparents?” Shem asked.

“Your mother,” Ezra snorted. “She would have you waste your life in the olive grove. I will not let that happen. Any fool can prune trees and harvest olives. I need you here. If you gain your grandfather’s trust, you could still inherit the olive groves. We’ll hire a steward to manage them. It will be a good income for you.”

“So I am to lie to them?” Bitterness filled Shem’s throat. This is wrong. “About everything?”

“Shem, do not be so childish.” Ezra unrolled a scroll and fixed his eyes on it as he spoke. “There is no need for them to know. Go to Sychar, work hard, help your grandfather. I will send word when it is safe to return to Caesarea. And Shem,” he glanced up at his son. “Stay out of trouble, for once.”



Chapter 4


I look ridiculous.” Shem ran a hand through his newly cut hair. It was indecently short with absurd ringlets arranged over his forehead. His smooth cheeks stung from the scrape of the blade that had taken off his soft black beard.

Drusus adjusted a curl. “Ridiculous? Of course not. You look like a respectable Greek merchant, just as your father ordered.”

Ezra stalked into the room. His critical eyes flicked from Shem’s shorn head to his sandal-clad feet. “Yes,” he said, running a hand over his own full beard. “That will do.”

“How will this help me get out of the city?” Shem asked. He touched his scar, a naked red furrow on his smooth white skin. “At least my beard and hair almost covered the scar.”

“My informer reported that soldiers are questioning every Jew and Samaritan. From a distance, you look like a Greek merchant.”

“What about close up?”

Ezra shrugged. “Don’t let them get close, boy.”

Shem clenched his teeth. Easy enough for you to say. You are not the one they are after. But an argument with Ezra wouldn’t help anyone. “How will I get past the guards at the gate?”

“I have a man waiting for you on the east end of the forum. He’ll get you out. After that, cross the plain in the dark. You’ll be in Sychar by morning.”

They walked down the hallway and into the lush courtyard. The high walls protected them from the view of the street. Long shadows stretched over his mother’s flower garden, and the evening breeze smelled of the sea.

His older brothers stood under the blooming fig trees. Benjamin and his mother sat close together on the edge of a gurgling fountain. Drusus waited by the gate, a loaded donkey by his side.

His mother rose and stepped toward him, her face already streaked with tears.

“Don’t worry.” He embraced her, ignoring his father’s grunt of disapproval.

He said good-bye to his older brothers as they clapped him roughly on the shoulders. He would miss their fighting and teasing, but he had never had much in common with them. They worked in the shops and ran the businesses that his father owned. They knew of shipping and selling. Shem knew of philosophy and the law. Still, a pang of remorse surprised him.

He turned to Benjamin. He would miss his little brother the most. A lump formed in his throat as he embraced Benjamin’s bony frame. “Take care of yourself.”

Benjamin nodded, and Shem felt his brother’s body shudder.

Shem tipped his head toward their father. “Just stay out of his way. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Go on now, Shem. Get out of here before the soldiers find you.” Ezra checked the buckles on the donkey. “Remember. East end of the forum.”

How could he forget? That was where this had all started. “How will I know him?”
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