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			This final novel in the Go and Sin No More trilogy must undoubtably be dedicated to the one true God. It was His divine motivation over a decade ago that made this, and all the books in this series, come to life. He placed upon my heart the never ending and overwhelming desire to write about unnamed characters in the New Testament who have been saved by Jesus. It is my hope that through this inspired story, the lost and those desiring to know Him more will come to recognize the miracles of Jesus in their own lives, and they come to be born again in Christ for God’s eternal glory.
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			When Jesus came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him. A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” Immediately he was cleansed of his leprosy. Then Jesus said to him, “See that you don’t tell anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.”

			~The Gospel of Matthew 8:1–4

			A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” Jesus was indignant. He reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cleansed. Jesus sent him away at once with a strong warning: “See that you don’t tell this to anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the sacrifices that Moses commanded for your cleansing, as a testimony to them.” Instead he went out and began to talk freely, spreading the news. As a result, Jesus could no longer enter a town openly but stayed outside in lonely places. Yet the people still came to him from everywhere.

			~The Gospel of Mark 1:40–45

			While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along who was covered with leprosy. When he saw Jesus, he fell with his face to the ground and begged him, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” And immediately the leprosy left him. Then Jesus ordered him, “Don’t tell anyone, but go, show yourself to the priest and offer the sacrifices that Moses commanded for your cleansing, as a testimony to them.”

			~The Gospel of Luke 5:12–14
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			Wild gusts accompanied sheets of cooling rain just after sunset. In the twilight, Lochesh tried to fight the childish urge to splash in the puddles forming in the dirt between his family’s thatch-roofed home and the rolling fields of winter wheat and barley. He let one foot touch down with a sploosh and cocked his head to spy if his older brother Amal had seen him.

			“Lochesh, help me!” Amal called from inside the open-walled stable uphill from the house. “She’s loose again!”

			Lochesh loved Amal, his only sibling. At ten years old, Lochesh strove to imitate him. Unfortunately, Amal was five years older and already stronger than some of the adult farmers. In comparison, Lochesh resembled a twig. His emulation ceased at irrational aspiration. He would never be as stout as his big brother.

			Thunder boomed through the Galilean countryside around them. The ground shuddered. Terrified braying echoed from the rocky hills far behind the stables. Had a predator sunk its fangs into their favorite working animal’s hide?

			When the boys reached the top of the slope, Hed, the oldest of their family’s four donkeys, stood wedged between two ancient olive trees. Lochesh’s family was not olive farmers, but the trees were still sacred to the boys’ household. His father had yet to tell them why.

			Amal bolted toward Hed and grabbed hold of the snapped harness around her neck.

			Lochesh approached Hed from behind and pushed her rump with all his might. He grunted as he spoke. “Move, you big baby.”

			Lightning struck high in the clouds above, momentarily illuminating the nearest hillside and the grotesque face of a man hiding behind a nearby rockpile. Lochesh gasped. His muscles tensed. “Amal! Did . . . did you see that man?”

			The resulting thunderclap sent Hed into a panic. She squealed, then thrust her head to one side ripping the short fibrous cord from Amal’s hands. He winced and inspected the burns on his palms. “Stop fooling around. Get away from back there.”

			Lochesh frowned then grunted. He never listens to me.

			Hed kicked her back feet striking Lochesh in the left forearm with her muddy hoof.

			He checked the impact site and found a long, wide scratch just above his wrist.

			Amal grabbed the harness again. “You know better than to get behind her when she’s scared. Come help me up here.”

			Lochesh stifled his tears and approached from the opposite side. He took hold of Hed’s mane. “There was a man . . . down the hill. His face was . . .” He screwed up his own face and stuck out his tongue attempting to replicate what he saw.

			Hed brayed and shivered.

			Amal tugged at Hed, and she moved forward. “What are you talking about?”

			Lochesh scratched Hed’s neck to calm her. “Easy girl. Come on.” He looked at Amal. “Do you think he was trying to steal her? That deformed man?”

			“Deformed?” Amal inspected the end of the rope in his hand using the flashes of distant lightning to aid him. “I think maybe you’re right. This looks cut, not broken.”

			The boys led Hed along the downhill path and back into her stall. She shook vigorously, splashing the boys’ faces with saliva and rainwater.

			Lochesh wiped it off with his forearm and winced because he forgot that’s where Hed had kicked him a few minutes earlier. Blood streaked the sleeve and collar of his tunic.

			Amal stared at Lochesh for a moment then chuckled. “You look like those barbarians the old storyteller at the market told us about. You know, the ones who marked their faces with war paint?”

			Lochesh huffed and tried to wipe it off, but that only made it worse.

			They took a moment to rest under the edge of the stable’s roof and watched the rain soak the fields. The storm front had passed, and gentle drops now cascaded from thinning clouds in the darkening sky above.

			Lochesh brushed his curly black hair from his eyes. “We need to tell father about this.”

			Amal swung his head and wiped donkey spit from his face onto the back of his hand. “No. Say nothing. He’ll already blame us for her getting away again.”

			“We didn’t do this. We’ll show him the rope and—”

			“We’ll show him nothing, Lochesh.”

			Lochesh stared off toward the city of Capernaum in the east. Beyond that, the dark water of the Sea of Galilee reflected distant lightning flashes from the passing tempest. “At least Father will be pleased with the rain.”

			Amal pushed himself off the pole on which he leaned. “It might mean a good harvest this spring.”

			Lochesh smiled. He liked bread made from wheat far more than other grains. His family’s fields, along with several other farmers in the hills outside the city, provided food for the markets—and the Romans. Even though he knew how important their profession was, he had always wished his father was a fisherman. Or better yet, a silversmith. Lochesh sighed. “Yeah, and more work for us.”

			Amal chuckled under his breath and elbowed Lochesh. “Come on, before mother worries too much and sends father after us.”

			•

			Hed watched through clouded eyes as the boys dashed from the stable through the mud and toward the nearby house. Yellow mucous oozed from her nostril as she shivered from the cold rain soaking her coat of light brown fur and penetrating down to her skin.

			She laid down on the floor of her pen with a series of grunts. The evening’s unpleasant incidents had sapped her energy.

			The other three donkeys remained standing and snoozed peacefully in their ignorance of the threat Hed had involuntarily brought home from her misadventure.
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			“Boys, time to rise! Your father’s waiting.” Lochesh’s mother Galya always smacked a wooden ladle on the door jamb of the boys’ sleeping quarters to rouse them.

			Lochesh responded by untwisting himself from his linen blanket and grimaced. His arm displayed a purple bruise where Hed had struck it the night before. The scrape had dried and begun to scab over. He squinted his eyes and poked it with his finger. He quietly winced.

			“Lochesh, that looks terrible.” Galya entered the small room that Lochesh shared with Amal. She knelt next to his sleeping mat, brushed her long brown curls behind her ears, and cradled his forearm in her hands. “Why didn’t you show me this last night? I could’ve applied an ointment.”

			Amal flopped his feet out of his low bed and sat up. “Stop whining, Lochesh.” He held out his hands. “Look, Mother. I too am hurt, but you don’t hear me complaining about it.”

			“I wasn’t complaining. But if I were, I’d tell mother about that strange man we—”

			“Man? What man?” Galya dropped Lochesh’s arm. “Is that who did this to you?”

			Amal glared at Lochesh and mouthed behind Galya’s back. “Don’t say anything.” He waved his hands back and forth.

			Galya turned and scowled at Amal then looked back at Lochesh. “You boys better tell your father if something is amiss, or you’ll be punished.”

			“Punished? Is she threatening you again, boys?” Tomer, the boys’ father, poked his head inside the room. He was so tall that his early graying hair tickled the top of the opening. “Let’s go. No breakfast until I get some chores out of you two.” He motioned with a sweep of his head for them to follow.

			When they arrived at the millhouse which stood adjacent to the main house, Tomer spouted orders. “Amal, help me with the new catillus. Lochesh, fetch Hed.”

			Lochesh fiddled with a gecko by the entranceway.

			“Lochesh! Are you listening?”

			Lochesh jumped at his father’s reprimand. The fan-fingered reptile fell to the ground and scurried outside around the corner of the mud wall. Lochesh spun and faced Tomer. “Sorry, Father.”

			“We’re going to test the new mill today.” A proud smile spread across his face, and both boys’ eyes lit up. “Go fetch Hed and bring her back here so we can use her to lift the heavy stone into place.”

			Lochesh sped to the stable. They had waited for months for this grinding stone. Those wheat kernels don’t stand a chance. Using a donkey to power the mill would be better than the old way of hand-turning a stone on top of another to produce flour.

			The animal enclosure typically carried with it the tangy scents of dung and sweet straw. This time, the foul stench of body odor and rotting meat met his nose. Lochesh approached Hed’s confine and peered inside expecting her to be laying down. He lowered his head then scanned the area for her. Drops of blood stained the straw covering the earthen floor.

			Hed had escaped once more. Father’s not going to like this.

			A few minutes later, Lochesh arrived back at the millhouse. He watched in secret by peeking around the door as Tomer guided the new grinding stone and Amal pulled on the ropes. The hourglass shaped catillus rolled slowly across the hardpacked threshing floor. It made a slight crunching sound like when he and Amal stepped on acorn shells that had fallen on the Roman Via Maris, a major trade route passing through Capernaum.

			How will I tell father Hed’s missing? His stomach knotted up. He needed Amal’s help. Lochesh picked up a small stone and tossed it at his brother to get his attention. The pebble struck his father in the back of the head.

			Tomer did not notice due to all his grunting and heavy breathing as he spun the heavy stone to line it up for lifting. “Now, all we need . . . is Hed.” He turned and sat on the edge of the millstone. “Go find your brother and see that he hasn’t befriended another wild beast on his way to the stable.”

			Amal appeared from inside the building and whipped around the corner. He bumped into Lochesh sending him flying to the ground.

			Lochesh gasped and looked at his arm. Part of the scab had rubbed off and dirt stuck to the open wound. He brushed it off with his hand but that only made it hurt more.

			“What are you doing out here? Where’s Hed?”

			“Shh.” Lochesh motioned for Amal to follow him around the building. When they arrived out of earshot of Tomer, Lochesh’s eyes teared up. “She’s . . . she’s gone again. I didn’t know what to do, so I came to get you.”

			Amal looked toward the stable then scanned the hillsides for any sign of the wayward donkey. “Father’s not going to like this.”

			“We’re going to be in a lot of trouble, aren’t we?”

			Amal kicked the dirt. “How could I have been so stupid?”

			“We didn’t do it, Amal. It must’ve been that man. We tied her up good last night. And you closed the gate, right?”

			“We must tell Father now. He’ll understand it’s not our fault when we show him.”

			Lochesh’s stomach turned. Upsetting father never went well for them. Two winters ago, the boys and a neighbor friend, Abigayil, found a wasp nest in the rafters of Abigayil’s millhouse. Thinking it was abandoned, as most wasp nests are in the colder months, they removed it and carried it toward town.

			Amal held it close to his chest. “I think someone will pay good money for this.”

			Lochesh and Abigayil followed closely.

			

			Lochesh knit his brows. “Why, Amal? Is there honey inside?”

			“Bees make honey, stupid. That’s a wasp nest.” Abigayil stepped up her pace to keep up with the boys and tripped on the hem of her robe.

			Lochesh caught her before she fell.

			“Maybe you two should go home and wait for me there.” Amal shifted the head-sized gray nest under his arm. “Ow!” He dropped it to the ground.

			Twenty or thirty angry wasps, energized by the movement and Amal’s body heat, exited the nest and dive bombed the kids. They ran and swatted, but they were no match for the livid insects’ stings.

			Tomer cared about his boys getting stung, but he laughed, regardless of their suffering. However, Abigayil’s father, Tolmai, was an important business associate, and one who holds grudges. He did not take kindly to his daughter being brought home sickened by wasp poison. Tomer lost three months of bartering due to that incident, and he took it out on the boys.

			Tomer never beat his children. Instead, he increased their hours of laboring in the fields. And in those months, he treated them like the common day laborers he would often hire from Capernaum. No meals inside with the family and no breaks from sunrise to sunset. But once the punishment ended, his kindness and fatherly wit returned as if all had been forgiven.

			The boys loved their father. And they knew he loved them. But they also knew the harsh consequences of making stupid mistakes. And Tomer’s harshness intensified after he had been drinking.

			Amal’s eyes narrowed the way they always did when he tried to figure out a problem.

			Lochesh imitated him but had no ideas brewing himself.

			“Lochesh, fetch Yaffa.”

			“But he’ll know it’s not—”

			“I know that.” Amal sighed. “We can’t show up without any donkey at all.”

			Lochesh stormed off up the hill to the stable mumbling under his breath.

			The morning sun warmed his skin as he approached the animal enclosure. Beams of light now illuminated the ground outside the entrance where earlier only shadow prevailed. Footprints. Man-sized footprints. No one had been up here but the boys since before yesterday’s rain. Lochesh reached for the gate keeping Yaffa in her enclosure. When it opened, a scarred and withered arm fell from behind the pen’s wall.

			Lochesh yelped and jumped backwards.

			The three donkeys brayed wildly.

			Another hand landed on Lochesh’s shoulder.

			He screamed and turned to look at his would-be assailant. “Oh, it’s you.”

			“What’s wrong with you?” Amal shoved Lochesh aside to see then gasped. “Well, at least father won’t be mad at us this time.”
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			Lochesh spied from outside the stable as his father spoke to the subordinate official sent by the Sanhedrin, the Jewish council in Capernaum. “I told you I have no idea who this is.” A vein pulsated in Tomer’s neck as he waited just inside the entrance for the report.

			The lanky young assistant, who had been tasked with inspecting the body, walked toward Tomer and the aged official. “Nothing suspicious. It looks as if he just . . . died.”

			Tomer huffed. “Exactly. Filthy trespasser. Did you see his skin?”

			Lochesh peered over the stable’s low wall of stone. He popped his head up long enough to add, “And his hand. Did you see that too?”

			Tomer glowered and shooed him away.

			Lochesh reduced his profile but never tore his gaze from the unraveling scene. After all, seeing a dead person in his family’s stable had never happened before.

			The official walked out with an odd gait, as if he struggled to keep his hips level. He released his breath. “The smell gave it away before we entered.” He stifled a chuckle. “Well, Tomer, it appears as if you have a vagrant here. There’s nothing we can do about it. Especially considering his condition.”

			“You mean I have to dispose of this body?”

			The official continued to walk away with his assistant in tow. “It’s diseased. We have orders not to touch anyone with leprosy or other . . . uncleanliness.”

			Lochesh took a step back from the stable. Is that what he had? He shuddered.

			Tomer huffed again, this time loud enough to be heard from the distance that had grown between him and the departing men. “Fine. But what about my missing donkey? Surely, you see all signs point to how this intruder’s meddling and her disappearance are related.”

			The official called over his shoulder. “Nothing is clear here.” He then straightened the tunic beneath his robes and continued shuffling away. “The air, nor the scenario.” He motioned for his assistant to keep up. “Rest assured, if he was the culprit, you’ve no reason to fear him any longer. The dead seek no reprisals.”

			Tomer called to the men as they descended the hill. “But what of the living?” He kicked up some earth with his sandal then turned to Lochesh and Amal. “Harness another donkey. I don’t care which. We’ll drag that body out and bury it on the far side of the hill.”

			•

			Early the next morning, Capernaum’s marketplace bustled with activity as Hed wobbled down the street. Her coat dripped with perspiration as she bumped into the merchants’ displays and brushed up against customers’ robes.

			A pudgy man selling dull, muted color fabrics yelled, “Whose animal is this?” then swatted Hed away with a stained woolen towel.

			Hed stumbled to the left knocking a woman to the ground. The contents of her basket spilled and rolled in several directions.

			A young boy swooped beneath Hed’s shaky legs and scooped up a handful of black radishes. He vanished into the crowd before anyone noticed.

			Two Roman guards, jostled from their leisurely stroll, approached the suspicious commotion.

			Everyone stepped back leaving a wide gap between the soldiers and Hed.

			Hed blinked her swollen, cloudy eyes once, then shook her head violently, throwing the drainage from her nose and mouth all over the vendors’ goods. A sizable chunk of mucous landed with a splat on one of the guard’s shiny, metal breastplates.

			Some of the people laughed.

			

			The soiled soldier gnashed his teeth and spun to determine his mockers. “Who owns this animal!”

			The laughter ceased, and the shoppers began to disperse.

			“You!” The soldier motioned for his partner to take hold of a nearby flour salesman from his booth. “What is your name, Jew?”

			“Tolmai. I’m . . . I don’t know anything.”

			The Roman drew his gladius from its sheath and pointed the tip of the long blade at Tolmai. “Does no one know?” He scanned the remaining crowd of frightened onlookers.

			A man’s gruff voice rose above the multitude from out of sight. “It is diseased. Kill it!”

			The soldier cocked his head at Tolmai. An intense look grew on his sunbaked face. He let loose his weapon.

			•

			Later that day, while the boys ate their evening meal, a series of loud bangs on the front door made Lochesh nearly leap from his seat. Tomer rushed to answer. Abigayil’s father stood on the threshold sweating and short of breath.

			Tomer reached out and placed his hand on the man’s shoulder to steady him. “Tolmai? Come in. What’s wrong? Is everything all right with your family?”

			Lochesh’s last bite of fig cake stopped in his throat. Please don’t let it be the wasps again. He hoped Abigayil was all right. He swallowed hard and shouted, “It wasn’t us!”

			Amal slapped his arm.

			Tomer furrowed his brow and shook his head at the boys.

			Galya offered a stool for Tolmai to catch his breath. She handed him a cup of water.

			Tolmai plopped onto the seat. “They found Hed. She . . . she was wandering through town.”

			“Our donkey? You found her?” Lochesh stood, knocking over his stool.

			Amal righted the seat and pushed Lochesh back onto it before whispering, “Sit down and listen.”

			Tolmai continued after taking a sip of water. His face blanched. “They killed her.”

			The entire family gasped.

			“She was sick. Very sick. Someone yelled, ‘leprosy.’ Then a guard asked everyone whose animal . . .” Tolmai grimaced then focused his gaze on the floor.

			Tomer’s wide eyes met with Galya’s equally fearful look. “And who answered him?”

			“I didn’t know, Tomer. I promise. I didn’t know about the man you found here.”

			Tomer moved to the wall near the door and grabbed a pitchfork.

			Lochesh studied Tolmai as the man sought Galya’s empathy. He looks just like Abigayil when she gets upset.

			Tolmai grasped his cup with two hands as if he thought it would break upon release. “I didn’t know.” He turned to Tomer with wide eyes. “Bar is on his way.”

			Tomer cracked the door just enough to look down the road toward town. “He’ll be here soon. Probably with a mob.” He turned to the boys. “Go, hide. No matter what happens, don’t let them know you’re here.” He turned to Galya. “Just in case things get out of control.”

			Galya shooed the boys outside. “Go to fields and don’t move until the men have left.” She bent to meet Amal’s eyes. “Protect your brother.”

			Amal nodded, then he and Lochesh bolted through the doorway and into the field of wheat. They did not go far before dropping to their bellies into the shallow dirt rows and positioning themselves to observe their house through the waist-high stems.

			Shuffling came from inside. Then, Tolmai walked into view from behind the house and moved downhill through the trees toward his home.

			Lochesh looked at his brother. Their heavy breaths matched each other’s cadence as the sound of marching feet grew from the road.

			The movement inside stopped after Galya covered the windows with linen curtains.

			The men approached and stopped between the boys and their home. “Tomer! Tomer, come out so we can speak with you!”

			No knocking with these visitors. Lochesh scanned the line of about twelve men. Most he recognized as merchants from the marketplace. One was the younger official who visited three days ago. Another, the man who spoke, was Bar. He recognized him from the market and recalled the times when his father would warn Lochesh to ‘stay away from that booth’ while he complained about how Bar was always ‘meddling’ in father’s business.

			He elbowed Amal and whispered, “What . . . what do they want?”

			Amal elbowed him back. “Shh.”

			One of the men closest to them spun his head and peered into the field. He turned back to the house when the door squeaked open. Tomer’s hands stayed hidden in shadow as he stood in the doorway. No sign of Galya. “Why are you here?” He feigned a smile. “Do you wish to make an early flour order?”

			The broad-shouldered Bar spoke first through a full dark beard. “We found your beast in town.”

			“Beast? If you mean one of my donkeys, they are all secure in the stable.” Tomer motioned uphill with a nod. His eyes met the official’s stare who returned a slight head shake signifying the opposite was true.

			“Then you don’t mind if we look.” Bar took a step toward the stable.

			Tomer stepped into the daylight brandishing his harvesting scythe.

			Bar stopped moving. All the men did.

			“Why bring a mob, Bar? The polite and expected action would be to send a rabbi.”

			“Rabbis investigate. We know what was here and what must be done. We just want to give you proper warning.”

			“I believe ritualistic cleansing is in order. You brought the official. He knows better than—”

			“Your donkey defiled the whole marketplace!” Bar spat as he spoke.

			Lochesh shuddered. Poor Hed.

			

			Bar took another step uphill. “We don’t want to hurt anyone, Tomer. We only want to see for ourselves how bad the disease has spread.”

			“There is no disease here.” Tomer stepped all the way out of the house.

			Galya appeared and grabbed his free arm.

			The men scrutinized her.

			Tomer took notice. “You want to start with my wife?” He raised the scythe over his shoulder.

			The official thrust out his hands toward Tomer. “You see we brought no weapons, Tomer. We are not here to exact any form of justice. If we wanted that, we would have brought soldiers.”

			“What’s to stop them from coming? From what Bar says, the whole town thinks our farm is a seething den of pestilence.”

			Bar huffed.

			The official stepped closer. “You supply much of the flour to Capernaum, yes?”

			Tomer grunted an affirmative reply.

			“We just want to insure a clean, safe product for the people.”

			Tomer lowered the scythe and handed it to Galya.

			She disappeared within.

			“Then go! You’ll find nothing. And when you leave, be sure to stop by Tolmai’s farm and thank him for his dedicated service to the people.” He went back inside and slammed the door.

			The men proceeded toward the stable.

			Lochesh let out the breath he had been holding. He also released the tight grasp he had on Amal’s sleeve.

			Both boys sat up on their knees and watched for several minutes as the men traveled up the hill stopping at the donkey stalls.

			“Should we go back inside?” Lochesh looked for any sign from his father. He craned his neck over the developing seed heads.

			“Father said not to let them know we’re here. If we run now, they might see us.”

			“But I want to know what they’re saying. Don’t you?”

			

			Amal scanned the house. He sighed. “All right, let’s go.”

			The boys crawled through the field as close to the edge as possible without exposing themselves. Years of experience playing hide-and-seek gave them the advantage they needed to stay just deep enough in the wheat to remain unseen. They got halfway to the men when the group turned and headed back downhill.

			“. . . and see if the others have been affected.”

			“We will send the rabbi for a lawful inspection.”

			Bar spoke directly to the official in a heated tone. “But what of the market? How will that mess be handled? That donkey—”

			The official stopped him with a raised hand, palm outward, and addressed them all. “It will be handled as it has always been handled, just as Scripture has provided. Rest assured, we will make a proper determination, and all will be fine.” He then walked in front of the men back toward town.

			Bar tapped several of them on their shoulders as the others followed the official. When this new group had separated itself from the official, Bar addressed them. His voice carried with it a sinister quality. “We can’t wait for a rabbi’s drawn-out investigation. You saw the state of that animal when it sprayed its spittle onto our food and wares before the pagan sentry took its wretched life. I would wager my reputation those other creatures are just as sick, only we can’t see it right now.”

			The men nodded and grunted in agreement.

			Lochesh’s heart sank. Could it be true? He had not thought to look over the other donkeys for any signs of sickness.

			Bar continued. “For all we know, the whole family is sick.”

			Amal jumped up and scowled at the men.

			Lochesh grabbed his hand and tried to pull him back down to no avail.

			“You’re wrong!” Amal screamed loud enough to be heard from the house. “Hed was a good donkey. She was kept separate from the other animals. We aren’t sick!”

			Tomer and Galya appeared from the house. Tomer called for the boys to come home.

			Lochesh stood next to his brother. Tears spilled down his cheeks. He pulled on Amal’s sleeve. “Come. Father’s calling.”

			The boys turned and ran toward home.

			Bar and the men said nothing as they walked past the front of the house a minute later.

			Lochesh peeked through the curtains at them as they continued down the hill and out of sight. He wished they would disappear forever.
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			Young Bar followed his aging parents to their neighbor’s farm for Sukkot, the Feast of Tabernacles. His father had promised a joyous all-night celebration with singing and dancing. After all, the harvest was no small event. Grapes, figs, pomegranates, and olives abounded at the end of the dry season. And this year was more special than any other for Bar. This year, Bar would become a man.

			When a boy’s thirteenth birthday fell upon Sukkot, those gathering would hold the bar mitzvah ceremony within the Sukkah, or temporary shelter constructed to represent those desert dwellings the Jews stayed in during their exodus from Egypt. Bar thrived on attention, so this would be the perfect chance to get his neighbor’s daughter, Galya, to notice him.

			Galya’s family lived two farms away over the hills. Standing between them was another farm where lived a boy the same age as Bar named Tomer. Tomer and Bar never really got along because Tomer’s family wasn’t as wealthy as Bar’s.

			Bar’s father would often sternly remind him, “Keeping your distance is best. Our goal is the market and the riches it can provide. People like Tomer’s family have no aspirations beyond the dirt in which they scratch to make a living.”

			Bar had never truly understood his father’s derision until many years later, as his family also lived on a farm, albeit a prosperous vineyard with many slaves and servants.  For now, it was enough to know Tomer was the enemy, and the only true friend was one who could compare to him in wealth and had a like mind for business dealings.

			As they approached the gathering, Bar scanned the faces until his gaze fell upon Galya. Her dark curls cascaded from beneath her head covering and extended to the middle of her back. And her smile nearly stopped his heart.

			Unfortunately, he only witnessed her smile when it was projected toward Tomer.

			Bar wanted to strike out at Tomer, but his duty in the Sukkah called. He needed to make his parents proud and show the rest of the neighbors how mature he had become. He was going to become a man in front of them all. Maybe then Galya will take me seriously.

			Galya’s family was also wealthy. Her father owned a substantial amount of land covered in the finest olive trees in all of Capernaum and the surrounding area. On many occasions, he would accompany his father to their home to the west, traveling through Tomer’s family’s land, passed two ancient olive trees at the top of the hillcrest, and down through the rocky terrain beyond to her family’s stately residence.

			Gayla, not yet the age for suitors, was always whisked away upon their arrival. But Bar would often sneak from the men’s tedious negotiations to catch a glimpse of her while she played outside in the courtyard with her younger sister.

			Moments from Bar’s reading of the Torah in the Sukkah, a legion of Roman troops arrived carrying with them orders to seize the farms of Galya’s and his families.

			Bar’s father coaxed the Centurian to the side. “Is there no way around this? Perhaps we can make some sort of deal. I do make the best wine in the region.”

			As they spoke, Galya’s father took his family and made a quick escape through the dispersing crowd of Jews.

			Bar cursed him for being a coward, while at the same time praising his father for being so bold in the face of the pagan intruders.

			The Centurian shoved Bar’s father away. “There will be no deals. The Empire takes what it wants and uses the rest for its gain.” He raised his voice for all who remained to hear. “Offer any resistance, and you will have less tomorrow than what you have today. Our orders are clear. Make way!”

			Those who had gathered earlier to celebrate Elohim’s blessings in unison now departed in haste and fearing for their lives. Tomer’s family disappeared, as well.

			Bar growled. He hated the Romans for their interference, he hated his father for not being sly enough with his words, and he hated Galya for choosing to give her affections to a peasant like Tomer.

			•

			Seven years later, when Bar’s age finally gave him the right to own a booth in Capernaum’s market, he scraped together what meager coins he had from working—that he had hidden from his family’s ransacked and razed vineyard—and entered the world as an independent merchant.

			After his father was killed for resisting the Romans, a crooked business associate of his father took Bar in as an apprentice. It wasn’t long before this man had taught Bar all the ways to swindle customers and deal nefariously with fellow merchants and traders.

			Bar sat in his run-down textile booth touting inferior fabrics while ruminating about what could’ve been all those years ago. Now, Galya was newly married to Tomer, of all people. Bar stroked his thin whiskers as his blood boiled daily from behind the counter. He vowed to himself that if the chance ever came to win her back, he would do whatever it took.
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			Galya chopped fresh herbs while the scent of baking bread and wood smoke spread through the stone and mud farmhouse. She had always enjoyed her domestic duties. But now, her thoughts lingered on her family and what could happen to their livelihood if this situation continued to fester. She caught herself holding a breath and tried to calm her trepidation with a lengthy exhale.

			Lochesh and Amal had sequestered themselves in their room all day to await punishment for disobeying their father’s command to stay hidden. That discipline was never executed. Galya thanked the Lord for it.

			Tomer had removed himself from the household not long after the men left the farm. Those men. For years they pretended to be Tomer’s friends only to have proven themselves shallow and full of greed, and all based upon the influence of one man—Bar. Galya had spent many hours talking to some of those men’s wives on her visits to town and to the synagogue for holy days. Things would never be the same after this. Even if they found nothing wrong here. How could she look those women in the eyes knowing their husbands were simply out for themselves and would have their own mothers arrested if it meant more profit in their pockets? And what a profit they would make if this farm were to fail.

			Her husband had been gone for hours when he arrived just before the evening meal.

			Galya continued her preparations by mashing
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