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			1

			Yamin ran uphill on the dusty winding path connecting the great lake’s shoreline to his home. His shoulder-length dark-brown hair shot droplets of sweat as it whipped back and forth. He passed several merchants carrying baskets of fresh fish to the city of Hippos at the top of the hill.

			His father, Eber, followed far behind at a much slower pace.

			Yamin’s muscles ached from the morbid chore he had been given earlier. His infirmed parents put more responsibility on him than those of other fifteen-year-old boys. He had even become proficient at baking bread and laundering clothes. The weaker they became, the more skills he gained. Because of that, he learned to hate learning.

			The only work he didn’t despise was with the family boat. Before his parents had been stricken, he spent his days on or by the sea, honing his abilities for when he could venture out alone.

			The disease had spread quickly through the region east of the Sea of Galilee where his family lived for generations. Decapolis, a league of ten free city-states under the umbrella of Roman authority, was often attacked by illnesses spreading from all directions. The King’s Highway stretched from Arabia in the south to Damascus in the north. This major trade route brought more than just goods from faraway places. Darkness often followed.

			It took his uncle first. Since then, Yamin had been expected to take up the slack in daily duties. And the work seemed to never end.

			Yamin’s uncle and father co-owned a fishing vessel. Although they worked on the freshwater sea, they also traded in fishing nets and traps, selling their handcrafted wares at the local markets along with fresh and salted fish.

			Now that his parents had both taken ill, and his mother become bedridden with the same incurable ailment as his uncle, Yamin’s duties to support the family kept him busy from before sunrise to after sunset.

			He entered his family’s one room cottage. The pungent scent of excrement curled his nose.

			“Mother.” He breathed rapidly as he approached where she lay. Traveling uphill from the shore to the house was a challenge when walking, let alone running.

			He sat on the bedside with trepidation and gently squeezed her thin, cold hand. No response. He remembered how these hands often made his favorite meal of lentil soup with chicken. Yamin used his sense of touch to analyze his mother’s skin.

			His gift of perceiving objects like trees, rocks, and, oftentimes, parts of his father’s boat with his fingertips gave him a better understanding of them. They were not real until he could touch them. The ability revealed itself when he was a small child and caused a stir in the community when onlookers stared at his outwardly odd behavior of touching everything as if listening through his fingers.

			Since his mother became ill, the meals he and his father shared were frugal and consisted of bread, olives, and pickled sardines. The family’s aging boat sat in dry dock once again due to increasingly necessary repairs, so fresh fish remained costly.

			He continued to stroke her hand, the loose skin moving over tendons and bones. Yamin gathered as much information from this tactile experience as his mind could handle. He noticed how his mother’s breathing, shallow and raspy, had worsened since yesterday.

			If only I could give her some of my breaths.

			He studied her. She had suffered a drastic loss of weight these past weeks and appeared to be nothing more than a lumpy fold of linens under the bed coverings. Her seemingly bodiless head stuck out on one end and facial bones, once hidden behind healthy cheeks, now protruded giving her a corpse-like visage.

			He tried again to stimulate a response. “Mother. It’s me, Yamin.” His voice cracked and throat tightened as he choked back emotions.

			No reply.

			“Father was right.” Tears welled. “These are your last breaths. I didn’t want to believe him. That’s why he called me back so early before sunset.”

			Today’s only chore had consisted of nothing more than digging a shallow grave for his dying mother. I didn’t think it would be so soon.

			Descended from Jews, Yamin’s ancestors had been heavily influenced by Hellenistic culture. Having held on long to their ancestral beliefs, his family now worshipped a myriad of pagan gods along with the Hebrew god, Elohim.

			He glanced at the humble altar his father had carved into the mud wall. A small, worn, stone idol of Neptune stood on the uneven surface along with a misshapen, wooden, fertility spirit, a bundle of herbs, and a small, well-used candle. Useless. Yamin’s faith in all gods had waned.

			Eber entered the house several minutes later. He forced his words through labored breaths. “I . . . I’m sorry, Yamin.” He leaned against the doorway frame with both hands and bent slightly to rest.

			Lit from behind by the bright sky, his father looked like a great spindly spider sitting in a web. “The walk . . . from the shore . . . seems longer . . . every time I make it.”

			I’m losing him too.

			Yamin’s father had lost his appetite, then weight, and suffered bouts of fever and coughing fits producing blood.

			Just like Mother. Yamin’s sorrow slowly transformed into anger. My family is dying in front of me, and there’s nothing I can do.

			He got up from his mother’s bed and pounded his fists once on the wall. Flecks of dried mud, loosed by his rage, clinked softly on the hard clay-ash floor.

			“Why?!” Tears streamed down his cheeks. He turned to his father. “Why is this happening to us? Are we cursed?”

			Eber entered and took the place where Yamin sat moments ago. He clutched his wife’s hand in his then turned slowly toward his son.

			Yamin walked toward the altar. The idol stared at him with empty eyes. It seemed to beg him to ask for its mystical help. Yamin had done so in vain many times before. And for what? How can I tell father my faith has diminished?

			“You have a right to be angry. It’s not fair.” He coughed, trying to control the severity of the spasmodic hacking. Upon gaining his composure, he continued. “But we are not cursed, my son. We are just—unlucky.”

			“I don’t believe in luck, father.” Yamin balled his fists, ready to strike the wall again, and took a deep breath. He stared at the idol.

			Its empty eyes stared back.

			He reached out and gently laid the statue on its side. “I no longer believe . . . in anything.” He could not turn to face his father and half expected an object to hit the back of his head as punishment. He let out a great sigh.

			To Yamin’s surprise, his father did the same as he stared at his dying wife. “Maybe the gods have forsaken us, but we have done nothing to cause them to curse us.”

			Yamin turned to face him. “After uncle died and mother first got sick, I started to doubt. Why would anyone who lived a good life and worked so hard have to endure so much loss—so much pain?”

			“I have no answer for you, my son.” Eber slouched.

			“Then I’ll answer for you. There are no gods.” Yamin gazed blankly at his mother’s gaunt face from across the room. He could not be here when the inevitable happened and darted from the house toward town.

			†††

			Eber got up slowly to watch his son leave. He hung his head low. How can I leave him alone?

			He recognized his own illness and had done nothing but pray to the gods in vain. Time for more drastic measures.

			He had heard rumors about a physician who had some success in curing ailments such as his. The healer lived on the other side of town at the end of the main road. It would take quite a bit of exertion to make it there before sundown.

			He was tired. So tired. But he had to do something. He could not leave his wife now, so he decided to rest and wait for Yamin to return. Then he would ask his son to join him for the trip.

			Eber lay next to his wife, coughing as the fluid in his lungs adjusted to his supine position. He took her hands in his once more and squeezed them to find any signs of life remaining. He listened to her labored breathing and knew at any moment she would give up her fight.
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			Yamin’s tears had dried by the time he reached the outskirts of Hippos. The scent of seared pork emanated from within the city’s walls. His stomach growled.

			The town sat high upon a hill overlooking the sea. From the elevation, the western shore cities of Capernaum to the north and Tiberias to the south stood out across the darkening waters. Silhouetted against the dimly lit sky, the outlines of their synagogues and wealthy resident palaces appeared as strange square mountains. The twilight of mid-winter glowed with a yellow-orange light.

			Yamin breathed deep letting the humid air fill his lungs. The dry summers paled in comparison. He entered the town from the western gate and walked to a public rainwater cistern. Bending over the large basin, he used his hand to draw the liquid to his mouth. Yamin spit water and choked on the half-swallowed remains.

			His best friend Dar appeared next to him. Laughing, the young man slapped him on the back. “You all right?”

			Yamin gained his breath. “Yes. Thanks a lot.” He coughed once more. “Dar, what’re you doing out here? Thought you’d be home eating supper.”

			“You know my father.” He cleared his throat and let a scowl spread across his face. “‘I’m caught up in a piece of work I just can’t leave at the moment.’”

			Yamin smirked. “You sound just like him. But you must admit, he is ‘the best sculptor in Hippos.’”

			Aristocrats around Decapolis often hired Dar’s father to create custom statues of all sorts of objects, from deities, to bowls, to bowls with deities on them. He also made many smaller items to sell in the market, mostly diminutive figurines adorned with his special accessory, mother-of-pearl.

			“Hey, I’m his apprentice.” Dar shoved Yamin knocking him off balance. “I plan on being just as good too.”

			Yamin quickly recovered. “Fine. But now you’re avoiding both of your parents. Aren’t you?” He was dodging his parents too, but for far different reasons.

			Dar sighed. “Mother’s irate for being kept waiting. But she knows Father has deadlines.”

			Yamin appreciated Dar’s ability to distract him from family problems. He patted Dar on the back, and a cloud of dust rose into the air. His cough returned. “What is all that?”

			“Snail shell dust. Father’s making a set of finely sculpted handles for a physician who lives on the other side of town.”

			“Handles? For what?”

			“I . . . don’t know, exactly.” Dar curled his fingers to resemble the claws of a monster. “Probably for the tools he uses to slice into his victims.” He gnashed his teeth.

			“Not funny.” Yamin turned with a frown and walked toward the center of town.

			Dar followed. “Sorry. I mean patients. Too close to home?”

			Yamin shrugged. Change the subject. “What’s something like that worth?”

			“The handles? Quite a bit, I imagine. But without your father’s donation of the shells, the cost would be a lot more.”

			Yamin stopped walking. “What donation?” He recalled the fun he had collecting those baskets of shells last summer.

			At the time, his father had thought differently. “Yamin, help with these nets instead of playing with those?”

			“I’m not playing. These are worth money.” Yamin pushed the basket aside and heeded his father.

			I thought he threw them overboard.

			Dar answered. “The shells. My father gave him some small statues in trade and—”

			“He didn’t take any payment?”

			“I think your father traded them in turn. At—at least that’s what my father told me.”

			They strode down the central road toward Dar’s townhouse. Yamin tensed. Mother dying. Praying to stupid gods. Trading shells instead of taking much needed money. He did not know if he could take any more.

			“You all right, Yamin?”

			Yamin waved off the question. It had nothing to do with Dar.

			They walked in silence for a while down the colonnaded main street of Hippos, the Decumanus Maximus. The single row of buildings on each side occasionally opened to the sides by way of narrow alleys leading to less opulent housing. Behind the rows, the hillside sloped downward on all directions forming a natural defense against attack. Some of the outlying villages had houses consisting of white-washed mud and thatched roofs. But not within the city’s walls. And none were like Yamin’s house near the lake, constructed, in part, of animal dung.

			He sniffed out of curiosity. The recent rain and humidity allowed the pungent pastoral odor to hang in the air near his house. But not in the city of Hippos proper.

			They passed a wide alleyway leading to the sculpting shop, its front visible by the large white statues on either side of the entrance. “Want to try and save your father from any wrath your mother might dish out tonight?”

			“I’ve tried once. He’s on his own now.”

			Farther into town, the buildings took on a statelier look. Yamin admired their cleanliness and spaciousness. Why can they live like this when I’m forced to live in manure?

			Rising two, sometimes three stories up, flat-topped roofs and large courtyards became the norm in the central area of the small city. These housed the wealthy citizens and aristocrats of Hippos, made of marble with granite columns of Greek influence.

			Yamin craned his neck to get a better glimpse of the luxury he so coveted. “Do you ever see any of the town’s leaders?”

			Dar paused to grab Yamin’s arm and pulled him along. “They stay closed off behind their courtyard walls and only come out to enter the central marketplace.”

			Yamin studied the homes with wide eyes and scowled at their lavishness. His family had always been sustenance anglers. The licensing fees forced upon them by Roman officials, the purchase of flax for nets, and the wood for the upkeep of the boat forced Yamin’s parents to live in squalor compared to citizens here. Dar lived here. He had a two-story home and a room to call his own. Something of which Yamin only dreamed.

			“How’s your mother?”

			Dar’s question caught him off guard, and he stopped walking. He could not look him in the eye. “She’s dying. Father says she won’t make sunrise.”

			“Then—why are you here instead of down there?”

			Yamin squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath. “I just need to be away. That’s all. I’ve said my good-bye.”

			Dar kicked a rock from the road. “Want to join us for dinner? You know, while you’re . . . being away?”

			Yamin let out the breath he held. He was thankful Dar did not push the subject any further. “Of course. Especially after weeks of nothing but pickled fish.”

			They picked up their pace.

			When they arrived at Dar’s house, his mother’s stern look gave way to a smile. “How pleased I am to see you, Yamin.” She embraced him and kissed both of his cheeks. “Welcome. And when we are done, you can bring some to your parents. I’m sure your father would appreciate it, since . . .”

			Her sheepish look broadcast her sorrow.

			Yamin knew she understood his pain. Everyone had lost someone they knew or loved when the illness hit the region. He lowered his head and smiled. “Thank you.”

			Dar’s mother turned toward a portable clay stove fueled with charcoal. The fire also served to warm the house, as the winter air had begun to cool with the setting sun.

			Dar’s father entered, covered in more dust than his son earlier.

			His wife turned quickly from her chore. “Sophus, go back out and wash before coming in here.”

			Yamin produced a thin smile. He remembered when his parents could laugh at such things. I wish they were my parents.

			At mealtime, the family, including Dar’s four-year-old sister and Yamin, sat on mats around the cooking pots and used bread as scoops to get at their food. They had a low table reserved for more formal guests. Wine, beans, and boiled chicken made up the rest of the meal. Yamin devoured every morsel and thanked his hosts with almost every bite.

			He would have joined Dar’s family more often, but his parents strictly forbade him. His father was fond of saying things like, “I don’t want to burden any other family with another mouth to feed,” or “We have plenty of food right here.” Plenty of the same food Yamin despised compared to what others were privileged with.

			Envy did not always fill him, but there were times when he wished his parents had more money so they could have a nicer house, varied food, and a better fishing boat. Oh, and chickens.

			Conversation was expected, but a constantly full mouth kept him from it. Yamin realized he came across as a rude guest. He sat up and swallowed his latest bite hard. “Did you know—” He searched the family’s faces to insure their attention. “—that just to the north, in Gergesa, they raise herds of swine?”

			Dar stared at him and mouthed, “What are you doing?”

			Yamin continued. “I remember eating pork when I was younger. My father and uncle worked more then and had more money.”

			Sophus played along. “We all had more back then, son.”

			“I want a pig, Father.” At least Dar’s little sister showed excitement for Yamin’s story.

			Yamin smiled at her. “There was a festival in Hippos.”

			Sophus put his wine down. “Oh, Saturnalia. I know this story. Several Roman officials—oof!”

			Dar’s mother elbowed her husband in the ribs. She smiled. “Continue, Yamin.”

			“Yes, you’re right. They traveled south through Decapolis and stayed in Hippos during the winter solstice. They brought many slaughtered and live pigs.”

			“I want a pig, Mother.”

			She shushed her daughter.

			“The smell of the cooking meat coming from town was more than any of us down by the shore could bear.”

			Dar caught on. “What did your parents do?”

			“They joined in the public festivities, of course. They sacrificed a suckling pig.”

			Dar’s father raised his wine glass proudly. “A traditional gift to an earth deity. We did the same.” He finished off his drink.

			“That meat tasted so good.” Yamin’s gaze wondered off until he sensed the others staring at him. “Oh, but—nothing like this chicken.” He stuffed another bite into his mouth.

			Dar’s father chuckled. “You know, that smell traveled all the way across the lake to the Jews in Tiberias.”

			Dar guffawed. “No wonder they hate us.”

			Everyone laughed except Dar’s little sister. “Are we getting a pig?”

			After dinner, Dar’s parents allowed him to walk Yamin to the edge of town where the western gate opened to the slopes below. Darkness covered the hillside, and a cloud-shrouded crescent moon provided the only light to guide Yamin home. They paused at the gate.

			Dar broke the awkward silence. “I wish there was something I could do to help you.”

			“Didn’t you say your father’s customer is a physician?”

			“Yes. But your family— They can’t afford to hire a physician, can they?” Dar’s tactfulness needed fine tuning.

			Yamin sighed. “There must be some way to pay him. What if I struck a deal? Free fish for the season.” He shook his head. “Or something like that?”

			“It might work. I’ve heard of him accepting all sorts of payment.”

			Just like Father.

			“Why don’t you meet me here in the morning and we’ll go to his house. It’s on the other end of town. The worst he could say is no.”

			As Yamin walked home in the chilly night air, he hoped there may be one more chance to save his mother and father from meeting his uncle’s fate. That doctor has got to be better than praying to stupid gods.
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			Yamin woke the next morning to an uncommon chill. I know I placed the coverings over the windows before going to bed.

			“Father?” With his eyes still shut, he smacked his lips. Not used to all that wealthy people food. “Did you forget to add to the fire last night?” No reply. “Father?”

			Yamin looked around the dimly lit room. “Where is everyone?” The sharp ring of rock striking rock entered the house. “No.”

			He jumped from his straw-filled sleeping mat and bolted for the door. Running around the house to the side facing the shore, he stared in shock as the early morning light revealed Eber placing the final stone upon his mother’s burial site.

			He walked slowly toward him. Eber’s labored breathing could be heard from many steps away. Yamin stood motionless over the grave.

			Eber prayed.

			Yamin stopped him mid-sentence. “It’s no use, father. Prayers have never worked. No god wants to hear about our troubles.” He went around to the side of the grave. A tiny depression in one of the rocks held a minute amount of burning incense. “Good-bye, mother. Thank you for being here—when you could.”

			Yamin walked with his head down toward the shoreline and stopped at a small knoll overlooking the sea. The temperature had dipped below normal for this time of year, and grey streamers of evaporated water rose into the air from the calm glass-like surface. Yamin thought it a fitting phenomenon. He likened it to earthly spirits ascending from entrapment after being freed from their sufferings.

			I wish I could be free from all this pain.

			He turned his head toward the grave. In a matter of days his father would likely succumb to the disease now decimating his health.

			“The doctor!” Yamin ran back to his father and told him about his idea. A tinge of hope returned to his voice.

			“Son, I had the same idea last night after you left.”

			“We tried prayers. We tried poultices.”

			“We even tried that healing circle your friend Dar’s mother suggested, remember?”

			They both chuckled momentarily at having been through that experience.

			Eber continued. “Remember, she used the bowline of my boat to make that circle? And then her husband brought that lyre he carved out of a tree branch?”

			Yamin laughed. “It sounded like a sick cat!” But the amusement soon turned to tears of sorrow.

			Eber put an arm around him while stifling a phlegm-laden cough. “Come on, son. Let’s go see that doctor.”

			They stopped at the house to grab some bread and cheese. Eber feigned an attempt to eat his share but Yamin caught him hiding the food in his robes. He gave his father a chastising look. 

			“I plan on eating it … later.”

			Yamin had to shorten his strides to allow Eber to keep up. The uphill serpentine climb taxed a healthy person’s muscles. Having aches due to a feverish state and weakness made it almost intolerable. Often Yamin had to support his father physically during the trip.

			As they approached the steep slopes of the city, they passed through the necropolis. Carved into the hillside, it held the remains of burial tombs built for the wealthiest citizens of Hippos. Limestone and marble sarcophagi laid scattered across the surface. Yamin could not help but compare his mother’s rudimentary resting place with these opulently carved crypts. His brow furrowed as he pulled Eber aggressively up the hill.

			When they reached the top, Eber desperately needed to sit and rest before entering the narrow open gate leading into the city’s main street. A stone guard tower stood on their left and looked unoccupied.

			“I’m going to fetch you some water from the cistern.”

			It was the same one he had drank from the night before. But this time a man dressed in fine robes briskly exited the tower and impeded Yamin’s access.

			The man’s disdain for Yamin came through his tone. “You cannot drink from here.”

			“Why not? I drank from it last night.” Yamin’s rudeness matched the man’s evenly. But he decided to back off before being kicked out of the city as a troublemaker.

			“There are new rules due to the illness spreading through town. You, and your . . . Who is that? Your father? He seems infirmed.” The man raised his voice. “Is it true?”

			“That’s why I need the water.” Yamin had no patience for this man’s fearful foolishness. He decided the time to impress him with manners had passed.

			“Only citizens of the town who have not been cursed with illness can drink from the public cisterns. Go find water elsewhere, caenum!” The discourteous man pointed in the direction from which Yamin had come and kept his arm and finger outstretched until Yamin moved away.

			Yamin mumbled under his breath. “Superstitious imbecile. Call me filth? I ought to . . .”

			He headed back to his father. “Rest a while longer. I’ll keep searching.”

			Eber laid back against a great rock near the roadway. He only nodded.

			Yamin shook his head and frowned. “You should have let me help you with mother’s grave this morning. You’re so weak, we can’t go on.”

			Eber coughed violently in response to the chastising. After gaining some control, he replied weakly. “You dug it. I had to do my part.”

			“Be right back.” Yamin bolted past the water watchman, now troubling another beleaguered traveler who had entered the gate.

			Yamin knew Dar’s father worked close to the edge of town and sought out his shop. Sophus shared a sculpting studio with several other artists to save money. His family was not poor. But to maintain their well-to-do lifestyle, certain challenges needed to be overcome. Even though Decapolis and the city of Hippos were under autonomous rule, the local leadership took every chance to overtax their citizens.

			Yamin knocked on the large door of the studio but no one answered. Maybe it’s too early?

			“Hallo!” Someone called from inside with a voice much deeper than that of Sophus.

			“Hallo. Um . . . hallo!”

			He waited. The only reply came in a series of loud crashes from within. He was about to walk away when the door swung wildly open revealing an enormous man covered in grey dust and chips of stone. Yamin took several wavering steps backwards. The man wore a leather kilt-like garment and sandals, but nothing more. He held a hammer in one hand and a chisel in the other.

			“What do you want?” His booming voice caused several townspeople on the main road to stop and peer down the alleyway.

			Yamin stood tall in the face of the imposing artist. “My friend Dar’s father works here, and—I need some water—for my father. You see, he’s ill, and we’re trying to get to the physician on the other side of—”

			The hulking man turned on his heels without saying a word and disappeared back into the building. He returned shortly with a sizeable clay jar full of water. He thrust it into Yamin’s arms almost knocking the air from him.

			“Oof. Thank you?”

			The man grunted and closed the door.

			I’ll be sure to thank Dar’s father the next time I join them for dinner. He turned and walked toward the narrow gate. He prided himself for having been successful and strutted down the main street. The bystanders quickly lost interest and continued with their business.

			After resting and drinking their fill, Yamin continued to escort his ever-weakening father to the physician by way of Dar’s house.

			Dar waited outside when they arrived a few minutes later. “Good morning.” His short curly hair reflected the sun’s light.

			Yamin stepped away from Eber to analyze his father’s ability to stand on his own. “I was beginning to think you forgot about us.”

			Dar stood to meet Eber’s gaze. “Good morning to you as well, sir.” He then turned back to Yamin who had begun walking again. “I was waiting at the gate earlier—until that crazy water guard shooed me away. I thought you’d be earlier.”

			“Same trouble here.” Yamin wanted to say his father’s slow pace had kept them.

			As they walked, Dar approached Yamin from behind and pulled on his robes to slow him. They let Yamin’s father walk a few steps ahead to set the pace. He whispered in Yamin’s ear. “Have you thought of a way to pay the physician?”

			Yamin turned slightly and whispered back. “She died last night.”

			“Oh, I—I’m sorry.”

			Yamin let a moment pass and answered him solemnly. “Other than a fish deal? No, not really. Maybe I could work for him and pay off the debt?”

			“I don’t think you could work for the healer and do your father’s work.”

			Dar. Ever the realist.

			Dar revealed a handful of copper coins engraved with the image of the city’s guardian goddess, Tyche, riding upon a horse.

			The money was minted particularly for this city. Every time Yamin took a boat trip across the sea, people always knew where he lived when they used that coinage to purchase goods.

			“Thank you, Dar. I’ll take these when we get there, all right?”

			Eber stopped. “What? Why are you thanking Dar?”

			Ugh, I didn’t want him to become suspicious.

			Dar stepped ahead. “For—dinner last night. He thanked my parents enough already.”

			Yamin looked at his friend wide-eyed. Stop talking.

			Eber gave the same look to Yamin but continued shuffling ahead without speaking.

			Yamin knew his father would have chastised him, but his weakness prevented it.

			Passing the centrally located forum and basilica, the boys stopped at the market. They were only a short walk to the physician’s residence now.

			“I need to rest—for a little while.” Eber sat, nearly collapsing at the market’s edge.

			Roman officials gathered in the forum, parading around in their fancy robes atop the carefully arranged rectangular flagstones making up the floor of the open-air facility.

			Colonnades of gray granite columns surrounded the meeting place on three sides. They gave the forum an impressive and ostentatious appearance. The pillars supported sloped roofs used to create shaded areas between the colonnades and the fronts of buildings erected around the forum.

			Yamin knew Dar frequented this site. But he typically shied away from such displays of aristocracy, preferring the busy life surrounding the two port facilities on the lake. Even though the ports were controlled by the city, life was simpler there. No tedious bantering about legal issues and other administrative affairs down by the shore. Just a few entertaining fish stories.

			Dar seemed to notice the apprehension on Yamin’s face. “Let’s go. It’s not much farther.”

			“You could tell, huh?”

			Dar nodded. “Not your favorite place, I know.”

			They hurried away from the growing crowds of the urban center. The physician’s house was within site, and Yamin felt his father’s steps quicken ever so slightly in anticipation of the expected help awaiting him.

			Dar knocked on the ornate door. A sign with inlaid mother-of-pearl letters adorned it.

			MEDICUS

			AIGLE

			Dar half-turned to tell Yamin what it said. “The goddess of good health.”

			Yamin could not read. He gave Dar a diminutive smile and nod.

			Medicus meant the man within was a physician. The Latin inscription was for the Roman citizens. Aigle referred to the Greek goddess of radiant good health. An attempt to bring in patients from all walks of life, especially those with pagan philosophies. Those who could read, anyway.

			Yamin motioned toward the door with his head for Dar to knock a second time, all the while supporting his dreadfully exhausted father. Much to the surprise of both boys, a beautiful young woman answered the door before Dar had a chance to knock again.

			She wore soiled servant’s clothes made of beige linen. But that did not matter to Yamin. Her dark mahogany hair coiled out behind her head from under a series of crossed braids in the front. He thought it looked like the hardened pitch his father used to seal the boat planks. Shiny, smooth, and with a tinge of russet.

			He ogled her until Dar snapped him out of his trance-like stare. “Yamin? Yamin!”

			“Oh, right.” He blinked his eyes rapidly. Yamin suddenly wished he had bathed before leaving the house this morning.

			“You’ll have to forgive my friend here.” Dar leaned toward her and whispered loud enough so Yamin could hear him. “He doesn’t get out much.”

			Even Eber produced a weak smile. But instead of letting out a laugh, he coughed violently, this time producing blood. He tried in vain to hide his red sputum in a rag he carried.

			“Oh, my,” said the young woman. “We’ve seen this far too often. Bring him around back and through the courtyard gate. I will summon the doctor.” She closed the door.

			Yamin’s heart leapt. He interpreted the woman’s familiarity with his father’s symptoms as a good omen. Nothing more than a minor setback to father’s health. He’ll be back on his feet in no time.
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			When they entered the small courtyard of the physician’s home, Yamin’s hope turned to despair. A dozen men, women, and children, all ill and feverish, lay spread out within the walled enclosure. Some were on low mats of straw, others on wooden tables, and still others on the bare ground.

			Several servants, including the attractive one who greeted them at the door, busily tended to the patients’ needs.

			The physician soon revealed himself as he exited his home, his robes surprisingly clean. Yamin thought after seeing the young woman that the doctor would look equally worn with the marks of his trade.

			The gray-haired man cradled several ornate jars in his arms. He placed them gently upon a centrally located table that served as a workstation for the staff. Some of the contents spilled onto the doctor’s robes, and he uttered an expletive. “I just changed.”

			The doctor looked up and down the table, seemingly impressed at the variety of tools at his disposal. Instruments of all shapes and materials were laid out upon the wooden surface. Some even appeared to be made of gold, at least in part.

			As he moved, his arched posture and wattle of loose skin beneath his chin defined his age. The doctor’s gratitude turned toward his servants for following his specific directions. He seems pleasant enough. But could he heal his father?

			As two of the servants, instructed by the physician, guided Eber to an empty table near the center workstation. Yamin and Dar witnessed two other servants carrying off a limp and motionless corpse that had just occupied the same space.

			They watched as the physician tended to Yamin’s father.

			“What is your name?” The healer inspected Eber’s eyes.

			“Eber,” said Yamin’s father weakly.

			“How long have you been coughing, Eber?”

			The boys did not wait for the answers and walked back toward the courtyard gate to sit against the wall and wait. Yamin had no stomach for such business. Nor did Dar.

			Once, while assisting his father, Dar sliced his finger with a sharp iron chisel. The site of the wound made Dar pass out. He awoke to his father’s enormous colleague standing over him—laughing.

			As for Yamin, cleaning fish guts was one thing. Prying and poking around people’s bodies was another entirely.

			“His name is Kheiron,” said Dar as he counted the coins in his hand. “He’s a good customer of my father. Always pays on time.”

			“You think he’ll ask for his payment now?” asked Yamin apprehensively, watching his friend and counting along with him. “If that’s not enough, I can still make the fish offer.”

			The young woman who greeted them approached.

			Yamin straightened up but did not stand to meet her. Her beauty struck him and had the same effect now as when he first laid eyes upon her at the front door. She reminded Yamin of how his mother looked years ago when still healthy. Her skin was smooth and free of blemishes. And her eyes—they looked as if they had seen so much but still held a youthful innocence. He remained mesmerized.

			She met Yamin’s gaze and asked gently, “You’re his son, yes?”

			Yamin nodded, unable to say anything.

			“What’s your name?”

			She forced him to speak, and he stuttered his reply.

			“Yamin, can I talk to you . . .” She looked at Dar and then back to Yamin. “. . . alone?”

			Yamin stood and followed her to the other side of the courtyard. He looked at each patient as they walked. At one point they were forced to step over a young man who lay upon the ground, muttering in a combination of languages, some familiar to Yamin and others he had never heard before.

			Having lived near the Sea of Galilee in Decapolis, Yamin had been exposed to a multitude of foreign tongues and dialects by travelers. He recognized a few of the sick man’s words as profanity in Greek, Latin, and Aramaic. He wanted to ask the nurse about that odd patient but decided not to repeat what he heard to the young woman. His recognition of common languages would not impress a resident of Hippos, anyway.

			They stopped at the courtyard wall. Yamin glanced back at Dar who casually flipped coins and caught them in his other hand.

			She spoke with a stern tone. “Your father is gravely ill. Master Kheiron is doing what he can, but as you can see . . .” She made a sweeping motion with her arm across the courtyard.

			Aides constantly moved from one sick person to another, changing linens, giving water, and administering whatever the doctor’s jars contained. Was it some sort of oil? A fire burned off to one side.

			She continued. “And there is the matter of your form of payment.”

			Yamin reached into a small pouch attached to his belt and retrieved a single copper coin, the only currency his family had. “My friend over there has ten times this.”

			“Oh, dear. The doctor usually accepts only silver and gold currency.”

			Yamin looked down and his face reddened. His only option was to sell his services in exchange for his father’s health. He reached deep within and mustered up the courage to speak. “What—what is your name?”

			“Althea.”

			He had watched her mouth move when she spoke. Beautiful. He mouthed her name back.

			“Are you all right?” She let out a small chuckle.

			Her question caught Yamin off guard, and he snapped out of his trance. “Yes. I—I need you—Althea, to ask Kheiron if he’ll accept the payment of—my servitude instead of the full cost.” He tried to sound grown up, professional. But it came across as boyishly charming.

			His sudden bravado brought a smile to Althea’s face. “I’ll go ask. He’s been known to accept payment in other forms before. Go back to your friend and get the money you say he has. That’ll help me convince the doctor to accept your proposal.”

			Yamin ran back the way he came and leapt over the blasphemous man.

			The man reached out and grabbed Yamin’s ankle with great force.

			Yamin fell flat on his torso knocking the air out of his lungs and causing his vision to whirl.

			The seemingly ill man rolled off his thin and soiled bedding to come face to face with Yamin in the dirt.

			Their eyes, a head-length away, locked in a stare sending chills down Yamin’s spine.

			With a gravelly, ethereal voice the man spoke to Yamin in Greek. “You want her—don’t you?” His breath smelled of rotten meat, and his teeth, those remaining, were blackened and broken.

			Yamin could do nothing but listen and gasp for air as spasms plagued his diaphragm.

			The man reached out and put his hands on Yamin’s cheeks, grasping his head firmly. “You want what your friend has too. You want, and you want, and you want!” The man’s screams sprayed saliva onto Yamin’s face.

			Their locked eyes broke contact as Kheiron and two others pulled the demented man away.

			All the while, the man continued to holler wildly. Before they could control him, he stood and ran into the nearby fire. His robes quickly caught flame. He continued to run and scream, this time right toward Dar.

			Dar dropped his coins and jumped to his feet. With nowhere to escape, he cowered behind his own arms and squealed. When nothing happened, he slowly opened his eyes to find the man had run out of the courtyard gate and into the streets, still on fire.

			Everyone stood with mouths agape.

			Finally, Kheiron spoke. “It is best we let that one go. His ailments are beyond my abilities to heal.”

			Yamin had no idea what ailments the doctor referred to. It certainly seemed that whatever bothered him before was now a lot worse after being on fire.

			“Are you hurt?” Althea bent to help Yamin up from his spill.

			“I’m fine.” He was shaken up but did not mention it. He patted the dust from his robes. “What was wrong with that man?”

			Before she could answer, Kheiron walked up and answered for her matter-of-factly. “He was possessed.”

			Yamin and Althea replied in unison. “Possessed?”

			“I’ve seen similar cases before when I served the Legion in the Roman Army. But that was long ago when I was a much younger man. An apprentice under another physician.”

			Dar responded first to the doctor’s incredible diagnosis of the madman. “You’ve seen possessed people before? Possessed with . . . a spirit other than their own?”

			“Oh, yes. It’s not something I prefer to talk of, however. Some would think me mad for evening mentioning it. But after what we all just witnessed—well, I guess we’d all be called fools if we tried to share it outside these walls, yes?” Kheiron peered through the gate as his attendants secured it. “All of them, with their gods. They say they believe.” His brow furrowed. “But when any incident even hints at the supernatural, they turn their backs in disbelief.” He turned to Yamin. “What was he saying to you, anyway? He ran away screaming something that sounded like, wanting everything.”

			Yamin came to grips with what the allegedly haunted man had said to him and hoped no one else heard his accusations of envy. His cheeks flushed. “I—I don’t know. It was all garbled.”

			Dar finished picking up his coins. “How can you be so sure he was possessed? What makes you think he wasn’t just crazy?”

			“We all see what we want to see,” said Kheiron. “Or better put, what we allow ourselves to see.”

			“Master?” It was Althea’s turn to question him. “I have been working with you for over a year and have never heard you speak of such ailments. Do you think we’ll see any more of him—or any others?”

			Kheiron looked toward Eber in deep thought for a moment. “Demons are the peddlers of the spiritual world, my dear. They knock on your door, enticing you with their wares.” He then turned toward Althea, Yamin, and Dar and continued sternly. “But you must resist by not answering. A no soliciting sign is not enough. Action must be taken to avoid their temptations.” He walked back to care for Eber.

			Yamin and Althea turned to console a clearly distraught Dar.

			Dar’s voice shook. “I thought I was done for.”

			“You’re lucky,” said Althea. “Yamin didn’t see this, but that man was never headed for you at all. He was running toward the patient to your right. You covered your eyes and Yamin was still trying to catch his breath in the dirt. But the man on the table rose and yelled, Messiah saves! The flaming man then turned and ran through the gate.”

			“Messiah?” asked Yamin. “Who’s Messiah?”

			Althea shrugged her shoulders.

			They walked over to the now unconscious man. His shallow breaths filtered through overgrown facial hair. Pallid skin clung to his bones.

			“Just like mother had been,” said Yamin quietly. And now father.

			“Your mother has this illness, as well?”

			“She did . . .” He glowered at her. “Until last night, when she died.” Yamin let out a deep sigh. He swung around, searching for Kheiron, then raised his voice and spoke with malice. “Is there anything your doctor can do for my father? Or will he end up like these others, wasting away until there is nothing left but skin and bones?” 

			Yamin’s pulse quickened while his inhibitions lessened. Those around him seemed the easiest targets. His mother had died, his father was too weak to even walk home, a madman attacked him, and he was about to sell his freedom to pay for services that might not work anyway. What else could go wrong?

			Althea stood clearly taken aback. She sighed. “He will do his best.” She turned and walked away, leaving the boys with the unconscious man.

			Yamin watched yet again as someone he had feelings for left him. What is wrong with me? I’m as cursed as my parents. He wondered how much longer Dar would continue to be his friend if the situation continued to get any worse than it was already.
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			After waiting and getting no immediate reply from Kheiron about his offer, Yamin and Dar left with Althea’s promise that word would be sent before long.

			Dar waited until they had walked well away from the physician’s home to speak. “My parents will want to know how things went?”

			Yamin stopped and looked at Dar. “How do you think they’ll respond if we tell them what we saw?”

			Dar turned and walked again. “My thoughts exactly.”

			Dar’s mother greeted them with a smile. “Yamin, you’re welcome to stay until you feel well enough to head home.” She returned to her chore of preparing dinner. “Kheiron is a fine physician. You know, when Dar’s father broke his finger last winter, he was home before sunset and—” She slowly turned toward Yamin and showered him with a look of embarrassment.

			Yamin managed a weak smile.

			She continued working but spoke to the wall. “Not the same, is it?”

			Yamin shook his head. After being rude to Althea earlier, he would control his anger. Keeping his mouth shut proved a successful way to accomplish this.

			“I’ll go fetch some water.” She rested her hands on both boys’ shoulders as she passed by. “Why don’t you three start dinner without us?” She motioned for Dar’s sister to join them.

			Shortly after, there was a knock on the door.

			Dar opened it to reveal one of Kheiron’s male servants.

			Yamin’s head dropped. Not Althea. My fault. Considering how he treated her, it was no surprise.

			The young visitor was all business. “I have been sent to inform you that the payment of eleven copper coins and an order of fresh fish twice weekly for two months will be sufficient payment for the medical services Master Kheiron is providing.”

			Yamin did not know whether to celebrate or curse his situation further. He should have been pleased with the chance to make payments in his own way. But there was still so much at stake. Would he be able to provide the expenditures? Could he work the family boat alone? Was his father going to get better?

			Early the next morning, the boys ate breakfast while describing the previous day’s events to Dar’s parents.

			Waking up at Dar’s house was nothing new for Yamin. Over the years, he had spent many nights there enjoying what the wealthy had to offer. The softer beds, better food, and everything seemed easier. They even had interior plumbing. Why did he not have these things?

			Yamin’s mind dwelt on their rare relationship. Most wealthy citizens of the city did not care to associate with those of the lower class. It would be social suicide. But Yamin and Dar proved different.

			When the boys were much younger, around five, Dar’s parents took a short holiday at the lake. They had no interest in traveling far, and certainly not to a town like Tiberias. They only wanted to hire a boat for a few hours to tour the lake and give their young son a new experience.

			Nearby, Yamin helped his father and uncle in the minimal capacity that a five-year-old could. He would fetch tools or hold a board. Any simple job to expose him to the skills needed to become a fisherman like his father. 

			Their boat had been pulled onshore for repairs. This used to be Eber’s father’s boat, so keeping the aged vessel seaworthy challenged them.

			Eber reached into a small, worn, leather pouch at his waist. “We’re out of nails.”

			Eber’s older brother gave a dismissive wave without looking up while working on the port side. “Send Yamin to fetch them.”

			“Yamin, go to the dock and bring back the sack of nails.”

			Yamin nodded and ran off eager to help. When he reached the pier, he heard splashing from below and moved to investigate. He found a young boy struggling to stay afloat and choking on water. Already a strong swimmer, Yamin jumped in without hesitation, grabbed the boy’s arm, and pulled him to the shallows. 

			A pair of panicking adults ran to the shore to join them.

			Since then, Dar’s parents had been forever grateful. The special circumstances causing their lives to intertwine had been enough to convince them to allow the boys’ friendship to continue despite the overly segregated society. They showed their appreciation by always including Yamin when he visited their home.

			At breakfast, Sophus finished his water and handed the cup to his wife for a refill. With a furrowed brow, he spoke to Yamin. “Considering what you’ve endured, it’s good not to become the physician’s servant, yes?”

			Dar agreed. “Thank the gods.”

			Yamin swallowed his last bite of food hard. “The gods had nothing to do with it, Dar. I think it was Althea who helped convince Kheiron. Even though I could’ve been nicer.”

			“Well, you put your faith in man. I’ll put my faith in the gods.”

			After breakfast, Yamin shared his idea with Dar. “I’m going to put my father’s boat back in the lake.”

			“Are you sure it’ll float? I mean, he hasn’t taken it out in quite a while, right?”

			“I’ll do my best. I want to start making good on my deal with Kheiron as soon as possible. And that’s the only way to make it happen.” He only half-believed he could pull it off alone.

			After thanking Dar’s parents for their hospitality, Yamin made his way home. He sent word with Dar to inform Kheiron he would deliver the fish and check in on his father within the week.

			“I’d come and help, but—” Dar motioned toward his father’s studio.

			Yamin nodded and turned to leave through the city’s gate. Like Dar needs the money. But would Yamin be able to carry out this chore alone?

			Within an hour he returned home to gather supplies and then arrived at the boat. He knew what still needed attention to make the vessel seaworthy. The only other task was to get help with getting the boat back into the water. He could set up rollers by himself, but it would be foolish to attempt the move alone.

			Before starting, he took a step back and studied the aged craft. It spanned slightly wider than an average man’s height and nearly three times as long. Eber, his uncle, and his grandfather before them had all been experienced boatwrights. But they lacked proper raw materials for the boat’s upkeep. Cleverness and the determination to keep it floating had been enough—so far.

			From a distance, one would think the mottling on the surface stemmed from poor eyesight or the way the sun’s light reflected from the water onto the slick wood. But upon closer inspection, it was the many types of lumber used in its original construction and in the years of subsequent repairs to the hull that showed their true colors.

			Yamin’s grandfather had constructed the boat from timbers salvaged from other abandoned boats. He also used locally available, yet substandard, wood. Cedar was the most prevalent, while other sections replaced after his grandfather’s death were pine, jujube, and willow, with oak for fasteners. Pine sap sealed the seams but bitumen pitch, a tar-like substance derived from the Dead Sea region, lay smeared over the whole underside.
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