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The Shroud of Edessa

The Secret of Mary
Magdalene


Chapter One

The children
laughed as they gathered stones. A little girl giggled as she held
her skirts for her brothers to collect enough stones to throw. They
pushed past Mariamne as they raced each other to grab the best view
of the execution. Laughing as she ran the child looked back, stones
falling from her makeshift basket.

The sky was
turning red and the heat of noon had long since faded. The shadow
of Temple Mount chilled Mariamne to the bone. She had been walking
for weeks but she couldn't stop now, not now that she was so close
to Jerusalem. A year ago tomorrow, her husband had died on this
hill, alone amongst strangers. She wouldn't fail him again. She
shivered as the sweat cooled on her back.

The smaller
children ran ahead. Some of the bigger boys tested their rocks in
their hands. Grimly they walked toward the place of skulls, click,
click, click the sharp stones sang. Mariamne stopped walking and
followed the children with her eyes. She turned to speak to her
husband — she only just managed to stop herself from saying his
name out loud. She frowned, impatient with her own indecision.
Rabbi Yeshua bar Yosef would have known what to do.

Her brother
touched her arm, trying to draw her away, "It's a stoning, Mari" he
pointed ahead of them with his chin.

On the other
side of the Kidron Valley, from the east of Jerusalem, a crowd
emerged blinking from the shadow of the Lion Gate. As if to a
festival, the people noisily crossed the valley and came up the
hill toward them. To their left, already a circle of children sat
around the place of stoning waiting for blood. A young girl was
being led by her brothers, her eyes red from crying. She looked at
Mariamne as she passed. Behind them came the elders of the
Sanhedrin.

Mariamne
reached out for her mother-in-law. Maria was lost in thought and
jumped at the touch.

"Wait here
with Philippos, Mother."

The old woman
smiled but continued to walk toward the Temple. Mariamne nodded to
her brother, "Stay with her Philippos."

"Of course
Master!" He replied sarcastically as he ran after Maria. Mariamne
smiled.

Since Rabbi
Yeshua bar Yosef had died, many of the Galilean Nazarene School had
come to call her 'e Mara' or as they say in Galilee, 'The Master'.
Her husband had appointed his younger brother, Ya'akob, to be the
spiritual leader of their school when he died but Jerusalem is a
long way from Galilee and many students now turned to Mariamne for
answers and ignored Jerusalem. She was not looking forward to
seeing her strangely intense brother-in-law. Many years ago they
had been close but since Yeshua's death he had changed so much.
Ya'akob's letters arrived in Magdala but they were instructions
rather than communications. Increasingly she realised that the
Nazarene School in Judea was leaving her husband's Galilean
teachings behind.

She fingered
the ebony fish that her husband had carved for her. Held on a red
string, it was the image of a carp spitting out the prophet Jonah.
Yeshu had loved the humorous story as it represented the trust we
learn to have in God. The idea that we find our fate on the road we
take to avoid it is the cornerstone of the Nazarene philosophy. She
wondered what fate awaited her tomorrow.

In accordance
with Jewish custom, Mariamne would have to return to Jerusalem for
the anniversary of her husband's death. The tidal wave of grief,
which had consumed her a year ago, had still showed no sign of
abating. Hoping to find a relief from the pain, she had decided to
make the journey to Yeshua's Yahrzeit ceremony into a pilgrimage.
She had decided to travel from Galilee to Jerusalem on foot.

She was fast
approaching middle age but her flaming red hair and pure white skin
remained unblemished. She was sure that Yeshua would approve of her
getting the fresh air and exercise. Since her husband's death she
had hardly eaten. At least now she had an appetite.

They had left
Magdala on the banks of Lake Tiberius two weeks ago. The gentle
hills of Galilee had soon given way to the furnace of the Judean
desert. Only the most devout had volunteered to join her on foot.
Her brother and her husband's friends kept her close. Her son was
still too young for such an arduous journey and she had left Yehuda
with her maid, Winna.

At almost
fifty-five years old, many would consider her mother-in-law, Maria,
to be an old woman but despite this she had insisted on joining the
Nazarene Yeshiva on their journey toward her dead son. Her coach
had met them near Jericho and she had walked barefoot back toward
Judea in silence. Since her son's death, Maria had lost interest in
the world. Part of her was already in Sheol with Yeshua.

Mariamne
watched her mother-in-law pass the Judean mob. Maria had only been
fourteen when she had married the young widower, Yosef bar David,
chief stonemason to the Jewish King. While still young she had
often been mistaken for a Hebrew princess. Now her beauty and grief
marked her out as if cursed by the Greek gods.

Mariamne felt
Addai at her shoulder and smiled. Addai was an Arab from the city
of Edessa, in the Kingdom of Osroene. He had worshipped her husband
as a master and as a friend. Now he followed Mariamne like a lost
puppy. Apparently wealthy, he was without pox or wife. The women of
Magdala often constructed lies to account for their failure to
catch his eye.

Addai was
leaning on his metal shod walking staff and watched his master's
mother stride up the hill toward the Temple of Solomon, 'She still
hears his voice', he said mostly to himself. He looked embarrassed
as he realised he had spoken aloud. He smiled at Mariamne by way of
an apology. He looked sadly toward the pretty young girl who was
being led to a brutal death by her own family. He said nothing but
looked at Mariamne and raised his eyebrows.

Mariamne
frowned. Like her mother-in-law, she wore black. A strand of her
red hair had escaped her shawl. She looked back at Shimon and
Ya'akob as they followed the last of the Nazarene Yeshiva, her
faithful shepherds. They stopped in front of her. Both brothers
were fishermen and sons of an ex-gladiator. Her husband had called
them 'sons of thunder' and since his death they had appointed
themselves her personal bodyguard. She impatiently tucked the
offending hair away.

Shimon, a head
taller than most, looked over at the crowd on the hill of skulls.
The young Jewish girl was now being buried to her waist by her
father and brothers. A group of women, Mariamne suspected them to
be the girl's family, stood by dry-eyed as the men of Jerusalem
gathered rocks to stone the girl to death. Shimon smiled a
question, he knew his master's wife and her sense of right and
wrong. Mariamne nodded, her mind made up. Her husband had given his
life to stop the animal sacrifices; she couldn't now walk past as
they sacrifice a child.

She strode
toward the half buried girl as Shimon and Ya'akob cleared a path.
By the time they pushed through the ring of spectators, a Pharisee
Rabbi was being helped up on to the back of a wagon. Acknowledging
his audience, he put his hand up for silence. He smiled sadly and
shrugged. He held both his hands out as if a gift toward the
terrified girl now buried to her chest in the sand. "You have all
been insulted!"

He nodded his
head agreeing with himself. Sensing that he now had the attention
of the crowd, he raised his finger toward the sky, "The Law of
Moses has been insulted!" he screamed.

The man was a
born actor, his timing perfect. As the crowd murmured angrily he
held his hands out again for silence. He looked at each face before
him, drawing out the tension. Many of the people in the crowd
leaned forward. His finger jabbed toward the sky again, "God
himself has been insulted!" His finger shot forward like a spear,
"By her!" he screamed as he pointed toward the girl. Her loose hair
shrouded her face and her shoulders shuddered as she sobbed quietly
to herself. The crowd, now eager for blood, pushed forward.

"Each stone
you throw is God's will. She refused to obey her father! God
demands her blood!"

Mariamne
stepped forward, putting herself between the stones and the young
girl. She smiled up at the Rabbi, "How do you know?" She asked
quietly, her green eyes smiling.

The Rabbi
gripped the sides of the wagon with gloved hands. His eyes narrowed
dangerously.

Mariamne just
smiled back, "That it's God's will, I mean?"

"Who are you
to question me?" The priest hissed as
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