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Marcus walked briskly up the gangplank onto his cargo ship.  He took a deep breath, happy to be going to sea once again.

“Claudius!” he called out.  “How go the preparations?”

“Good, Captain.  The fleet is nearly ready to set sail.”

“Very good,” said Marcus with a curt nod.

“Father!” called a sweet voice from down below.

Marcus looked over the railing of the ship to see his little daughter, Octavia, black hair blowing in the wind.

“I thought you were not leaving until tomorrow!”

“Sorry, my pet,” said Marcus.  “We are due to set sail with the high tide in just a few hours.  The emperor needs his wheat, after all.”  Tears started to well up in the little girl’s hazel eyes that usually sparkled so brightly.  “But I’ll be back again in a couple of weeks.”  Blowing a final kiss, he set about the final preparations to get the ship underway.
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Marcus ran a tight ship.  His delivery rate was second to none.  How else does one become one of the chief sailors in the emperor’s merchant fleet?  And the voyage went predictably well for the five ships.

That is, until they came to Myra, a little city nestled on the edge of a shining bay, hugged by rolling, olive-colored hills.
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Bishop Nicholas, the spiritual leader of the community, met him at the dock.

“Welcome to our little city!” beamed the priest.  “I’m afraid we have no food to offer you and your crew.  The harvest went very poorly last year, so we have little enough ourselves.  But we have good water, so please come help yourself.”

Marcus looked around in shock.  Bishop Nicholas was so cheerful, but he could see that this city was clearly suffering.  Lean, sad animals stood in their stalls, and he could even hear some children crying in hunger.

“You certainly do seem to be in quite a bind,” said Marcus.

“Indeed,” said Bishop Nicholas, his face growing serious.  “We try to bear our sufferings well, but it is quite a bitter cup to drink.  Am I right in thinking those are wheat ships you are commanding?  You wouldn’t be able to sell us any of your wares, would you?  We have gold.”

Marcus shook his head.  “I’m sorry, Father.  This wheat is for the emperor himself.  If even an ounce of wheat is missing, I would be in serious trouble.”

The bishop looked at him seriously, his sparkling eyes seeming to peer right into his soul.  “I can appreciate a man who wants to do his work well, but we could truly use your help.  I assure you that you will not get into trouble.  In fact, the wheat will be there when you arrive.  God will provide.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow.  “Father, I have as much faith in God as anyone, but do you expect me to believe that wheat is just going to appear out of thin air?  If that were so, why hasn
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