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Yet he commanded the skies above

and opened the doors of heaven,

and he rained down on them

manna to eat

and gave them the grain of heaven.

Man ate of the bread of the angels.

PSALM 78:23-25



To Beth and Robert Bull, true friends and beloved companions for life
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PROLOGUE
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AD 51

I HAVE NEVER SERVED as a soldier, yet I have the strange sense that most of my life I have stared down the blade of a sword, the face of my adversary haunting me. My friend General Varus once told me that Roman soldiers prefer to use the single-edged sword they call the makhaira for the killing stroke: having a short blade forces them to come close, so that as your body gives way to the thrust of that unforgiving edge, all you can see is the face of your assassin. You forget the world, you forget the ones you love, you forget hope and lose your fragile grasp on any remnant of a fight lingering in your heart. You see only the visage of your adversary.

I know what it’s like to have a makhaira at my throat. I know my enemy’s face. I know the scent of his breath, the stinging quality of his speech, the poison of his taunts. He has cut me more than once with his short sword. I know his name.

He is called Fear.

He has hounded me from the time he first found me in a meadow, clinging to my father’s hand. My enemy has a singular talent for hounding.

Do you remember what you whispered in my ear that day by the river? When I bent my head to straighten the strap of my shoe, you leaned over and said, “No one shall separate you from the love of God. Not trouble or hardship or danger. Not even the makhaira.”

I almost broke your nose, I sat up so fast; do you remember?

How did you know? How did you know that I saw the image of Fear more vividly than I did the face of God? That he always seemed more real, more powerful, more immediate than the creator of the sun and the moon? That I could only perceive God from behind the shadow of Fear, that I always felt a little separated from his love?

You have asked me what made me trust God with such alacrity, so ready to jump into that river to die. To leave behind the old, tired self and rise up new.

I think it started with your words. The notion that God’s love could overcome the makhaira, so that even the thrust of Fear’s sword could not rob me of God’s healing presence.

Or perhaps I mistake the matter. Perhaps my journey began long before that, when I still lived in Thyatira and believed my future firmly planted in that dear soil. Perhaps I would never have stepped into that river if God had not first stripped me of home and hope. My future had to be destroyed before I would be willing to set foot on the path that led to a new future. A better one than I could ever have thought or imagined.

Do you remember, dear Paul, telling me of your frustration before coming to Philippi, when you sat in Troas, bewildered by the doors God had closed in your face? You were ready to crumple your maps and forget your intentions; your journey had wrecked your careful arrangements more than once. First the Spirit forbade you to enter the province of Asia so that you were forced to abandon the comfort of a good paved road in exchange for the challenges of a narrow dirt track, and then, when you tried to push through into Bithynia, once again he prevented you from following your plans.

So you sat in Troas, twice thwarted, studying your maps and scratching your head, wondering where you were supposed to go next.

If you had gone into the province of Asia as you intended, you would have come upon my old home. But you would not have found me there, for I had left Thyatira long before. It was your vision that brought you to me on that riverbank. Was it only a year ago?

God in his grace drove you to me by the force of his Spirit. How laughable our plans sometimes seem in the light of eternity. How blessed when they are destroyed!

The moon shines too bright this night and I cannot sleep. My head is full of distant memories —shadows and ghosts of what once was. They make me smile and weep. They make me see the hand of God.

I will never send you this letter, which does not even have the courtesy of a proper greeting. But thoughts of you fill my heart, dear Paul, and since you are too far away, I find solace in speaking to you through this epistle.

I lost everything when I was scarcely a woman. I lost everything and found God. But it wasn’t until you came into my life and told me the Truth that I found peace.
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TWENTY-SIX YEARS EARLIER

AD 25

Their clothing is violet and purple;

they are all the work of skilled men.

JEREMIAH 10:9

PURPLE YARN HUNG from thin trees, swaying in the breeze like odd-shaped fruit; dark-lavender fabric the color of old bruises spread over two rough-hewn stone benches, drying in the sun; a large plum-colored mosaic of geometric designs dominated the otherwise-plain garden. In the shade, a massive vat the size of a diminutive Roman bath sloshed with purple dye so dense it looked black except when a ray of sunlight found its way over the surface, illuminating its true color.

The mistress of this purple kingdom, a young woman in loose, patched clothing, hunched in front of the vat, her forehead damp with perspiration. She had prepared the formula as her father had taught her. It was time to soak the linen. Her father usually conducted this part of the process. His was the genius that had created the dye in the first place; his the skill that turned ordinary yarn into lush, purple beauty. Lydia had never gone through the process of dyeing without his help. Her father was the dye master. She merely acted as his assistant, a role she relished. The thought of dyeing the wool alone made her grit her teeth.

Eumenes was late. He should have arrived over an hour ago.

Lydia wiped the sweat trickling down her temple and stared into the vat. She thought about the unusually large order they had to fill within the next two weeks. There was no time for delay. Every hour counted if they were to make a prompt delivery.

Her stomach churned as she considered their narrow schedule. Most of their local clients suffered from a strange inconsistency. They had no qualms being late in their payments to an honest merchant, but if their merchandise arrived a few days after the promised date, they acted as if the world were ending. Demanding all manner of reparations, they threatened to blight the merchant’s truest treasure: his reputation.

When the two orders had arrived, one on top of another, Lydia had objected to her father, demanding that he delay at least one. “It is too much,” she had said. “We cannot accomplish it all in such a short time.”

He had laughed at her objections. “You despair when we have no orders, imagining that we will grow impoverished and lose our home. When we do receive two perfectly good requests, you worry that it is too much and we will fail to meet expectations. You must make up your mind, Daughter. Which is it to be? Shall we starve or perish of overwork?”

Lydia found that she had no problem dreading either eventuality, which did not help her present situation. Where was her father?

She fetched several of the hefty baskets overflowing with linen yarn from their workshop, located in the eastern end of the garden. The baskets were heavy —too heavy for a sixteen-year-old girl. Lydia gritted her teeth and half dragged, half carried them, one shuffling step at a time, until they were within easy reach of the dyeing vat.

On the other side of the garden, a three-minute walk from the workshop, lay their modest home with its three rooms, its crooked walls, the leaking ceiling that her father never had time to fix, and the fading furniture that no amount of purple could transform into a semblance of riches. But it was theirs, and she never felt so secure anywhere in the world as when she was nestled within the safety of its walls with her father nearby.

Lydia set the baskets of prepared linen in neat order near the vat, like naked babies ready to be bathed. In truth, she knew what to do. More than once her father had given her permission to complete the task without him. “Your problem is not lack of knowledge,” he had said again and again. “It is lack of confidence. You fear you might fail. I trust you will succeed.”

She cringed every time he suggested it. “In my ignorance, if I make a mistake and ruin a batch of dye or yarn or a perfectly good length of fabric, who will pay for my error? You know we cannot afford costly mistakes like that.”

He never insisted. Her father was too gentle for that. She wondered now if this was some test, this delay. Had he chosen to stay away from home to force her hand and leave her no choice but to embark on the process alone?

She chewed on dry lips. Nausea clawed at her belly as she contemplated the mounds of yarn. Intentional or not, she needed to make a decision. Once she started soaking the linen, there would be no going back. She would have to see the dyeing of the linen through to the end. Stopping at the wrong moment would ruin the batch.

Reaching for a fat wad of yarn, she began to unwind it so that it could be immersed into the liquid properly. Too many dyers filled their vats with an excess of yarn, thinking to save their dye. But that meant the yarn would not soak up enough color and would emerge patchy, without the steadfastness that her father’s process produced.

When the linen was ready, she took a deep breath, her outstretched hands shaking as she crouched by the vat, poised to begin the process. An unexpected noise made her grow still. Just outside, along the narrow path that ran adjacent to their land, a man’s groan followed by the sound of heavy, shuffling steps broke the silence. Without warning, the door leading to the garden crashed open, hitting the wall with a great noise. Lydia jumped.

Clutching the forgotten linen to her breast, she sprang to her feet. A man she did not recognize burst into the courtyard, half carrying someone slumped against his shoulder, one leg dragging with each step.

She noticed two things before she began to run. First, blood. A great deal of blood clinging to the slumping man so that his hair, face, and leg were covered with it. And second, with dawning horror, she realized that the face so covered in seeping scarlet belonged to none other than her father.

“Oh gods.” Her voice emerged as an indistinguishable croak. “Father! What has happened?” The yarn fell unheeded from her nerveless fingers to the stone-paved ground.

Her father roused himself enough to give a weak smile. “It looks worse than it is. This young fellow saved my life.”

Lydia spared the man who held her father in a tight grip a brief glance. She had an impression of light-green eyes and a face that Apollo would be happy to own before she returned her attention to her injured parent.

With trembling fingers, she touched his warm cheek and quelled her desire to snatch him away from the strong, supportive arms of the young Apollo. Carrying her father into the house alone was not a realistic option. She would collapse under the burden of his sinking weight.

“This way. Follow me. We must set him down so that I can see to his wounds,” she said. The young man trailed her into the house without comment.

Her father’s thin mattress sat on the floor of his chamber, his blankets neatly folded at the bottom. “Settle him on the bed,” she said, her voice a thread. “Please,” she added, trying to remember manners in the midst of terror.

“It’s a small injury, Lydia,” Eumenes panted. “Don’t worry yourself.” The loud groan of pain that escaped his lips as Apollo laid him down on the mattress did little to support his claim.

“What happened?” she asked again, parting his tunic where it lay shredded against his leg. She winced, feeling queasy as she saw the long gash that ran the length of his thigh. The smell of blood, the sight of the wound, the heat of the room made her feel short of breath.

Time seemed to recede, to double in on itself.

For a moment she felt the world shift as if she were no longer in this room but in a chamber of dreams, kneeling next to a woman whose face was hidden in shadows. Blood covered everything —the woman’s clothing, the sheets —and dripped in fat drops on the stone-gray floor. Lydia took a shivery breath, trying to clear her mind of this strange overlap until her gaze returned to the bedside of her father and her thinking regained its focus.

Eumenes squeezed his eyes shut. Gritting his teeth he said, “Crazy horse.”

“A horse did this to you?”

“Not entirely,” Apollo said. “I saw what happened. A man was leading a horse by its bridle when the animal began rearing up. Something must have spooked it. The beast pulled away from the hold of its master and continued to balk and rear on its hind legs. Your father was standing in the wrong place at the wrong moment. The horse’s hooves knocked him sideways. I happened to be on hand and managed to calm the horse and pull him back.”

“He was like Hercules, bringing that monster under control with a touch,” her father said.

Apollo grinned. “Your father began to regain his balance. His injuries would have been minor if not for the unfortunate coincidence that he was standing near the top of a hill. His foot slipped at the last moment, and he went over the edge. He cut himself on some jutting rocks and brambles as he rolled down. Most of these injuries are from his fall, not the horse.”



TWO
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Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.

1 PETER 4:12

“THAT WAS NO ORDINARY HORSE, I tell you,” Eumenes murmured, his hand clutching his side. “He attacked me on purpose. I thought it was the end of me as I gazed into his mean, black eyes.”

Lydia swallowed bile. “Thank the gods you were spared.”

“I won’t forget that beast as long as I live. His coat was an unusual black, glossy with shine and good grooming. And right here —” Eumenes pointed to the middle of his forehead —“there was a white mark that looked like a half moon with a tiny speck next to it that resembled a star. It is amazing the silly details you note when you think you are about to die. The memory of that white moon and star I shall take to my grave. It was perfectly proportioned, as if drawn by the hand of an artist. The beast looked at me with venom in its gaze and attacked.”

Their guest chuckled. “It was just a spooked horse.”

“A horse possessed by demons, I tell you. If not for this young man, it would have gone on to trample me to death. I don’t know how, but my friend here charmed that animal into calm. One word from him, and the horse stopped its thrashing. I thought I was safe until my foot slipped, and over I went. Even then, my champion would not leave me but clambered down to help carry me all the way home.”

Apollo gave a modest smile. “I’d best fetch a physician. Your father will need some stitching for his wound.”

“Wait!” Lydia called as he turned away. “What is your name? I can’t keep calling you —” she stopped midsentence, realizing that she had been about to call him Apollo to his face. “I mean, I should know your name, since it seems we owe you a great debt.”

“Jason. My name is Jason.”

Of course his mother would have bestowed the name of a hero upon him, Lydia thought. “With all my heart I thank you, Jason. Now please hurry. I don’t want him to bleed to death.”

“A mere scratch,” her father said.

“And the Nile is a tiny puddle that little girls jump over in their bare feet. Find a good physician, I beg,” Lydia said over her shoulder.

“But not expensive,” her father said, his voice fading.

“I shall bring you a reasonable —” Jason gave Lydia a furtive glance —“but accomplished physician.”

Lydia began to clean her father’s wounds with warm water. She shuddered, her whole body shivering uncontrollably. “I might have lost you,” she said, shaking her head.

Eumenes patted her hand. “A horse is no match for me.”

As she cleaned his dirt-encrusted flesh, she discovered deep bruises already leaving ugly marks on his skin; his left eye was swelling shut, and his right one continued to bleed from a cut in the corner. In spite of the profusion of blood, Lydia realized his claim that his injuries were not fatal was probably accurate. She detected no broken bones, though the physician would have to confirm her suspicions. Relief washed through her, leaving her weak in its wake.

Eumenes’s thigh bore the deepest wound, and Lydia suspected that it would require a good number of stitches. She fetched wine sweetened with honey and held his head as he gulped it down thirstily.

“How do you feel?”

“I am as fit as a gladiator.”

Lydia snorted. “I see your fall has not interfered with your ability to stretch the truth.”

“I stretch no truth when I tell you that you will have to start working on the linen without my help.” His voice was strained. “I cannot work for a day or two.”

Lydia shrugged, pretending a nonchalance she was far from feeling. “As long as you are there to guide me, I will manage.”

He tapped the air above her shoulder. “I knew I could count on you, my brave girl,” he said, his voice slurring. His eyelids fell shut and he began to snore softly. She was glad for this respite, for the attentions of the physician were sure to prove painful.

Jason returned with surprising haste, a surgeon in tow. Judging by the man’s expensive garment and the gold clasp holding his cloak, Jason’s idea of reasonable differed substantially from her own. Lydia felt too embarrassed to ask for the rate of his services. He seemed proficient in his craft, which allayed some of her anxiety.

She held on to her father’s purple-stained hand through the physician’s ministrations. Eumenes tried not to moan as the needle pierced his flesh over and over again.

“A few days and he will return to his old vigor,” the physician said when he had finished rubbing salve on Eumenes’s wounds. The scent of myrrh mingled with blood made Lydia’s head swim.

“He has no broken bones, though he is severely bruised and shaken.” The physician wiped his hands on a clean towel.

“His face . . . there was so much blood.”

“The lacerations on his face and head are superficial. Let him sleep the rest of this day and through the night. He will need quiet to recover from all his excitement.”

“Sleep all day?” Lydia’s voice sounded faint. They could not afford to lose a whole day of work. She would have to resume the dyeing process without even her father’s oversight.

“I shall return with Jason tomorrow to have another look at him and clean his wounds. We must guard against corruption.”

“Tomorrow?” Lydia gulped. Another visit from the sophisticated physician would probably cost a fortune. She felt guilty about her trivial worries when the life of her father had been spared. They would manage the fees somehow, as they always did. She needed to remember this day could have resulted in a tragedy that would have ripped her life apart.

Another realization dawned, knocking all other thoughts out of her head. “With Jason?”

“This delightful fellow.” The surgeon clapped Apollo on the shoulder. “He wishes to return and check on your father.”

“If you don’t mind?” Jason’s green eyes crinkled in the corners, a confident smile on his chiseled lips. Lydia doubted any women, young or old, had ever minded a visit from this particular man. No wonder the horse had quieted at his command. It was probably a mare.

“Of course not,” Lydia said, wanting to kick herself as she felt warmth rise to her cheeks. “I will have to tend to the dyeing. But you must visit with my father whenever you wish. I have not even thanked you properly for coming to his aid. We shall ever be in your debt.”

Jason seemed baffled. “Dying? But I thought he had no serious injuries!”

“Oh no! I mean, yes. I was speaking about dyeing linen. Purple dye. That is my father’s business. I will have to work on our orders while he recovers.”

“You work?”

For the first time, Lydia noticed his toga, which was made of expensive linen and marked him as a Roman citizen. On his middle finger he wore a signet ring made of a great deal of gold and a shiny green stone she did not recognize. Jason was not only handsome and heroic; he was also wealthy. So wealthy that he could not conceive of a woman working in her father’s workshop.

She lifted her head and gave him a haughty glance. “Certainly. Don’t you?”

He blinked. “Don’t you have any brothers?”

“Only child. You?”

“I have two younger sisters. At home.”

Lydia gave a sweet smile. “Where else would they be?”
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She seeks wool and flax,

and works with willing hands.

PROVERBS 31:13

LYDIA TUCKED HER SLEEPING father under his woolen blanket, kissed his brow, and walked softly out of his chamber and back into the garden. Settling herself by the vat, she stirred the dye and examined it under the light of the sun to ensure that it was the right hue and consistency.

Like all the dyes her father had developed over the years, this one made no use of the exorbitant sea snail and as a result cost half the price of competing dyes. The purple derived from the precious secretions of sea snails made the color prohibitive except for the wealthiest of patrons, while her father’s purple was accessible to many.

Purple-in-One-Vat, Eumenes called this particular dye. They had decided to use this formula for one of the large orders, as it worked faster than his other methods.

Usually Eumenes preferred a more complex process, producing purple through an immersion of the yarn in several baths of varying colors, starting with indigo and ending with a solution made from the roots of the madder plant. Eumenes had perfected this process to a fine art. No other merchant in Thyatira managed to create Eumenes’s vibrant shades of purple, nor make them colorfast without the use of sea snails. Part of his secret was that he used a touch of vermilion to give his purple a deeper hue, closer to scarlet than blue, the color so highly favored by Romans.

For convenience, however, he had also created this rare, simple process of making purple without the use of repeated baths, which made this dye easier to sell to fabric merchants around the empire. One package of dye. One vat of water. A little mordant. Any dye master could make a reasonable success of it. Although it was not their highest grade of purple, the convenience and affordable price made it their most popular product.

It remained a mystery to Lydia why they had never grown rich. Given the undeniable quality of her father’s creations, she could not understand how they still managed to struggle from one month to the next, worrying over finances.

There was no denying that her father had little interest in accounts. He kept no track of expenses and purchased what satisfied his artist’s heart, not his merchant’s head. If he had half the talent for managing money that he had for creating purple, they could have built a sumptuous villa on their land and retired to a life of luxury.

As it was, sumptuous villas were a distant dream, and Lydia could not delay a whole day for her father to recover from his injuries. For the first time in her experience, she would have to work entirely alone.

Grabbing a hefty wad of yarn, she prepared it with careful movements and dropped it into the vat. Perspiration drenched her face as she stirred the dye with a long, wooden rod. She was moving too slowly, she knew. Her father would have finished two wads by now.

When she judged the linen to be ready, she pulled it out of the vat, squeezing the extra dye out before sinking it into a second vat, this one filled with mordant, a substance of her father’s creation that made the dye colorfast. The mordant solution was pungent. After years of working with it, Lydia had grown used to the sour, sharp stench. Still, on a hot, breezeless day, even her lungs cringed at the aroma that wafted out of the vat.

Finally came the washing. Lydia threw the freshly dyed yarn in a basket and carried it to the well.

Next to her father’s brilliance, the well was their greatest asset. Few businesses boasted a well of their own. To have ready access to water in the dye trade was crucial. To have access to it in one’s own backyard was a rare advantage.

Lydia had prepared a water bath earlier. She sank the linen into it now and watched the excess dye seep into the water, turning it violet. Again she wrung out the yarn and carefully hung it from a branch to dry. She would have to replicate this process a number of times until the purple saturated the wool to just the right shade.

Hour after hour she repeated this procedure until her back ached and her thighs began to object every time she bent down. Between immersions she ran back to the house to check on her father. To her relief, he seemed to be sleeping comfortably, his breathing deep and regular.

Not until twilight gave in to the darkness of night did she finally stop. With the aid of a flickering lamp, she examined the piles of linen still remaining. She had been too slow. Mountains of linen yarn lay in their baskets, twisted in knots, needing to be unraveled and prepared.

She would have to start a new batch of dye and mordant in the morning, which would take two or three hours. Only then could the dyeing process start again. She would never be able to finish in time for the promised delivery.

Ominous dreams came to her that night. Confused images of someone writhing in pain, begging for help. Dreams of blood spreading into a lake. And in the end, the old familiar dream of the woman with the sweet smile. Lydia reached out to touch her face, her heart full of longing. To her horror, the smile turned into a grimace of agony. Then the screaming started, a soul-shattering wail that would not stop. Lydia jerked awake, her body shivering in the hot summer air.



FOUR
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Why are you cast down, O my soul,

and why are you in turmoil within me?

PSALM 43:5

SHE KNEW FROM experience that she would not be able to sleep again after the dream. Fetching fresh water from the clay jar outside the house, she washed, dressed, and twined her long hair into a braid, which she left to hang down her back. Anticipating her father’s hunger, she made bread, her hands kneading flour with practiced strokes, her mind on the work ahead. Before starting her labors, she tiptoed into her father’s chamber to find him stirring lightly.

He yawned. “How long have I been sleeping?”

“A few hours. How do you feel?”

Eumenes scratched his cheek. “Better. Is it time for dinner yet?”

Lydia smiled. “The stars are fading. It will be dawn soon. I have brought you hot bread with cheese and olives for your breakfast.”

Eumenes rubbed his hands together. “The gods blessed me the day you were born. How goes the dyeing?”

“Everything I have dyed looks purple.”

Eumenes laughed. “That sounds promising.” He patted the mattress next to him. “Eat with me. It will be another long day for you. You will need your strength.”

He studied her downturned face as she ate quietly. “Anxious?”

She rubbed her aching neck. “It’s that I have never done this part of the process before. Now I must manage without help from you.”

“You will do a splendid job. In fact, by the time you are finished, you will realize that you do not need your old father at all and put me out to pasture.”

Lydia’s eyes brimmed with tears. She lowered her lids to hide them from him. “I will disappoint you.”

He put a hand under her chin and lifted it. “You know more than most of the dye masters in the famed guilds of Thyatira.”

“They must be very ignorant, then.”

Eumenes’s smile was smug. “They are, compared to you and me. But that must remain our secret. We don’t want them to think us boastful.”

Lydia gave a weak laugh.

“That’s better,” her father said. “Listen to me, Lydia. I wouldn’t let you get your hands on my dye or my reputation if I did not believe in your ability to accomplish this. I would simply delay the work. But I have no such compunction. When that linen is delivered to the customer, it will have my seal on it. My name. I leave the work in your hands without a shadow of hesitation. I am satisfied that you will do as good a job as I myself would. I have taught you since you were a child, and never was there a more apt pupil, save for myself, of course.”

“There is no hope for you. You are definitely veering into boastfulness.”

He lifted Lydia’s heavy braid for a moment and pulled on it affectionately. “Unfortunately, your talent for dyes is matched by your talent for worry. When I cough and have a little fever, you wonder if I have a wasting disease. I have a tiny scratch —” he indicated the stitches in his leg —“and you conclude I shall surely perish. The very thought of travel is enough to turn you into a trembling mess.

“But, Lydia, in spite of so much fear, you are still the bravest person I know. You press on, press through your anxieties and face the challenges before you. I could not run this workshop without you. I could not manage my travels if I did not have your help. Like a rock, you stay by my side, and no wind of terror overcomes you. You are my valiant, fearful girl.”

“Cheap labor, too,” she said, her teasing words not managing to hide the catch in her voice.

He tugged on her tunic, straightening the crooked collar with careful hands. His touch was a declaration without words. A declaration of love. Protection. Understanding. A declaration of belonging. “Sometimes you remind me so much of your mother. The same teasing tongue. Like you, she was beautiful. You have her coloring. The amber hair, the turquoise eyes. That is not from my side of the family.”

Lydia smiled. “Only you would consider me beautiful. I am plain as yogurt and just about as pale.” She played with the darning in her tunic. “I had an odd dream last night. One I have had before. I think it concerned my mother. I can’t remember the details. It’s a jumble of disconnected memories. I know she was sick. I remember the sound of her screams. Snatches of short images that sometimes come back to me in nightmares. What happened to her, Father?”

Eumenes sucked in a sudden breath and choked on the mouthful of soft cheese he had just put in his mouth. Lydia patted him on the back, trying to calm the coughing fit.

“She died in an accident, as you know,” he said when he was able to breathe again.

“When I was a child?”

He nodded. His expression had grown stony and closed.

Lydia pressed. “But how? How did she die?”

“It was an awful tragedy. Lydia, this is not the time to speak of it. You have much to do. And I . . . It distresses me to dredge up that day. This dream. Put it away from your mind.”

Remorse made Lydia flinch. Her father was laid low and in pain, and she added to his affliction with her curiosity. She pushed the images lingering from her dream to the back of her mind as she always did. “Forgive me, Father.”

Eumenes pulled the blanket up against his chest, looking fragile in its folds. “You did nothing wrong, child. The fault is mine. I cannot bear to think of that day. I prefer to remember her as she was.”



FIVE
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Establish the work of our hands for us —

yes, establish the work of our hands.

PSALM 90:17, NIV

LYDIA GASPED AS she realized the lateness of the hour; the sun was making flaming streaks in the lightening sky as it rose. She cleared up the meager remains of their breakfast and gave her father a quick kiss on his discolored cheek. “I need to start the new vat of dye.”

“I will come and sit with you soon.”

Lydia shook her head. “You must remain in your bed until the physician pronounces you fit.”

“Speaking of the physician, did you see the size of his gold pin? You’d better try to sell him some purple cloth when he is here. How about that length the moths got into last summer? It seems a fair exchange, given how many holes his needle put into me.”

“You stand on your best behavior or he might add a few fresh holes to the ones he gave you yesterday.”

At the well, Lydia filled two jars with clear water. As was her habit, she fingered the rough carving on the underside of the old stone wall. Her fingers found the Greek letter theta, followed by epsilon, and onward, until they spelled Themistius. Her mother’s father and the original owner of this land. He had carved his name into the stone as a young boy.

Lydia loved touching that wobbly, stone-preserved signature. It felt like touching a part of herself, a rocky tracing that led back into her bloodlines.

Her grandfather had been born to an ancient family whose roots went deep into Thyatira’s history. From the time the city had been under Lydian rule, members of her family had lived here, worked here, and raised generations of their children on its enduring soil. After the Greeks took over the land, her family, like other Thyatirans, had mixed with their conquerors, adopted their language and their gods, and become for all intents and purposes Greek. The Romans had inherited a Greek Thyatira, with its subtle and unique lingering touches of the Lydian culture. Many old families like Lydia’s had survived the changing of the guard and held on to their traditions.

Her grandfather had been born into a wealthy family that, according to her father, had once owned large parcels of land throughout Thyatira. In spite of good intentions, Themistius had managed, in the course of a wild youth, to squander most of his inheritance. He had held on to this single piece of property by virtue of hard work.

According to family legend, upon the birth of his only child, Lydia’s mother, he had been horrified by how little he had left to pass on to his daughter. For the first time in his life, he began to labor with single-minded fortitude in an attempt to save this final legacy, notable only for its well.

On his deathbed, Themistius had gifted the land to his daughter, a small but proud gift, holding within every cubit not only the memory of generations of former ancestors but also his sweat and blisters and fatherly pride.

Like her grandparents, her parents had managed to bring only one child into this world, another daughter. And now it was Lydia’s turn to fight for this last piece of her family’s inheritance, this tiny patch of land that represented everything good and safe and noble in this world. Home and her father and purple. Lydia was content if the world had nothing else to offer.

By noon Lydia’s hands were dyed as purple as the linen, and her face had grown red from exertion. Weariness had already begun to dog her steps, a dark shadow that would not waver.

As it had the day before, the garden door opened without warning, making her jump a second time in two days. She wiped the frown from her face and walked toward her guests, trying to appear welcoming. To her consternation, she found that the physician still carried an aura of great expense, and Jason remained as graceful and charming as her memory insisted. Without thinking, she hid her hands, ugly and stained, in the loose fabric of her tunic.

“How fares my patient?” the physician asked.

“If you will follow me to the house, you will find him recovering. He ate twice already and insists on coming out to help with the work.”

“We shall see,” the physician said.

Jason fingered a wad of yarn hanging from a branch. “Your work?”

Lydia nodded. “My father is the master. I merely serve as his assistant. This is my first attempt at working alone.”

“You seem to have learned his trade well. This purple is deep and rich. And he uses no snails?”

Lydia looked up in surprise. “You have learned much about us since yesterday.”

He shrugged. “I find the name of Eumenes is well known. Perhaps I will purchase a few pieces from you. But I think I will wait until I can have a length of fabric dyed and woven by your own delicate hands.”

Lydia burst into laughter. Suppressing her squirming vanity, she showed him her purple hands. “Hardly delicate. Everything here, you will find, is purple, including my fingers.”

For a moment, Jason seemed taken aback by her abrupt honesty. “It’s a lovely shade,” he said gallantly.

Lydia snorted. “I am glad you approve.”

“Obviously your father has taught you his secrets.”

“No dye master passes on all his trade secrets,” Lydia said. She breathed a silent sigh of relief as they arrived at her father’s door. “My father is waiting for you. I will fetch some wine and leave you to visit in peace.”

“It would be more pleasant if you joined us,” Jason said.

“Thank you. I must see to the work. With my father indisposed, we are falling behind.”

The physician went into Eumenes’s chamber while Jason lingered outside. “Why don’t you hire a steward? Or another dye master? You might settle for an ordinary laborer, at least, to lighten your responsibilities.”

Lydia sensed the censure in his voice. Not every man in Thyatira felt women should play a role in this or any other trade. She crossed her arms. “Because I love working with purple. Besides, I know more than most stewards.” She conveniently forgot her own objections to the contrary that very morning. “Please pardon me. I must fetch the wine.”

The sound of his laughter surprised a smile out of her. She had expected him to take offense at her forthright admission of skill. Perhaps there was more to him than mere good looks and heroic reactions.



SIX
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She dresses herself with strength

and makes her arms strong.

She perceives that her merchandise is profitable.

Her lamp does not go out at night.

PROVERBS 31:17-18

HAVING NO TIME TO DAWDLE, Lydia delivered the wine and a few almond pastries to her father’s door before sneaking out. She had an important appointment with several vats, smelly solutions, and piles of soft linen.

Less than an hour later, she saw Jason walking toward her. Over his arm he held a carefully folded piece of scarlet wool. “Your father sold me this. I couldn’t buy a purple handkerchief of this quality for such a price. But he refused a fair payment.”

Lydia dried her hands on a towel she kept nearby. “That is a beautiful selection. My father dyed the wool and the weaver finished it last week. But we owe you far more than a piece of fabric. You were gracious to help him in his need. Without your intervention, he might have suffered a graver injury.”

Jason waved his hand in the air, as if helping people in need were a daily ritual. “I told you what I really want. I would gladly swap this exquisite length of cloth for a small kerchief dyed and woven by your hands.”

Lydia could hold an expert conversation with any man about the process of dyeing purple and to some degree even about weaving. But her life had left little room for assignations and amorous conversations. She went everywhere with her father. If any young men had felt the slightest attraction to her, they had not shown it before the sharp eyes of her parent. She found this flirtation, flowing so smoothly from Jason’s tongue, utterly bewildering. Staring at him, speechless, Lydia was half tempted to laugh at the absurdity of his words and half impressed by his shamelessness.

“I see that you need more convincing. Tomorrow I will return to visit your father. And to persuade you of my good intentions.”

The physician had the good grace to arrive at that moment, saving Lydia from having to answer. There was no large fold of fabric over his arm, she noted with disappointment. He would have paid full price. “How fares my father, sir?”

“He is recovering well, as you reported. I have given him permission to join you in the morning. Only for light work, mind. No heavy lifting, or he will tear those beautiful stitches I gave him.” He bent to sniff the vat of mordant. “By Jupiter, that stench is offensive,” he said before leaving.

Given that he had smelled her father’s urine not an hour past without a wrinkle to his brow, Lydia found his statement unfathomable. She would rather smell purple dye and mordant all day long than be surrounded by bodily emissions.

Which was a good thing, since, in fact, she would have to smell mordant and dye all day and partway into the night for some weeks. Their survival depended on her now.
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Lydia worked alone for the next two days. She labored with slow deliberation, vigilant to avoid every possible mistake. Too vigilant. Her ponderous pace made them fall hopelessly behind.

She had stopped sleeping at night, tossing and turning on her mattress, thoughts of her new responsibilities crowding her mind. She felt at war within herself. On the one hand, she delighted in the making of purple as she always had. There was nothing on earth quite so satisfying as kneeling before a vat of dye and trying to decipher its mysteries. On the other hand, the world of purple had suddenly become a place of terror. A battleground of unconquerable proportions. Her father thought her gifted. Capable. But what if he was wrong? In truth, she was quite sure that in his affection for her, he overestimated her ability.

Purple could mean the wreck of every expectation directed her way. It could mean a broken heart, the crashing of every dream, the end of life as they knew it.

In one swift and confusing stroke, Purple had become both her beloved and her enemy. Who could sleep through such a divide? Exhaustion tugged at her, making her even slower.

Eumenes came to watch her on the third day, observing her as he leaned on the overstuffed cushions she had fetched for him. “What are you so afraid of, child?” he said after studying her silently for an hour.

Lydia sank against the vat of dye she had prepared while he slept. “I am merely being careful,” she said, her voice rising defensively. “We have no time for errors. I must be attentive.”

“This is beyond attentiveness. You have seen me do this work a thousand times. Helped me. You know it by heart. And yet you move as if you are a stranger to vats of dye. Why?”

Lydia blinked. “You won’t understand.”

Eumenes raised an eyebrow. “That never stopped you from talking before.”

She clasped her hands together. “I am going to fail,” she said with certainty.

“You are afraid you are going to fail. That’s a different thing.”

“You can’t comprehend my anguish. You have never feared anything.”

“I have never struggled with the spectacular array of worries you contend with, it is true. But this one fear —” he shoved the point of his finger into the air for emphasis —“this, I understand. I had to overcome it myself when I was about your age.”

Lydia whirled her head. “I don’t believe it.”

“It’s the truth. I dreaded failing. Fear became like a chain that bound me. Then I realized that I would never achieve anything of worth until I wrestled with this monster in my heart. You know my dyes are different from everyone else’s here in Thyatira. Do you think I was born with the formulas already composed?” He shook his head. “By trial and error, I discovered them. I found them in the dark of confusion. I dithered. I wasted time and currency. I failed. But then, in the end, I found my way to places no one else had.”

“You failed?” Lydia stared at Eumenes as if seeing him for the first time.

“With striking regularity.”



SEVEN
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For the righteous falls seven times and rises again.

PROVERBS 24:16

HER FATHER PULLED Lydia sideways until she toppled into his arms. “Child, let me tell you the secret to victory in this hard life. Strive valiantly. Dare to try, knowing that you will make mistakes. You will fall short again and again, because there is no effort without error. In the end, you will either know the triumph of high achievement, or if you fail, you will fail while daring greatly.

“Embrace the knowledge that you will make a mistake sooner or later. Your work will have flaws —some grave, some superficial. Learn to accept this truth, and you will master your art.”

Eumenes fetched a couple of balls of linen and began to play with them, juggling them one-handed. “You think failure is the enemy. The thing to dread. It isn’t. It’s your friend. It’s your teacher. It can teach you treasures no measure of victory can. On the way to success, you’d better get well acquainted with its bite.”

To her dismay, he threw one of the balls of linen at her, and she had to scramble to catch it midair to prevent it from falling into the vat of dye before being properly untangled first.

“Go on,” he said. “Dare greatly. Show me you aren’t afraid to fail.”

Lydia grasped the yarn to her breast. “But I am afraid. What if we lose this customer?”

“Then we will find another.”

“What if he speaks ill of your shop because my work is flawed?”

“I will produce fifty who will speak well of it.”

“And if all this linen is destroyed?”

“I know where to buy more.”

“We don’t have any money.”

“Then we will make more.”

Lydia threw up her hand. “Be practical.”

“I didn’t become a master at my trade by being practical. I became a master because I dared to face failure. Lydia, you are responsible enough for ten people. You shall never be in danger of growing shiftless and untrustworthy. You have talent, training, and knowledge. You work hard. This one thing holds you back: you would sacrifice greatness at the altar of fear. That road leads only to mediocrity. Believe me. It is a path many choose, and it leads only to disappointment in the end.”

Pulling her knees against her chest, Lydia hid her face. “You are an odd man. Most fathers want their children to be a success.”

“That’s what I am teaching you. True success. Besides, we have nothing to lose. At the rate you have been working, you are too far behind now to ever catch up without a miracle.”

[image: section divider]

A week later, they sat in the workshop with the wooden door open to allow light and the semblance of a breeze into the cramped space. The first order was ready for delivery. They were one day early. Lydia could hardly believe the evidence before her.

“Very good,” her father said, examining random pieces of dyed linen. “You did this all by yourself.”

“You tricked me, didn’t you, when you said you were not well enough to help me?”

“Perhaps a little. I am an old man now, you know. I need a holiday now and again.”

Lydia flung a great clump of wool at his head. “I worked my fingers to the bone, you sly, conniving fox.”

“You work like a dye master now, Daughter,” her father said, pride warming his voice. “Not just an apprentice, tiptoeing around every step, but a true master. I have taught you well.”

Lydia put her hands on her hips. “You are just looking for free labor. Now I suppose you will demand that I complete the next order by myself as well.”

Eumenes stretched his leg. “I told you to hire a helper. You refused.”

She shook her head. “If you looked at the accounts on occasion, you would see that after paying our taxes we have little left for hired help. Rome takes its share very seriously.”

“And very deeply. I am sorry I am not a Roman citizen. You would be spared all those taxes.”

Lydia fetched a few tools from a shelf and added them to the pile she had been gathering in one corner. “You would look silly wearing a dazzling toga like Jason. I prefer you in your tunic.”

“Speaking of that young man, he has visited often these past few days.”

Lydia dropped her chin and pretended deep interest in a jar of madder. “He comes to see you.”

Eumenes gave a deep sigh. “He comes to see you.” He leaned forward and picked up her hand. His finger traced a delicate blue vein on her wrist. “You have purple running through your veins. That, you inherit from me. And you love this little piece of land, the crumbling house, the meager workshop, the spacious garden with its well. That, you get from your mother.

“When you marry, be sure you choose someone who loves them alongside you. A man who understands your talent and supports it.”

Lydia snorted. “Marry! Who is talking of marriage? Did you hit your head when you fell?”

“You are old enough to speak of these things. Your mother was your age when she married me.”

“Are you ready to start these vats of dye, or do you plan to spin your yarn all day long?”

Eumenes shrugged. “Speaking of dye, I have decided to teach you all my secrets. You know most of them already. Now I will show you those remaining touches that make our dye so unique. Keep these safe, Lydia, for they are your inheritance from me.”

Lydia lifted her head. “Father, I should confess. I never did manage to overcome my fear as you wanted. It dogged every step. You said finishing this order on time would require a miracle. I suppose that’s what happened. I did not have a sudden spurt of daring confidence.”

Eumenes shrugged. “I never expected that my words would change your heart overnight. Words have the power to inspire. But they cannot change a life. You will have to live out this lesson over and over again, push past the fear with one new job after another until my words take root in your heart. In time you will find your fears diminished in force. Fear is a coward. When you resist it, it flees.”

“Do you think so?”

“I am sure of it. You are ready, Lydia, to take on the full mantle of my craft.”

She felt a thrill that even Jason’s green eyes had failed to arouse in her. “Truly? You think me ready? Thank you, Father! I will guard your secrets with my life.”

“One day I will be gone. It may be hard for you to prosper here in Thyatira as a woman alone.”

“You are not going to be gone. Now let us stop speaking of tales and legends and begin our work, or . . .”

“I know. The doors of Hades will open up and swallow us whole, for we shall run late.”



EIGHT
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You shall not oppress a hired worker who is poor and needy.

DEUTERONOMY 24:14

JASON CONTINUED TO visit Eumenes’s workshop. He was a distraction. He was a joy. He was confusion and happiness in one beautiful, muscle-bound package. Even Lydia had to admit that he came for her. He betrayed no shyness in revealing his interest. His compliments grew more outrageous by the day, until Lydia surrendered and gave him a piece of purple fabric that she had woven herself.

“How glorious. To touch what your precious hands have held and caressed for hours.”

Lydia rolled her eyes. “Try to behave, Jason.”

“This color is astonishing. Are you sure you used no snails?”

“Of course.”

“What did you use, then?”

“Same as other purple dyers in Thyatira. Indigo. Madder. A pinch of this. A dash of that.”

“Tell me. A pinch of what? I can see that you love this work. I wish to learn about it for your sake.”

Lydia smiled, flattered. “It will take you a long time to absorb all the complexities of dye work. I have needed years to learn about each dye; every batch is unique, you see. One must learn proportions and order. It is not a simple formula that we follow. Nature creates its treasures with great variety. One year the indigo is deep; another it’s lighter. You have to learn, with your mind and heart, how to shift with every change, how to coax a certain shade out of different dyes.”

Jason frowned as if displeased by her answer. “Surely a dye master can learn these things quickly. If he already has the knowledge, he merely has to grasp the subtleties of your father’s formulas.”

“A dye master?”

Jason grasped her hand in his, his fingers caressing hers with a boldness that made Lydia’s heart beat like a Roman drum. “You work too hard,” he said. “Look at these hands, almost ruined by hard work. Did you realize that my mother owns several businesses? After my father died, she took charge of his affairs and made them more successful than he ever could have. But she does none of the work herself. She hires capable managers, and they do her bidding.”

Lydia sighed. “We cannot afford to hire a steward, Jason.”

“Why do you not come to my house and meet my mother? Ask her to guide you. I am certain she would be willing to help.”

Lydia heard nothing past the first part of his declaration. “You wish me to meet your mother?”

Jason spread his arms. “Of course. For weeks I have spoken of nothing save Lydia. She is desperate to know the mystery woman who takes me away from home every day.”

Lydia could not hide her smile. “I will ask my father.”
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Jason’s home, a palatial, two-story villa, sat on a fertile plain on the outskirts of town, near the Rufus River. A fruit orchard bursting with blossoms was situated on its west side with a flower and herb garden to the east. In the back Lydia could make out the outline of a stable.

A stone-faced slave welcomed them inside with a bow and led them to the rectangular courtyard in the center of the house. Lydia noticed the lack of a cheerful greeting, the absence of a friendly smile, the shadowed eyes, and wondered what manner of household Jason’s mother liked to run. A strict one, judging by the slave’s precise politeness.

The open courtyard was surrounded by a generous portico that provided a covered walkway for visitors. Interspersed between delicately carved columns, beautiful wall paintings depicted familiar scenes from the lives of the Greek immortals. Lydia wiped wet palms against the fabric of her tunic. In all her travels with her father, she had never seen such a luxurious residence. And they were only in the atrium!

To her bewilderment, Jason did not invite her inside the house but remained with her in the courtyard. Certainly the atrium was more opulent than the whole inside of her own home. But it would have been more cordial if he had asked her within. A house this size would certainly have a formal reception room, a tablinum where guests would be received. Lydia had little time to wonder at this odd breach of manners. Jason took her hand and coaxed her to walk along the portico, where in the cool shade of the tiled ceiling, he drew her attention to his favorite paintings.

It became obvious to Lydia, as Jason began laboriously to tell her the tale of each scene, that he assumed her ignorant of Homer and Euripides and Herodotus. Although Lydia did not consider herself a scholar, she had a love for history and the ancient tales of the Greeks and read voraciously whenever she could borrow a copy of an epic poem or a scroll of history. Jason clearly had a great enthusiasm for the stories he told her. His hands whipped about his head as he spoke of the adventures of Hercules, his eyes lighting up with the drama of his tale. If his narrative lacked accuracy, she did not have the heart to correct him, though a few times when he deviated badly from the story, she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing out loud.

His mother was late. She kept them waiting for half the length of an hour and arrived with languid steps and without an apology. Like her son, Dione was handsome, with large, round eyes that rarely seemed to blink and a smile that tipped one side of her mouth higher than the other. She received her son’s kiss coolly on one cheek and forbore to embrace Lydia, though she did invite their young visitor to sit near her on a marble bench.

“Jason tells me that you help in your father’s business.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Purple dye, is it?” she asked, her eyes drifting to Lydia’s stained fingers.

Lydia tucked her hands behind her. “Yes, my lady.”

“You hire no manager or servants?”

“Good stewards are expensive. An expense we cannot afford.”

Jason’s mother swept the hem of her delicate tunic behind an ankle. “If you managed your business better, you would be able to afford a steward within six months. I could do it in one.”

Lydia felt blood rush to her face at the implied criticism. “My father has little time for the accounts. He is truly gifted in his art. It is an absorbing business and leaves no room for account keeping.”

Dione snorted delicately. “My husband used the same excuse. I took charge of the accounts and we saw a gratifying improvement. After his death, I multiplied his business many times over.” She spread her hands to indicate her luxurious surroundings. “You could do the same for your father. Leave him to his . . . art. Make his life more pleasant by increasing his success.”

The marble bench with its feather-stuffed cushion grew uncomfortable. Lydia wriggled where she sat as the silence stretched. Finally she admitted, “I do not know how, mistress.”

“Shall I help?”

“I could not impose upon you.”

Dione turned to gaze at her son, who stood patiently by her side. “Jason seems besotted. I think a little imposition might be in order.”



NINE
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No one can serve two masters.

MATTHEW 6:24

“MY MOTHER HAS offered to become your father’s partner,” Jason said, his cheeks flushed with eagerness.

“His partner?” Lydia’s voice emerged in a squeak.

Mistaking her dismay for enthusiasm, Jason plowed through with his exuberant proposal. “She will take care of the accounts and the management of the business while your father continues to create his dyes. It is a perfect arrangement that would benefit everyone. She brings with her enormous advantages. Experience and knowledge, influential friends with greater wealth than what you are accustomed to. And because we are Roman citizens, you will have very few taxes to pay. Your income will increase overnight. You will be able to hire multiple servants to help your father. My mother is already looking for the right steward, one who could manage your father’s workshop and lighten his load.”

“That is . . .” Lydia stumbled over her words. “That is very kind of your mother, Jason,” she said after taking a deep breath, grasping for words that would not insult her young suitor.

“I know. She is exceptionally generous.” He squeezed her fingers.

Lydia removed her hand from his hold. “I should warn you, my father has never had a partner. He does not believe in them.”

Jason ran a finger through his short hair, setting the golden locks to charming disarray. “How will you afford to hire a manager and servants unless my mother helps you?”

“I would welcome her advice. But I tried to explain to you. We cannot afford to hire a steward.”

Jason began to pace, his steps agitated. They were in her garden, where she had started to work on a new batch of dye. Her implements lay in an untouched heap. Jason seemed to have that effect on her. When he arrived, work slowed down or ceased altogether.

“Lydia. I care for you.” He knelt on one knee and gazed at her with molten green eyes. “You must know how much I care for you. I want us to have a future together. But my mother would never allow our friendship to grow if you continue to work in your father’s business.”

“I see.”

“I don’t believe you do.” He curled his hand into a fist. “I am willing to make sacrifices for you. To set aside my own desires and support your work, because I know how precious your craft is to you. Why can you not forfeit a little on my behalf? My mother is willing to help you. She wishes you to succeed.”

Lydia tried to speak. Her voice did not cooperate. She cleared her throat. “I . . . I care for you too, Jason. I would sacrifice for your sake as well. Only you must see that it is not my sacrifice to make. The business belongs to my father. It is his decision, not mine. And he would not wish for a partner, no matter how competent.”

Jason’s smile was like a glimpse of the sun after a month of black clouds and unremitting rain. “Your father adores you. He will do anything to make you happy. Ask him for this favor, and he will give it to you. Promise me, Lydia. Promise you will ask him. So that we can be together always.”

“I will try,” Lydia said, dazzled. As he took his leave, he looked at her the way a parched man in the desert might look upon a chalice of cool water. It filled her heart to the brim, that one look.
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She was quiet over dinner, her thoughts in turmoil. A part of her wanted the whole world to know that Jason —this splendid, valiant man —cared for her. Wanted to be with her always. Was willing to make sacrifices for her happiness. The idea was so bewildering that she wondered if her imagination had led her into the realm of delusions.

When she remembered the condition to Jason’s overwhelming proclamation, however, her heart froze with dismay. How could she ask such a sacrifice from her father? It would never work.

She could not deny that there would be many advantages to Dione’s proposal. Even without the enticement of Jason’s love, Dione offered them financial stability beyond their dreams. No more fear of being destitute. No more struggle to survive. Her father could continue the work he loved without the unyielding demands of his trade. He was growing older. The pace their lives required was becoming too hard for him. Being Dione’s partner would offer him more assistance.

Then again, what use was assistance and financial stability if he became unhappy? Eumenes liked to have his own way at work. Surely Dione would wish to exert her opinions on occasion. She would wish to save money where possible, whereas Eumenes desired to create beauty, often regardless of the cost. Their wills would clash. Eumenes would chafe under rules and rations.

Lydia chewed a spoonful of beans without tasting them. And would she be happy? Never to have her hands in a vat of purple again, never to create the dye herself? Was she prepared to give up so much for a pair of bejeweled eyes that looked at her adoringly?

She lifted an empty spoon to her lips, chewing before realizing she held nothing in her mouth. Jason had promised that she could continue to oversee the process. Even as his wife —for that is what he had intimated with his passionate speech —she would be able to direct the dye master and oversee every step. Perhaps that would satisfy her passion. With him by her side, it would surely be more than enough.

“You are quiet tonight,” Eumenes observed.

“Am I?”

“Please. If you put anther empty spoon in your mouth and chew, I might choke. What ails you, Daughter?”

Lydia placed her spoon back into the clay bowl. She frowned, trying to string words together that refused to be strung. What if she asked this great favor of her father and he capitulated for her sake and became miserable? How would she bear the burden of his anguish, knowing it to be her fault? And if she did not ask, how could she face Jason’s censure and unhappiness? There seemed no way out of her quandary. She could either have a miserable father or an anguished suitor.

She squirmed where she sat on the floor, her body and mind afire with discomfort.

“Come now. Nothing can be so bad. Tell me your troubles. Did Jason spurn you? Tell me the word and I will beat him to a pulp.”

Lydia gave a pale smile. Her father’s head reached no higher than Jason’s chin, and he was too old to survive a fight with anything bigger than a lamb.

“No one has spurned me. The opposite, in fact.”

The air left Eumenes’s chest with a hiss. “He has proposed, then.”

“Not in so many words.”

Eumenes threw his hands in the air. “I begged your mother not to die. I told her I could not raise a daughter on my own. And you see, I was right. This whole room is drowning in your gloom. And why, I ask? The young man has proposed. He has not proposed. It is beyond me.”

Lydia began to laugh. “You will be horrified when I tell you,” she said, sobering.



TEN
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He will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers.

MALACHI 4:6

THE ROMANS BELIEVED that the house of the god of sleep, Somnus, was in a deep valley where twilight ruled. The sun never shone there. No roosters crowed, no dogs barked, no branches rustled in the whispering breeze. Silence and shadows wrapped that slumberous realm in their heavy peace.

Lydia wished with all her strength that she could enter the world of sleep. Enter its forgetful streams and, for a few hours at least, set aside the mighty struggle that divided her heart into two. Instead, she lay on her mattress, agitation making her turn this way and that.

“You can’t sleep either,” Eumenes whispered from the doorway. In the light of the small lamp burning low in her room, he seemed diminished and fragile.

Lydia sat up. “Dear Father. You must not disturb yourself on my account. We will go on as we have before. We have always been happy together. We need no more than what we have.”

Eumenes lowered himself at the end of her bed, stretching his legs before him with a heavy sigh. “We cannot go back. We cannot undo the future by returning to the past.” He tapped her foot over the thin blanket. “I have decided to go and visit Dione.”

“No, Father!”

“I didn’t say I will take her offer. But there is no harm in hearing her out, is there? Perhaps I will like her terms.”

Lydia shook her head. “You won’t like them.” She wanted to say more to dissuade him. To warn him not to turn his life upside down for her sake. She opened her mouth and closed it again without saying a word. Something stopped her tongue, turning her mute. A secret relief that the decision was taken from her. More than that —a fledgling joy at the thought of her life with Jason.

She told herself her father was too shrewd to enter into an unwise agreement. He would not give away the business he had built with his bare hands without judicious forethought. His decision would be based on prudence. His affection for her would not sway him into irrational indiscretion.

In any case, Jason’s mother would act with scrupulous generosity for Jason’s sake if nothing else. Everything would work out well, she told herself.

And she said nothing more.

Her father still sat at the end of her bed, wakeful and vigilant, when she finally slipped into the realm of sleep she so desperately longed to enter.

[image: section divider]

“You mean to accept Dione’s offer after only one visit? Father, that sounds rash.” Lydia drew her sweat-drenched scarf from her head and fanned her hot face. They were in the workshop, where her father, true to his promise, had demonstrated the undisclosed mysteries of one of his dyes.

Eumenes sat on a wobbly stool. “Not rash. Decisive. It will be a relief, to tell you the truth. Having someone else take charge of the accounts without needing to scramble to pay exorbitant taxes to Rome will be a vast improvement to my lot in life. You will have your handsome hero, and I will have my dyes to play with. What more is there to concern ourselves about?”

In spite of her father’s confident words, Lydia felt uneasy. Beneath Eumenes’s cheerful countenance and assuring manner, she sensed a furtive hesitation, as if he were plagued by a reservation he did not wish her to see.

“Why rush into such an important decision?” she asked, her brow furrowed. “Take a month. Take two. I can wait. There is no need to rush into a precipitous concession.”

Eumenes scratched his cheek. “There you go using big words again. I don’t know what you just said. But you are wrong and I am right.”

“Dear Father,” she said, and winding her arms about his neck, she kissed him on his lined forehead. “I am so grateful for your love. Grateful that you would wish to make this sacrifice for me. And perhaps in time we will find that it is a good decision after all and partner with Dione. But for now, please tell me you will wait.”

Eumenes smiled and ruffled her hair. “You are the best daughter a man could wish for. How happy I am that you belong to me.”

As he left the workshop, his feet silent on the chipped mosaic, Lydia realized that though he had warmed her heart with his words, he had not calmed her fears with a promise.
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The next four days passed in a flurry of activity as Eumenes continued to teach Lydia the aspects of each individual dye that he had hitherto kept to himself. He made her practice every step repeatedly until he was certain she had memorized it correctly. Exhaustion became a constant companion. Lydia barely felt its grip as she grew engrossed in Eumenes’s teaching, finding his revelations fascinating. She grasped the new concepts quickly, having been exposed to so much of the process already, and with every new instruction, her awe at her father’s ability grew. So engrossing did she find their pastime that she hardly noticed Jason’s unusual absence four days in a row.

On the fifth day, her father told her to practice on her own while he saw to a few errands in town. They had filled their last order and were in a lull. So Lydia spent the morning and early afternoon working on the most complex of her father’s formulas. Already it had become second nature to her.

She had finished making a small batch, admiring its perfect shade and consistency in the sun, when the garden door opened and her father walked in, followed by a reed-thin stranger. Lydia wiped her hands on a rag and stood.

“Lydia, this is Eryx. He is our new dye master.”

Lydia stared at the man’s thin, sallow face and then back at her father without comprehension. “Our new dye master?”

“Mistress Dione sent him with her compliments.”

“Mistress Dione?” Lydia’s voice had grown as thin as Master Eryx’s arms.

“Is this a new game?” her father asked. “I speak and you repeat my words?”

Lydia expelled the breath she had been holding. “You have signed the contract.”

Eumenes looked away. “I told you I would. Now, let me show Eryx our workshop and supplies before introducing him to our treasured well. Then we can all sit to supper.” He hesitated for a moment, his voice growing less confident as he asked, “Is there supper?”

She crossed her arms. “You should have asked this morning.” Before you strutted home with a new dye master and a signed contract.



ELEVEN
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Fret not yourself because of evildoers.

PSALM 37:1

THE FOLLOWING DAY, Jason arrived full of good-natured charm and the indisputable attraction that always left Lydia a little breathless. It was as if he were lit from within, bright and glorious like new gold.

“How do you like Eryx? My mother says he is superb.”

Lydia shrugged. “He seems to know his dyes.”

“And he will soon learn your father’s formulas and take over all the hard work for you, leaving you free for me.” His mouth tipped up at one corner, making him look less like Apollo and more like his mother.

Lydia made a noncommittal sound. Her father had proclaimed that under no circumstances would Eryx be given the crucial secrets of their dyes. Eumenes was slowly showing him some of the basic procedures for making his purple. These were common among most purple makers. If Eryx learned anything new from her father, it was nothing any other purple dye seller could not teach him.

“As long as we remain partners, Dione can have half our income, and with my good wishes. But my dyes are my own,” Eumenes had said. “You may think me hasty in my decision to welcome her into this workshop. Don’t think me naive, as well.”

“How long will it be before Eryx is fully trained by your father, do you think?” Jason said, distracting her from her thoughts by reaching for her hand.

“Three months. Less, if he is quick of mind and has some experience.” She did not tell him that even after three months, Eryx would not know the full formula to a single dye. Why she kept this decision a secret from Jason she could not explain. It is my father’s decision and his to reveal, she told herself. But she knew this was only part of the truth.

Her father had once told her that he had never kept a secret from her mother. Their trust in one another was so complete that he could not fathom anything so dire or dark that it might not be shared with his wife. And yet here she was, already refusing to disclose matters pertaining to their business with the man she loved.

It’s not that I don’t trust Jason, she reasoned with herself. I will tell him when the time is right.

Dione might take offense at Eumenes’s decision so soon in their partnership. Though there was nothing in their contract that required Lydia’s father to share his knowledge with Dione, she might consider his decision objectionable. Lydia tried to convince herself that she had good reason to keep Jason in the dark. Still, the decision to hold the full truth back from him pricked at her like a sharp splinter caught under the skin.
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“He is nosy!” Lydia told her father a few weeks later. “No sooner have I started a batch of dye than Eryx leaves his work and stands at my elbow, full of questions.”

“I have noticed the same.” The creases in Eumenes’s forehead deepened. “Yesterday, he asked me if I would allow him to sleep here, in the workshop.”

Lydia’s head snapped up. “You did not agree, Father? It is bad enough to have him underfoot all day long.”

“I did not. He told me a sad story about a sick daughter who needs money for physicians. If he pays no rent for his house and sends her the money, she might find a cure. That is why he wishes to move into the workshop, he claims. I do not believe a word.”

“We should tell Dione our suspicions. I think Eryx wants to steal your formulas. She will find you another dye master.”

Eumenes’s expression grew shuttered. He shook his head. “Not yet. We have no proof.”

“Are we to wait until he robs you before we make a complaint? It would be too late then.”

Eumenes grinned. “He won’t rob my secrets. I have a plot of my own.”
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As promised, Dione’s patronage drew new customers, most of them sufficiently wealthy to place large orders. Eumenes put several pieces of exquisite purple wool and linen at Dione’s disposal, which she wore often during the many banquets and official functions she attended. Inevitably many asked where she had acquired her new garments and came rushing to Eumenes’s workshop as fast as their chariots and horses could carry them.

“Who knew it would be so easy? Give a wealthy woman an armful of purple, and you have a long line outside your door, wanting your wares,” her father said.

“All this new business is very well.” Lydia measured vermilion powder with careful precision before continuing her train of thought. “But how are we going to keep Eryx distracted while we work on the dyes? He is not a stupid man. There is something very crafty about him that makes me uneasy. Let us ask Dione to find us another helper.”

“I told you I have a plan.” Eumenes pulled a piece of crumbling parchment tucked into his belt. “He will be busy making this while we work on the real dye.”

Lydia looked at the parchment. “This is not one of yours, is it? I have never seen it.”

“It was the first dye formula I learned as a boy.”

“He won’t be fooled by that. If you knew it as a boy, he is sure to recognize it.”

“I have added enough new steps and ingredients to throw him off.”

Lydia studied the parchment more closely. Silently she began to laugh. “Petals of fresh violets? Where is he to find those in such quantity? And sheep urine? Father, that is cruel.”

“One of our customers told me of a field covered with violets. Is it my fault it is a twelve-hour journey from here? That ought to keep him out of the way for a full day. Perhaps two, if the weather proves cooperative. And plenty of dye masters use urine as a mordant.”

Lydia shook her head. “Not you.” She added the cost of the regular ingredients, which every purple dye required. Indigo, plant ash, lime, madder. “It won’t be cheap, this ruse of yours.”

“He will not need much. The formula as far as the indigo and lime and ash is concerned is the same as the one we use. When that part of the dye is completed, I will give him a small portion to work on independently. I have told him that he will be dyeing wool for a very special customer. It is a small order, but if we satisfy the patron, he may return for more.” He shrugged. “Eryx will care nothing whether he is working on a large order or a small one so long as he believes he is learning the formula to one of my dyes.”

“What happens when the wool comes out looking inferior?”

“I will tell him he committed an error and set him to work again.”

Lydia bit her lip. “I almost pity him.”

“I, too.” Eumenes’s belly shook with laughter, ruining the effect of his compassionate pronouncement, and his daughter joined in ruefully.

He squeezed her shoulder. “One day you will be a great dye master, Lydia. You will run your own workshop. I hope you will be happily married by then, for an unmarried woman in Thyatira will have few opportunities.”

“Jason’s mother manages many trades with success, and she is a woman.”

“Just barely.”

“Father!”

“The point is, she is a widow with three children, which grants her freedoms that an unmarried woman cannot have according to Roman law and custom. If we lived in Macedonia, you might be able to manage your own business even without three children and a husband. That is one corner of the empire that allows women a little more freedom. But here, as in most of the Roman Empire, a woman, no matter how skilled or knowledgeable, cannot run a trade.”

“Macedonia!” Lydia was sure she looked like she had sucked on an unripe persimmon. “Why would I want to go there? I belong here in Thyatira, with you. We will be partners always, whether I marry or not.”



TWELVE
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There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts,

but the tongue of the wise brings healing.

PROVERBS 12:18

“WHY DO YOU STILL have your arms drowned in dye up to your elbows?” Jason asked with a scowl. “Isn’t Eryx supposed to do this now?”

Lydia wiped her hands with haste. “He needs time to learn.” This would be a good moment to tell him the truth, she thought. She could not keep their predicament a secret from him forever. Jason had a right to know. “He . . . he might not be the right man for this work, Jason. We may need to look for someone new.”

“What do you mean he is not right?” Lydia had never heard Jason raise his voice before. It was like watching a sunny day turn dark with storms in the span of a breath.

“My mother handpicked Eryx herself so that you could have the right help. Is this an excuse to keep on doing what you want? Is this your way of clinging to this work in spite of how I feel? If you wish to keep on living as you always have, why don’t you speak plainly so I don’t have to waste my time waiting for you?”

“No, Jason! I am not trying to cling to my work.” She realized that Jason trusted his mother’s choice implicitly. He would not accept her intuition about Eryx, nor would he listen to her accusation of the man’s dishonesty. She swallowed her desire to tell him the truth. “I am still working because Master Eryx has much to learn,” she said. “Whoever is to become our steward must learn my father’s methods. Until then, I need to help as before.”

The effect of her words was dramatic. In one moment the scowl disappeared and the old, lighthearted Jason reappeared, eyes sparkling, smile peaking with its rakish half tilt. “I see I was unfair. Your father must teach Eryx everything he knows. In the meantime, he still requires your assistance. I cannot find fault with that. It will be impossible to leave your father without good help. As soon as Eryx has been properly trained, you can leave the work to the men.”

Lydia frowned. “Except that I would still help with the management, as your mother does with her business concerns?”

“That is what I meant, of course.” He sprang to his feet, his movements full of the vigor and grace of a superb athlete. “I have taken too much of your time. For the next few weeks, I will come in the evening, after your work is done. I do not wish to interrupt you. I can be patient for a few weeks until you are free.”

He rose, and for a moment as Lydia looked up to him, he seemed like a giant, a leviathan blocking out the light of the sun.
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Certain memories linger in the soul, sharp like the edge of a dagger, aching in spite of the passing of months. The first and only time Dione deigned to visit Lydia at her home was such a memory. Like a brand, the woman’s words and manner left their mark.

Dione and Eumenes had been partners for over a month by then. Her man, Eryx, had proved more burden than help. Most of what he did for them was a waste of time, as they kept him busy making fake concoctions, ensuring that he never learned the true process of creating Eumenes’s dyes. As a result, his presence brought very little relief to Lydia. She still had to complete the work she had done before his arrival and remained busier than ever, trying to cope with increasingly large and complex orders.

Dione’s arrival was unanticipated. She walked into the garden, slave in tow, wafting perfume and displeasure. Lydia, caught in her work clothes, sweat staining her ancient tunic, her hair a tangled mess, her fingertips red from working with madder, stared at Jason’s mother, her chin slack with astonishment. If Hera, the mercurial wife of Zeus, had decided to visit her workshop in human form, Lydia would not have been more surprised.

“Mistress Dione!”

Dione wrinkled her nose. “Surely even the gods on Mount Olympus must be offended by this stench. Look at you, child. Never have I seen a girl in such distasteful disarray.”

“I beg your pardon. Please come into the house for refreshments, and I will change quickly while you rest.”

Dione turned to study the walls of their home at the far side of the garden. “If the inside of your domicile matches its outside, I prefer not to step within. Thank you.”

Lydia’s eyes flew open. It was one thing to receive insults about her appearance. In fairness, she could not deny the shabby presentation she made, especially in comparison to an elegant woman like Dione, who never seemed to have a single wrinkle in her garments. But no one, not even Jason’s mother, had the right to pass harsh judgment on her home.

She straightened her back. “That house has known joy and laughter through many years. It is a home of love, even if it cannot match yours in beauty. I consider it an honor to have lived here all my life.”

“You would, child, never having known any better. Tell me, is this how you receive my son when he visits you? If so, I wonder that his attachment has lasted so long. He likes his women well presented.”

Lydia flushed. “Jason usually does not arrive until after the evening meal. By then I make certain that I am more presentable.”

Dione’s cutting remark fingered a concern Lydia had struggled with for weeks. Jason’s visits had grown more desultory. He never ate with them. He lingered very little with her and often seemed distracted. His charm and affection had not faded. But Lydia had begun to fear a shallowness to his attachment. In spite of his many hints, he had never asked her father for Lydia’s hand, nor approached her directly about his intentions.

Perhaps Dione’s words, though humiliating, were a good warning.

Perhaps her drab appearance had caused Jason’s ardor to cool. After all, he was accustomed to a world of glittering elegance, abundant prosperity, and cultured women who sparkled like jewels with wit and beauty. Perhaps at the start she had been a novelty in her old tunics and simplicity. Now the novelty was wearing off, and with it the attraction.

Lydia felt close to tears. She blinked them away, unwilling to allow Dione to see how deeply hurt she felt by her words. To Lydia’s relief, the woman did not linger long. After a short conversation with Eryx, she left with a swish of her silk skirts. In her wake she left a tiny filament of gold, a stray thread from the embroidery at the edge of her tunic. Spying it in the dirt, Lydia picked it up and stared at the sparkling delicacy now torn from its place of honor at the feet of Dione. Inexplicably, the sight brought fresh tears to her eyes.

After that, Lydia took greater care with her appearance when Jason visited. She wore her best tunics for him and even bought an amphora of perfume to combat the scent of the mordant that lingered on her skin at the end of the day.

If he noticed a difference, he never mentioned it.



THIRTEEN
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But now trouble comes to you, and you are discouraged;

it strikes you, and you are dismayed.

JOB 4:5, NIV

AS FAR AS ERYX WAS CONCERNED, after three months he knew the formulas to all of Eumenes’s dyes. It had not been easy to convince him that his knowledge was complete. More than once her father had sent him home after preparing a fresh batch of purple. “You have worked hard, Eryx. Go home to your bed and rest now. I will dye the linen for you. It will be here tomorrow when you arrive.” Then Eumenes would empty Eryx’s faulty solution at the foot of some unfortunate tree in the garden and dye the linen in his own newly prepared vat so it would be ready for the steward to admire in the morning.

“Why can we not tell Dione that we suspect him of trying to steal our formulas? He creates more problems every day,” Lydia said one evening when they were finally left to their own company.

“Without proof, how can we convince Dione? It will do nothing but raise her ire. She will think we are complaining for no reason. Best leave it alone. We have managed well enough so far.” Eumenes smirked. “Besides, I enjoyed myself thinking of the man traipsing about the Thyatiran hillside, looking for rare roots, then staying awake all night to soak them in clean water and stirring them in the moonlight.”

Lydia shook her head. “You are growing cold-blooded. He was red as a bowl full of mulberries when he returned from his search on the hills.”

“His cheeks and nose only blistered a little, and he recovered within the week. No permanent damage.”

Lydia examined a chipped nail. “Mistress Dione may not be good at choosing stewards, and she may have a sharp tongue, but I will say this much for her. She certainly knows how to draw customers. Our income this month, even after she subtracted her share, was greater than I have seen in years.”

“Yes. I cannot fault her in that regard.”

“How has she managed it? Have you been studying her accounts? What did we do wrong before?”

Her father shrugged. “Nothing. We weren’t Roman; that is all. And we did not have powerful friends.”

“Father . . . you have seen the accounts? You have examined them since Dione took charge of them?”

Eumenes developed a sudden interest in a chip at the base of one of the vats. “Yes, yes. Of course I have.”

“When?”

“Some time in the recent past.”

“How recent? Last week? Two weeks ago? A month?”

“Or perhaps two. What do you want from me? I can’t make dye, keep Eryx busy, deal with new customers, keep you from trouble, and examine accounts too. The woman is doing a fair job. You were just admiring her spectacular economy. Let’s leave her alone to do what she does best.”

Lydia threw her hands in the air. “The mere fact that I admire her pecuniary talents does not mean I think we should trust her blindly.”

“You worry needlessly, my daughter. It is the plague that hounds you. What could go wrong? We have our home. We have our purple. We have each other. And now you have Jason, too.”
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Without warning, the garden gate flew open, smashing against the wall. The force of the blow left a chip in the stone. Lydia barely had time to frown with displeasure when three soldiers stormed inside.

The man who seemed in charge swaggered forward. “Are you Eumenes?” He had blotchy skin and spoke with a strangely hoarse voice, as if someone had once tried to strangle him and had left his thumbprint on the fragile bones of the man’s throat.

“I am,” Eumenes answered, his mouth open in a good-natured smile. “How can I be of service?”

“You can accompany us to the magistrate’s prison, for a start.”

“Prison?” Lydia and Eumenes cried at the same time.

“Prison. You are under arrest.”

“For what crime?” Eumenes asked, blanching. Lydia, only half-comprehending, felt an unnatural chill that made her whole body tremble.

“Stealing.”

“That is ridiculous! My father has never stolen in his life,” she cried, growing hot with offense while at the same time turning cold with terror.

Eumenes motioned Lydia to be calm. “What am I supposed to have stolen?”

The soldier shrugged. “The moon, for all I know. Not my business. My business is to fetch you. Clap you in irons. And beat you if necessary.” He gave Lydia an appraising look. “Not too hard, if you make it worth my while.”

“Why would you beat him at all? He is innocent!” Lydia cried.

“Not when a Roman citizen brings a charge against him, he’s not. Are you going to come peaceably, or do I have to put you in chains?”

Eumenes stood, his bearing dignified. “I will come. Lydia, pay the man.”

Lydia shook her head in disbelief. She felt caught in one of her nightmares. “Pay the man for arresting you?”

“Pay him for not beating me . . . too hard.”

Lydia ran after the soldiers as they bore her father between them. She tried to wheedle, plead, and cajole some answers out of the guards. She knew with complete certainty that her father’s arrest was a mistake. By tomorrow or perhaps even sooner he would be out, and they would have a good laugh about his adventures. She needed to discover the source of this scandalous misunderstanding, and within a few hours, everything would be set to right.

The soldiers ignored her.

Finally the one in charge stopped with a growl. “Keep up that haranguing and I will arrest you as well. Understand?”

Swallowing hard, she nodded her head once and followed in silence. Her father was being taken to jail! She could barely comprehend it. Jail represented humiliation. It stood for sickness and despair. Even death. Good men like Eumenes were not supposed to ever face the anguish of a dank cell. Whatever error had occurred, she would not rest until she proved his innocence and cleared his name.

Her father was not brought before the magistrate. Without ceremony, his feet were put in iron chains, and he was thrown into some hole of a prison, which Lydia was not allowed to visit.

“I will go to Mistress Dione, Father.” She spoke as loud as she could, hoping he could hear her. His cell was not visible to her from the courtyard. “Do not worry. She has important friends. She will see you are released,” she said.

To the jailer, a fat man with dangling jowls and surly eyes, she gave two sestertii. “Treat him kindly and there will be more.” He stowed the coins in his purse without a word.

The sooner she rescued her father from this place of nightmares, the better it would be. She ran all the way to Jason and Dione’s house. For all the speed that terror lent her feet, it took her over an hour to arrive. At the door, she was met by Dione’s slave.

“I need to see Mistress Dione,” she panted, bending forward to ease the stitch in her side.

“She is not at home.”

“Jason, then!”

“Not at home.”

She tried to push the slave out of the way. “You don’t understand. It is a matter of great urgency.”

“Still not at home.” He was a tall man, built with the solid structure of someone accustomed to hard work and heavy lifting. She could not budge him. Calmly, he waited until she stepped back. To her utter befuddlement, the door closed in her face. Lydia banged on the door, screaming. “She will want to hear my news, you fool!”

The door remained as sealed as an Egyptian tomb. Lydia wanted to kick the slave for his obtuse refusal to help. But as she trudged back to the magistrate’s prison, an odd image haunted her. The slave’s eyes had been full of pity when he had informed her that Dione and Jason were not within. Not indifference. Not cruelty. Not superiority. But an inexplicable pity.

Lydia thought she understood. Dione and Jason had already heard of her father’s arrest and chosen not to associate themselves with him any longer. They believed him guilty.

Jason had turned her away without even giving her a hearing.



FOURTEEN
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Arrogant foes are attacking me, O God;

ruthless people are trying to kill me.

PSALM 86:14, NIV

“I COULD NOT FIND DIONE OR JASON,” she told her father two hours later, not knowing how to share her suspicions with him. The brusque jailer had allowed the visit after she had paid him another sesterce. At this rate she would run through their ready cash far too quickly. She must conserve their coin for the coming days.

Eumenes, fetched from his cell somewhere in the bowels of the building, now stood before her in the courtyard. From the way he narrowed his eyes in the brightness of the sun, Lydia surmised that he was kept in darkness. His feet remained in rough iron fetters, already rusty from the sweat of another unfortunate prisoner.

She winced when she saw that his ankles were red where the chains rubbed against them. In a day or two, the skin would scrape off. Longer, and . . . She shook her head. His incarceration would last no more than that. He was innocent. Not even Roman justice would condemn a man who had committed no wrong.

Her father touched her wrist gently, drawing her gaze to his face. “It was Dione who accused me. She has charged me with theft.”

Lydia felt the breath leave her chest. Leave her whole body until she turned dizzy. “No,” she said, shaking her head wildly. “Where did you hear this? It cannot be true.”

“True enough,” Eumenes said bitterly. “The jailer told me. Your silver coins loosened his tongue.”

“Why would she do such a thing?”

“To secure the workshop for herself.”

“Our workshop is insignificant compared to all she owns! It’s hardly worth her trouble. You must be mistaken, Father. What can she do with a crumbling workshop without your purple? It is your knowledge that draws customers.”

“A knowledge she believes she possesses.”

“What? You did not reveal . . . ?”

“Not I. But her man Eryx believes he knows what I know.” Eumenes brought his chin down once for emphasis. “She thinks she no longer needs me. It was a ruse from the start. Her desire to be my partner, her wish to help us. All of it was a ploy. She wanted to wrest the workshop from my possession. You thought Eryx was seeking to rob my formulas for himself. I always wondered if he worked under Dione’s direction.”

“That’s why you would not let me complain to her about our suspicions.”

“Yes.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Did you tell Jason? Did you tell him that we distrusted Eryx?”

Lydia shook her head. “I never told him. Father, this makes little sense. What does Dione gain by her false accusation? She cannot prove you guilty of something you did not do.”

“She claims to possess documents that prove my guilt. I don’t doubt it. I put my seal to enough scrolls these past three months to fill a valley. By the end, I stopped reading them with too much care. She wore me out with nonsensical details. When she was sure that my attention had strayed, she must have had me put my seal to a scroll that proves some dishonest transaction.”

“Even if you were proven guilty through her lies, your property would be forfeit to Rome. What advantage would there be for her in that?” Lydia said through dry lips. Were they truly to lose their home? Their workshop? The land that tied them to generations of her ancestors? It seemed impossible that they should come to such a pass after all their hard work.

“If I had defrauded her, then she could claim part of my property as damages. Our land, our home, our workshop would be divided between her and Rome.”

Lydia put a hand to her forehead. She felt as if the world had turned inside out. “I will talk to Jason. He will make her see reason. He will dissuade her from this course.”

Eumenes said nothing. She wrapped her arms around her belly. Forced to choose between his mother and Lydia, whom would Jason believe?
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Lydia sneaked a sturdy cloak and warm food to the jailer, who, for a few coins, passed them on to his prisoner. Given the jailer’s hungry look as he took the bowl from her, she would not have been surprised if only part of the stew and bread were actually delivered into her father’s hands.

“He wants to see you,” the jailer said upon his return. He held out his hand, like a fathomless pit that swallowed her precious store of coins. Lydia’s mouth became a flat line before she laid another silver coin in his palm.

“We have little time, Lydia. Listen to me,” Eumenes said. “I want you to go to our house and pack everything valuable you can find. Any coins we have left. Your mother’s jewelry. The unsold lengths of purple. All our supply of vermilion. Everything of value that you do not wish to lose. Gather them tonight. You cannot take much, for whatever you take, you must be able to carry in your hands. You must go in the cover of deep night. Be sure no one follows you.”

Lydia nodded. “Where do I take everything?”

“Go to Atreus’s inn. Remember where that is? We ate supper with him and his wife a few times before her death.”

“I remember, Father.”

“Good. Ask for a small room. Tell him to give you the chamber he and I used to play in as boys. He will know which I mean. That inn has been in his family for three generations.” Eumenes laid the flat of his palm against his temple as if it ached. “He was my playmate when we were children. We often hid in that room. Under the carpet there, you will find a wooden slat that can be moved. There is a generous hole where you can hide our valuables. No one knows about it. Atreus himself may have forgotten. We used to hide our boyhood treasures in there, away from prying eyes. I believe once we put a snake inside that hole.”

Lydia’s eyes snapped open.

“Don’t worry. It won’t still be there. I think we put it in his sister’s pallet.”

“Too bad you didn’t save it for Dione’s feather bed.”

“Yes, well, it would be a very old snake by now.” He reached for Lydia’s hands. His fingers were burning hot. “Don’t fail us. What you take out tonight is all we will be able to save for our future. Your future, Daughter. Forgive me. I fear I have lost your inheritance.”

Lydia began to weep. “You have not. The fault is mine. I brought Dione into our lives. I carry this guilt.”

Eumenes shook his head. “No, Lydia. The guilt belongs to that woman. Now hurry. You will not have much time before they come to plunder the house. I want you gone when the soldiers arrive. Who knows what manner of men they may be.”



FIFTEEN
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They close their hearts to pity;

with their mouths they speak arrogantly.

They have now surrounded our steps;

they set their eyes to cast us to the ground.

PSALM 17:10-11

LYDIA WORKED FRANTICALLY into the small hours of the night, trying to determine what she should bring and what to leave behind. Everything small and valuable went into her sack. Over her tunic she put on several brand-new purple cloaks. She filled her belt with the precious few pieces of jewelry her mother had left behind: a brooch, two rings, a delicate bracelet, and one belt made of silver chain and turquoise. The costly vermilion, which her father kept in a locked chest in his chamber instead of at the workshop, went into the sack next.

At any moment, soldiers might burst through the door. The thought made her heart race until she could barely breathe. She ignored the feeling of panic and pushed on. Their future depended on her now.

A few more things from the workshop, and she would be ready to leave. She needed to hurry. The moon was hidden behind thick clouds tonight, a perfect shelter for her escape. But a delicate breeze had started to waft, picking up speed by the hour, and she feared she might lose her cloud cover if she lingered for long.

She did not dare carry a lamp into the garden in case she was seen by any spies Dione might have set upon their home. But having walked the path between the workshop and her house countless times through the years, she could have navigated the way blindfolded.

In the workshop, she grabbed the most expensive implements of their trade and stuffed them into her sack. There was one more thing she refused to leave behind. Grabbing an iron chisel, she made her way to the well. Patiently, she worked to loosen the mortar around the ancient stone bearing her grandfather’s name. She scraped the mortar with delicate care until a deep groove formed between the stones.

She needed to smash the masonry out of its place using hard blows. To silence the noise, she wrapped the iron in an old rag and began to hit the side of the stone. In the dark she missed and slammed the chisel into the back of her hand, hard. She swallowed the bellow of pain that rose to her lips. Sinking to the ground for a few moments, she waited until the dizziness passed and the pain in her hand subsided to a dull throb. Grinding her teeth, she resumed the work of hitting the rock, until after an hour, it came loose.

She grabbed the stone bearing her grandfather’s name, bent to kiss the edge of the well, and whispered, “Goodbye, home. I will never forget you.”

Her feet were nimble and fast as she clambered to a cracked marble bench and climbed over the wall of their garden at the opposite end from the garden door before making her way to Atreus’s inn. As she walked league upon league, she wept bitter tears, tears of rage and sorrow and a grief that would not be assuaged. Still she walked on, furtively looking behind to ensure no one followed.

She hid behind a clump of dense bushes outside the inn until the sun rose. Then, schooling her features into a calm she did not feel, she marched to the door and knocked.

Atreus himself opened the door. “Good morning, Master Atreus,” she said, her voice polite. “My father sends his greetings. He has been arrested. The charges are false. But he fears he shall find no justice at the hands of Rome. He asked that you give me a room for the sake of your friendship. He told me to ask for the room you used to play in as boys.”

As she stepped over the threshold, Atreus’s gentle hand on her shoulder, she felt as if she had left behind everything she knew.
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Eumenes was brought before the magistrate the next afternoon. He spoke only once to Lydia as they marched inside the governor’s fortress.

“Is it done?”

Lydia kept her words cryptic in case the soldiers had sharp ears. “Yes, Father. I made sure no one followed. He gave me the room you requested. Everything is as you directed.”

Eumenes nodded. His skin shone with sweat. In spite of the thick cloak that covered him, he shivered as if he would never be warm again. Lydia worried that he might have caught a chill in the dank atmosphere of his subterranean prison.

The magistrate was a man of sizable girth with small, delicate hands that would have fit better on the wrists of a willowy matron. Lydia recognized him. He was one of Dione’s friends who had placed an order with her father. His cloak, fastened on his shoulders with fine gold pins, was made of rich purple, she noticed. Her eyes narrowed as she recognized her father’s work. The cloak was fashioned from one of the fabrics they had placed at Dione’s disposal.

The magistrate was Dione’s man. To add insult to injury, she had bribed him with their own merchandise, though no doubt the fabric had come accompanied by a heavy purse of coins.

Within moments he confirmed Lydia’s suspicions.

“This is a serious charge,” he said without preamble. “Theft against a Roman citizen, a respected patroness of our city.” He looked over a scroll that he held open with those narrow-boned, white hands.

Lydia’s heart sank. She knew words could not sway corruption. Nor could reason or compassion. Corruption answered to one master only. Money. More money than she had to give. Still, she could not sit and watch her father be charged for a crime he had not committed.

“My lord, I beg, please allow me to speak. I am this man’s daughter. He is a respected member of the guild. You can confer with any dye master in Thyatira and they will vouch for him. Many will bear witness to his honesty, I am certain.”

“And yet this —” the magistrate shook the scroll —“will bear witness to his dishonesty. Your father’s seal against the word of his friends. Whom do you think I should believe?”

“The truth!”

“The truth is that an honored Roman widow put her trust in him and became his partner in good faith. He thought to take advantage of a helpless woman, not realizing that she was more clever than he.”

“That last part, at least, is true,” Eumenes said under his breath.

The magistrate pointed a finger at Lydia. “You are the daughter of a thief. By his actions your father has destroyed your life as much as his own. Your honor is shattered. Your life is destroyed. In a moment I will pronounce a formal sentence upon your father, but let him know that his worst punishment is your fate.

“No man will marry you now. No one will want you. You will have no children, no friends, no home. You will be considered an outcast.”

Eumenes staggered where he stood, as if kicked in the chest.

The magistrate stared at him with bloodshot, swollen eyes. “I see you begin to understand my meaning. You have ruined more than your own life. Hear now your sentence. Under any other circumstance, you would be condemned to hard labor for the rest of your life. Mistress Dione, however, has asked that we show you mercy. It is a mark of her impeccable character that in spite of your nefarious behavior, she shows you no malice.

“Instead of what you deserve, you will receive a more charitable sentence. You will be stripped of your property, part of which will be given to your victim as reparations. Because she has asked for clemency on your behalf, we waive the sentence of hard labor in a mine and settle for a flogging. Thirty lashes. Let it be a lesson to you should you be tempted to dishonesty again.

“You will be free to leave after your scourging, but you may not return to your former workshop or residence. All you once owned is now forfeit.”

“Thirty lashes!” Lydia thought she had cried out, but only a croak emerged from her lips. A younger man could die from such a brutal flogging. How could someone of her father’s age survive such violence?

The soldier who had arrested Eumenes walked over to take charge of him. He leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Don’t worry, girl. I’ll be soft on him. No bones broken. Just a few bloody scars. Give him a month and he will be good as new.”

There was no time to prepare for this latest horror. Immediately after his audience with the magistrate, Eumenes was taken into the courtyard to receive his beating.

Lydia followed, her mind a whirl of confusion. Their world had shattered in a matter of days —of hours —and it was as if her soul could not catch up with this terrible heartache. She had never felt so alone. There was no man or god to help her or her father. They had been abandoned by all.



SIXTEEN
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If you pour yourself out for the hungry

and satisfy the desire of the afflicted,

then shall your light rise in the darkness

and your gloom be as the noonday.

ISAIAH 58:10

LYDIA HAD NEVER seen a man scourged. The sight of the flagrum clutched in the soldier’s fist made her gasp.

This was no ordinary whip. It was short, made of three thick leather strips. Toward the end of each strip, small pieces of metal had been embedded into the leather, using a series of knots. Lead, she thought. The lead pieces had sharp edges, and as her eyes fastened upon them in helpless horror, she noticed some were encrusted not just with rust but with dried blood and gore. Another poor victim’s flesh, never cleaned off before the next flogging.

Eumenes’s tunic was torn off his back and his hands were tied to a post in the magistrate’s courtyard. The soldier who had promised Lydia not to beat him too hard stepped forward, flexing his right hand around the handle of the flagrum. He winked at Lydia before raising his arm in an arc and lowering it with a violent motion. The leather whistled as it flew through the air.

Her father screamed. Lydia swallowed convulsively. Three faint red lines appeared on his skin. Another lash, followed by another. Scream upon scream until Eumenes’s voice grew hoarse. By the fifteenth lash he began to bleed profusely, his entire back and buttocks torn into quivering ribbons of flesh.

Still the whip came down, rose, came down. Lydia turned her back and vomited on the stone-paved ground. The sound of her father’s suffering, of the flagrum flying, smashing, tearing, and then flying through the air again followed her even as she bent over, sick and shivering with horror.

She forced herself to take deep breaths. Her father needed her to remain strong and capable. Soon the flogging would end. She needed to pull herself together and arrange for a cart. Then a physician.

Frantically, she looked about the courtyard. A young boy who ran errands for the soldiers sat against a wall, eating raisins. Lydia motioned him over. Giving him a few copper coins, she said, “Fetch me a cart and driver. Any cart will do. Do you understand? Do it quickly, and there will be more coins waiting for you upon your return.”

Twilight had fallen when the endless scourging ceased. The soldier who had beaten Eumenes rubbed his neck and shoulders as if they were sore from his hard work. She wanted to spit on his face. She wanted to tear his flesh the way he had torn her father’s. Instead, she strained to appear calm.

He noticed her waiting and motioned for a couple of his men to cut her father down. “See? Told you it wouldn’t be too bad,” he said with a grin that revealed yellow teeth with brown edges.

Lydia nodded. “My thanks.” She forced the words out of her frozen mouth. She could not afford to make an enemy of him. Falling to her knees next to her father, she touched his arm. He moaned softly. They had dropped him, belly down, and his face was turned toward her. She saw that he sweated profusely and his skin had turned an odd gray color, like wood ash left over after a hot fire.

“Thirsty,” he croaked.

Lydia rushed to the soldier. “Please. Do you have any water?”

He nodded to a large clay jar sitting on the far side of the yard. Lydia raced and found to her relief that someone had left a dipping cup next to the jar. She filled it with water. It was warm from the sun. With her finger she brushed over the top to get rid of a few drowned bugs. Longingly, she thought of the cool, fresh water in their well. No. Not their well anymore.

She quashed the thought and hastened back to her father, thinking now only to alleviate his suffering. He groaned as she moved his face softly off the dirt, high enough to be able to take the water into his mouth. Most of it spilled, but he managed to take in a few swallows. She persisted, giving him more.

He began to shiver, shaking violently. At first she thought it was the beating. Then she recognized the telltale signs.

Not now, she thought in despair as he lost consciousness, his arms and legs jerking in haphazard motions. She found the strip of hardened leather she always carried tucked in her belt for such occasions and pressed it firmly into his mouth, holding his tongue under to make certain he would not bite down and injure himself or choke as he fought his old nemesis.

The attack did not last long. They never did. It was over within moments. Afterward, he lay unconscious, twice tormented, once with a Roman whip and again by his old sickness.

The boy arrived with a farmer and his cart in tow. Straw filled part of the cart, the only measure of real kindness they had found in the course of this day. A bit of softness to cushion Eumenes’s body as he lay on his stomach, his blood congealing in agonizing stripes that pulled on his wounds and drew the flies. Lydia could not even cover him with his cloak. The wool, though soft, scraped his tortured body and made him cry out in pain.

They were still a good distance from the inn when Lydia told the farmer to check his donkey’s hoof. The animal jolted the cart too much, she said. The old man rolled his eyes, but the sight of her coin made him compliant, and pulling over to the side of the road, he bent to his donkey.

Just then another man in a smaller cart stopped to inquire if he could lend assistance. A cloak covered his face, which in any case would not have been recognizable in the falling night. He lingered for a few moments as Lydia dismounted the cart to direct the farmer’s examination, then departed as if he had grown tired of waiting.

After several moments of heated discussion, the farmer told Lydia that nothing appeared wrong with the donkey, and with a final grumble, he returned to his seat on his wobbly cart. By the time he dropped her off at the open market, the night had grown pitch black.

Scratching his thin hair, the farmer poked through the straw in his cart, looking for a missing man. He knew that he had taken on two passengers. But only one had alighted. How a man as sick as the beaten criminal could have jumped out of the cart and made his way anywhere was beyond him. He shrugged his shoulder and tucked his coins more securely into his belt.

With careful stealth, Lydia rushed back to Master Atreus’s inn, walking through circuitous alleys and dark paths to ensure no one followed. None did. But in the more likely event that Dione would make inquiries later, the trail would lead her to none other than an old farmer who had dropped off his lone passenger at the market. Eumenes had simply vanished.

“How is he?” she asked Master Atreus as soon as she arrived.

“In your chamber, resting,” Atreus said. “Poor man.”

“Thank you for your help,” Lydia said, her face a frozen mask.

“When my wife died, your father came to my aid. Grief had muddled my brain, I think. I could hardly run the inn and cared little if I lost it. With his own money, Eumenes hired a manager to run the place until I regained my senses. If not for him, I would have lost my inn as well as my beloved wife. He held me when I wept and sat with me through many a long night. No man was a better friend to me in all my life. You are safe here for as long as you need. I will give you what help I can.”

“I did not realize.”

“Your father is not the kind of man to flaunt his good deeds.”
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It was a full day before Eumenes recovered enough to string a few words together. “How did you know I would be flogged yesterday?” he asked, his voice weak.

“I did not know.” Lydia stopped braiding her hair.

“Then why have Atreus wait outside the prison gates?”

“We did not know what fate awaited you, but we thought it best that Master Atreus be at hand, though out of sight, when you came before the magistrate.”

“You thought I would be sold into slavery and planned to kidnap me from whatever transport they put me on!”

Lydia shrugged, not bothering to deny him. He knew her too well. “As I said, we did not know what sentence the magistrate would hand down. We tried to be prepared.”

“A more addle-brained idea is hard to imagine. They would have arrested you and Atreus if you had attempted such foolishness. That would have served me well, seeing you both in prison for my sake.”

Lydia made a calming gesture. “It all came to nothing in the end.”

“Why the second cart?”

“Because I did not want Dione to find out where we are staying, both to protect Master Atreus from her venom and to shield you from further harassment. She will hound you for your purple once she discovers you have made a fool of her.”

“How did you do it? I was only half-conscious during that wretched ride.”

“I told the farmer to drop us at the market, and then concocted an excuse for our cart to pull over on the way there. When the farmer was busy with his donkey, I motioned for Master Atreus to catch up with us. It was the work of a moment to place you in his cart instead.”

“Perhaps you should stop working for me. Your talents are wasted making purple. You should work for the emperor as one of his spies.”

Lydia’s smile was bitter. “I think Mistress Dione has proven you wrong. She had me fooled for months on end. I never considered her kind or generous. But it didn’t occur to me that she was a thief.”



SEVENTEEN
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My complaint today is still a bitter one,

and I try hard not to groan aloud.

JOB 23:2, NLT

ATREUS MANAGED TO find a physician who knew how to keep secrets as well as treat illnesses. Lydia thought him a conscientious and knowledgeable man, less ostentatious than the physician Jason had brought to their home and positively economical in comparison.

As they waited for Eumenes to regain his strength, she wrote letters to a few of her father’s closest associates, asking for aid. They could not hide in Atreus’s inn forever. They needed to think of a more permanent solution. Most of Eumenes’s colleagues did not even answer. A few sent brief letters of regret.

One man, a Jew named Avraham, agreed to meet with her in the market after sunset. He stood behind the cover of a high wall, his face half-enveloped in the corner of his cloak.

“Some believe the magistrate’s allegation that your father tried to defraud Mistress Dione,” he said. “For myself, I know Eumenes is innocent.” He rubbed his jaw as if it ached. “I have known him long enough to be certain of his honesty.”

“My father would never rob anyone,” Lydia said, her voice hot with indignation. “I am surprised his friends are so quick to condemn him.”

“Dione is a powerful resident of this city. It is hard to doubt her word, especially accompanied by a document that bears your father’s seal.” He stared at his feet, dirty from the dust of the road. “I have tasted of her greed firsthand. She robbed a cousin of mine with her tricks. He was like a brother to me, yet I was helpless to come to his aid. He had to leave Thyatira after Dione finished with him. He has never returned.” Avraham readjusted his cloak to ensure his face remained covered.

“You should be aware of one thing: Dione has warned every man in our trade not to assist Eumenes in any way. So even those who wish to help your father find their hands tied.”

He cleared his throat. “I am sorry, but I cannot openly lend your father aid as he deserves. She is a Roman and I am a Jew. She could crush me with one word. A small bribe and my business would be wrecked.”

“I understand.”

Avraham pulled out a purse. “This is not much. I owe more than this to your father, who helped me when my trade was on the verge of bankruptcy. Because of his generosity, I recovered. Take this. May it be of some service. And may the Lord be with you.”

Lydia took the purse and thanked the man. She thought over his words. It seemed not only had they lost their reputation, their workshop, and their home, but they had lost their country as well. There was no place for them in Thyatira any longer. If Dione were standing before her, she would have spit in her face.
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In spite of Lydia’s best efforts, Eumenes developed a fever. The physician said his wounds showed signs of corruption. He treated the lacerations with aloe and packed them with soft lamb’s ear leaves. Eumenes did not complain, though Lydia knew his pain was grave.

“Has no one come to see me?” he asked on the fourth day of his recovery.

“I have not told anyone where you are. I thought it best to remain hidden for now. When Dione finds out that the purple she stole from you is a sham, she is liable to grow somewhat indignant.”

He gave a pale smile. “I wish I could see the look on her face when she first makes that discovery. Every single one of Eryx’s formulas is useless. She won’t see a single copper coin from my purple. She has a strong arm, I bet.”

“A strong arm?”

“When she gets mad, she throws things. Far. A priceless amphora full of perfume. Her silver chalice. A small slave. A strong arm.”

“She will certainly throw a fit.”

Eumenes stifled a groan. The physician had given Lydia a costly potion to help alleviate his pain. She poured a little of the mixture in his wine, then waited until he fell asleep before she withdrew.

Lydia had not told Eumenes the details of her visit with Avraham, dreading that the ill news might affect his precarious hold on health. He needed to recover his strength before they could speak of their future.

Every day, while he slept, she returned to Dione’s house, hoping to speak to Jason.

Her initial anger toward Jason had simmered to a deep ache. She thought she understood his reaction. It was natural that he should believe the word of a beloved mother. Either Eumenes was a thief or Dione was. There was no other option. Of course Jason had to accept his mother’s claims.

With the passing of days, Lydia hoped that his feelings for her would prove more powerful than his indignation. Even if he believed Eumenes a thief, in time, he must wish to hear from Lydia, if only to accuse her of wounding him.

But the gates of his home remained closed to her. She trudged back to the inn day after day, taking precautions to ensure she was not followed.

Jason wanted no part of her. Unless she convinced him of her innocence, she would lose him as well as her home. If he believed her, however, he might be able to convince Dione to allow Eumenes to practice his trade in his home city once again. Perhaps, for the sake of her son, she would be content with owning their land, if not Eumenes’s knowledge.

That afternoon, Lydia altered her usual course. Recalling Jason’s love for horses, she circumvented the villa and headed to the stables instead. She recognized a groom who had once accompanied Jason on one of his visits to her home. The young man was trying to control an excited horse. The animal, his glistening black pelt shining even in the shade, rose on graceful hind legs, jerking his head back in a bid for freedom from the groom’s hard hold.

“Behave, Drakon,” the groom shouted.

“Have you seen Jason?” Lydia asked, stepping forward.

“Mind you don’t get too close, mistress! This is a monster more than a horse, with the temper of Medusa.” After several minutes, the fire in the horse’s temper finally seemed to run its course, and he stood still, his nostrils blowing great puffs of air as he recovered from his exertions.

The groom wiped his sweating neck with a thick forearm. “None but Master Jason can handle this animal. In his hands, the horse melts. One word from the master, and he will charge and attack like a legion of soldiers. Another word, and he becomes as docile as a lamb. Without the master here, the horse is not safe.”

Just then, Drakon turned his head so that Lydia could see his face fully for the first time. The memory of her father’s words rang with sudden clarity in her mind:

“He attacked me on purpose. . . . And right here —” Eumenes had pointed to the middle of his forehead —“there was a white mark that looked like a half moon with a tiny speck next to it that resembled a star. . . . It was perfectly proportioned, as if drawn by the hand of an artist. . . .

“If not for this young man, it would have gone on to trample me to death. I don’t know how, but my friend here charmed that animal into calm. One word from him, and the horse stopped its thrashing.”

This was the horse her father had described, this Drakon. Black and unusually shiny, with a perfectly proportioned white half moon and star in the middle of his forehead.

Her throat grew parched until she could barely swallow. The beating of the blood in her ears drowned every sound in the stables. She thought furiously of the events that had brought Jason into their lives, and she understood with a sickening clarity what had truly transpired five months before.

Jason had not happened upon her father in his moment of need; he had not saved him. On the contrary, Jason had been the source of Eumenes’s accident. He had intentionally set his monster of a horse on her father. His rescue and further care had all been a ruse. A pretense.

So the plot against Eumenes had begun long before Dione’s offer of partnership. How far back did their treachery go? How deep did it plunge?

Jason was not an innocent victim of his mother’s manipulation. He was a willing tool of it, a poisonous dagger thrust into their lives in the pursuit of more wealth.

Mother and son must have heard of Eumenes’s talent, seen a sample of his incomparable work, and decided they wanted it for themselves. And they had come up with their wicked ploy. So simple. So effective. She was the perfect fool, falling into his plans without a moment’s resistance.

Perhaps he had first seen her in the market. Or spied on her as she left the house on some innocent errand. He had taken the measure of her, no doubt, and known how remarkably easy it would be to manipulate and deceive her.

She was just a step to grind his boot on, on the way to grasping the mysteries of Eumenes’s purple.

Jason had never cared for her. Never loved her. Every declaration, every tender moment had been a sham, a greedy ploy to rob her of her inheritance.

Lydia could not breathe. To be deceived by Dione hurt. But to be betrayed by Jason —Jason, whom she had trusted and loved —that was enough to wither a soul.

They had lost everything because she had seen a pair of brilliant green eyes and believed their false promises.

Shame descended on her then —stifling, burning shame, gagging her like a murderer’s choke hold.



EIGHTEEN
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How long will you torment me

and break me in pieces with words?

These ten times you have cast reproach upon me;

are you not ashamed to wrong me?

JOB 19:2-3

BLINDLY, LYDIA RAN, desperate to be anywhere but in that place where he ruled like a king. For days, she had haunted Dione’s home, frantic to find Jason and seek his help. Now, when she was determined to avoid him, she ran straight into his filthy, treacherous arms.

“Lydia! Where have you been? I have searched everywhere for you.”

To her astonishment, he gazed at her with a perfect imitation of love, the old expression that used to melt her from the inside transforming his features into a mask of caring. Everything in her rose up in a bitter storm of fury. Words burned on her tongue, tripping to leave a trail of accusation.

Caution interfered.

If he played the lover, he had a reason. She needed to understand his motives before revealing that she had discovered his true nature.

She tried to look neutral. “Have you? That is strange. I have come to your house day after day, seeking you. They never allowed me entry.”

“That stupid slave. I will tend to him. He did not tell me.” He pulled on Lydia’s arm. “Come. We need to speak. There is a small cottage here where we can have some privacy.”

The cottage must have belonged to a steward or head groom. A woman, probably his wife, was bent over a fire, cooking something that smelled of onions and garlic and fried pork. Lydia’s stomach turned. Jason waved the woman out, and without a word of objection or a single question, she scooted outside.

Why had Lydia never noticed how his servants acted around him? Not with affection or loyalty, but with an unquestioning fear that hinted at his treatment of them. She had assumed it was Dione’s rough tongue that held them in check. Now she saw they acted the same around Jason.

“Where are you staying?” he asked without preamble.

“With my father.”

The good-natured mask cracked a little. “And where is he?”

“Not at home, since we no longer own our house.”

He made a waving motion with his hand. “All that is forgiven. I have spoken to my mother. Master Eumenes may return. I have told her how I feel about you, and she has changed her mind about his continued punishment. He made a mistake. I believe he has learned his lesson.”

Lydia crossed her arms. “Why would you want him to return?”

“As I said, my feelings toward you have not changed.”

“That is true.”

The green eyes narrowed, became acute. “I don’t understand your attitude, Lydia. Your father stole from my mother. I should think you would be grateful for my clemency.”

“I think you will find it was the other way around. We were the ones robbed.”

He made a sound of frustration in his throat. “It matters not what Eumenes has convinced you to believe.” He took her hand. She felt as if she were being caressed by a snake. It took her whole strength not to snatch her fingers away.

“What matters is that I want you back.”

“Do you?”

“Why should we get caught in our parents’ quarrel? I know you will not abandon your father. So let him return to the business he loves. And you alongside him. We will resume where we were forced to leave off.”

Lydia withdrew her hand. She had heard all she needed to hear. “How is Eryx faring?”

Jason looked at her sharply. “He manages well enough.”

“Not if he is using the formulas my father gave him.”

The color left Jason’s face. “Perhaps you should explain what you mean.”

Lydia’s smile was cold. “Or perhaps you should start by explaining a few things to me. Tell me about Drakon. Tell me about the horse you have trained to attack and withdraw. Tell me about the day you met my father and slithered your way into our lives. Tell me about your insistence that Eryx work for us, while he snooped his way around every batch of dye we made. Tell me about my father’s thirty lashes, or the fact that our home no longer belongs to us. Perhaps you should explain.”

Jason raised a brow. “Comprehension has dawned at last, has it? Thank the gods. I thought I would choke if I had to pretend to be enamored of you one more day.”

Lydia swallowed bile. “Do not fret. You are no longer required to play the lover around me. There is still one thing I don’t understand. Why did you keep insisting that I stop working? It could have made no difference to you.”

Jason shrugged. “We knew Eryx could manage to sneak his way around one of you. The two of you together, however, would be more difficult to mislead.”

Lydia nodded, pretending that his crushing words had no effect on her. “I thank you for speaking truth at long last.” She turned her back, intending to leave. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back, his touch hard enough to hurt.

“Let me go,” she said, her voice low.

“Not until I have what I want.”

“And what is that?”

“The formula for the purple. Tell me where your father is. If he gives us what we ask, we will take care of you both. He can still practice his craft so long as it is not in Thyatira. You can leave in peace. My mother is even willing to give you a heavy purse to start you on your journey.”

Lydia laughed. She was shocked by the bitter sound that emerged from her throat. That was not Lydia’s laugh. It was not the laugh of a sixteen-year-old girl who believed the world, in spite of its many sorrows, was still a good place. A place where happiness could knock on your door and come in to stay. This new laugh belonged to someone older and harder.

“If you think I believe any promise that comes out of your mouth, you must be mad.”

Jason dragged her against his chest. His arms clasped her with bruising force. “You will tell me what I ask. In peace or with blows, I care not.”

Once, when Lydia was younger, a man had taken to following her. She had found his unwanted attention alarming. Something about his manner had made his admiration feel threatening. When her father found out Lydia’s dilemma, he gave her a useful private tutorial on men and their anatomy. It was a lesson she had never had to use. Now it came to her like a sunburst, his words and the hours that he had made her practice just the right defensive move.

She pulled her knee back. Then with all her strength brought it up and struck.

Jason’s hands went slack. He doubled over, his face turning a puce color. Apparently there was more than one way of making purple, she thought with a smirk.

At first, a strange sound emitted from his throat, no louder than a whisper, but more intense, filled with agony. Lydia stepped away, and he fell to his knees. He managed to take a breath finally, and as he let it out, emptying his lungs of pain, a whistling howl left his twisted mouth.

The woman who had occupied the cottage earlier burst back inside, her eyes wide. She took in the scene: Jason on his knees, purple in the face, his hands clutching his groin, words failing him; Lydia rubbing bruised arms. The woman bit her lip. But as she left, Lydia saw her shoulders shaking with wicked mirth, and she joined in, laughing and crying all the way back to their chamber in Master Atreus’s inn.



NINETEEN
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I came naked from my mother’s womb,

and I will be naked when I leave.

The LORD gave me what I had,

and the LORD has taken it away.

JOB 1:21, NLT

“YOU WENT TO SEE JASON?” Her father’s face, bright with fever and pain, filled with understanding as he waited for her to speak. Her heart overflowed with thankfulness as she studied that visage. Here was a good man, a kind man, honest and clean. Jason and Dione could not take that from her. They could not rob her of all the years of affection and protection that Eumenes had bestowed on her. The gift of his love would be hers to keep forever.

“How did you know?”

“I thought you would want to meet him. To plead our cause. I take it from your expression it did not go well. Did he refuse to believe you?”

Lydia dropped her eyes as she confessed the truth. “It is worse than that.” Word after bitter word, she forced herself to tell of her discovery. “So you see,” she said in the end, “you have been cursed with a fool for a daughter.”

Eumenes squeezed her fingers. “I fear it is worse even than that. You have been cursed with a fool for a father, for I believed him too. I confess I did not think him worthy of you, though I never said so. I told myself that if your heart longed for him, I should do what I could to win him for you.

“When I went to see Dione that first time, she told me that she would forbid him from coming to you again unless I became her partner. She said our station in life was beneath her son. At least as her partner, I could improve my lot in society.”

Lydia choked. “That is why you agreed to become her partner?”

“I kept you too busy to notice. Jason stopped coming after that. I saw her threat was genuine, and I believed Jason too weak to resist her demands. I never dreamed he was a willing partner in a terrible scheme. Though I believed him too dependent on his mother, I never thought him dishonest. That is why I sealed the contract. You see, child? They misled both of us.”

Lydia started to shake with sobs. “I feel so ashamed. He has left me utterly humiliated.”

“No, Lydia! The shame is all his, my beautiful girl. His, the offense. His, the guilt.”

“For my sake, you lost your home. Your future.” She did not add that his reputation and friendships were lost to him as well. Eumenes knew, of course. He had lived in Thyatira all his life. He understood how his imprisonment and conviction would affect his place in society.

“It was my own decision, Lydia. If you blame yourself for this, then all my sacrifices will have been in vain. I want you to know joy. Start afresh. Find a new life. Prove the magistrate’s predictions of your future wrong. Create the purple I have taught you, and make it even better.”

“We will do it together, Father. Leave Thyatira and start over.”

Eumenes’s smile was sad. “Do you remember that old Roman general from Philippi, Varus? The one who wanted to buy you from me?”

“As a favor to you, he said, because I was too much to handle for any father and would require the discipline of a highly trained military man to take me in hand.”

Her father laughed. “You were ten, and he already had the measure of you.”

Lydia slumped against the wall. “You should have sold me. You would have avoided the conundrum in which we now find ourselves.”

“It’s not too late. If you continue to speak like that, I could still sell you. But that was not why I brought up the subject of the old general. Philippi has a strong dyers’ guild, you know. And as I have mentioned before, Macedonia is more accepting of women in business.”

“Jason’s mother has no problem conducting her trade here in Thyatira,” Lydia said bitterly.

“Dione is a widow. She has always worked in conjunction with either her husband or her son. Besides, she never participates in the business. Instead, she hides behind crooked managers like Eryx who do her bidding without question. In Philippi, you could have a greater measure of freedom. We could start again there and ask the general for help.”

Lydia shrugged. “I will follow you anywhere. You are my home now. As long as we are together, we have all we need.”

A part of her truly believed that. With her father beside her, they would recover from this deep wound that Jason and Dione had dealt them. But another part of her, deeper and older, plunged into fear. What would happen to them? How could they start in a new country? What would they do when their money ran out? How would they survive? If she was so foolish as to trust a man like Jason, how could she survive in a world filled with dishonest men who would plunder your soul for a tarnished copper coin?

The next morning when she awoke, she found her father already sitting up in bed, drinking warm milk that Atreus must have brought him.

“Happy birthday!” Eumenes said with a grin.

“What?” She winced as she massaged her neck. Her bones creaked from tossing and turning too much.

“It’s your birthday today, you dolt. You are seventeen.”

“Oh. I had forgotten.” She pulled a hand through sleep-tangled hair.

“I had not. I dispatched Atreus to pick up a special gift for you. I made arrangements before I knew I would be arrested. But I did not have a chance to retrieve it from the man who sold it to me. Fortunately, or we might have lost it in the scramble of our move.” He lifted up several scrolls tied with a leather strip. She noticed that his hands were not steady.

“I bought you a book! Now when you can’t sleep, instead of twisting and turning in your bed and thinking dark thoughts, you can read.”

Lydia came up on her knees. “Where did you find a book? That must have cost you a fortune.”

“Not so much as all that. I know a Roman nobleman whose daughter is getting married. His funds are smaller than his consequence. That is not a fact that he wishes to publicize. He gave me this book out of his personal collection in exchange for a piece of purple linen.”

“That’s a terrible transaction. The linen was worth more.” In spite of the chiding words, Lydia felt flooded with warmth.

Eumenes grinned, undeterred by his daughter’s censure. “It’s a copy of Homer’s Odyssey.” He leaned forward to untie the leather strip around the first scroll and unfurled it a little for Lydia to see. The top of the parchment was yellowed with age. Greek characters, painstakingly written by the hand of some nameless scribe, ran in fascinating order across the page.

Lydia knew how to read and write, thanks to her father; through the years, she had read several epic poems and histories and plays borrowed from wealthy colleagues and patrons. But she had never owned her own book. Her fingers caressed the pliable surface.

“It tells the story of a man named Odysseus, who was away from home for twenty years, having adventures,” Eumenes said. “He did manage to return home eventually. And when he did, he felt it wise to conceal his identity at first. After two decades, he did not know what awaited him at home. Was his wife still faithful? Had his enemies taken over his land? So he dressed himself as a beggar. His disguise was so effective that no one recognized him. Not even his wife or son.”

“You can’t really blame them after so many years.”

“Ah, but even after the passing of decades, there was one thing about Odysseus that had not changed. He had a distinctive scar.

“When Odysseus was a boy, he went hunting with his uncles. During the hunt, a wild boar attacked him, and its tusk ripped a big piece of flesh right above his knee. A horrific wound that almost killed him. He survived the attack, but the boar left its mark on him. That scar is what gave Odysseus away when he went home so many years later. His childhood nurse happened to see the mark and recognized him because of it.

“I tell you this because like Odysseus, you bear a scar from a boar.”

Lydia frowned in confusion. “I do?”

“No one can see it. Your scar is here.” Eumenes placed his hand on his chest. “Deep in your heart, where it is hidden from view. Still, you cannot disguise it. You cannot wipe it away. Those closest to you see it and recognize it. It still hurts.” He reached for her hand and held it. “I do not know how to heal it.”

“Father . . .” Lydia shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“Months ago, you asked me about your mother. Remember? You asked how she died. I did not tell you then. It is time that I speak of that day.”



TWENTY
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For the enemy has pursued my soul;

he has crushed my life to the ground;

he has made me sit in darkness like those long dead.

PSALM 143:3

“ALL YOUR LIFE, I have tried to keep you safe. To protect you from harm.” Eumenes’s voice shook. “It is an impossible task, I have discovered, keeping your loved ones shielded from suffering. Pain has a way of finding you, no matter where you hide. It found you when you were still very young. And it ushered an unbearable weight of fear into your heart.”

“When my mother died?”

Her father nodded. “We were traveling to visit your mother’s cousin at the time, a week’s journey from Thyatira.” He sucked in a shuddering breath. “We were a close family, the three of us. You were your mother’s joy, and mine. To lose her would have been bad enough, but to lose her in such a savage manner!” He shook his head.

Lydia turned pale. Images of her recurring dream rose up clearer than ever. Her mother screaming in anguish, blood everywhere, a growing crimson lake on her clothes, her face, her hair.

Eumenes squeezed his eyes shut. Tears turned his lashes into a sticky web. “On the third day of our journey, we came to a field of lilies. They were her weakness, flowers. She insisted on leaving the carriage to walk through the field. The road we traveled on was riddled with holes the size of a giant’s head, and the caravan was moving as slowly as a wounded turtle. So we left you in the caravan with an acquaintance and disembarked to stroll, cutting our way into the field, still keeping up with the caravan. I was several steps ahead of her. Neither of us saw the boar until it was too late.”

“The boar?” Lydia had a flash of memory. One she had never seen before. Next to her mother’s collapsed form lay a pile of quivering flesh, spilling out of her, still half-attached. Her bowels. Lydia pressed the back of her hand against her mouth.

“I watched in horror as that beast charged her. I tried to pull her behind me, to become a shield against that enraged animal. It was no use. The boar moved much faster than I did.

“The men in our company rushed at it with sticks and spears. I only had my bare hands, though I tried to help. By then the beast had done its worst. As we carried your mother’s mangled body into the carriage, you ran from the woman who was trying to protect you from that sight. Your horror was so deep, you could not make a sound. Your mother was still conscious, you see, but her injuries were grievous.”

“She was screaming, ‘Help me, help me!’” Lydia remembered, doubling over. It was with a child’s eyes that she saw, a child’s heart that she felt.

“Gods, Lydia. How I prayed you had been spared that sight.” Eumenes clutched at the sheets. “We took her to the nearest inn. There was no hope of making it to her kinsman’s house. How she survived the journey I cannot say. For three days she lingered in this world. Three days of anguish, her screams battering my mind, until I thought I might go mad. The physician could not help. His potions were useless.

“We forbade you from coming to her. Still, several times you managed to slip in and see her, though of course by then we had covered her under a pile of sheets and blankets so that only her face remained visible.

“She burned with fever. Her wounds turned putrid until her flesh grew black. I loved her more than my own life, but by the end, I begged Hades to come and take her. Surely his realm would be more merciful than what she suffered.”

Lydia wept, racking sobs that hurt her throat. She wept for her father, for her mother, and for the little girl who had witnessed too much. She wept until she ran out of tears, spent from the torrent of ancient pain.

Eumenes ran a shaking hand over his stubble-coarsened cheeks. “The boar dealt your mother an incurable wound. But you received your own wound from that wild animal.

“A child so young should feel safe in this world. We had done everything to make our journey well guarded. We hired an expensive caravan and took every precaution. Still, the worst came to pass. Our world fell apart. I think your little soul learned that at any given moment, your dreams can be ripped from your hands, and the ground under your feet can cave in and leave you spiraling into an abyss of pain for which there is no cure.

“Now fear has made a home in you. You worry about everything. The boar marked you like Odysseus’s boar marked him. But it has not won. Though you suffer the pain of that scar, you prevail.

“Because in spite of so much fear, Lydia, you are still the bravest person I know. You press on, press through your anxieties and face the challenges before you. Like a rock, you stay by my side, and no wind of terror overcomes you.”

Lydia shook her head in denial.

“It is true,” her father insisted. “You must believe me. Because the worst has come to pass again. You have been betrayed. You have lost your home. You have lost everything that brought you security. And I am afraid —” Eumenes patted her on the head, his touch gentle as a whisper —“I am very much afraid, my precious daughter, that your suffering is not yet done.”
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Her father’s wounds improved and began to scab over, though he remained weak and unable to travel. Left without the distraction of nursing him and the busyness of work, she found herself at the mercy of her thoughts.

The conversations were the worst part —conversations Lydia succumbed to in her own mind. What she said to Jason and Dione in her imagination: words to vindicate herself; searing pronouncements of their guilt. Words of revenge, where with cruel precision she explained their violation and condemned them with such persuasion that they repented. In her thoughts they always repented. And she won. She found vindication.

Then the cycle began again, and the arguments started once more. She could not sleep. Her mind would not rest.

“Betrayal works like leaven,” her father told her one late evening.

“Leaven?”

Eumenes shifted on the mattress, which he rarely left these days. “It gives rise to bigger things so that by the time it has done its damage, it isn’t merely the act of betrayal from which you need healing. It infests the mind with resentment and bitterness. And those are much harder blights to overcome than mere betrayal.

“Have a care, my Lydia. Jason and Dione have stolen the land that came to you from your ancestors. It is a small thing to lose, though it seems so grave to you now. One day you will find another land. Another home. Another place to set down your roots.”

Lydia snorted, wordlessly denying his reassurance. As if any place in the world could replace the land her forefathers had bequeathed her. As if any other corner of the earth could be home.

“There are much worse things you could lose. Don’t allow Jason to take your joy —your peace —or he will have truly robbed you. For such things, there is no replacement.”



TWENTY-ONE
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The LORD watches over the sojourners;

he upholds the widow and the fatherless.

PSALM 146:9

PHILIPPI WOULD HAVE TO WAIT. Eumenes’s health grew worse. The chill he had contracted while in prison settled in his lungs. His body, weakened by shock and the blood loss brought on by flogging, hadn’t the strength to fight illness as well.

“Inflammation of the lungs,” the physician pronounced and doused her father in infusions of fenugreek and willow.

All the fenugreek in the world was not enough to save him. Eumenes’s breathing grew labored.

“You can’t die!” Lydia said to him. “You can’t leave me all alone. What would Mother say? Pull yourself together.”

“I fear Charon awaits to ferry me across the river Styx and into Hades.”

“Well, tell him to find another passenger,” Lydia wailed. “We are going to Philippi. The river Styx and its ferryman will have to wait.”

Eumenes laughed weakly. The laughter turned into an ugly cough. “My beautiful daughter, how I shall miss you. Never forget how much I love you. How proud I am of you.”

“Please, Father. I can’t lose you, too! I have nothing left.”

Eumenes took a broken breath. “Remember that even Pandora’s box, with all its host of plagues and mischief for humanity, held one good thing.”

“Hope.”

“Hope.” Eumenes gave a faint nod. “There is never so much sorrow in a life that it should become devoid of hope. Hope may grow fragile as a thread of silk; it may get stuck inside the box of your misfortunes. But it is there. Don’t misplace your hope, my sweet child, not even when all of Pandora’s monsters chase you. You must hold on to that treasure after I am gone.”

“What shall I do without you?”

“Go to Philippi. Live your dream.”

Death, Lydia learned, could not be reasoned with. Could not be delayed. Could not be cheated. It took whom it wished. No man or woman was a match for its power.

Death was the enemy she was helpless to overcome.

One day, even Dione and Jason would be caught in its snares, all their schemes turned to impotent dust. First, though, it beckoned to her father. And Eumenes went, powerless as all mankind against its inexorable call.

In seven short days he was gone, and no force in the world of men could bring him back.

Weeping, Atreus quoted Euripides over the body of his friend:

After his mighty labors he has rest.

His choicest prize eternal peace

within the homes of blessedness.

Lydia was not sure she believed in any kind of peace, eternal or otherwise. If there had ever been any gods on Mount Olympus, they had either vanished, too disgusted with humans to bear with them longer, or lost all ability to care. Yet she had to believe that if indeed there were homes of blessedness somewhere, her father had made his way there.
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Grief. Betrayal. Shame. Fear. Grief. Betrayal. Shame. Fear. Grief. Betrayal. Shame. . . .

The unrelenting monsters in her box. The waves that pounded relentlessly against the shores of her mind in an endless cycle until Lydia almost collapsed.

Atreus, like a gentle battering ram, started to bang on her door one afternoon. She had not left her chamber since her father’s funeral.

She ignored him at first, hoping he would grow tired and leave in time. She had no patience for his compassion. To her annoyance, he would not go away. The banging continued until she thought her head might burst. Lydia opened the door a crack and looked out cautiously.

“Do you want to read your father’s letter or are you still too busy wallowing in self-pity?”

“What?”

“Eumenes left you a letter. Some instruction. Do you want it?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” She felt ravenous for any word from him, some faint trace of him lingering in the world.

“Come below and have something to eat and drink. I may consider giving it to you then.” Atreus turned on his heel and tramped down the shallow stairs.

Lydia forced food and weak wine down her throat as Atreus watched. Only when he was satisfied that she had eaten enough did he give her the scroll. She spread the parchment open with shaking hands and frowned with disappointment.

“This is not my father’s hand.”

“No. It’s mine. He dictated it to me one day when you had left on an errand. He did not have the strength to hold a stylus by then.”

Lydia gulped and nodded. There was no greeting. Just an abrupt start:

I told you not to lose hope. I said you should go to Philippi and live. If Atreus is giving you this letter, it means you have not listened to me. Now stop being stubborn and arrange for passage to Philippi.

Atreus tells me that he will not charge us for our room. This leaves you sufficient silver to purchase a place on a reliable boat and still have enough funds to start a modest workshop of your own when you arrive in Philippi. You will be the most magnificent dyer of purple they have ever seen!

You will find I have written a letter to General Varus. He always did admire my dye. I have assured him you know all my secrets. He will buy a few pieces from you and introduce you to his friends. And perhaps, if he feels generous, he may set you up in your own workshop. A humble life, but good.

Roman law requires that you have a man as your guardian until you wed, and I have named Atreus as such. He promises not to interfere in your affairs unless you need his help. As an unmarried woman, you will not have the opportunities open to a widow. But with your rare skills, you shall prevail. Carve a place for yourself in this world. Do not be afraid. I know you will endure. You will overcome every obstacle in your path.

Remember the lesson of the farmer. I will always love you.

“What does he mean about the farmer?” Atreus asked when she rolled up the scroll and held it against her chest. “He said you would understand.”

“The farmer.” Lydia smiled faintly and caressed the scroll, holding on to its solidity. “Yes. I understand.”

On a cool day the previous spring, her father had taken Lydia into the hills outside Thyatira. The wind had blown chill that day, she remembered. It was before Jason and Dione had appeared in their lives, and she had been feeling carefree, having just finished a profitable order.

Her father had thrown his cloak over her when she had shivered in the cold. It had been such a casual gesture, one of a thousand like it, imbued with unbounded affection. Now Lydia would give anything to have those hands shield her against the cold again.

“What do you see?” he had asked her.

She had grinned. “Are we testing my eyesight?”

“No. This is a heart test,” he said cryptically.

“I see several very splendid villas.”

He shrugged. “They did not used to be here. This whole area was made of farmland and orchards. Then as Thyatira grew and became crowded, the wealthy merchants decided to move their homes out of the city. They came here because in late spring, the blossoms would bloom, and later in the summer and fall there would be fruit and harvest. Red, gold, and green covered the hills, transforming them into the Elysian Fields. It was a stunning sight. They came, drawn to the beauty of the valley.

“The farmers were happy to sell their land for good profit. A handful lingered on, clinging to their old way of life.” He pointed to a small piece of land surrounded by three luxurious villas. “Do you see that one?”

A pitiful parcel of land, brown and barren, sat in the middle of the villas. In the western corner a modest farmhouse, with one wall crumbling and another poorly repaired, straddled the land. “That’s not very pretty,” Lydia had said with the disdain of the young.

“No. It isn’t, not in early spring. This is planting season, when they plow the land, turn it over, and make it ready for the next harvest. The land is plain and ugly now.”

Her father then pointed to the dilapidated farmhouse. “I know the man who lives there. He must be ninety years old by now. Born in that house and raised to the work of farming, he continues to do what he knows. Plant wheat and barley. Some of our bread comes from that farm.”

“That must be convenient for the residents in the villas,” Lydia had said, wondering why her father thought this land presented a test for her heart.

Eumenes had shaken his head. “They despise that little farm.”

“Why?” she had asked, astonished.

“Because in the winter and early spring it is barren and unsightly. Worse. Right about now, the old man starts to apply fertilizer to the soil, and it stinks! That’s what the owners of the villas have to bear with. The stench of manure and the unsightly appearance of the bare ground.”

“But you can’t have a harvest without fertilizer and plain dirt!”

Her father had looked at her the way he sometimes did, with unblinking eyes that seemed to delve into her deepest heart. “Life is like this valley, Lydia. You can be like the owners of the villa, wanting only the beautiful end result. The good things of life: its fruitful seasons, its rich harvest. Or you can be like the farmer, bearing with the stinky seasons in order to produce a harvest.”

Lydia pressed her father’s letter against her lips. She was in the barren season now. The one whose stench made your eyes water. And from beyond the grave her father was prodding her for a decision. Which did she propose to be? The farmer or the owner of the villa?

Lydia gritted her teeth. “I will be a farmer.”



TWENTY-TWO
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From the fruit of their lips people are filled with good things,

and the work of their hands brings them reward.

PROVERBS 12:14, NIV

THYATIRA LAY ON A MAIN highway linking two river valleys. But there were no harbors in the beautiful Hermus valley. To go to Philippi, she had to find her way to Troas and, from there, purchase passage on a ship to Neapolis, the closest harbor town to her destination.

This was no simple voyage. A woman alone, without servants, without the protection of a father or husband or brother, traveling long distances, presented a vulnerable target for any vagabond, not to mention the ordinary evils of travel such as sickness and drowning. Atreus had recommended the owner of a particular caravan —“somewhat honest and not entirely reprobate” —which was not high praise but apparently the best Lydia could expect. She traipsed all the way to the market in search of the man but found that he was away on business for the week.

She breathed a sigh of relief. She knew she could not take advantage of Atreus’s friendship and hospitality forever. Still, the thought of delaying her inevitable journey felt more like a reprieve than an inconvenience.

She was lost in dire thoughts of bandits and murderers as she trudged back to the inn, her head full of dread as she considered the many things that could go wrong, when a plaintive voice drew her back to the land of living.

“Help me, mistress, for the sake of mercy.”

Years later, as she relived that moment over again and again, she could not explain what made her stop. Beggars were a common sight in Thyatira, so common that one barely took note of their plight. They were like the trees growing in the plains, like the wilting flowers of the wilderness. They melted into the background of consciousness.

But the voice, the words, something in the beggar’s tone, an odd discrepancy in her manner, drew Lydia. She was a young woman about the same age as Lydia, with wide eyes the color of rich honey. In spite of the dirt and the bug bites, Lydia thought her face pleasant. A wave of pity filled her. The girl’s clothes were not the typical rags of a beggar; though faded from overuse and covered with filth, Lydia could see that once they had been of good quality.

The honey-colored eyes, too large for the emaciated face, stared at Lydia with an odd expression. Humble and yet defiant, as if the world had not managed to shatter the spirit that had been brought so low by circumstances.

This could be her fate, Lydia thought, if she were unable to make her way in Philippi. Her resources were limited. A year from now, she could be the one lying in the dust of the road and begging strangers for a loaf of bread or a shred of mercy.

“What is your name?” Lydia asked, unable to walk away.

“Rebekah, mistress.”

“That is a strange name.”

“It is Jewish.”

Lydia nodded. A sizable community of Jews lived in Thyatira. Her father’s colleague Avraham was one such. “I once visited Jerusalem when I was younger. I remember it well.”

The girl’s visage came to life. “You have been to Jerusalem, mistress? Did you visit the Temple? The outer court where Gentiles are allowed to visit?”

“I only passed by it and never entered. The walls had crenellations on top and were made of yellowish stone, which turned golden in the light of sunset. Have you ever been there?”

Rebekah shook her head. “My father went every year. But I was never allowed to accompany him.”

Lydia, who had accompanied her father everywhere, thought this a strange response. “How is it that Thyatira has treated you so ill, Rebekah?”

“‘What region of the earth is not full of our calamities?’ I cannot blame Thyatira for my sorrows, mistress.”

Lydia’s eyes widened. “I have never known a beggar who could quote Virgil and with such pure accent. You sound more like a scholar than a beggar. Can you read and write, then?”

“Yes.”

Lydia tipped her head down. “Are you hungry?” The words left her mouth before she had an opportunity to think them through.

“Starved.”

“Come. I will feed you. Today, at least, you shall eat well.”

Master Atreus raised a thick, gray brow as he saw Lydia’s guest. She shrugged. “This is Rebekah. She can quote Virgil.”

Master Atreus’s other eyebrow rose to join the first. He shook his head and turned away. “Keep your door open in case she decides to rob you. That way, I can come faster when you scream.”

Rebekah turned red and dropped her head. “The Lord forbids us from stealing. I would never do that.”

“She is Jewish,” Lydia said to Atreus in clarification. The thick eyebrows lowered this time and he gave a short nod.

“Don’t mind him,” Lydia said. “He is only jealous. He can’t quote a single word of Virgil. He is good with Euripides, though.”

Lydia offered the girl a seat on the couch. She gave a quick shake of her head. “I am filthy, mistress. Best I sit on the floor.”

Her manners were not those of a street urchin, Lydia noticed. She fetched the bowl of lentils and onions left over from noon, found the loaf of bread she had not eaten, added olive oil to a chipped plate, and placed the meager offering before the girl. The food was cold, the bread stale. It seemed to matter little to Rebekah, who stared at the dishes, her eyes welling up.

She said a quick Hebrew prayer before taking a bite from the bread. Her eyes drifted closed. Lydia, whose cooking skills left something to be desired, gave an amused smile. She had finally found a truly appreciative consumer of her culinary talents. All it required, apparently, was starvation.

When she was finished, her strange guest stacked her bowl and plate neatly, as if they were made of glass rather than chipped pottery. “I can wash these if you wish,” she said.

Lydia waved a hand in the air. “I will take them to the courtyard later.”

Rebekah rose to her feet. “May the Lord bless you for your generosity,” she said as she turned.

Lydia realized she intended to leave. “Wait!”

The girl turned back. An unspoken question stamped the lines of her face. A question Lydia could not answer. Why had she asked the girl to wait? Curiosity? Pity? Compassion? She did not know what urged her. Only that she could not allow the girl to return to the streets of Thyatira without a measure of help.

She took a deep breath. “Would you like to stay here tonight? Just for tonight. This is not my home. I cannot offer you a more permanent shelter.”

Rebekah grew utterly still. “Thank you, mistress,” she whispered. Then she said, her voice thin and quivery, “Are you certain? I smell bad.”

She did. The rank odor of someone who had gone without a proper wash for long days and even weeks. Lydia realized that she was shamed by her own condition. More than physical discomfort, her state of uncleanness was a humiliation to her soul.

“Do you want to take a bath?” she asked. Who was saying these things through her lips? She had not intended to speak those words. And yet, no sooner had they emerged from her mouth than she was searching for a few bronze quadrantes. “Take these. You can go to the public baths. They are still open. Return here when you are finished.”

Rebekah sat frozen, the coins in her hand. “You will grow weary of it,” she said.

“Of what?”

“Of me thanking and blessing you for your kindness.”

“Probably. Don’t take too long. Atreus likes to go to bed early.”

At the door the girl hesitated. “Was that your supper? Did I eat your food? I am sorry I was such a glutton and left nothing.”

Lydia shook her head. “Anyone who can eat my cooking with such obvious enjoyment is welcome to it.” She sat on the couch and stretched aching feet. “I have little appetite and only cooked to keep Atreus happy. You did me a favor eating the food before it started to grow strange things.” She rubbed her back, which had grown sore from her long walk. “One more thing. My name is Lydia. Not mistress.”

“Yes, mistress.”
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Lydia half expected the girl not to return. She would probably think of better things to do with coins than take a bath. But she came back after an hour. Without layers of dirt marring her skin, Lydia saw that she was remarkably lovely. A narrow nose, shapely lips, arched brows over eyes that were as deep as woods in autumn.

She frowned as the light of the lamp illuminated the girl’s tunic. “Your garments are soaked!” Lydia said.

“I washed them. Now everything is clean.” Her smile glowed, though her teeth chattered. She opened her hand. “There was a little money left after I paid for the bath. I bought you this. It is sweetened with honey.” In her spotless palm she held a rounded loaf of bread.

Unexpectedly, Lydia felt her throat clog with tears. She took the bread, still warm from the baker’s, and held it as if it were a delicate treasure. It was no different from a thousand honey loaves sold in Thyatira every day. She thought of Rebekah —homeless, hungry, friendless Rebekah —who had bought the bread and, instead of saving it for herself, offered it to another.

Lydia bit into the rough wheat and found it sweeter than anything she had ever tasted. For the first time since her father’s death, she enjoyed the taste of food. “Thank you,” she said.

The girl slept on the floor that night, a blanket for her mattress, folded over to cover her against the night cold. Lydia would have offered her Eumenes’s old pallet, but she suspected that a Jew would find it unclean. Her father had died on that pallet. What Lydia held as precious, his last resting place in the world of the living, Rebekah would find repugnant.

Wet clothes were a different matter, however. “Get rid of those soaking things. You can wear my old tunic for the night. I don’t need another person dying of an inflammation of the lung.”

“Another person?”

“There is a plague of it in this place. Or at least, my father died from it, and that is plague enough for me.”
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In the morning, by the time Lydia opened sleepy eyes, Rebekah had already risen, changed into her own clothes, now dry, ground flour with the hand mill, made dough, and prepared sufficient fresh bread to feed Atreus as well. She must have moved as silently as a breeze. Lydia had heard nothing.

“Master Atreus said to call him when you awoke; he said he would bring the cheese and olives for the morning meal.”

“When did you see him?”

“I went to fetch fresh water from the well so you could wash when you awoke. He was downstairs, ready to interrogate me with a hundred questions. I gave him a piece of warm bread, and that seemed to assuage his curiosity.”

Lydia smiled. “You better call him then, before he breaks the door down in search of his breakfast. The woman who cooks at the inn does not arrive until it is time to prepare the noonday meal.”

Atreus dropped off cheese and olives before picking up a thick loaf of bread and hurrying out again. “Large party arriving today. No time to loiter,” he said through a full mouth. He stopped halfway down the steps, turned, and yelled, “Good bread,” before disappearing from view.

Rebekah laughed. “He likes his food, I think.”

Lydia, replete and reasonably rested from a few hours of unbroken sleep, studied her unusual guest. “How came a young woman like you to be cast out on the streets of the city? Did you lose your father?”

“My father lives.”

“Is he in prison?”

“No. He has a successful trade in bronze. With the garrison always full of soldiers, the demand for bronze is high.”

Lydia leaned forward. “I don’t understand. Your father is alive. He enjoys success. Then how came you to such a pass?” Lydia, whose own father had been a lion of protection, laying down everything he had for the sake of her contentment, could not fathom the discrepancy in the girl’s story. Fathers meant safety. Shelter. Stability.

Rebekah’s face turned into a wooden mask. “He asked me to leave his house and never return. He said I was no longer his daughter.”

“He disowned you?”

“Yes, mistress.”

Lydia could not conceive of a circumstance that would prompt her own father to cast her out of his house and heart. What had the girl done? How horrible must her crime have been? What secrets did those innocent eyes, looking at her like great bruises, hold? What monstrous violence hid in their depths?

Lydia stiffened. She wondered if Atreus could arrive fast enough if she screamed, and as subtly as she could, she increased her distance from the girl.



TWENTY-THREE
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I will rejoice and be glad in your steadfast love,

because you have seen my affliction;

you have known the distress of my soul,

and you have not delivered me into the hand of the enemy.

PSALM 31:7-8

AS IF READING HER THOUGHTS, Rebekah said, “Do you want me to leave?”

Something about her expression made Lydia go still. A touch of despair, of helpless anger. Of anguish. Lydia had seen that look before, on her father’s face, when he had been wrongly accused and convicted. “Not yet,” she said. “Tell me what you did.”

“I refused to marry the man my father chose for me.”

Lydia blinked. “Perhaps you’d better tell me the whole story. Start from the beginning. How did you come to be so learned?”

Rebekah sat down slowly and tucked her legs to one side with neat precision. “When my younger brother was of an age to be tutored, my father hired the best scholar in the province of Asia. Benjamin rarely sat still, and his tutor, a young man more at home with scrolls than children, could not manage him. So my father sent me into the schoolroom to be Benjamin’s keeper while he learned. My poor brother had little liking for books. He wanted to be a soldier. He found the hours of instruction a torment and could not wait to be released at the end of the day.

“I, on the other hand, soaked up the scholar’s instruction like a parched land. I was not supposed to be learning anything. My father wished nothing but that I keep Benjamin in hand. Instead, I learned Greek and Latin. I read Homer and Virgil and Herodotus. I discovered a world full of wisdom and beauty.

“The scholar —a Jew, as tradition demanded —instructed my brother on the Scriptures as well as on philosophy and literature. I had never heard anything like what he taught. He expounded upon the Lord like a poet who knows the mystery of words. He breathed life into the Law. It was like being dead and coming alive. I had heard of the Lord since birth, attended synagogue, learned my prayers. But I had never known the majesty of God.

“The tutor, noting my thirst and potential, spent more time with me than with Benjamin. Not knowing my father well, he boasted to him one day of my accomplishments. He told him that he had never known a quicker mind. I would have warned him if I had known of his intention.”

“Warned him of what?” Lydia asked, puzzled.

“Educating girls is a waste of time to my father. Worse. A dangerous undertaking, for filling a woman’s mind with knowledge will likely corrupt an already-inferior soul.”

Lydia grimaced. “Inferior soul?”

“My father has little respect for our sex. Every morning, in his prayers, he thanks God that he was not born a woman. Women, as far as he is concerned, only serve one useful purpose: to breed male children.

“He was furious that I had received so much instruction. Imagine the offense! His son had barely learned to read and write while his daughter proved an adept scholar.”

“He was not proud of you?”

“He whipped me until I could not leave my bed for a week. My brother’s tutor was dismissed, of course, and a new man hired. I was ordered to keep my distance from the schoolroom after that.”

Lydia winced. “I am sorry.”

“The chamber where my brother studied had a curious construction. Above it lay a cramped room where few liked to go, for it tended to become stuffy in summer and freezing in winter. It had one advantage: sound carried from my brother’s room with absolute clarity. No one had paid mind to this oddity. Few spent enough time in the room to even notice it.

“I asked my mother if I could complete some of my tasks there. Sewing, weaving, darning. You never saw such an industrious girl. I came out of that room with armfuls of work finished. Of course, in the background of my very feminine labors was the nasal droning of the new scholar. Thus, I continued to learn. The years passed in peace, and I knew contentment though I had little freedom.”

A trickle of admiration welled up in Lydia for the girl. She had not only survived in that oppressive environment; she had managed to find a way to prosper. “Were you discovered?”

Rebekah twisted her fingers until they turned white. “No one ever knew about the education I secretly received. My life changed by different means. Father had a friend, Elihu, who visited our home sometimes and brought his wife when he came. Elihu had amassed a fortune but had no children.

“His wife, Bayla, spent her time with my mother and me when she visited. We would not dream of mixing company with the men. I did not know her well, for unless pressed, Bayla rarely spoke a word. There was something about her that reminded me of a terrorized animal. Her eyes darted about as if in a haze of dread, and she jumped at every sound. Bayla had a lot of accidents.”

“Accidents?” Lydia asked, confused.

“Accidents. She always had bruises because she fell or knocked into things. Once, the bruise on her arm was shaped like four fingers. I asked if she had fallen into someone’s hand by accident.”

“Her husband beat her?”

“Severely. Elihu was a cruel man.”

Caught up in Rebekah’s story, Lydia found herself holding her breath. Half an hour before, she had wondered if her guest had committed an unspeakable crime. Now she sat spellbound as if at the feet of Aesop himself, hearing one of his remarkable fables. She thought of Jason, who in spite of his youth and charm had proven also to be a cruel man.

“Was Elihu young and handsome?”

“No. He was old and ugly. A tormenter without mercy. I did not know then that my future was inexorably entwined with his wife’s. I pitied her lot in life, not understanding that the same fate awaited me.

“Last year, Bayla died. I think she simply lost her hold on hope and slipped away. As our great king David put it, ‘her life was spent with sorrow.’

“When she died, no one seemed to even notice that she was no longer in this world. No one mourned her. Missed her. Elihu cast about, searching for a new wife. A new chance to have sons.”

“Oh no,” Lydia muttered.

Rebekah nodded. “Why his eye fell upon me, I cannot say. But my father had drawn the marriage contracts before he even spoke to me.”

Lydia expelled her breath. “Did he not know how Elihu had treated his wife?”

“He knew. It did not matter. The marriage would bring many advantages to our house. My mother agreed as she always did.”

Silence filled the room. Lydia wondered how a young woman might survive the brutality of such a coldhearted father along with the disinterest of such a weak mother.

“I begged and pleaded,” Rebekah said into the silence. “I reasoned. It made no difference. My father would not be moved. In the end, I simply refused to give my consent. He had me locked in my workroom without food, thinking to break me. Of course he did not know the secret comfort I received in that chamber.

“That week, my brother’s tutor was teaching him the Psalms. I lay weak with hunger while the Word of God washed over me. It gave me courage and held me together when I thought I might fall apart. The Lord became my food. He became my comfort. His Word became my prayer.

“I remember one morning after a sleepless night, I cried out in my heart: My enemy is too great for me, Lord. I cannot bear the weight of this affliction. At that very moment, as if in answer to my silent prayer, my brother’s tutor cited a psalm of David, his voice rising into my room as clear as an angel’s song: ‘I will rejoice and be glad in your steadfast love, because you have seen my affliction; you have known the distress of my soul, and you have not delivered me into the hand of the enemy.’

“I knew that day that the Lord heard my cry; he cared for my distress. I knew that he would deliver me. In life or in death, I would taste of his freedom.

“The next day, my father resorted to flogging me. I told him it made little difference, for if I agreed to marry Elihu, then my new husband would flog me every day. I should have held my tongue, I suppose.”

Lydia thought of the courage it had taken to stand up to such a man and found herself looking at Rebekah with respect instead of pity. Eumenes would have held this girl in high esteem, she thought, for facing so much fear without giving in to it. “That’s when he threw you out?” she asked, her voice gentle.

Rebekah nodded. “Elihu became furious when he discovered that I was unwilling to marry him. My father said I had shamed him before his friends and cast me out of the house, proclaiming me a stranger to him.”

“How did you eat?”

“For the first few weeks, I lingered near our home. I knew where they kept the trash pile before emptying it in the dumps outside the city, and the servants would sneak food for me in there. I thought the sight of me might soften my father’s heart. He did not waver. After three weeks he threatened to have me arrested and thrown into prison if I refused to move away from our old neighborhood. It was no empty threat, for the very sight of me was an embarrassment to my family. So I moved.”

Lydia shook her head. “I don’t understand how you have survived.”

Rebekah smiled. There was no hint of bitterness in that smile. No resentment. It held a world of peace. “The Lord has cared for me. He has held me in the palm of his hand.”



TWENTY-FOUR
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A friend loves at all times,

and a brother is born for adversity.

PROVERBS 17:17

“DID HE HOLD YOU IN the palm of his hand when your father tried to force you to marry a brutal man? Or when he renounced you and threw you out of his home? I mean no disrespect, Rebekah, but if this is an example of what your god’s palm looks like, I would rather be under his foot.”

Astonishingly, Rebekah laughed. “He does not always keep us from danger, but he preserves us in danger. I have known hardship, but my heart has felt secure in his steadfast love.”

Lydia gave a slow nod. “I think I know what you mean. My father was like that. He could not always protect me from harm. But even as disaster visited our family, I knew I was safe as long as I had his love.”

“Your father told you he loved you?”

“Often.”

“I cannot imagine my father saying such a thing to me. I think his jaw might break if he attempted it.”

By tacit agreement, Rebekah spent the next night at Atreus’s house. And the next.

“You might as well stay this whole week. I can do nothing to arrange for my trip until the caravan owner returns,” Lydia said.

As they spent their hours together, Lydia found herself divulging her own story to her guest. She held nothing back, not even the shame of her unrequited feelings for Jason.

“God has preserved us both from very evil men,” Rebekah said.

“I don’t feel very preserved,” Lydia said, though she felt a profound relief at the simple acceptance in Rebekah’s words. She had not judged Lydia’s folly.

“We have both lost our homes and our families. We are both cast adrift from all we knew,” Rebekah said. “‘Better times perhaps await us who are now wretched.’”

“Virgil again. Shouldn’t you be quoting the poets and philosophers of your people?”

Rebekah smiled. “‘Fear not, for you will not be ashamed; be not confounded, for you will not be disgraced; for you will forget the shame of your youth.’ The prophet Isaiah.”

The prophet’s words carried a weight that even Virgil’s prose lacked, Lydia had to admit. They contained a promise that pierced her heart like a sharpened arrow, for shame and disgrace were her constant companions since her final encounter with Jason. Would there come a day when she could be free of their piercing bondage? “But isn’t that a promise for your people only?” she asked.

Rebekah’s face went very still. “I think,” she said after a long silence, “it is a promise for all who seek the Lord.”
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At the end of the week, Lydia returned to the market in search of the caravan owner. This time she did not go alone. Rebekah followed along, like a faithful servant who had been with her since childhood. Her presence brought a comfort that steadied Lydia’s wavering world.

But it also brought a thorn.

Every day, she felt a deepening attachment to the girl. It seemed to her as though Fortune had thrust a true friend into her life at a time when all her attachments had been robbed or lost. Before Rebekah, Lydia had been drowning in an ocean of dark isolation, pounded by the utter loneliness of her life.

Her father had bid her to start afresh. To make a new life. How was a woman alone to accomplish such a thing? She could be swallowed by the dragon teeth of a thousand misfortunes before she even arrived in Philippi. Fear consumed her like a raging fire when she thought of it.

Rebekah had nothing worldly to give. No fortune, no useful connections, no stability of her own. Yet she offered a treasure greater than all this. She offered loyalty and friendship. She brought with her a deep well of wisdom that could anchor a flailing soul to something deep and secure. Something she called the Lord, but Lydia thought it was Rebekah herself.

Her pace slackened as Lydia realized that every step toward the market brought her one step closer to losing Rebekah.

Worse. She was condemning Rebekah to an unimaginable life of misery. What would become of her when Lydia left? Thrown back into the streets of Thyatira, how long would she last?

They were both silent, wrestling with worries that seemed to have no remedy. When they found the owner of the caravan, Lydia asked when the next group of travelers would leave.

“In a week,” said the man, his cheeks puffed with a mouthful of dates. “I will bring you as far as Troas. From there, you must arrange for your own ship to Neapolis, though I can give you the names of a few good captains and trustworthy vessels.”

“How much will that cost?” Lydia asked.

A fortune, she thought when she heard the sum. She added the numbers in her head: the price of the caravan to Troas plus the journey on the boat. And then she doubled it. The cost for two passengers instead of one. She had kept a careful tally of her remaining coins and valuables. She knew to the last copper coin how much she had. If she sold everything except for the valuable tools of her trade, she would be able to pay the passage for two.

But then she would arrive in Philippi with nothing. Nothing to help her start a small workshop.

“I will purchase two places on your caravan,” she said.

When Rebekah found out what Lydia had done, her eyes grew round, not with wondrous joy but with horror. “No, mistress! You cannot make such a sacrifice. You cannot hazard your future for my sake.”

“I can if I wish,” Lydia said, her jaw set at a mulish angle. In truth, she had felt more at peace since she had made the decision than she had for many weeks. She had been her father’s caretaker for much of her life. With him gone, she felt adrift and uncertain. Rebekah not only offered her friendship; she also provided her with a purpose. Another person to look after. Another life to protect.

“Mistress Lydia, how could I live with myself if your future were destroyed because of me?”

“You underestimate yourself. I need your help. I cannot run a workshop alone. I will teach you my trade, and you shall be my apprentice. You are intelligent enough to help me in a hundred ways.”

“You cannot eat intelligence,” Rebekah said tartly. “Believe me. I should know.”

Lydia cracked a rare smile. “You can with me.”

Atreus, upon hearing her decision that evening, called her rash and told her she had lost her senses. “How will you afford the expenses of a new workshop with so little money left?”

“You helped me because my father helped you,” Lydia said. “Now it is my turn to help another.”
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“You should claim to be a widow,” Atreus advised as the day of their departure drew near. “Even the shadow of a dead husband provides some protection, as well as greater freedom once you arrive in Philippi. Not many doors will open to an unmarried young woman. Whoever heard of a young girl in trade? It cannot be done. Not even if I write you a letter of introduction as your guardian. No one would trust anything you produce. At least an imaginary dead husband would provide you with a measure of respectability.”

Lydia noticed Rebekah’s expression. “Their god does not allow lying,” she told Atreus.

“This hardly counts as a lie!” Atreus protested. “It harms no one and helps two unprotected women.”

Rebekah rubbed her arms. “What happens when the people of Philippi find out that Lydia made a false claim? If she can lie about being married, she can lie about the quality of her purple, or the worth of her merchandise. Small lies can cause as much damage as great ones.”

Lydia could see the sense in both arguments. “It would be almost impossible to set up a workshop as an unmarried woman. No one would care how honest I was. They simply would ignore my merchandise.”

“The Lord will make a way for you. He will open doors you could not carve with your own strength or craftiness.”

Lydia exhaled a deep breath. “Just as he made a way for you when I first saw you, homeless and hungry?”

Rebekah grinned. “Exactly like that. For he sent you to me, and look at me now, bound for Philippi and a new life. My family disowned me, and yet I have been given a friend who is closer than a sister.”

If Lydia gave in to Rebekah’s urging, it was not because she trusted in her god, she told herself. She had been as betrayed by the gods as by Dione and Jason. Whether Rebekah’s Lord proved superior to her own pantheon of deities remained to be seen. She had little trust to offer the god of the Jews. She chose not to lie, in the end, because she knew deceit of any kind would torment her friend. Their lives were now irrevocably tied together. If Lydia lied, Rebekah would perforce have to lie as well. To protect Rebekah, Lydia told the truth, though she worried that it would cost her all hope of success.



TWENTY-FIVE
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For you bless the righteous, O LORD;

you cover him with favor as with a shield.

PSALM 5:12

LYDIA KNEW NEXT TO nothing about the Aegean Sea and worried that since it was autumn, they might get caught in stormy weather. To her relief, two different ship captains assured them that unlike in the Mediterranean, the winds attacked the Aegean Sea most fiercely in the summer months, and they had already missed the worst of the storms.

They purchased passage on a peacock-blue grain ship made of old oak. She and Rebekah joined about twenty other passengers and numberless sacks of wheat on board. The captain of the ship, a Greek man with long, leathery cheeks and guarded eyes, greeted them as they came on board.

“Traveling alone?” he asked.

Lydia nodded, her shoulders tensing.

His gaze moved from Lydia to Rebekah. “I have two daughters your age. Sit over there, and stay out of trouble.” He pointed to a shaded corner of the ship, almost hidden by large sacks of grain.

The girls scrambled to obey. Less than an hour later, before the ship had a chance to move, one of the sailors found them. He was a large man with an expansive naked chest that glistened with sweat.

“Look what I found!” he cried with glee, his mouth breaking into a big grin.

The captain seemed to appear out of thin air. “Leave them alone,” he roared. “And tell the others the same.” His dark brows drew together like a thundercloud. The sailor strutted off. After that, no one bothered them.

“I told you the Lord would provide,” Rebekah chirped with glee.

As predicted, the trade winds remained calm, and by nightfall, they were anchored off the mountainous island of Samothrace, where they had their dinner and slept for a few hours. In the morning, they pulled up anchor and returned to the Aegean.

The wind carried with it the taste of brine and the smell of fish and kelp. Lydia’s skin grew damp with sea spray and turned golden in the autumn sunlight. By early afternoon they arrived in Neapolis.

Their feet were finally touching Macedonian soil. Now that the threat of drowning and molestation by sailors had passed, Lydia had to face the fact that she had arrived at a strange city with barely any money in her pockets.

She and Rebekah, alongside a few other passengers from their ship, strolled past the cisterns of Neapolis and made their way to Philippi. They traveled on the wide, paved road called the Egnatian Way, which took them directly to their destination. The road into Philippi was uphill all the way, and Lydia found herself panting after an hour. Before nightfall, they could see the walls of the city twinkling like gold in the fading light. A large gate stood in the middle; it hung wide open.
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Philippi was larger than Thyatira and far more sophisticated. Lydia and Rebekah, gaping with wonder, found an affordable inn where they could stay, thanks to their ship captain’s recommendation.

They spent several days making themselves familiar with Philippi, walking through the open market —which the Philippians called the agora in the manner of Rome —gazing at the magnificent buildings of the forum, and asking local merchants about life in the affluent city. It was a privileged world, exempt from Roman taxes because the town residents had been given Roman citizenship as well as rights. They clung to Latin as their official language, though most spoke enough Greek to accommodate visitors.

“Latin!” Lydia said with a moan. She had a tolerable grasp of the language, though nothing like Rebekah’s pure, scholarly knowledge. Greek was the language she felt at home with, the one she had learned from birth. She would have to improve her Latin if she wanted to find acceptance in Philippi.

The city was governed by two men, both of whom hailed from the hallowed courts of Rome itself. They bore the dignified title of praetor, the common address of magistrate not being good enough for the refined Philippians. If you could not reside in Rome, then you might as well live in Philippi.

For almost a hundred years, the city had retained its military heritage, situated as it was strategically on a great highway. But it had other unique qualities.

“Money should have its own temple here,” Rebekah said. “The people seem to worship it most diligently.”

Lydia agreed. Merchants sold every imaginable commodity, as well as what seemed beyond the realm of ordinary human ingenuity. Gold, pearls, silk, fresh fruits, spices from the farthest corners of the world, slaves. There was little you could not obtain in Philippi if you had the means. And the people liked their purple, Lydia noted with satisfaction.

Rebekah said, wide-eyed, “Have you noticed, some buildings have glass in their windows? Glass! The one thing that seems scarce in this part of the empire is people of Jewish heritage. And you can forget about a synagogue.”

Her tone was lighthearted as she said the words, but Lydia noticed the drooping shoulders. She was not the only one struggling with loss. Rebekah had her own share of grief to contend with. One day at a time, they would help each other persevere, Lydia determined.

For all its grandeur, the city had its limitations. Once, when ambling through the agora, examining the impressive merchandise, they came across a public latrine. It was large and well maintained. But when the girls tried to step over the threshold, a woman barred their way with an outstretched forearm. “Men only,” she said with a sneer.

When they had walked a little way, Rebekah whispered, “What are women supposed to do?”

“Hold it until they get home.” The girls looked at one another and quickened their steps.

On the morning of their fourth day in the city, the young women went to the enormous public baths, washed themselves until their skin shone red from vigorous scrubbing, put fragrant oil on their hair, donned their best clothes, and, thus groomed and prepared, presented themselves before the old Roman general.

Manius Antonius Varus received them after he had read the letter from Eumenes. He was a balding man of late middle age who had maintained the physical fitness of his early training in spite of many years of retirement.

“So your father is dead. I am sorry to hear it. He was an exceptional craftsman, and more importantly, a good man.”

“Thank you, master.” Lydia felt the threat of tears at the mention of her father and stared at the marble floor for a moment. Taking a grip on the brewing emotional storm, she forced herself to go on in an even tone. “In his last hours, he thought of you and asked me to deliver this gift into your hands.” Lydia gave him the stunning length of purple linen her father had chosen for the general.

“Ah. Like a poem.” Varus unfolded the fabric and caressed it with appreciative fingers. “Your father’s letter mentions that you are his equal in every way when it comes to creating purple.”

“He taught me everything he knew.”

“And yet you are a mere girl, not even married.” Varus threw up both his hands. “Your guardian a world away in Thyatira. Bring me what you have, and I will find you generous buyers for the sake of Eumenes. But it would be madness to set you up in a shop. I cannot do it.”

Lydia blinked. It took her a moment to realize she had been dismissed. “But, General Varus —”

The general held up a finger, forestalling her words. “It is impossible. You would only fail. Whoever heard of an unmarried girl in trade, on her own?” He pulled open a purse and extracted a few denarii. “In appreciation for your gift. And there will be more if you can bring me purple like this. Just none for a workshop. Put that idea out of your head, my girl. It is foolhardy. I blame your father for encouraging you in this reckless venture. No one in Philippi would accept you.”

Lydia clutched the coins, trying to quiet the clamor in her heart. With her small nest egg poured into travel expenses, she had counted on the general’s help for the workshop. She did not know how to proceed now. No workshop meant she could not produce purple. What was she supposed to sell him if she had no dye?

The young women walked out of Varus’s sprawling villa in silence, each struggling with her own dark thoughts. They had walked almost a full league when a running youth hailed them, panting in his effort to catch up. “Mistress! Mistress!”

The young women stopped, puzzled.

“Lady Aemilia bids that you return to the villa. She wishes to have a word with you.”

“Lady Aemilia?” Lydia asked, confused. The general, as far as she knew, had no wife.

“The general’s mother. She lives with him.”

Lydia nodded, and they followed the young man back to the house. Likely the old lady had seen the linen she had brought Varus and wanted a length for herself. Too bad Lydia could not provide her any. She had sold most of her stores of purple to pay for their passage to Philippi and had no means of creating more.

If Varus was approaching old age, his mother, Aemilia, had crossed that bridge long before and entered an ancient realm few lived to see. She had more wrinkles on her face than hair on her head. Yet she looked at Lydia with a sharp, birdlike intelligence. Leaning to pick up a round, white fruit from the gold plate before her, she gestured for the women to sit.

As she bit into her fruit, Lydia realized with some astonishment that the old woman was biting a peeled onion as if it were an apple. Aemilia lifted the onion, juices dripping down her hand. “Always loved them. Garlic, too. When I was younger, my husband forbade me from eating them. They made me stink, he said. Now I am old and rich, and a widow, and I can do whatever I wish. I still have my own teeth, which is a fair accomplishment at my age. So I eat what I please.”

Lydia nodded, unsure how to respond.

The lady crooked a finger, signaling Lydia to bend closer. She fingered Lydia’s tunic with hands drenched in onion juice.

“Is this your work?” she said.

“Yes, my lady.”

“Your own? Not your father’s?”

“My own.”

She nodded. “It is excellent.” She turned to look out her window into the courtyard. “My spies told me of your visit to my son. I went to see him after you left. He showed me your father’s letter and the linen you brought him. Exquisite work, that piece.”

Lydia bowed her head in thanks.

“My son is a fool.”

“Mistress?”

“He is a good man. But his vision is limited. When he looks at you, all he sees is a young woman. And that’s the end. Do you know what I see?”

Lydia shook her head. “No, mistress.”

“I see potential. You want a workshop?”

“It’s my most cherished dream.”

“They say young Caligula has promised to appoint his favorite horse, Incitatus, as a consul when he becomes emperor. I have met the Roman consuls; believe me when I say the horse would be an improvement. I think if a horse can be a consul in Rome, then a young girl should be able to own a shop in Philippi.”

Lydia would have laughed out loud, except she suspected it would be an act of treason.

“What are your terms? I do not have a lot of time to waste, in case you failed to observe the significance of these wrinkles. I am not looking for long-term investments, you understand?”

Lydia’s mouth hung open for a moment. “What are you looking for, mistress?”

The general’s mother laughed. It was a surprisingly youthful sound. “I am looking for a little diversion, and I suspect you shall provide it. I will enjoy proving my son wrong. He is too puffed up with his own importance, as are most of the successful men in this city. In this whole empire, from what I have seen. I find it annoying. It will do Varus good to recognize his fallibility upon occasion, particularly in regard to women. Here is our bargain, then: you will succeed. Understand? Failure is not part of my plans.”

Lydia would have gulped, except her throat had grown too parched to produce any spittle. “I will not fail you.”

“Mind, I want my money back within the year.” Aemilia bit into her onion again with strong, healthy teeth, splattering onion juice everywhere, including on Lydia. “And a lifetime of purple goods at half the price in your store.” She shrugged. “But then, look at me. How long am I likely to live? So that should hardly be a deterrent to our bargain.”

Lydia straightened the corner of her shawl. “Two pieces per annum at half price. The gods have given you the gift of long life, my lady. You will likely outlive me and Zeus himself. I will be bankrupt within six months if I set no limit on this bargain.”

Aemilia slapped her knee and laughed. “I accept your terms. You may call me patroness.”



TWENTY-SIX
[image: chapter]

Better a small serving of vegetables with love

than a fattened calf with hatred.

PROVERBS 15:17, NIV

THE SHOP WAS NOT MUCH larger than a vegetable cart. No tidy shelves, no smooth counters, no colorful mosaics brightened its stark outlines. But it belonged to Lydia. And for the past seven months it had been gaining more attention and drawing new customers every day. At night, she and Rebekah would bar the door with the fat crack running down the middle, roll out their beds, and sleep on the floor. They ate bread and water, with wild herbs when they could find them, for the first three months after starting their venture so that they could afford the materials they needed for making Eumenes’s purple dye. After that, the shop paid enough to allow for a few eggs, olives, beans, and upon occasion even a fish.

They sold only wool, dyed in purple, mostly in the form of yarn that women could weave at home. Between them, Rebekah and Lydia had started weaving lengths of fabric, which disappeared from the shop almost as soon as they produced them.

They could not afford other merchandise yet. But with careful management, Lydia hoped to expand to linen fabrics by the following year, when she had finished paying off her debt to Aemilia.

The workshop consumed all of her hours and most of her thoughts. Days would go by when Lydia would not once think of Jason. When she did, the familiar shame and bitterness rose to the surface, choking her. Time could hide the scars. It did nothing to heal them, however. They remained caustic and bleeding, hidden under mountains of work and the passing of hours, still wielding power.

Lydia ground her teeth, banishing Jason from her mind. Brushing a length of dark purple until it shone, she hung it from the wall, arranging its folds artfully. Rebekah had left early in the morning to purchase more bushels of wool. Soon they would have to stay up all night to weave in order to keep up with the demand for their goods.

A man strolled into the shop. He was in his middle years, with a generous belly covered by the folds of a plain toga. Lydia noted the creamy quality of the wool, its uniform weft and warp, which lent the garment a delicate sheen. His short-sleeved tunic was made of soft, rich linen. Running a hand over the fabric she had just hung on the wall, he examined it with the expert movements of one familiar with textiles. Lydia noticed that the skin of his fingers was smooth and white, with a faint trace of blue near the tips.

She smiled.

In spite of the modesty of her shop, she must have made enough impact on the market to rouse the interest of her competition. He had come to appraise her work for himself.

“Did your father make this?” he asked. “Or your husband?”

“I made them. And this?” She pointed to his purple-edged cloak. “Did you make that?”

He smiled, his eyes crinkling. “Was I that obvious?”

Lydia shrugged. “Clearly you know your textiles. Your clothes are elegant; your hands are too soft to have done any labor. Not for years. You don’t do the work yourself. But you still love it.” She pointed at the tips of his fingers with her chin. “You still dally with the dyeing process, enough to get your skin stained.”

He laughed. “Clever. Of course I already knew that. Never seen purple so fine. What is your accent?”

Lydia skirted the question. “You Romans and your Latin. It’s not civilized to make a language so difficult. I will have an accent until the day I die.”

“You must admit it is a beautiful language. Living in Philippi is like living in a little piece of Rome. And you did not answer my question.”

Lydia sat on the corner of a vat. “Next you will be asking me how I make my purple. My name is Lydia.”

“I am Gaius Antiochus Rufus. Everyone knows my shop. You should come and visit me one day. In fact, you should come and work for me. I will pay you an outrageous salary, Mistress Lydia of Nowhere. You won’t have to stay in this hovel. You will wear silks and linens and eat lamb and goose every day.”

Antiochus. The middle name he had inherited from his family sounded Greek, though his cognomen, Rufus, was a common Latin name. The toga he wore marked him as a Roman citizen, like all the residents of Philippi whose roots went back several generations. So he hailed from Greek heritage originally, though he had mixed enough with Rome to earn himself a Latin name. “Thank you, Rufus. I like being my own mistress, even if my dominion is not as vast as yours.”

Rufus did not answer. A strange look passed over his face. Lydia noticed his muscles stiffening, as if an unseen hand had transformed his flesh into wood. He groaned. Without warning, his eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he dropped to the floor, a dead weight. A small twitch shook his arm. Then another.

Lydia gasped. She ran to the door and closed it, taking time to drop the bar down to prevent anyone else from coming in. She saw a trickle of bloody saliva at the corner of the man’s lip where he had bitten his tongue. Looking around frantically, she noticed a skinny piece of wood on the pile they kept in a corner for burning. She rubbed it with furious haste, using the edge of her tunic until most of the rough bark and dirt came off. Opening his mouth, she carefully grasped his tongue and placed the wood over it to keep it trapped, so he wouldn’t swallow it once the jerking started in earnest.

Less than a moment later, his arms and legs began to spasm. Hips, knees, elbows, even his waist bent and straightened in a mad rush of uncontrolled movement and bizarre angles.

Kneeling by his side, she held the stick steady so that he wouldn’t bite his tongue again. To her relief, the attack did not last long. The jerking slowed down and finally came to a stop. His body relaxed, though he remained unconscious for half the length of an hour. Lydia removed the stick from the man’s mouth and, wetting a rag with water, began to wipe his face.

As she expected, he was confused when he opened his eyes. “Where am I?” he mumbled.

“You are in my shop. I am Lydia. I sell purple. Do you remember coming here?”

He groaned and ran a hand over his eyes. “No. I feel . . . strange.” He looked around. “Did I . . . ?”

“Have a seizure? Yes.”

Even in his state of confusion he seemed horrified at the thought. Romans considered the disease an ill omen. To a Roman citizen, there would be few things more humiliating than falling about, foaming at the mouth before strangers.

“Don’t worry,” she said, her voice gentle. “No one saw you. Only me. I locked the door when you first collapsed.”

His cheeks looked more lined after the attack and had turned paler than his white toga. She fetched a cup of water and helped him sit up, which was no easy task given his girth. He leaned against the wall and drank thirstily.

Lydia allowed him to rest awhile, covering him with an additional cloak. “You look better,” she said when she heard him stirring.

He grimaced. “I remember nothing.”

“You lost consciousness. I closed the door to protect you from prying eyes. Your mouth may be a little sore. I had to place a stick there to prevent you from choking or injuring your tongue. The seizure did not last long.”

“How did you know what to do? Another woman would have run, shrieking.”

“It’s only the . . . what do you Romans call it? Morbus caducus. The falling sickness. Hippocrates taught that it was merely a physical disorder due to natural causes. No demons involved, unlike what some Romans claim.”

Rufus took another sip of water. “For one so young, you seem very knowledgeable. Are you a physician as well as a dyer of purple?”

“My father suffered from the disease. I took care of him many times.”

He grimaced. “It doesn’t happen to me often. Sometimes I forget I have it.” He turned his head toward the wall. “It was decent of you to close the door.”

Lydia straightened his tunic, which had grown tangled against his leg. “Let your mind be at ease, Rufus. What happened here remains between us. No one will hear of it from me.”

A spark of new life entered his eyes. “I have an idea. I will send my handsome son here tomorrow. He will charm you into working for me. He charms everybody.”

A trickle of the ice from Lydia’s heart seeped into her voice. “You will find I am immune to the charms of handsome sons.”



TWENTY-SEVEN
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Remember not the former things,

nor consider the things of old.

Behold, I am doing a new thing;

now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?

I will make a way in the wilderness

and rivers in the desert.

ISAIAH 43:18-19

TO LYDIA’S AGGRAVATION, Rufus did send his son over to the shop the following day. The man’s annoying presence was mitigated by the fact that he arrived bearing a basket the size of a Phoenician ship, filled with foods she hadn’t tasted in long months. Or ever. Walnuts and almonds, jars of olive oil, fresh cheese, pomegranates, raisins, quince. And best of all, roasted lamb and goose.

While Lydia and Rebekah drooled over the contents of the basket, Rufus’s son, Antiochus, pored over their merchandise. Every now and again, as he touched some yarn or a piece of dyed wool, Lydia caught a flash of raw hunger in his eyes. He was a few years older than Lydia, twenty or twenty-one at most. Under the carelessness of his comments, she sensed a lurking intensity that was too old for his years.

“Where do you process your dye? And your wool? Where do you wash it? Dye it? Dry it? There is no space in this chicken coop.” He walked restlessly from one wall to another, fingering merchandise as if the feel of purple comforted him.

“For some things we go to the river. For others —” Lydia pointed to the back of the shop —“there’s a courtyard back there.”

He opened the back door and examined the space she indicated. “My bath is bigger than that. I can’t imagine how you manage. You should work for us. We will give you everything you need to create magnificent things.”

“I have everything I need here.”

“You have no room to grow here. You will remain negligible, barely making ends meet for the rest of your life. If you don’t go broke first.”

Lydia frowned. “Your father said you were charming. I see he exaggerated.”

Antiochus laughed. “I can be charming if I choose.” He bent over her basket and grabbed a handful of almonds, crushing the shells with his fingers and discarding them unheeded on the floor.

Popping an almond into his mouth, he said, “I understand my father made a fool of himself yesterday.”

Lydia stiffened. “He was ill, if that’s what you mean. And the basket was unnecessary. But please let him know I am grateful.”

He studied her for a moment. “You did my father a good turn. Now let me repay your kindness. Let me show you Philippi. And introduce you to some important people. People who can be useful to your trade. If you really want to succeed in this city, you need more than talent. You need connections. And you need to get into the dyers’ guild. You won’t be able to do that without help.”

“Why would you want to help me, a stranger to you and to Philippi?”

He shrugged. “As I said, you did my father a good turn.”

Lydia pressed her lips together. “Your father told you to do it.”

“He may have. What of it? Do you want my help or not?”

Lydia knew the offer could prove invaluable to her business. But she wished Rufus himself had offered to accompany her. Antiochus made her uncomfortable. Then again, any young man would. “Can Rebekah come?”

Antiochus turned to observe the silent girl for a moment. “Whatever suits you. Tomorrow then. I will come in the morning.”

“We will have to close the shop if we both go with him,” Rebekah said after he left, as she swept the floor clean of almond shells. “What exactly happened with Rufus? You said he was ill and you let him rest here awhile. But he is acting as if you saved his life.”

Lydia waved a hand. “He makes too much of my help. I closed the door to preserve his dignity. Men don’t like to be sick in public. I think he feels he owes me a debt for that. In any case, he is a pleasant old man. Perhaps he can help us.”
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Antiochus arrived in the afternoon without an apology for his lateness. Lydia had donned her best clothes —a dark-purple tunic that showed off the superior dye produced in her workshop, covered lightly by a thin cloak. She had given her second-best tunic and new shawl to Rebekah. They had risen early and dressed one another’s hair in loops and braids and curls. They could not hide their youth, but at least they looked respectable.

“Where are we going?” Lydia asked as she tried to keep up with Antiochus’s brisk steps.

“My father’s workshop. You might as well start there. The other shops are not far. We are bound to run into one or two members of the dyers’ guild while we are there.”

Rufus’s shop was located on a long street near the city walls, only a stone’s throw from the Egnatian Way. There were iron grates on the windows of the ground floor, and the facade of the building looked like it was made of marble. At the main entrance there were two Doric columns with a stucco of Minerva, patron goddess of art, stretching between them.

Lydia gulped. For a moment her desire to establish herself as a successful seller of purple seemed like nothing but the rash dreams of youth. How had she ever believed she could compete with grand establishments such as this? Workshops with long histories and powerful connections. There was no room for her in Philippi. She wondered if that was the reason Antiochus had brought her here. To teach her humility. To show her the futility of her desires.

Antiochus must have read her thoughts. “Can’t compete with all this, can you?” he asked, his eyes narrowed and shining.

“I am not trying to start a rivalry. I merely want to make my own purple.”

“You waste your time. Before the year is up, you will be out of business.”

Lydia pressed her lips together and refused to answer. To her relief, Rufus arrived to welcome them with a smile. He showed her about the shop with its built-in marble counters and rows of shelves full of beautiful textiles —yarns in every imaginable shade of purple, scarlet cushions, cloaks lined with fur, tiles stained in shades of lavender and periwinkle and magenta, clothes decorated with gold and silver. His manner lacked Antiochus’s disparagement. He acted like an amicable host, happy to have their company.

“What do you think?” he asked Lydia like a boy hungry for affirmation.

“It’s the most impressive shop I have ever seen.”

“Now will you come and work for me?”

For a moment, Lydia was tempted. Truly tempted to give up her dream of building her own workshop. Tempted to enter into Rufus’s employment instead. How much easier life would be if she walked away from those cherished longings. If she stopped saving and worrying. Here, she would have a simple life. She would oversee other workers. Her hands would stop feeling rough and calloused. No more dark circles under her eyes from sleepless nights.

An image of her father’s face floated to the forefront of her mind. The wild hair that he often forgot to comb, the thick brows shot through with white, the mischievous grin that goaded her to laughter, the arms that held her like an anchor, securing her in the midst of every storm.

He had labored and struggled for years to create the best purple. He had fought to keep that formula from falling into other hands. Lydia had to try to succeed, not only for her own sake. She had robbed him of his dream with her stupidity. She would not rob him again in order to live a life of ease.

“Thank you, Master Rufus. I will work for myself.”

He wagged a thick finger at her. “I like you. You have spine, Lydia of Nowhere. And you know how to keep a confidence. A rare quality, I have found.

“Come. Let me introduce you to some of my friends. They will raise their eyebrows at you and make snide remarks about the fact that you are a slip of a girl with no husband or father behind you. Do not allow them to shake you. You must win them over if you wish to succeed in Philippi. You will need these new associations. I will open the door. It is up to you to walk through. Earn their respect. Make them forget your unusual circumstances. Mind you don’t put me out of business now.”

They both laughed. But under the jest, Lydia sensed that Rufus really believed she could succeed. Succeed enough to be a threat to him. Rufus’s belief settled in her veins like a warm spray of hope.

On her way out, he bent his lips to her so only she could hear. “I have come to a conclusion about you. You hail from Thyatira. They are famed for their production of purple.”

Lydia forced herself to smile. In Thyatira she was known as the daughter of a thief. As unjust as the accusation may be, it still had the power to rob her of this fragile new start. “Perhaps I am.”

“No shame in that. It is no Philippi and it certainly is not Rome. But it is not so bad that you need to hide the fact under a bushel.”

If she could buy a bushel big enough to hide her past, she certainly would. She hoped Dione and Jason’s vile lies would not chase her all the way into Macedonia.



TWENTY-EIGHT
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Yet he commanded the skies above

and opened the doors of heaven,

and he rained down on them manna to eat

and gave them the grain of heaven.

Man ate of the bread of the angels.

PSALM 78:23-25

ELEVEN MONTHS AFTER the workshop opened, Aemilia walked in to inspect the fruits of her investment. Leaning heavily on a cane, jewels adorning her sparse hair and sagging throat, she arrived with her harried slave in tow. “It’s not very large, is it?” she said, wrinkling her already-wrinkled brow.

“No, Patroness.” Aemilia’s judicious investment had been stretched to its limits. A larger space would have been impossible.

“Varus would not be impressed with this shop.”

“The size of my workshop may not thrill him. But its purple shall.”

“You could at least install a marble shelf somewhere.”

Lydia stared at her shoes. There was neither money nor space for a single marble tile, let alone a whole shelf.

The old lady sniffed. “I received your final payment this morning. You may have no marble in your shop, but you have discharged your debt to me. And a month early, too. I do admire a woman who keeps her word.”

“Thank you, Patroness.”

“You still need a bigger shop.”

“With marble shelving.”

“Precisely. Then I can bring Varus and enjoy myself at his expense.”

“I will try my best to oblige you, Patroness.”

“Well, don’t take too long about it. At my age, when my mind wanders, it doesn’t come back.”
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Lydia tapped her forehead with the flat of her palm. “We still cannot manage to pay the membership dues for the guild. If we were part of the dyers’ guild, I would be able to buy our wool for a better price. As it is, I pay more than the other dyers but have to sell my merchandise at the same rate as they, or lose my customers.”

With a restless motion, she came to her feet and paced to the open door. Gray clouds had not broken all day. “What an unsolvable conundrum! If I want to save money, I need to become part of the guild. But I cannot afford to become part of the guild unless I save more money. It’s been a year, and we have made no breakthroughs. We are floundering, Rebekah. I don’t know how to overcome this obstacle.”

“You paid off your loan to Aemilia and put a smile on her face when you added a beautiful wool tunic to her payment. You have established your own workshop, and, though modest, it creates the best purple in this city. We have a roof over our heads. Food in our bellies. I would not call that floundering.”

Lydia shrugged. “We barely survive. After I pay taxes to Rome, taxes which my colleagues do not have to pay thanks to the privileges of citizenship, there is little left. The guild membership would improve our circumstances. We cannot grow without it.”

“Have I told you about manna?”

Lydia turned to her friend. “No. Why? Can he solve our problems?”

“Manna is not a person.” Rebekah stretched her feet to make herself more comfortable as she prepared madder roots for a new batch of dye.

“I have told you how my people were once enslaved in Egypt. After four hundred years of captivity, their lives grew unbearable. The Lord could not abide their suffering any longer, and he sent them a prophet named Moses who would lead them out of Egypt.”

“I remember this story. The ten plagues in Egypt; the hard-hearted pharaoh who refused to free them; the death of the firstborn sons. And that dramatic rescue, when God parted the sea for his people. The Hebrews passed safely to the other side, while Pharaoh’s army was crushed under the waves.”

Rebekah nodded. “After they escaped, they remained in the wilderness for forty years, living like nomads, cultivating no fields of their own. They had some cattle, which they had brought from Egypt. But they had no wheat, no barley. Nothing for their daily bread. Nothing to fill their stomachs. They started to fear starvation. They even complained that slavery in Egypt was better than this uncertain life in the wilderness.”

“What happened?” Lydia asked, drawn into Rebekah’s story in spite of the strain of worry that tugged at her thoughts. For over a year, Rebekah had spoken to her of her God. Lydia found him both fascinating and incomprehensible.

“God had not brought his people all the way out of Egypt to starve them in the wilderness. He had other plans for their lives. So he sent them manna.”

“What is manna?”

“I don’t know the precise answer to that question. I can tell you what our Scriptures say. Every morning, the campsite of the Israelites would be wet with dew. When the dew evaporated, in its place a substance as fine as frost, white like coriander seed, blanketed the ground. This was heaven’s food, sent to them by God every day.”

“What did it taste like?”

“I have never tasted it myself; the Lord stopped sending manna when Israel conquered the Promised Land. We are told that it tasted like honey wafers.

“In the mornings, families were supposed to gather as much as they needed for one day. No more, for the following morning, God promised to provide the necessary measure for that day.

“Some people did not trust this promise and gathered more for later. To their disgust, they found that the additional manna turned putrid, crawling with maggots.”

Lydia scrunched her nose. “Maggots infested the manna within one day?”

“Only the food of those who did not follow God’s directions.”

“So this food —this manna —would not last more than a few hours before going bad?”

“Yes and no. Once a week, on the Sabbath, which is our day of rest, God commanded the people to do no work. Not even to collect manna. On those days, the manna lasted an extra day, and they could eat their fill from what they had gathered the morning before.”

Lydia returned to her stool and started to work on the pile of madder alongside her friend. “I see where this story is headed. God wanted the people to trust him for their daily needs. Trust him to provide for them not just once but continuously.”

“You have understood the heart of the matter.”

“You want me to wait on God’s manna? For the workshop?”

“Sometimes, in the wilderness of life, that is your greatest act of faith. Trusting that God will provide for each day. One of our poets by the name of Asaph called manna the ‘bread of angels.’ Can you imagine? He said, ‘Man ate of the bread of the angels.’”

“Is that what angels eat? Manna?”

“I don’t know if the angels eat anything. They are not flesh and bone like us but creatures of fire and spirit who come into the presence of the Lord freely. I think Asaph was speaking not of physical manna but of what it represents. Perhaps what fills the angels’ hunger is trust. Trust in God’s faithfulness. In his provision. In his goodness. Perhaps an angel’s longings can be assuaged only when he places all his confidence in God.

“Do we not have this in common with the angels? Do we not suffer a hunger that can only be alleviated with faith? In a way, we have to learn to eat the bread of angels. Every day, trust God to give us our sufficiency for that day. Not just with food, you understand? But with everything. Your business. Your future. Your heart.”

Lydia dropped a madder root unheeded back on the pile. “Bread of angels for my heart,” she whispered.

“If you want, we can pray and ask for it.”

“You pray. I will listen.”

Rebekah waved a hand. “You have listened to me pray for over a year. It’s time you learned to do your own praying.”

“But I don’t know how! I don’t know Scripture by the scroll-full, as you do.”

“You don’t have to pray like me. Pray like yourself. God will be happy to hear from you after all these years.”

Lydia grimaced. “I’m not even one of his people. I don’t belong to him. He will probably ignore me.”

Rebekah leaned forward. “There were many outside the lineage of Abraham who, in the end, came to belong to our Lord. Rahab. Ruth. Naaman. All of them Gentiles like you. Consider, Lydia, what might happen if you trust him with your prayers. With your heart. He might give you the bread of angels.”



TWENTY-NINE
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You do not know what a day may bring.

PROVERBS 27:1

“YOU HAVE BEEN IN Philippi for over a year and a half. Still not joining the guild, Lydia?” Rufus asked as they walked slowly through the forum.

Lydia forced her fluttering hands to still. “Not yet, Rufus. Perhaps next year.”

Rufus cleared his throat. “If it is a matter of money, I could lend you what you need. Cover your dues for the year until you can repay me.”

Lydia gave a small shake of her head. Accepting such a loan would change their relationship. It would place her too much in Rufus’s debt. And what if she could not pay him back in a timely fashion? She would have to repay him with merchandise she could ill afford to give up. They were barely surviving, she and Rebekah, on what they made now. It was too great a hazard. “I thank you, my friend. But I will wait. The time is not right. That is all.”

“I understand. I wish you would consider me a true friend and come to me when you need help.”

Lydia gave an impish grin. “I offer you the same.”

Rather than laughing as she expected, Rufus nodded, his expression grave. “I will remember that, young woman. You have already proven yourself. My reputation once rested in your hand, and you preserved it.”

[image: section divider]

Although Philippi was not a large city, it boasted more dazzling public buildings than a sprawling municipality. As a Roman colony with more than its fair share of wealthy, retired soldiers in addition to prosperous goldsmiths and the income of the rich mines nearby, Philippi had a lot of money floating about and many bored, affluent residents willing to spend it.

The elegant theater in town, nestled at the foot of a hill, provided the most popular entertainment. Lydia and Rebekah could not afford to attend a play, but upon occasion, when their busy schedules allowed, they would climb the hill behind the theater and watch the actors perform from a distance.

Rebekah, whose love for poetry combined with her extraordinary memory enabled her to learn most of the lines, would speak them later in perfect Latin and Greek. Some of the plays were too lewd for Lydia’s tastes, and Rebekah refused to attend them. Still, there were sufficient performances suitable to the two friends’ liking that they were able to enjoy a large variety of productions. From Plautus’s comedies to Seneca’s tragedies, each act held its own mesmerizing charm.

Sitting on a gray slab of rock, surrounded by clumps of bushes while the voices of actors reverberated throughout the hillside, was like entering another world, where Lydia’s puny problems paled in comparison to the great tales of the age. It was her favorite escape. When the problems of life grew too overwhelming, she would pack a hunk of bread and cheese and drag Rebekah off to the theater.

They never guessed that this simple pastime would change their lives.

One evening, as she and Rebekah were getting ready to close the shop and prepare new merchandise for the following day, they heard a commotion outside the store. Because their neighborhood was not safe after dark, they tended to bar the door by sunset. This night they had lagged behind. Before Lydia could close and bar the door, a man stumbled into the shop.

He staggered one way, then the other, and finally managed to steady himself. “Ladies,” he said, with a regal bow of his head. “I beg your pardon for this unssseemly intruuusion. I believe . . . I am quite lost. I mean that both prrrracticly and . . . metaphysically. But prrhaps at this moment, the practical is of greater importance.” His voice, slurred as it was, did not lose its rich, deep resonance.

Spellbinding, Lydia had thought the first time she had heard it at the theater. She elbowed Rebekah in the ribs. “That’s Leonidas! The actor.”

“At your ssservice,” the actor said with a bow. His knees wobbled, and he lost his balance and fell on his face.

Lydia and Rebekah exchanged a glance before running to help him. “Here! Sit on this pile and lean against the wall,” Lydia said.

“Most kind. I believe I ammm about to be sick. Violently. You . . . might wish to get out of the way.”

Just in time, Rebekah managed to grab a basin and stick it under his chin. Lydia didn’t know whether to laugh or groan with vexation. On such a busy night, they did not have time to waste on an inebriated actor, regardless of his genius on stage.

“Most abominable imposition,” Leonidas murmured after he had finished heaving. He accepted a handkerchief and wiped his mouth, though it took him three tries to find the right location on his face.

“Where is this?” He seemed to have a difficult time focusing, and his gaze had a tendency to land somewhere between the two women.

“You are in my shop.” Lydia named the street. At the blank look on Leonidas’s face, she named the larger street that intersected with theirs. Still no recognition. “You are in Philippi,” she said at last.

“Oh, that is reassuring. I know where that is. Now, could you point me in the direction of home?”

“Where is your house?” Rebekah asked, and when he responded, she sighed. “Clear on the other side of town.”

Lydia exhaled a long breath. She could not throw the man out in his muddled state. “I don’t think you ought to try it, Leonidas. I fear since you are . . . unwell, it would not be safe for you to wander alone. You might be robbed . . . or worse. Were you accompanied by friends? Are they nearby? We could try to find them.”

“I had some companions earlier in the evening. None that you would call friends unless you were exceedingly unfastidious. But I lost those several hours ago.”

“Then perhaps you should consider staying here this evening, as our guest. I cannot in good conscience send you out on your own.”

“That is the most charming offer I have received all day. All year, even. Just point me to a bed, and I shall take my leave of you.”

Lydia made up her own bed for the man in the farthest corner of the shop, which was, in fact, not very far. After sending him to his bed, she sat at the new loom, weaving for several hours while Rebekah spun wool.

“You will have to share your bed with me tonight,” Lydia told her friend, before giving in to a huge yawn.

“It matters little. I could sleep on a hedgehog, I’m so tired. I can’t believe the great Leonidas is sleeping in your blankets.”

“Passed out, more like.”

“Perhaps we could sell the bedding at a special price. ‘Here slept the famed actor. You too can lay your head where he drooled.’”

The sound of laughter filled the shop. Within moments, it was replaced by the sleep-softened breaths of two exhausted women mingled with the loud snores of their unexpected guest.



THIRTY
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Commit your actions to the LORD,

and your plans will succeed.

PROVERBS 16:3, NLT

THE SUN WAS AT ITS ZENITH when Leonidas finally awoke. He groaned for long moments before managing to open his eyes. “Have I died?” he asked.

“I hope not,” Lydia said. “It would be hard to explain a corpse in my bed.” She handed him a cup of hot water sweetened with honey, along with a piece of bread.

The actor took a sip of the water and made a face. “O goddess, why do you try to poison me? Have I wronged you in some unforgivable way?”

“I am no goddess. My name is Lydia. I am a dyer of purple. And I thought I was helping you.”

“Here is my advice to you, Lydia, dyer of purple. Never hand a man water first thing in the morning unless it is for shaving. Is that the sun I see beyond the door?”

“You recognize it, do you?”

“The moon and stars are by far my favorite companions, I will not deny. Did I spend the night in your glorious company, my goddess?”

Lydia snorted. “Not exactly. You slept here. Rebekah and I slept there.”

“Then I am even more unfortunate than I thought. But it returns to me now. You gave me your sweet hospitality last night when I was lost and unwell. How rare to find goodness on this earth, and to have it flow from the hands of one so dazzling. That glorious hair like a river of flowing amber, and those are surely not eyes but jewels —Persian turquoise set with stars.

“What are you doing working with dye? Such a face should be seen and admired by all men. Why don’t you join me on the stage? We are not so narrow-minded as in ages past. Women can enter the noble profession of acting now. You will be as bright as Juno.”

Lydia looked at the dissipated, handsome face for a moment. “You should never write your own lines.”

He dissolved into laughter. It was perhaps the first genuine sound that had come out of his mouth. “Perhaps not,” he acknowledged. As he rose, he gazed about him for the first time. He seemed dazed at the sight of a length of fabric that Lydia had just hung on the wall.

“Did you make this?”

Lydia nodded.

“I take back everything I said about you working with dye. You belong on Mount Olympus. What are you doing working in this little hole in the middle of nowhere? Not even Rufus’s shop with all its splendor has anything so fine to offer. And how much, pray tell, do you want for this?”

Lydia told him. “A bargain,” he said. Immediately, he pulled out his purse and counted out the money. “And here is a little extra for your trouble last night.” He folded the fabric and held it close to his chest as if he could not bear to part from it. At the door, he turned around. “You and your friend come to the theater tonight. I will have them save the best seats for you, O Lydia, my goddess of purple.” And he was gone as abruptly as when he dropped in, though he staggered less on the way out.

Rebekah grinned. “Your kind heart certainly paid off. He bought the most expensive piece in the whole shop and didn’t even try to barter.”

Lydia stared at the money resting in her hand for an arrested moment. “That’s not all. The extra coin he gave for our trouble last night? The sum is the exact fee we need for joining the dyers’ guild.”

Rebekah’s mouth dropped open. “Bread of angels!” Her pronouncement burst into the room, loud with wonder.

For a moment the women stood transfixed, unable to utter another word. Lydia hugged the coins to her chest. When she finally spoke, her voice shook with joy. “Praise God in his heaven. Our wait is over.” The gift of coins, so carelessly given by the actor, could change their lives. She began to dance around the shop, pulling Rebekah behind her by the hand.

Out of breath and flushed with excitement, she came to a stop and counted the coins again. “And to think, if we didn’t like going to the theater, we would never have recognized him or offered to keep him here last night.”

“The Lord mediates his provision by curious means. When you least expect it. Where you least expect it. Leonidas in our workshop! Who could dream of such a thing?”

“You know, I’ve been praying for six months. Why didn’t God send Leonidas when I first made my request? Why make me wait so long?”

“Because you were learning to put your trust in the Lord. Six months is not such a long time to pray. In any case, I think this is the day to give praise, not make complaint about his timing. He did reward your long wait with the best seats to a proper theater performance.”

Lydia laughed, the sound carefree and full of joy. She was nineteen, she owned her own store, and she was about to become a member of the dyers’ guild in Philippi.



THIRTY-ONE
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The LORD works out everything to its proper end.

PROVERBS 16:4, NIV

“YOU MUST MOVE FROM this dismal place,” Leonidas pronounced in his official actor voice as he wiped his brow with a piece of linen. “It smells of month-old refuse out in your street, a vile assault to any sensible nose. Do you know I have to drink three cups of undiluted wine merely to bolster my courage in order to visit this workshop?”

“You have to drink three cups of undiluted wine merely to get out of bed,” Lydia said. “Besides, I always make it up to you when you come.”

Leonidas had become more than a good customer and friend; he had grown into an irreplaceable asset. Within days of his visit, many of his friends started traipsing to the shop, making generous purchases. Their ranks included actors and philosophers and writers. Men who cared nothing about whether Lydia was a maid or married. They broke social rules every day and did so with relish. Her pool of customers grew to include a more sophisticated body of patrons.

“It won’t do. You must move. And I know the perfect location,” Leonidas said.

Lydia sat on an upturned basket. “Enlighten me.”

“I have a friend. Filthy rich, with an abundance of rental property in Philippi. One of his shops has just become vacant. Used to be occupied by an olive-oil seller. Died in his sleep last week, poor fellow, leaving no one to manage the business. It’s bigger than this hole you call a shop, and in a better part of town.”

“Which means I cannot afford it.”

“You can. It will cost you a few pieces of purple. My friend adores the cloak I bought from you. I told him you would make a matching pair for him and his mistress if he gave you his shop at a lower rent.”

Lydia straightened. “Does it have a marble shelf?”

“Two.”
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The new store proved a vast improvement to Lydia’s previous accommodations, with two marble shelves as Leonidas had promised and a silver-colored wall sconce. They purchased a wider loom now that they had more room and were able to produce better lengths of fabric.

The shop brought them an additional gift. The middle-aged woman who had worked for the olive-oil seller stopped by one day to see if they had found a shawl she had left behind. The new loom stopped her in her tracks.

“Do you know how to weave?” Lydia asked, noticing the woman’s admiring gaze.

“My father was a weaver. I learned as a child.”

“Have you found new work since your master died?”

She shook her head. “If you don’t want to work in a mine, jobs are scarce.”

Lydia gestured to the loom. “Show me what you can do.”

Two hours later, she hired the woman. This left Rebekah and her free to oversee the dye production. Within a month they had increased their merchandise twofold.

Aemilia brought the general to the new store. She gazed about, her small eyes sparkling. “This is an improvement,” she said. “What do you think, Varus? Is it not a lovely store?” She ran her fingers over a piece of scarlet linen. Lydia hoped they weren’t stained with onion juice.

“It’s on the small side,” the general said.

“Small, but of exceptional quality. Have you ever seen such purple at these reasonable prices? And can you imagine? It’s all managed and created by women. I am shocked to my depths. What will women attempt next? Apply for political office?” The old lady stared at her son, her eyes wide with innocence.

The general made a strangled sound in his throat. Roman women could not hold public office. They were not even allowed to vote. Words must have failed him. Lydia knew the feeling. Words often failed her when she was around Aemilia. “Would you like to see a few pieces, General?”

Before he could respond, Aemilia spoke. “I would like to give a feast. A very lavish one, Manius,” she said, calling her son by his given name as only a family member could. “For my birthday.”

“Your birthday is not for another nine months, Mother.”

“How do you know? Were you there when I came into the world? I want a feast for my birthday, and I want it now. I might not live until the actual day decides to dawn.”

The general tapped his hand on a marble counter. “Fine. Have a feast.”

“I would like to invite a lot of people. The two praetors and their wives, for a start. A few of your military friends. No vulgar people, mind. Tribunes and generals and the like. The consul, the legates. The owners of the gold mines. I suppose you should include those dreadful wives of theirs. I shall have a full list for you by this evening.”

Varus raised a brow. “I see. In other words, you want every person of rank and influence in Philippi.”

“Quite so, my dear Manius. It’s so reassuring to have an understanding son. Oh, and don’t forget these two,” she said, pointing a crooked finger at Lydia and Rebekah.

Varus put his chin in his hands. “I see.”

“And I shall need a new tunic. This lovely crimson will do.”

Lydia winced. The old lady had picked the most expensive piece of cloth in the whole store. After giving away free cloaks to the landlord of her new store, and adding a linen tunic for Leonidas in thanks for his assistance, she could ill afford a half-price item of such value. Considering what Aemilia had done for her, however, Lydia could deny her nothing. “I will wrap it for you at once.”

“Charge the full price, child. My son is paying for it. It is my birthday present.”

Varus looked toward the heavens in resignation.

On the way out, the old lady stopped. “Wear something appropriate for the occasion, Lydia. None of your old, fraying tunics. Make yourself a new garment worthy of the crowd I am gathering. And for pity’s sake, do something with your hair. For such a handsome woman, you have an odd lack of appropriate vanity.”

Lydia dithered, as wordless as the general had become. Aemilia added in a whisper only she could hear, “When you come to the feast, stop in my chambers first. You and the Jewess. You cannot come to such an evening bare of jewels. I will loan you a few pieces.”

Lydia’s head snapped up. “Jewels?”

“I said we shall make you a success, didn’t I? This tiny shop, pleasant as it seems, is only a start. Wait until I am finished with you.”

“Has it occurred to you that perhaps God has sent Aemilia to help us?” Rebekah asked when the general and his mother had left.

“I think Aemilia is under the impression that she is a god.”

Rebekah smiled. “But God knows better. And he can use her in ways we cannot imagine. King Solomon said, ‘The Lord works out everything to its proper end.’ Aemilia thinks her plans rule the world. In the meantime, God is using those plans for his own ends in your life, Lydia.”



THIRTY-TWO
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For every beast of the forest is mine,

the cattle on a thousand hills.

I know all the birds of the hills,

and all that moves in the field is mine.

PSALM 50:10-11

LYDIA STOOD NEXT TO AEMILIA, her palms perspiring, her scalp tender from the ministrations of the servant Aemilia had sent to tend to her hair.

“Smile, my girl,” the old lady said. “People are going to think I am torturing you.”

“You are torturing me. Why did you make me come to this feast? I feel like a buzzard in the midst of a flock of swans.”

“Idiot child. You are the swan. Prettier than all the women here and more talented than the men. If they stare at you, it is because they are dazzled.”

“They are dazzled by the size of this blue jewel you fastened to my shoulder. A pigeon’s egg would blush in shame next to it.”

Aemilia laughed. “My husband’s taste. He had as much understanding of elegance as a turtle. But he did have a fair understanding of expense.”

Antiochus, who had arrived in the company of his father, Rufus, approached them. “I hear your new shop is an improvement.”

“Thank you,” Lydia said, her voice stiff. Antiochus had a talent for making pleasant compliments sound like insults.

“Of course you could fit ten of them in my father’s workshop. I told you to set aside your foolish pride and join us. You will never grow to be of any consequence if you remain on your own. A woman,” he sniffed.

“That’s precisely what I said.” Aemilia slapped Antiochus on the arm harder than the young man expected, judging by the astonished look on his face and the way his body lurched to one side. “Here is a young man of some sense, Lydia. You ought to listen to his advice.”

She gave the young man another jovial slap on the arm. This time her aim improved and when he lurched, he spilled half his wine on his toes. “On the other hand, Antiochus, perhaps Lydia might find many new patrons this evening. Who can predict such things? Perhaps she may even be able to move to more substantial accommodations in time. I myself shall support her in that endeavor. After all, look at my beautiful tunic. Where else could I find such perfection? Not in your father’s shop. As spacious and stately as it may be.”

Antiochus gave a cold smile. “Support her all you want. If you live that long.”

Lydia clamped down on a gasp. She had always known Antiochus had an acidic tongue. But foisting it on a respected woman like Aemilia took some nerve.

The old lady did not seem shocked. “I intend to make a point of it,” she said with a sweet smile. “Now, you may wish to find a slave to help you clean your feet. You really ought to be more careful with your wine.”
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Lydia and Rebekah had made a habit of sneaking out of the shop whenever they could for a walk to clear their heads. If they had time, they would leave the city for a longer stroll, enjoying the ravishing countryside around Philippi.

Their overnight explosion of business after Aemilia’s feast had prevented any such outings for far too long. Lydia, noticing her friend’s pale features, put a stop to their demanding pace one afternoon and insisted they leave work for a few hours.

“I am glad you suggested we come away for the afternoon,” Rebekah said, surveying the gently sloping field that sat in the shadow of Mount Orbelos.

“I have been working you too hard.” Lydia gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. Rebekah looked wan. Her beautiful skin had grown sallow and thin.

Rebekah shook her head in negation. “It’s only for a season. Life won’t always be this overwhelming.” She picked up a round stone from the ground and twirled it between red fingers. “We’ve never come this way before. What a peaceful spot.”

“It looks that way now, but ninety years ago, a savage battle was fought right here. Roman turned against Roman. Brother against brother. Thousands died on this field. Rufus told me about it.” Lydia took deep breaths of the crisp spring air as they strolled through the wild grass.

“Which battle?”

“The one that changed the course of Rome’s history.” Lydia bent down to run her fingers over a clump of lamb’s ear. “These fields once glistened red with the blood of young men. You couldn’t run without tripping over their bodies, mangled with wounds received from swords and arrows.”

“The battle Mark Antony and Octavian’s forces fought against Brutus and Cassius after the senators murdered Julius Caesar?”

Lydia nodded. “History was forged here, right on this unremarkable spot. Mark Antony and Octavian were Caesar’s men; they wanted to preserve what he had built and to maintain his values. Of course, they also wanted his power. The two senators wanted a republic instead. Their armies met here; Mark Antony and Octavian won the war, which is why Rome now has emperors.”

“If these fields could only speak.”

“There is an amusing anecdote about the poet Horace from that battle.” Lydia shielded her eyes from the sun. “Wasn’t he the one who said, ‘Live bravely and present a brave front to adversity’?”

“Did he fight here?”

“On the losing side. When Brutus killed himself, Horace realized he could not escape defeat. He threw away his shield and ran for his life. No poems. No brave front. Just ran as fast as his skinny, poetic legs allowed.”

Rebekah laughed. “Sometimes courage means running away from a fight.” She settled herself on a lumpy gray rock and adjusted her sandal. “Do you smell something strange?”

“Something burning. Yes.” Lydia scanned the field. From the corner of her eye, she saw a streak of light in the distance. “There!” She pointed before it disappeared behind a clump of bushes. A shiver of apprehension ran through Lydia. The women grew quiet.

In the silence, they heard a terrible sound, like the shrieking of a tormented child. “What is that?” Rebekah asked in dread.

They saw the strange streak of light again. This time it was closer, and they could make out its source. A rabbit, on fire as it ran, screaming with anguish. Lydia gasped with horror. The animal was too far away. They could not reach it. They could not help. It would die, eventually. But it would suffer the torments of hell until it did.

Quietly, Rebekah bent over and retched.

Lydia stood frozen, unable to get the animal’s unearthly shrieks out of her mind. “How could such a thing happen? Do you think it walked too close to a camper’s fire?”

Rebekah shook her head. “There was an arrow protruding from its side. Did you not see it?”

“An arrow? Perhaps someone tried to kill it. Put it out of its misery. I would do the same myself, if I could.”

“Perhaps.” Rebekah pointed east. “It came from that direction. From behind that crop of bushes. Let’s go and see.”

“Rebekah, I think that area is covered with marshes. It might be dangerous.”

“We’ll be careful.” Rebekah started to run without waiting to see if Lydia would follow.

Lydia set off in pursuit, barely able to keep up. Her stomach turned into a large knot. “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” she said, panting.

“Hush,” Rebekah whispered. “We are close.”

“Close to what?”

Rebekah came to a halt before a long wall of tall bushes. Turning, she motioned Lydia to follow in silence.

Carefully, they picked their way around the outcropping of stones and thick bushes that prevented them from seeing farther. The ground was growing more marshy with every step. Lydia feared they would go too far and find themselves sucked to the bottom of a pit. But something drove her friend onward. They looked for stones and dry patches to step on, avoiding the mud when possible.

Mark Antony brought a whole army through here, Lydia reminded herself. He found stretches of land wide and dry enough to safely bring thousands of soldiers through the marsh without losing any men to its deep pits. She and Rebekah could manage.

She had barely finished that thought when her foot sank ankle-deep into mud.



THIRTY-THREE
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The blessing of the LORD makes rich,

and he adds no sorrow with it.

PROVERBS 10:22

THE THICK, OOZING SOIL sucked her sandal right off her foot, swallowed the leather whole, and to her consternation she realized that the shoe could not be retrieved. This was ridiculous! She opened her mouth to demand Rebekah stop her mad pursuit of shadows when her friend came to a dead stop. Lydia stretched around her friend’s shoulders and saw that just beyond the bushes stood a man. He had a pile of arrows next to his foot and held a bow in his hand.

Antiochus! Rebekah lifted her arm to hail the man. Just in time, Lydia clapped a hand over her friend’s mouth to prevent her from speaking and pulled her to her knees so they could not be seen.

Antiochus grabbed an arrow. Lydia saw that it was very slim and delicate, not sturdy enough to kill even a rabbit. The short tip was black with pitch. He dipped the arrow into the fire he had burning nearby until it flared into flame. “Come now,” he whispered. “Don’t play coy. Show yourself.”

A moment later, a fat gray rabbit came into view, its whiskers shivering. In a flash, Antiochus released the fiery arrow. It landed in the rabbit’s leg. The fire sparked against the gray fur and caught. The creature sat for a moment, dizzy with pain from the wound in its leg. It wasn’t deep enough to kill it. But it must have hurt. Then the flame caught and grew, spreading against the long fur. The rabbit began to emit the same tormented scream they had heard before.

Antiochus laughed. He laughed with delight as if he had heard a good joke.

Rebekah struggled against Lydia’s hand, which had never released its hold over her mouth. Lydia tightened her hold and dragged Rebekah farther back so they could not be detected.

“Why didn’t you let me stop him?” Rebekah wailed when Lydia finally let her go. “I need to go back. He’s not hunting for food. He is just tormenting them. He will keep on doing that if someone doesn’t interfere.”

“He’s not safe; can’t you see that?” Lydia hissed. “He would have harmed us if he saw us there, Rebekah.”

“But we need to help those poor creatures!”

“No! We must keep this to ourselves. He can never know we witnessed it. He would destroy us if he knew that we saw this. That we saw this part of him.”

“We will tell his father, then.”

“Antiochus would deny it. Whom do you think Rufus would believe? My word, or the testimony of his own son?”

“He must know Antiochus is no angel.”

“But that is a far cry from knowing that his son is a monster. He will not believe me because he will not wish to believe me. Do not think that because he likes me, he will place me above his only son! I am too insignificant to make an enemy of Antiochus.”

“We could tell Demetrius, Rufus’s manager. He is a good man, and clever. He would believe us.”

“What can he do? A mere slave? We cannot be impetuous in our response. Think it through, Rebekah. We will not win if we choose to wage this battle. This is one of those times when, like Horace, we have to run the other way.”

Lydia took a deep breath and held it. They had worked so hard to make a place for themselves in Philippi. To lose all they had achieved and once again face unjust accusations, to clash wills against another powerful enemy, was more than she could bear. Antiochus would loose all the dark forces of his nature against her. That was not a battle she wanted to fight.

Rebekah’s legs folded up as if her strength had left her, and she sat down hard. “I fear he will grow worse if he is not stopped now. Grow more monstrous with the passing of the years. I will abide by what you say, Lydia. But I pray we will not regret this decision one day.”
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“My mother is dying.” The general slumped against his chair, his sagging cheeks glistening with tears.

“I have faced men wielding spears taller than I am. Faced soldiers coming at me with death in their war cries. Faced defeat in battle when all seemed lost. But never have I felt so bereft of hope as at this moment. I always knew she would die, even though she seemed immortal. Still, I cannot imagine my life without her. She is a vexing woman. A stubborn pain of a woman. And the greatest joy I ever had.”

“Oh, General! This world will be a darker place without the spark that lights Mistress Aemilia’s eyes.” Lydia, who had been summoned to the general’s villa in the middle of the night, sank on the stool facing him.

His jowls shook as he wept, whimpering like a boy instead of a seasoned soldier of middle years. “Half the people in this city think her demented. The other half judge her too old to mourn. They are mistaken. When she is gone, it will be as you said. My light will dim.”

Lydia reached for his hand. “When my father died, I thought I could not go on. He was my home.”

“How did you carry on?”

“At first, for his sake only, I went through the motions of living. I could not bear the thought of his disappointment if I gave up. So I put one foot in front of the other. In time life began to taste good again. Not one day passes that I do not miss him. But I live, and I take pleasure in the life I have.”

The general wiped his face and took a deep breath. “She has asked for you.”

“She probably wishes to remind me that I owe her another piece of purple cloth at half price and that she will not allow death to cheat her of her rights.”

The general laughed as she had hoped he would. He brought her to Aemilia’s bedside, where she knelt to say farewell.

Aemilia, breaths labored, cracked her eyes open. “You took your time.”

Lydia, who still had a stitch in her side from running all the way to the villa, bowed her head. “I beg your pardon.”

“Listen, both of you. Lydia, I want Manius to adopt you.”

“What?” the general and Lydia cried at the same time, their voices cracking on the same note.

“Dear Mother! You must know how impossible this request is.”

She waved a weak hand in the air. “Manius already has an heir. The son of his father’s brother. I wish the boy no harm, though he is a bore. For Lydia, I only ask this, Manius. Adopt her so she can become a citizen of Rome.” The labored breathing grew worse, and she became silent and gray. They waited.

Finding strength from some deep, unconquered cistern, Aemilia went on. “How can she achieve true success while paying exorbitant taxes to Rome? Adopt her, for my sake, my son. Leave her no money or property. She will not need it. She has a good mind and a rare talent, which will serve her better than all the property in the empire. Merely lend her your name, and the strength of Rome.”

Lydia’s jaw grew slack. Upon occasion, a wealthy man like Varus, who had no natural heir, would adopt a young man to inherit his estate after his death. But no one adopted a woman. It was unheard of. If Varus accepted this unusual responsibility, he would give more than the rights of citizenship to Lydia. He would give her a man’s name and position to back her own.

Already she had achieved something unthinkable for an unmarried woman. With Aemilia’s help, she had established herself in trade with a modicum of success. More than this, however, would be impossible. She could go no further. Not without a man’s name. She held her breath, wondering what Varus’s decision would be. He must think his mother’s request exceedingly ill-considered. His agreement might earn him the censure of all of Philippi. Even a deathbed wish would not press a man so far against his convictions.

Varus took Aemilia’s hand. “I promise, Mother. It shall be done as you say.”

Lydia’s breath caught.

“I wish he had been this malleable when I was in good health.” The old lady laughed, the sound a thread.

Lydia reached for her champion’s fragile hand. “You think of me at this hour? In your suffering, you remember me?” Her voice broke.

“Well, you are certainly more pleasant to think about than dying. And one more thing. I leave you the hideous pin with the great blue stone. I shall laugh in the land of Hades every time I see you wearing it.”

Rebekah’s words rang in Lydia’s ears. The Lord works out everything to its proper end. “Carissima domina. Dear lady. May God give you safe passage. And thank you from my heart.”



THIRTY-FOUR
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You are my God, and I will praise you;

you are my God, and I will exalt you.

PSALM 118:28, NIV

AEMILIA’S FUNERAL WAS stately enough for an emperor. Lydia was one of the few who wept genuine tears at her loss. She noticed Antiochus’s absence among the many who had come to pay their respects.

There was a rumor that Antiochus had disgraced himself with a very young girl. Money had been exchanged and the rumor stifled. No official charges were brought against him, but a cloud hung over him nonetheless. Lydia wondered if his absence was due to this disgrace or was a public statement of his dislike for Aemilia, even in death.

At home, she kicked off her sandals and leaned into the hearth where they cooked their meals. A banked fire lent some warmth to the chilled autumnal air.

Rebekah sat near her and gently began to undo the tight braids and loops of hair that made Lydia’s scalp itch and ache. Lydia sighed with relief as her friend combed through her loosened hair, her movements gentle.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

“Should I worry?”

“Thinking about God. When my father died, I had no one left. Then you came to me, like an anchor, a sister of my own, a gift I did not deserve. It is easy to overlook the many times we were given help. Heaven’s help. I am done overlooking the work of his hand. The gifts of his kindness.

“More than coincidence, more than the generosity of men or the mercurial attentions of the empty gods of Greece, we have received the interventions of a holy God. And now I find myself a citizen of Rome. For your sake, I think, my Rebekah, in order to bless you, God has blessed me.”

Rebekah smiled. “I think he has blessed you for your own sake, dear friend. For the sake of the plans he has for you.”

“I know nothing about such plans or why he would bother to have them. I only know this. Your God is my God.

“After the funeral, General Varus told me about a single-edged sword the Romans call the makhaira. It has a short blade and is used in close combat, so close that the victim can see only the face of his killer. The general said grief is like an enemy holding a makhaira at your throat. All you see is the face of grief, as the rest of the world fades.

“I think I know what he means. All my life I have contended with a makhaira-wielding enemy of my own. Fear. I cannot see the Lord as clearly as you do. I cannot draw near to him because of it. But, Rebekah, he is real. And I am his.”

Rebekah held on to Lydia’s hand for a moment. Her eyes filled with moisture. “I, too, have an enemy who wields a makhaira.”

“You, Rebekah?”

Her friend closed her eyes. “It is loneliness. I have you, sister and friend. But I long for something else. It is as if there is a hole in my heart that nothing can ever fill. Not intellectual pursuits. Not friendship. Not work. Not even the Lord. It is as if I miss some great piece of myself.”

“I think the whole world could say the same.”
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A month after the funeral, General Varus adopted Lydia in a private ceremony. After eating a simple meal together, Lydia returned home. She fetched a large bundle from a shelf, where she had placed it in preparation for this day.

“I unearthed this earlier,” she told Rebekah. Unwrapping folds of soft wool, she picked up a gray, battered-looking stone, the stone she had taken from the well of her old home. The one bearing her grandfather’s name. Themistius. Her fingers touched the crooked letters reverently. She kissed the rough masonry, her lips warm against its cold surface. The only link other than her blood that bound her to generations past. To bones buried in the soil of Thyatira.

With great care, she wrapped the stone back in the wool. “I will have the mason etch my father’s name here, under my grandfather’s name. We will use this as the cornerstone of our shop,” she told Rebekah.

“Our shop?”

“The one we will build together. You and I and God. I think God likes purple too.”



THIRTY-FIVE
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TWENTY YEARS LATER

AD 50

The wisest of women builds her house,

but folly with her own hands tears it down.

PROVERBS 14:1

PURPLE DOMINATED the spacious chamber: purple curtains, purple cushions with a golden fringe, delicate purple and blue mosaics on the floor, depicting a calm sea. The woman who ruled this purple kingdom bent over a length of purple fabric under the light pouring through the narrow window.

Chloris skidded into the room, coming to a breathless stop before Lydia. “You have a visitor. Lady Appollonia is here.”

Lydia sighed. “What did we say about you moving at a decorous speed?”

“That I should do it?”

“Yes, you should.” Lydia folded the fabric with care and began to walk toward the reception room.

“Not that way,” Chloris said. She hooked her thumb behind her and pointed. “That way. She is waiting in the vestibulum.”

Lydia took a slow breath and held it for a moment. She reminded herself that Chloris was very young and new to the household. “You left my guest in the entrance hall?”

Chloris bit her nail. “I shouldn’t do that?”

Lydia pulled the slave’s finger out of her mouth. “Or that.”

Lydia had known Chloris’s father for many years and had given him odd jobs whenever she could. Though a hard worker, Belos had the brains of a mouse when it came to managing money and had landed himself deep in debt the previous year. The threat of prison had closed in upon him like an iron jaw about to swallow him. He had no assets left to sell save for his beautiful daughter.

Ten days earlier, Lydia had spent a fortune in cash to retrieve the child from the slave trader before she was officially put on the block. Now she had a juvenile to oversee and a great deal of unwanted trouble besides. Still, she could not deny a burgeoning fondness for the girl. Awkward, sweet, honest, and altogether charming, she had managed to worm her way into Lydia’s affections. Perhaps her childless state had begun to play tricks on her mind, and her womb was clutching at any available straw, including Chloris.

“I apologize for this rude welcome,” she said as she greeted Appollonia. “Chloris has only been here a few days. She isn’t properly trained yet.”

Appollonia was dressed in the somber colors of a new widow. Over her simple tunic she had wrapped a drab, black shawl, customary attire for mourning women. Her normally impeccable hair was flat on one side and sticking out in wisps on the other. The shapeless shawl covered most of her curvaceous figure, making her appear like a lost, ailing magpie.

Appollonia’s husband, Dryton, had died five weeks before, leaving three children under the age of seven and a young widow. Her eyes filled with tears when she saw Lydia, and without warning, she threw herself into her hostess’s arms. The force of her unexpected embrace rocked Lydia.

They weren’t close —acquaintances more than friends —so the emotional outburst came as a surprise. Dryton had been a colleague of Lydia’s, another seller of purple in Philippi, and they had belonged to the guild together.

Lydia regained her footing and wrapped her arm around the young widow. “Come. Let us go to my dining room. We will recline at our leisure and have a light lunch together.”

Before long, the two women were ensconced on Lydia’s comfortable couches, platters of enticing food before them. A salad of green leaves fragrant with mint and coriander, fresh cheese, and soft-boiled quail eggs in a pine-nut sauce served with warm bread, followed by perfectly roasted fish. But even the appetizing food at Lydia’s table with its exquisite aromas did not seem to tempt the grieving widow. She only played with her food, putting a small piece of mint or a single pine nut in her mouth now and again.

“You know Dryton left me everything in his will?”

Confused by the woman’s obvious distress, Lydia said, “That seems a good thing.”

“It frightens me half to death. I don’t know how to run his business,” Appollonia said, trying to control her tears. “I fear he would be very disappointed in me.”

“You will learn, in time.”

She shook her head. “I think not. I will only ruin his beloved workshop. He has left me his business, six slaves, a small orchard, a wagon, and a dovecote. A dovecote! What am I to do with those wretched birds? And if I can’t even manage a bunch of noisy doves, how will I deal with a thriving business?”

Lydia bit the inside of her lip. “I am sure you will find a good buyer for the doves. They are very popular.”

“Speaking of buyers, I have one for the dye business. I think perhaps I should sell. What do you think? Dryton always spoke highly of you, Lydia. In truth, I fear I was jealous of you. You were only one step lower than a goddess in my husband’s eyes.”

Lydia’s eyes widened. She waved a hand, denying the widow’s exaggerated assertion. “He trusted me as a colleague. That is all, Appollonia.”

“Which is why I thought I should ask your opinion. The offer comes from Antiochus, the son of Rufus.”

Lydia felt every muscle clench. Choosing her words carefully, she said, “Do you think Dryton would have approved?”

Appollonia shook her head vigorously and wiped away fresh tears. “He would never sell. That business was like a beloved son to him. But what else can I do?”

“Hire a manager. Dryton ran everything himself. You don’t have to.”

“Antiochus says managers will only rob me blind.”

“How much has he offered you, may I ask?”

Appollonia named a figure. “That’s outrageous!” Lydia cried. “I have not examined your husband’s accounts, obviously, but just looking at his shop and its inventory, and judging by his reputation as a man of sound business, I would say his trade is worth four times what Antiochus is offering you. Five, if your husband had additional merchandise stored in a warehouse, which is common practice for those of us engaged in the textile trade. Antiochus is the dishonest one, trying to take advantage of a young widow.”

“But, Lydia,” Appollonia said, brows drawn together. “Everyone loves Antiochus. Just last year the city honored him with a marble plaque, naming him an outstanding citizen and a benefactor of Philippi.”

“Of course they did. He has bribed more officials than there are fish in the Aegean Sea. He throws lavish feasts and invites everyone who might do him a favor. He gives away wheat and oil and wine for imperial feast days. All this he gives not because he is a generous man with a good heart but because he wishes to increase his influence and build his personal empire. He cares nothing for honesty.

“Do not be fooled by a marble plaque, Appollonia. Antiochus’s offer is an outrage. Do not let your inheritance go lightly.”

The widow seemed to wilt against the back of the couch. “Well, if he is as bad as you say, perhaps I should not trust him.” Her eyes grew large. “How about you? Do you want to buy my husband’s business?”

Lydia sighed. “I regret I cannot. I do not have sufficient free cash available at the moment.”

“Then where am I to turn?”

“As I said, what your business needs is a trustworthy manager.”

“Where am I to encounter such a paragon?”

“They are not easy to find, I grant you.” Lydia chewed on her lip. She knew her next words might help a friend, but they might also place her in harm’s way. Taking a deep breath, she took the leap. “Antiochus has an excellent steward.”
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For he crushes me with a tempest

and multiplies my wounds without cause;

he will not let me get my breath,

but fills me with bitterness.

JOB 9:17-18

APPOLLONIA FROWNED in confusion. “Antiochus?”

Lydia nodded. “When Antiochus’s father, Rufus, was in charge of the workshop years ago, he purchased a slave named Demetrius and trained him in the business. Demetrius was an educated man, and clever. He learned the trade quickly.

“I know him well and have crossed paths with him many times through the years. I can recommend him as a virtuous and capable man. He told me once that he liked working for Rufus, but when the business passed to his son, life changed. Shady deals, cut corners, cruel treatment of his workers. Demetrius chafes under Antiochus’s rule, but as a slave, he is helpless to change anything.”

“That is sad, though many slaves suffer a similar fate. In any case, it does not solve my problem. If Demetrius belongs to Antiochus, he cannot help me.”

“That is the point. He does not belong to Antiochus.”

The sound of hurried steps interrupted her explanation. At first Lydia thought Chloris had returned to clear the table and determined to deliver another lecture to the girl about maintaining a graceful gait. But to her astonishment, the rapid footsteps belonged to Rebekah.

Rebekah did not interrupt personal meetings without good reason.

Her friend bent her head in apology. “Forgive my intrusion, Lydia. Antiochus is here. He insists on seeing you and refuses to leave until he does.”

Appollonia sprang to her feet. “Oh, gods, how did he find out I would come to you? How did he know I would seek your advice about selling the business? Do you think he has spies in my household?” A delicate hand surged to trembling lips. “Or worse. He has the power to practice sorcery.”

Lydia grasped her guest’s chilled fingers and gently pulled her back to the couch. “Calm yourself. His only magical power is to fool people into thinking that he is a good man. His visit here pertains to another matter.” She gave Rebekah an intent look. “Keep Chloris out of the way. Make sure she doesn’t stumble into his path by accident.”

“She is well hidden.”

“Where have you put Antiochus?”

“He is downstairs in the courtyard. Refused to wait for you in the shop. I suspect the only reason he agreed to linger below stairs is that he hopes to pick up a few trade secrets from the backroom workshops.”

Lydia’s mouth turned into a flat line. She took the time to smooth down her pale-green tunic, straightening the gold pins that held her mantle on her shoulders, adjusting every fold to perfection. “I better go to him before he takes it into his head to come looking for me.” She turned to her guest. “Appollonia, it is best you stay here until Antiochus leaves. Rebekah will remain with you. She is my dearest friend and excellent company. You will be safe with her.”

Lydia walked down the narrow stone staircase that led to the courtyard. Her townhouse, a large, elaborate building not far from the city walls, also housed her shop, which sold purple dye as well as purple cloth and yarn of every imaginable variety. In addition, she offered a selection of luxurious men’s and women’s clothing that had become the latest fashion. The weaving and dyeing workshops, along with the store, took up the whole of the lower floor, while her living quarters occupied the upper level.

She and Rebekah had come far since the days they lived and worked in a rented workshop no bigger than a vegetable cart. The building she had erected on the foundation of her ancient family stone would have made her father proud. It had taken ten years of constant work and sacrifice. But she had built an edifice that rivaled the grandest shops in Rome itself.

The house was built around a courtyard —what the Romans called an atrium —with marble floors and an elegant, carved fountain in the middle. This last extravagance was a necessity more than an opulent decoration; the atrium contained a rectangular hole in the roof in order to allow both light and air circulation throughout the house. The fountain served to catch rainwater, which in Philippi could at times be abundant.

As suspected, Lydia did not find Antiochus waiting politely in the courtyard. He would be in the dye workshop, no doubt. There were a dozen sellers of purple in Philippi who belonged to the dyers’ guild. Each shop had its own specialty. Few carried the true purple, derived from sea snails at great expense and affordable only to the wealthiest of clients.

Lydia’s dye was still the best of the lot. Thirty-two years had passed since Eumenes had invented the initial formulas. Lydia had managed, by dint of experimentation and teeth-gritting nerve, to improve on a few of her father’s formulas. No one in the city matched them in quality or steadfastness. Antiochus had never outgrown his jealousy, nor his desire to get his hands on her purple.

She pasted a smile on her face. “I thought I would find you here,” she said as she walked into the workshop.

Antiochus was bent at the waist, smelling the contents of a vat. Lydia was not worried that he would unearth her secrets. Better men than he had tried to discover her procedure without success, and Antiochus, in spite of his appetite for winning, was not talented with dyes.

At the sound of her voice he swiveled around in haste, not noticing that the corner of his cloak sloshed into the vat behind him. “Afraid I will discover your precious formula?” Though in his middle years now, he dressed his hair like a young man, using too much oil and perfume. She could smell him from the other side of the chamber, which was not easy, given the pungent aroma of some of the materials they used.

“You are welcome to explore my vats all you wish.” She pointed to the edge of his cloak. “But you might want to take that out first. Or throw the whole lot in to get the color even. No charge. Consider it a professional courtesy.”

Antiochus sucked in wet, pink lips, and hastily pulled his cloak out. She grabbed a rag from a nearby bench and handed it to him.

He dabbed at the wool, his movements jerky and uneven. “As it happens, I am here to conduct business. But it has nothing to do with your dye.”

Lydia sat on a bench, pulling the feminine folds of her tunic modestly around her. “What business?”

Crumpling the rag Lydia had given him, he threw it on the floor before turning to face her. “I want the slave. The one you took from under my nose.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Chloris? You speak as if I stole her. As I recall, I purchased her according to all the proper requirements of Roman law.”

“You knew I wanted her; her father must have informed you. And you sneaked your way in before the public auction just to take her from me.”

“Oh, Antiochus! What a thought. It so happens I don’t like public auctions.”

“You go to public auctions all the time!”

“Not for slaves. Those I find repugnant.”

“Why did you pay twice what she was worth if not to ensure that I would not get her?”

Lydia’s eyes turned into round balls. “Did I overpay by that much? What a fool. I must take more care the next time I go shopping.”

Antiochus approached Lydia, his steps as soundless as a stalking wolf’s. The smell of his sweat warred with heavy perfume. “Do you really want to make an enemy of me, Lydia?” His voice had grown soft. “You will find me a much better friend, I assure you.”

Lydia hid her hands in the folds of her dress. She forced herself to smile. “I have taken a liking to the girl and I aim to keep her. Perhaps in a year I will tire of her and you can have her then. She might cost you a lot less money if you wait awhile.”

“In a year she will be too old.”

Lydia could feel the blood rushing to her face. “She is only ten.”

“As I said, too old.”

“Then change your tastes,” she said, her voice like iron.

Antiochus gritted his teeth until the bones in his jaw stood out. “I will give you seven days, starting today, to change your mind.” With jerky motions, he pulled off his cloak and threw it at Lydia’s feet. “You can keep this. It’s ruined,” he said, enunciating each word with deliberation. “This is not the first thing I have destroyed. You will find I have a talent for that.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“Remember. Seven days.”

He walked out, his steps measured. Somehow he had managed to fold his animosity and hide it under a perfectly calm exterior before he greeted the world outside. Bile rose up in Lydia’s throat. She was not fooled. She knew his rage percolated just beneath the surface, poised to strike with deadly aim.



THIRTY-SEVEN
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Anxiety in a man’s heart weighs him down,

but a good word makes him glad.

PROVERBS 12:25

LYDIA RESTED HER FOREHEAD against a shaking palm. An oppressive weight pressed against her chest so that she could only breathe in shallow huffs.

Fear.

Unreasoning, gnawing, hungry fear. Next to it, Antiochus looked like a tame squirrel. She resisted its rising hold as she had learned to do since childhood. She would do the right thing even if fear swallowed her up. She would persevere through it as she always had. But oh, why did she have to be so enslaved by its power?

“How did you fare?” Rebekah’s soft voice came from the door.

Lydia tried to repress the quaking in her voice. “He seems displeased with me. He believes I took Chloris with the intention of depriving him.”

Rebekah smiled. “Well, to be fair, that is exactly what you did.”

“Maybe so. But it was ungenerous of him to reach that conclusion. He is determined to make me his chief enemy. He did give me seven days to change my mind. Merciful, by his standards.”

Rebekah was not fooled by Lydia’s light tone. She wrapped her arms around her friend and held her for a moment of pure, fortifying love. “We will find a way. With God’s help.”

“Well, he had better send us his assistance soon. I have stepped on a hungry lion’s tail, and he is roaring in my ear. How is Chloris?”

“Subdued as always when there is mention of Antiochus.”

“Thank goodness her father spoke to me before the auction.”

Antiochus had offered Belos enough for the girl to clear the father’s debts and end his financial woes. Belos, pathetic parent that he was, did have enough heart not to want Chloris in the clutches of a man like Antiochus. At least he had not been fooled by Antiochus’s charm like most of the rest of Philippi. Instead, Belos got drunk on cheap wine he could not afford and sold Chloris to a slave trader. Then he ran all the way to Lydia’s house, blubbering with tears, begging her to buy the girl.

“Why didn’t you come to me from the start?” Lydia had said. “I could have relieved your debts and moved the girl into the safety of my home quietly. Now I have to contend with a slave trader’s greed as well as with Antiochus.”

“Forgive me, mistress! I was too scared to approach you. I thought you would berate me and tell me to take care of my own problems. But now that the child is sold, I can’t bear to leave her unprotected. You have a kind heart. I beg you to help her.”

Lydia had managed to buy Chloris at an inflated price before she was placed on public auction. The last thing she wanted was a bidding match with Antiochus. Such an affront to his pride he would never forgive. Besides, she was not sure she could have won. Antiochus had three generations of money to throw around.

“Appollonia is still waiting,” Rebekah reminded Lydia.

“Graces help me. I forgot about her.”

“She tells me that you spoke to her of Demetrius. You do not intend to take Demetrius from Antiochus also? Not after Chloris?”

Lydia pulled down the neck of her tunic and tried to take a deep breath. “It’s a good solution. Appollonia is out of her head with grief. She needs a skilled steward to protect her; anyone could cheat her while she is in this state of mind.”

Rebekah snorted. “Anyone could cheat her in any state of mind. She understands nothing about managing a business. But can’t you come up with another solution?”

“What would you have me do? Run the business for her? I barely have time to care for my own workshops. She needs a manager who will not take advantage of her naiveté. You know as well as I there is no man better suited to the job than Demetrius. And I would like to do him a good turn. He has been a gracious friend to us through the years. Just last month he helped me make a profitable trade. At Antiochus’s expense, I might add. And it wasn’t the first time he has proved of benefit to me.”

“If Antiochus finds out what you are planning, he will stop at nothing short of ruining you.”

Lydia pressed the bridge of her nose. “He will smash his honorary plaque over my head and dye his new cloak with my blood. But let us not concern ourselves with such dismal thoughts.”

Rebekah bent to retrieve the man’s cloak from the ground. She frowned at its stained corner. “What’s this? Was he trying to sneak out a sample of our dye?”

“He’s not that clever. He could drink the whole vat of dye and urinate purple for a week and still not figure out my father’s formula. The stain on his cloak is a mere accident. And a reminder to me that he is good at destroying things.”
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“You must hold what I am about to tell you in strictest confidence, Appollonia. Antiochus can never know that you have received this information from me.”

Appollonia nodded, her eyes wide.

“Just before Rufus died last year, he secretly sent for a magistrate. Rufus had a legal certificate of manumission drawn for Demetrius and gave him his freedom. But he made Demetrius promise that he would work for Antiochus one additional year to help put the affairs of the workshop in good order before leaving.”

“Wait. I thought Demetrius belonged to Antiochus.”

Lydia shook her head. “No. Rufus is the one who bought him. He never gave him to Antiochus legally. Demetrius continued to work at the workshop when Rufus’s health prevented him from overseeing the workshop personally and he all but retired. Rufus knew Demetrius was a far better manager than his own son and allowed the arrangement to go on.

“But as he lay dying, his conscience smote him. Demetrius had served him faithfully for two decades. In some ways he was closer to Rufus than his only son. The old man felt he owed him a better legacy than a lifetime of servitude to Antiochus. So he gave Demetrius his freedom, with the proviso I spoke of. According to the law, Demetrius is no longer a slave.

“More to the point, twelve months have passed since that day. This very week, Demetrius will be free of his promise. He will be able to work where he chooses.

“The news of his manumission will come as a great shock to Antiochus. His father never told him what he had done. As far as Antiochus is concerned, he has inherited ownership of Demetrius along with everything else from his father. He does not know that in a matter of hours Demetrius will walk away. Indeed, the man is already legally free to do so.”

“Free to manage a different workshop in Philippi?”

“Precisely.”

Appollonia pulled her drab shawl tighter about her shoulders. “Antiochus will not like this.”

“He will not. If you choose this path, you will no doubt have a few battles before you. But you will have Demetrius to help you. I doubt Antiochus will dare to come directly against you. Demetrius is privy to many of his business secrets. He will not want to rile him.”

Appollonia shook her head. “How do you know all this?”

“I was there.”

Appollonia’s eyes widened. “You were there? The night Rufus gave Demetrius his freedom?”

Lydia shrugged. “Rufus sent for me.”

“Why would he do that?”

“We were friends. I think he wished to have company, on such a night.”

“But why did he choose you? Philippi is full of influential men who counted themselves his friends. Why did he call on you?”

“I once did him a small service. He trusted me after that, in a way prosperous men trust few people. We enjoyed a rare friendship based on respect and mutual admiration. He helped open many doors for me when I first came to Philippi.”

“No wonder Dryton admired you so much.” Appollonia twisted the edge of her shawl until her fingers turned white. “I would be a fool not to take this opportunity. Tell Demetrius to come and see me the moment he is free of his promise. The job of steward to Dryton’s trade is his if he wants it.”

She rose to take her leave. There was color in her cheeks now and a determined gleam in her tear-soaked eyes. At the door, she turned. “I doubt your service to Rufus was as insignificant as you say. I know what your help has meant to me.”

Lydia slumped on the couch after her guest departed. She could not believe it was only the first day of the week, at least according to the Jewish calendar. She seemed to have gathered enough troubles for a month. Six more days until the Sabbath. Six more days before she and Rebekah could go to the river and have a quiet day of rest and prayer.

Lydia knew it was a sorrow to Rebekah that there were too few Jews in Philippi to establish a synagogue. But for the past few years, the two of them, along with the other Jews and God-fearers in the area, had made a habit of gathering at the river on the Sabbath to pray and worship God. It was a welcome respite and time of refreshment for Lydia as she learned more about the God she had chosen to follow.

With a deep breath, she forced her mind back to the matter at hand. Crafting a letter with carefully chosen words, she sealed the papyrus with her ring and called her servant, Epaphroditus. A capable and intelligent man, he had worked at the shop for several years and had proven himself worthy of her trust. She handed him the freshly written scroll.

“For Demetrius. Give it into his own hands, and no other.”



THIRTY-EIGHT
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The slave does not remain in the house forever.

JOHN 8:35

“ARE YOU FREE AT LAST, MY FRIEND?” Lydia asked Demetrius. Two days had passed since he had fulfilled his promise to Rufus and walked away from Antiochus’s workshop, a man at liberty according to both Roman law and the gentler whispers of moral responsibility. He had come to see her in the cover of night in an attempt to hide their association from Antiochus.

“Hard as it is to believe after so many years, I am a freedman.” Demetrius rubbed his hands together.

“Cause for celebration.” She handed him a goblet of wine. “From the sun-drenched hills of Italy, where you and I have never been. You will find it mellow and sweet, fitting for this joyous occasion.”

“And here comes Chloris with our supper,” Rebekah said. For once, the girl walked at a decorous pace, looking like a princess in her new pink tunic and gold beads. Lydia dismissed her with a smile and told her she could retire for the evening.

Demetrius leaned forward and whispered, “Is she the girl Antiochus fumed about for days? But she is only a child!”

“She is that. But she is also ravishing, a combination he can’t seem to resist.” Lydia took a sip of her wine. “Tell us, how did Antiochus take the news? Did he lose consciousness when you told him you were leaving?”

Demetrius smirked. “If only he had done me that favor. But no, he remained upright for two full hours, and would not allow me to sit either. At first, he accused me of forging the documents of manumission. Threatened to throw me into jail. When I pointed out both his father’s and the magistrate’s seals, he grew quiet.”

“A pleasant change,” Lydia said.

“It did not last, sadly. He said he would ruin me wherever I went. Expose me as a false and conniving steward, so no one would hire me in Philippi or anywhere else in the Roman Empire. I had already spoken to Appollonia by then, for which I thank you. I told him that I had a new employer who trusted my loyalty.

“He changed tack then, and offered me a plump salary if I stayed on as his manager.”

“What did you say?” Rebekah asked.

“I thanked him for his generosity and told him that the honor of working for him for these many years was enough to last me a lifetime.”

Lydia put an olive in her mouth. “Did he let you go, then?”

“No. There followed more threats. Shouting. Bribes. In the end, I rose up and left whilst he was in the midst of another tirade.”

“And how do you like Appollonia?” Rebekah said.

Demetrius hid his face in his goblet for a long moment as he drank. When he raised his head, Lydia noted that his cheeks had turned red. “She is very beautiful.”

“She is very inexperienced. Antiochus will come against her; you know that,” Lydia warned.

The good-natured cast of Demetrius’s face turned hard. “He best watch his step, or he will have to contend with me. I will not stand aside and allow him to harm her. Not even for the sake of Rufus’s memory.”

Lydia nodded, satisfied. “That is all I needed to hear. Now dig into this lamb while it’s still hot.”

Demetrius grinned. “The next supper is on me. Appollonia is paying me a fair salary, as well as a percentage of the proceeds of every sale. Was that your idea, perchance?”

Lydia shrugged. “It might have been. Given the fact that she will have to depend on you entirely for the running of the workshop, I thought it a fair arrangement.”

“One I much appreciate. I will be a wealthy man come next year. And she will be a wealthier woman. If ever you need a favor, Lydia, I am your man.” He chewed on a delicate pastry. “How is old General Varus? Is he still among the living?”

“Yes, God be praised. He has inherited his mother’s talent for long life, and I appreciate it more with every passing day. Life is much easier with his name behind me. It took him a decade, if not two, to finally accept my involvement in business. He now smiles when he sees me and no longer lectures me about the evils a maiden faces in the world of trade.”

“I imagine the trunkfuls of tasteful purple goods you have sent him over the years have worn down his objections. Still, I am your servant, Lydia. If ever the general’s name proves insufficient and you need help in any matter, call on me.”

“I think our friend is very taken with the young widow,” Rebekah said after their guest had left.

“Demetrius? You jest. He is past all that nonsense.”

“He is a handful of years older than you, and you are only forty-two! Not exactly an old woman, for all that you act as one sometimes.”

“Thank you.”

“My point is that over the years, I have seen men fawning at your feet, sick with love, desperate for your attention, and you don’t even notice. If Demetrius is falling in love with Appollonia, you would be the last person in Macedonia to realize it.”

Lydia scratched her head. “I don’t think I am as hopeless as that.”

“Name one man who would have declared his love for you if you had given him the slightest opportunity. Just one name will suffice.”

Lydia cleared her throat, unable to think of the requisite name. “In any case, if you are right, I pity the man. Appollonia still mourns for her husband. And Demetrius does not strike me as the man to draw her attention. Her head is full of romantic notions and athletic, handsome men.”

“That is a pity, for he is just the man for her. Protective, loyal, caring, kind, intelligent.”

“And the gawkiest man I ever met.”

“Gawky men can make marvelous husbands.”

Lydia threw her hands in the air. “I found her an honest manager. Husbands are beyond my aptitude.”



THIRTY-NINE
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Those who sow in tears

shall reap with shouts of joy!

PSALM 126:5

LYDIA WAS SORTING THROUGH a sample of glass beads newly arrived from Cyprus when Rebekah settled herself on the stool before her. “These are pretty,” she said, rolling a few beads in her palm.

“They will make lovely buttons for the new Greek tunics. And I am considering designing a matching belt, using the same beads.” The Greek-style tunic, the chiton, had grown in popularity in recent years. During the cold winter months, especially, its longer sleeves provided additional warmth, while the buttons or pins at the shoulders and arms lent the garment an added sense of distinction.

“Every woman who buys a chiton will want to buy its matching belt. Two sales in place of one.”

Lydia grinned. “That’s what I thought.”

“I almost forgot. This letter came for you today. From Judea.”

Lydia broke the seal and quickly read through the contents. She clapped her hands. “It is from Elianna and Ethan.”

“Your friends in Jerusalem?”

Lydia nodded. “I only met them once, and that was thirty years ago. Yet in a strange way, God has knit our hearts together most dearly.”

“You never told me how you met.”

“My father was trying to expand his business at the time. We traveled all the way to Judea to find new buyers for his dye, which he had perfected not long before. I was eleven at the time and probably a great nuisance to him. But he would not be parted from me, and in truth, I would not be parted from him, so off I went to Judea.”

“I wish I had met your father. He is everything my own father was not.”

Lydia pressed her friend’s hand. “I, too, wish you had met him. He would have loved you.”

Rebekah smiled. “It is odd that you have been to Jerusalem, and I, a Jew, have never visited. Your friends were merchants there?”

Lydia nodded. “Ethan’s parents invited us to their home to discuss my father’s dye, and Elianna joined us. It was an unusual meeting, what with an eleven-year-old and a woman participating in the business discussion. The land of your forefathers is not nearly so open-minded toward women as we are in Macedonia.”

“It must have been a successful gathering. Thirty years later, and still they buy their dye from you.”

“They were not convinced at first. My father’s purple was a risk to the merchants of Judea. They did not know him; nor could they accept his word that the color would last. I gave Elianna a piece of purple cloth I had dyed myself. In truth, it was no more than a shameless attempt to convince her to purchase my father’s wares.

“Months later, Ethan’s father, Master Ezer, placed a small order with us. Our first from Judea. But Ezer could not sell it. No one would take a chance with an expensive dye from an unknown merchant. Not until Elianna created a collection of fabrics, all in various shades of purple. It became an instant success in Jerusalem, and they could not keep enough of my father’s purple on their shelves. Other sellers of cloth did not wish to be left behind, and the orders started to come in.

“Later, Elianna wrote a short letter to thank me and to say that my simple gift had been the inspiration of an idea that had saved her father’s workshop from ruin and helped her family in a difficult time. I still remember every line. I felt so important.”

“Is that when you started to love this work? You don’t do it for your father’s memory alone. It’s like purple runs in your veins.”

Lydia leaned back against a wall. “Long before that letter, I loved purple. I love its dark secrecy, its murky appearance in the vats, more black than blue. I love that I can create something that no one else can equal. I love that I can change color and shade and hue with a wave of my hand and turn something ordinary into something unforgettable. I even love the acrid smell of the mordants.

“No, that letter did not make me love this work, though it made me appreciate the value of it more. I think I was created for this. I think God made me to do this work.”

Rebekah poked her in the side. “God might have a few other plans for you besides dreaming up shades of purple and building a successful shop. Now tell me, what made you keep in touch with Elianna all these years?”

“Elianna grew sick for a long time and stopped her work. I never knew the details. But upon occasion, she would write me a letter to ask how I fared. After my father died and we came to Philippi, I could not afford to send a letter to the house next door, never mind all the way to Judea! Some years passed, and I thought I had lost her. Then I wrote her a letter, and to my surprise, she began to correspond again.

“She gave our name to her friend Viriato, and the orders from Judea started coming in again. Though she knew my father was dead, she trusted me to make a good dye and run the business well. She had done as much for her own father’s workshop and understood my challenges as an unmarried woman. In every letter, Elianna encouraged me. From her I learned wisdom and perseverance. I learned women could achieve their dreams as well as men.

“Imagine my surprise and joy when I heard that she had married Ethan after many years of waiting and that, together with Viriato, they run her father’s old workshop again.”

“You are surrounded by Jewish friends. You see? This is God’s way of drawing you even closer to himself.”

Lydia laughed. “You may well be right, for they write to tell me that they will be coming to Philippi in a few weeks, all three of them.”



FORTY
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For the thing that I fear comes upon me,

and what I dread befalls me.

I am not at ease, nor am I quiet;

I have no rest, but trouble comes.

JOB 3:25-26

LYDIA TOSSED THE BLANKETS to the foot of the bed and climbed out. Was there ever a mistress so fickle as sleep? The room had grown chilly with the evening air; she wrapped herself in the soft wool of her shawl and ambled over to the narrow window. The moon was full, a large ball of light in a sky on fire with stars. Below her, the world rested in stillness, dozing dreamily through the night watches. Inside her, a tempest gathered. No moon-bright light was luminous enough to penetrate the darkness of fear that threatened to engulf her.

The problem was that she had taken on the responsibility for her own safety as well as the protection of those she loved. She had hired herself for a God-sized job, and she knew she would fail. This world was redolent with danger and pain. Even if Antiochus did not breathe threats and menace down her neck, another peril would take his place. Sickness, accidents, financial disasters, death. Suffering knocked on the human door in endless shapes, bearing boundless faces.

Did Lydia really think she could be wise enough, strong enough, astute enough to shield herself from pain? Insulate her loved ones from disaster? Of course not! She knew she was not qualified for such an impossible task. Knew one day she would fail.

Rebekah often reminded her that she needed to discharge herself from the job of being everyone’s protector. “Leave that work to the only one qualified for it, Lydia. Entrust the Lord with your security. With your future.”

Lydia knew Rebekah was right. But how could she teach her heart to change its ways? How could she teach it to trust the Lord’s mercy above the world’s sorrows?

She leaned her forehead against the cool stones framing the window. Lord God, release me from this need. Release me from being the guardian of everyone’s safety.

Barefoot and silent as a cat, she wandered out of her chamber and stopped briefly in the next cubiculum, where Rebekah slept. Her breaths came steady and deep. Nothing short of an earthquake would wake her up once she fell asleep. Lydia envied her friend’s talent for easy, uninterrupted slumber.

Affection rolled over her like an immense wave as she studied Rebekah. Faithful to the bone. Brilliant as a Greek philosopher. Wise. Unflappable. What a gift God had sent her the day she found Rebekah, bruised and half-broken, starving on a side street in Thyatira. No one had recognized her worth then, abandoned and alone, thrown out like refuse. God alone had recognized the precious jewel, covered by grime and besmirched by the abandonment of those who should have loved her. He had known her value and had used Lydia to rescue her.

She closed the thick curtain over the window, both to keep out the cold and to allow Rebekah a few extra moments of rest in the morning. She had worked long hours that day, helping to complete a large shipment of purple linen, and had not crawled into bed until long past midnight.

Lydia lingered in the chamber and said a short prayer of thanks for her precious friend.

Next, she went to check on Chloris, whose pallet had been set up in a small antechamber attached to Rebekah’s bedroom, away from the other servants and household slaves. The girl seemed restless. Lydia knelt by the side of her mattress and placed a soothing hand on her forehead. The soft skin, damp with moisture, burned like a kitchen fire.

Fetching a lamp, Lydia looked at the girl more carefully. She had pushed away her covers and lay restless and shivering, her old tunic twisted about her body like a rope. Every few moments, she moaned as if in pain. Heat emanated from every part of her; she burned like a tiny, lightless sun.

Lydia swallowed.

Though loath to interrupt Rebekah’s hard-won rest, she raced to fetch her friend.

“Do you think it’s serious?” she asked when Rebekah had examined the child.

Pulling her cloak tighter around her shoulders, Rebekah nodded. “I haven’t been able to rouse her. I think we should fetch a physician right away.”

“I will send Epaphroditus,” Lydia said, already running toward the stairs. “Agnodice is in town, thank the Lord. I saw her yesterday when I went to the agora. She will know what to do.”

Agnodice was the only female physician in Philippi, and highly skilled in the healing arts. Her expertise was so widely acknowledged that wealthy residents of other cities in Macedonia often asked for her services. Years before, when they were both young and struggling to establish themselves in their respective professions, the two women had formed a firm if unlikely friendship. Agnodice was a woman of strong opinions. To disagree with her on any matter was to be wrong. But she seemed to tolerate Lydia’s notions, even when they were not in absolute accord with her own.

The physician arrived in rumpled clothing, with red, swollen eyes, her large medical bag clutched in the bosom of her latest servant, a tousle-haired boy of twelve.

“Who’s dying?” she said. “Someone better. I had finally fallen asleep for the first time in two days when your servant roused me.”

“Forgive the intrusion, Agnodice. The child is only ten, and she is burning with fever. We can’t rouse her.” Lydia led the way to Chloris’s room.

The physician sighed. “Well, let’s have a look.”

Calm, expert fingers began their examination of Chloris. “Bring me more light,” she barked. “I need to know if she has a rash.”

Chloris mumbled in her feverish dreams, but she did not awaken. Most of her words were too slurred to understand. Upon occasion she would mutter a phrase or word that the rest of them could make sense of.

“Did she just say Antiochus?” the physician asked, a thread of amusement running through her voice. “That’s enough to bring on a fever to any pretty young girl.” She sat back and washed her hands in a bowl of water held by her assistant. “She has no rash.”

“Is that good?” Rebekah said, her voice tight with anxiety.

“That is good. Now we wash her with cool water and pour herbs down her throat and hope she will keep them down.”

“Is she in danger?” Lydia entwined her fingers together until they turned bone white. She could not bear the thought of Chloris being taken by fever. She had only just been rescued from the clutches of Antiochus.

Agnodice gazed up for a moment before returning her attention to her patient. “I will not lie to you or give you false comfort. You might wish to pray to your god. Who knows? If he exists, he may show pity for her youth and beauty.” Her tone made it clear that she did not hold out much hope in any god’s intervention. “In the meantime, I will do what I can with my own remedies.”

Years ago, Agnodice had confessed to Lydia that she had lost her faith in the gods. “In my youth I worshiped Asclepius and his daughters like a good little physician. I honored his snake-entwined staff in every aspect of my practice.” She had taken a long swallow of her wine before going on. “I saw no mercy. No cure. No healing. No matter the size of the offering, the length of the prayer, the depth of the faith. Asclepius, bless his cold heart, never did care. So I turned to my own herbs and created better remedies.” She had finished the dregs of her wine. “Those work, upon occasion. No, Lydia. I am done with gods.”

“The Lord is not the same as other gods, Agnodice. His love is unfailing.”

“Yet as many Jews perish through painful, incurable diseases as do people of other nations. So either this god of yours is powerless like the rest, or he doesn’t care about his people. You keep your god, merchant. I’ll hold on to my herbs.”

Lydia had leaned forward. “Will your herbs comfort you when you have no peace? Will they counsel you when you struggle through the quagmires of life? Will they be your companion when you are lonely and afraid?”

For a short moment, Agnodice had looked bleak. “No one can give you those things, Lydia. Now pour me more wine and keep your mouth shut about the goodness of your god.”

Over the years, Agnodice and Rebekah and Lydia had had many more discussions about the Lord. But none had been as raw or revealing as the first. At least now the physician did not argue against prayer and sometimes actually asked for it, claiming that it cost her nothing and did no harm, even if it did no good.

“When will you know if she will recover?” Rebekah asked, bringing Lydia back to the present.

“When the fever breaks and she awakens. I make no promises, mind.”

A passage Rebekah had once quoted from Scripture came to Lydia. “The thing that I fear comes upon me, and what I dread befalls me.” Chloris lay burning and unconscious, caught in the dreams of her fever, and Lydia could do little to help. How well she understood Job’s anguished words.

“Then we will pray that God will break her fever.” Rebekah caressed Chloris’s flushed face. “We will pray that he will guide your hands, Agnodice, and bless your medicines with his healing.”

Lydia nodded her assent. But beneath her willingness to seek God’s help ran a river raging with helpless dread.

When the light of the moon had grown wan and distant, Agnodice called for Lydia and Rebekah. Abandoning their intercession, they ran to Chloris’s bedside. Lydia did not have to ask why the physician had hailed them. The girl’s breathing came shallow and fast, her chest rising and sinking in its battle to retain air. Every few moments, she would skip a breath, as if her lungs no longer bore the strength to move. Lydia had the eerie feeling that the child’s soul was already moving away from its fragile shell toward whatever lay beyond.

Lydia swallowed convulsively. She had seen this strange respiration once before. Hours before her father had died, he had started to breathe like this, hollow breaths too tired to hold on to life.

“She is dying,” Agnodice said in a drained voice, as if she had read Lydia’s mind. “I can do no more. Say your good-byes.”

Lydia sank to her knees. She had feared the worst. And it was coming to pass.



FORTY-ONE
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Its teeth are lions’ teeth,

and it has the fangs of a lioness.

JOEL 1:6

REBEKAH NEVER CEASED PRAYING. Time passed, the moments lazy and sluggish, while Lydia squatted next to Chloris and counted the girl’s breaths. One, two, three, skip; one, two, three, four, skip; one, two, skip, skip. By some inexplicable miracle, Chloris held on to her feeble grip on life, hour after hour.

“She should be dead by now,” Agnodice said, placing a warm poultice on the girl’s chest. She had long since given up trying to dribble her medicines down her patient’s uncooperative throat. “I don’t know what keeps her alive.”

“God,” Rebekah cried, “save this child from the hand of death.”

Who can overcome death? Who can save any of us from its immutable clutch? Lydia buried her face in her hands. Had she not watched her own dear father succumb to its savage hold? Now it clamped its teeth on Chloris, and no one could change that. Even God stood back and allowed the great enemy to have its way.

She went back to her counting. One, two, three, four, five, six. She arrived at twenty-three before she realized there had been no skips. No breaths lost. Had her attention wavered? She started to count again and arrived at fifty. And then one hundred.

“I think she is breathing better,” she said, holding her own breath as Agnodice bent over to examine Chloris. The physician threw a startled glance in Rebekah’s direction.

“I don’t know how, but her breathing is much improved.”

“Will she live?”

“An hour ago I would have said impossible. But now?” She flung her hands in the air. “Ask her.” She pointed her thumb in Rebekah’s direction. “Where my medicines and poultices have failed, her prayers seem to be succeeding.”

Rebekah raised her arms aloft. “Thanks be to the God of heaven and earth!”

Daybreak brought golden sunshine and a sky empty of clouds. As if unable to resist that blue, luminous expanse, Chloris awoke, weak and confused, her voice a croak, her head full of pain. But she awoke. And her fever broke. Agnodice, after another careful examination, assured them that she would live, though she could not explain the girl’s recovery.

“I would like to take the credit, but I don’t deal in the realm of miracles. I can at least tell you that it is not the Roman fever; it won’t return to plague her.” She washed her hands in a basin swimming with scented petals. “Give her broth and cooked pears today. Mix wine with water and honey, and add this bag of herbs. It should help keep the fever at bay.” She began to pack her bag. “I will come tomorrow to see her. Now I am going to bed. Try not to wake me. If you have another emergency, send for her,” she said, pointing her chin at Rebekah.

Dizzy with relief, Lydia clasped Agnodice in her arms. “God bless you,” she said with feeling.

“You should ask him to bless you. I am going to send you a bill so big, you will have to shear a whole flock of sheep and dye the wool into the colors of the rainbow to pay for it.”
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By the following morning, Chloris had recovered so much that keeping her still and in her bed as Agnodice had commanded became a Herculean task. Rebekah looked ashen from nursing her two nights in a row, and Lydia, fearful that her friend might fall victim to the fever next, sent her to bed.

“If you stop fidgeting, I will read you a marvelous story. It is called The Odyssey,” she told the girl.

“What’s it about?”

“About a man who wandered from home for twenty years. A man with a very distinctive scar.”
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It had been a long time since Lydia had thought about Odysseus’s scar. Many years had passed since she had been a fragile child. Her life had changed beyond recognition since then. She lived in a different country, spoke a different language, had different friends. She had lost everything she once held dear and had found, to her amazement, that the Lord had brought new attachments and provided her with a different home, no less precious than her first.

She had succeeded in a competitive business without the partnership of a man. She had earned respect and influence among her colleagues. She thought of her many accomplishments by the world’s standards. Her shop, which she had started from nothing, had grown to be much more lucrative than her father’s business had ever been. She had been awarded Roman citizenship, garnered influence in Philippi and beyond.

And yet not a single one of these realities had managed to disguise that old wound or the throbbing scar it left behind. Not all the purple in the world could hide it. Not all the years in the fabric of time could bury it. In a field of beautiful lilies, a wild boar had stolen her mother and robbed Lydia of security. Its scar would never be healed, she thought.

Every day, when she opened her eyes, fear chased her through each wakeful hour. Now, with Antiochus’s threats hanging over her, that old enemy had grown sharper than ever.



FORTY-TWO
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The enemy said, “I will pursue, I will overtake,

I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.

I will draw my sword; my hand shall destroy them.”

EXODUS 15:9

“WE NEED YOU BELOW STAIRS,” Rebekah said as Lydia emerged from Chloris’s cubicle.

Lydia winced, reading trouble in her friend’s expression. “What now?”

“There is a problem with the indigo.”

The particular purple they were currently working on began with indigo, a dark-blue dye extracted from the leaves of a species of plant that grew in the faraway Tamil country. Other plants, harvested closer to Philippi, could produce indigo. But Lydia considered this species superior to the rest. Using their own ancient techniques, the indigo producers of Tamil processed the leaves into a paste.

Lydia purchased indigo paste from a merchant who brought the dye by caravan all the way from Tamil, navigating through tough terrain much of the way and relying on established trade routes for only part of his complicated journey. She had found the merchant to be a reliable man, one she had counted on throughout the years. Never before had she encountered a complication with one of his deliveries.

“What problem?” Lydia began to walk rapidly below stairs, Rebekah in her wake.

“The color is wrong. We have tried several batches. But none of them work.”

Lydia began to run toward the workshop. They had a large order of fabric due in Corinth in two weeks. There was no time for problems with the dye. There was no margin for a crisis of any kind.

The dye master stood when Lydia came into the chamber. One glance and Lydia knew the gravity of their problem. Instead of the opaque, almost-black color you would expect from indigo, the liquid in the vat was a weak blue.

“Start another batch,” Lydia said. She watched every stage like an eagle, trying to catch a mistake. There were no mistakes. The indigo was faulty.

Pale with tension, Lydia knelt over the vat holding the indigo paste and examined it closely. She detected nothing wrong at first, until she sniffed the paste. Hit by a pungent smell, she drew her head back. “What is that smell?”

The dye master shook his head. “I don’t know, mistress.”

Lydia smoothed some on her palm. A mild tingling turned into a small fire. Hastily she washed her skin and dried it on a fresh towel. Bunching the towel into a ball, she said, “I have never had a problem with this dye. Rebekah, when this batch was delivered, did we conduct a test before making payment?”

“Yes. As we always do. We detected nothing unusual.”

For hours, Lydia and Rebekah and the dye master worked on the indigo. First they soaked the paste in water. Then they tried a solution of wine and water. By the time midnight arrived, they had made no progress, and they were exhausted.

A loud banging on the front door caused the three to pause.

“Excellent. New trouble. I was growing weary of this one,” Lydia said before heading for the courtyard. Epaphroditus, who slept in the shop, had already opened the door when she arrived.

“Antiochus! I might have known.” Lydia turned around and headed back to the workshop. “Come back tomorrow. I might be able to dredge up some patience for you then.”

“Whassa matter? Bad day?”

Lydia stopped midstep. She took a deep breath and turned. “Have you been drinking?”

“Celebrating.” He weaved where he stood.

“I don’t have time for this. Go home.”

“Don’t you want to know what I was celebrating?”

“No!”

Antiochus grinned. There was a great stain on his toga, which had become twisted on his shoulder. He pointed a finger at Lydia and turned it round in a circle. “The beginning of your demise.”

“I don’t know what you mean. Now get out. I am busy.”

“Having trouble with your indigo?”

Lydia turned cold. She walked up to the man, her nostrils flaring. “Did you ruin my indigo? What is that stench that clings to the paste? What have you done?”

Two large hands flew into the air, looking like fat scales. “What am I, one of the gods? How would I ruin your indigo? If you are struck down by calamity, don’t blame me. I have just come to enjoy your anguish.”

“Get out,” Lydia said through gritted teeth.

Antiochus bowed, almost toppling over his feet. He began to laugh uproariously. “Day seven, Lydia. Day seven is here. And you have not given me what I wanted. So I am giving you what you don’t want. Consider it a first payment.” He ran a hand through his tangled hair. “Or you could always give me the girl and we stop here.”

“You can’t have her.”

“Then enjoy your ruined dye. I may not know your formula for your pristine purple, but I do know you can’t make it without good quality indigo.”

Rebekah came to stand by her friend, placing a protective hand on Lydia’s shoulder. “You have delivered your message, Antiochus. Leave now.”

Lydia slumped when the door was barred. “You heard?”

Rebekah nodded, her visage grave. “I don’t understand. Did he sneak into the workshop? I am certain the dye was fine upon delivery. It must have been tampered with while under our roof. Has he planted one of his spies in our midst?”

“Or bribed one of our own people.” She leaned against a column. “We can no longer even feel safe in our own home. As long as we remain blind to the source of this mischief, we cannot protect ourselves against another incident.”

“Let us consider one thing at a time. First, we need to contend with the damage he has already wrought. The indigo is ruined beyond repair?”

Lydia nodded. “We did everything I could think of. This shipment of purple cloth to Corinth cannot get there on time unless I can secure a large amount of indigo within the next two days. Where am I to find so much indigo at a decent price? I will have to pay full market value for it, which will reduce our profits to practically nothing. We were counting on that money, Rebekah.

“And if we wait on a new shipment of indigo, it will delay the delivery of the fabric by weeks. Our clients will never place another order with us again. Not with so many other merchants vying to win their favor. They are among my best customers, and they expect a reliable transaction.” She rubbed her forehead. “It’s like the week from the bowels of hell. Will it never come to an end?”

Rebekah squeezed her arm. “Chloris lives. Appollonia perseveres. Demetrius can look forward to a contented and prosperous future. And Antiochus has not won yet.”

“Are you never afraid, Rebekah?”

“Of course I am. But then I remember the bread of angels. God will send us his provision for this trouble. Tomorrow is the Sabbath. We will go to the river and pray.”



FORTY-THREE
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The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me,

because the LORD has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim freedom for the captives

and release from darkness for the prisoners.

ISAIAH 61:1, NIV

DAWN INVADED THE night all too soon. But it came bringing with it the gift of a day of prayer. Still bleary-eyed from too little rest, Lydia donned her clothes in haste and stopped at the workshop one final time to check for any breakthroughs with the indigo. There had been none.

“Shall we leave?” Rebekah asked, already wrapped in her cloak. A drowsy Chloris stood curved against her, sucking on the pad of her thumb.

Lydia raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“She claims she will explode if we force her to stay in bed another day. It will be good for her to enjoy some fresh air.”

The air was crisp and dry as they walked, and with every step, sleep lost the last vestiges of its hold on the weary women. Green ruled in this part of Philippi: thick, verdant bushes, gurgling water the color of jade, and a few trees with delicate leaves and crooked trunks.

Over the final bend of the road, before they arrived at the place of prayer, Lydia could see a group of women already gathered by the water. She had managed to walk ahead of the others and stopped for a moment to study the scene. Five or six women sat together. There was not a single man among them. The two Jewish families who resided in Philippi and often joined them on the Sabbath were away visiting family.

“We shall be a small group today,” she told Rebekah. “Just women.”

Her friend smiled. “It will be a quiet day.”

The river Gangites was not wide here, flowing with a soft murmur that soothed Lydia. She settled herself on a blanket near the water, and Rebekah and Chloris joined her.

They began the morning with prayer. Lydia found it hard to focus. Her heart was weighed down with the indigo problem and the bigger challenge of Antiochus’s threats. She worried for Chloris’s safety. If Antiochus had managed to get his hands on her dye, then clearly he had found a way into her household. What if he managed to snatch the girl by the same means?

Upon occasion, one of the women would stand and quote a passage from the Jewish Scriptures. Lydia tried to quiet her racing mind by focusing on the words of the Law. They had no scrolls to read from and depended entirely on the treasury of their memories. Most of them quoted short passages, sometimes a mere line or two. Then Rebekah, her dark hair covered modestly with a blue veil, stood up. Her voice was soft and pleasant, like music from a stringed instrument; her Greek would not have shamed a scholar. She quoted from the prophet Isaiah:

The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me,

because the LORD has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim freedom for the captives

and release from darkness for the prisoners —

Lydia sat up. She needed good news. If there was someone in this world who could release her from the darkness of fear and the prison of danger, she wished they would show up.

Rebekah continued her proclamation:

to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor

and the day of vengeance of our God,

to comfort all who mourn,

and provide for those who grieve in Zion —

to bestow on them a crown of beauty

instead of ashes,

the oil of joy

instead of mourning,

and a garment of praise

instead of a spirit of despair.

They will be called oaks of righteousness,

a planting of the LORD

for the display of his splendor.

They will rebuild the ancient ruins

and restore the places long devastated.

Lydia listened with care, deeply moved by the promises Rebekah quoted. “Who is the man the prophet speaks of, Rebekah? Who is the one who binds up the brokenhearted and comforts all who mourn?”

“This passage foreshadows the Messiah, the Promised One of Israel who will set us free from our captivity and lead Israel back into the paths of righteousness.”

“Sisters,” a man’s deep voice interjected. “Allow me to interrupt.”

Lydia nearly toppled over with shock, startled by the interruption. In the shadow of a clump of trees a few cubits away sat five strangers. She had not noticed them approach or sit, too caught up in her thoughts. “Who are you?” she asked.

A short, wiry man with unruly hair came to his feet. He had a kind smile that contrasted with the sharp intelligence of his gaze. She noticed an air of intensity about him, like a storm held back. “My name is Paul, and I am from Tarsus. These are my friends. Here is Silas, a true follower of God, and that young lion next to him is called Timothy. Near me sits my friend Luke, who is a physician. And this handsome fellow is a Roman architect and engineer, Marcus Cornelius Marcius.”

Lydia saw a blur of faces. Turning back to the man who called himself Paul, she said, “I am Lydia, a seller of purple. And this is my friend Rebekah.”

“Forgive our intrusion,” Paul said. “We are visitors to your city. We wished to join the prayers for the Sabbath and heard the faithful gather here. When we arrived, you were already in prayer. We did not wish to encroach. May we join you?”

Lydia glanced at her companions for approval. “This is a place where we worship the Lord. You are most welcome.”

The men came forward and settled closer. Paul addressed Rebekah when he had sat down. “How well you spoke the words of the prophet! Better than a scribe in the Temple. Not a single mistake in that long oration. I should know, for I was trained as a Pharisee in Jerusalem under the honored teacher Gamaliel, and I come from a long line of Pharisees.”

“A Pharisee, you say?” Rebekah took a step forward. “We are not often honored by men of your distinction in Philippi.”

Paul waved a hand. “I am not here as a teacher of the Law. My friends and I have traveled a long way that we may impart glorious news to you on this fine Sabbath, for I know the man about whom the words of the prophet were written. You might even say that I have met him.

“His name is Jesus, and he is the Messiah.”



FORTY-FOUR
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All we like sheep have gone astray;

we have turned —every one —to his own way;

and the LORD has laid on him

the iniquity of us all.

ISAIAH 53:6

LYDIA WAS INTRIGUED. Here was a Jewish teacher of the Law, traveling with a Roman and a Greek. To the best of her recollection, Pharisees did not keep company with Gentiles, whom they considered “unclean.” More provocative still was this man’s willingness to sit with a group of women and hold discourse. That in itself was an extraordinary breach of Jewish custom. She concluded that this was no ordinary company of men. Smoothing her amethyst-colored tunic, she addressed them.

“Master Paul, I am not a Jew, but I am what you Hebrews call a God-fearer. I notice that some members of your party are not Jews either, and yet I assume they believe in this Messiah, or they would not be here. Please, sir, tell us about this man. Tell us about this Jesus.”

Paul slapped his thigh and stood. “I hoped you would ask, for he is the fulfillment of the very Scripture that Rebekah quoted earlier. There are many prophecies about the Messiah in the Bible. Is that not so, Rebekah?”

“Yes, master.” Her tone was cautious.

Paul nodded. “Some are hundreds of years old. Others, thousands. They foreshadow the coming of a savior.”

Lydia tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “A savior for the Jewish people.”

“Ah.” Paul’s thick brows shot up. “I am glad you raised that point. The forefather of the Jewish people is a man called Abraham. His name means ‘the father of nations.’ In fact, he could not father any children. God made him a promise that in spite of his advanced age, he would indeed have a son. And that through his descendants, every nation on earth would be blessed.

“The Jews are the children of God’s promise, the seed of Abraham. It is from us that his salvation comes. But from the start of our history, the Lord intended to bless all the nations through us. Greek, Roman, Persian. It is of no consequence. This gift is for everyone.”

Lydia leaned forward. “So I don’t have to be born Jewish to have salvation?”

“You do not.” Paul clapped and smiled. Then the smile vanished and his expression grew grave. “But you have a greater problem than that of your birth. One far more influential on your destiny than your mere heritage.”

“What is that?”

“The problem of sin. None of us are free of it. We are born enslaved to sin, bound to its temptations and twists. It bends us from the inside out, even the best of us.”

Lydia felt spellbound. “How, then, can one be set free?”

“Not by one’s own efforts, I can promise you.” Paul pulled on his beard. “The Pharisees make a minute study of the Law of God. They break it apart, tear it into small compartments, and create hundreds of rules in order to ensure the Law is upheld properly. Follow these statutes, and you can be righteous, they claim. Do not break these regulations, and you can avoid sin. But it is a useless practice.”

Rebekah gasped. Silas covered a smile with his hand.

Paul continued. “How can a man rule his heart? Tell his heart not to hate or bear resentment or feel jealousy? How can a man demand that his whole soul love God and force his mind into perfect obedience? I tried for years, and still I could not perform even one little command from Solomon. To trust in God with all my heart and lean not on my own understanding. Every chance I had, I ‘leaned.’ And I don’t think I am alone in this struggle. All humanity shares in it.”

Lydia could not argue with that. She was a great leaner herself.

She noticed Rebekah shifting her cloak and sinking deeper into its folds. “I have always understood that to be the reason we offer sacrifices. The blood of the sacrifice covers our sins, washes them clean as if they never existed.”

Luke smiled. “She is clever, isn’t she?”

“Yes, indeed.” Marcus nodded. “I had to learn all this like a child, from the beginning. She is two steps ahead of you, Paul.”

“Let us see if I can catch up.” He nodded at Rebekah. “You are right indeed. And yet, how long after offering each sacrifice do we remain pure? Clean of every moral offense? We would have to traipse over to the Temple by the hour with an unblemished sacrifice to keep up with our transgressions. The world population of cattle, pigeons, and turtledoves would soon dwindle and disappear from the earth.”

A faint chuckle escaped Rebekah’s lips. She swallowed the sound, forcing her mouth into a flat line. She was not one to be bent by the force of a good argument, Lydia knew.

“Our God is a good Father, brimming with compassion and mercy. He is patient with us in the midst of our failures, slow to anger, desiring to reason with us in spite of our wandering ways.” Paul looked into the distance. “But God is also holy. Who can come into his presence?”

“The one who is holy,” Rebekah said.

“The one who is holy.” Paul nodded. “Unblemished holiness is required of us. We can’t be almost pure. Close to spotless, with only a bit of tarnish here and there. What is required is perfect holiness.”

“Well then, who can be saved?” Rebekah rubbed her forehead. “You are making this into an impossible task. I thought you said you came bearing good news. So far you have succeeded only in making me despair.”

Lydia winced. If even Rebekah felt discouraged, then there was no hope for her.

Paul grinned. “Allow me to make amends. God always intended to save us from this snare. To make us residents of his kingdom, children of his heart. His love for us knows no boundaries.

“God gave us countless promises in his Word, foreshadowing his coming salvation. Remember the Passover lamb?”

“I know this story,” Lydia said. “It was the final plague that God unleashed on Egypt, worse than any that came before. The destroyer took the life of every firstborn male in Egypt. Except for the firstborns of Israel. It passed over their homes because each household had sacrificed an unblemished lamb and painted their doorframes with its blood,” she said. “But what has this lamb to do with your Messiah?”

Paul raised both hands in a gesture of appeal. “We are like Egypt in the time of the plagues. We have hard hearts and blind eyes. A destroyer is loosed in our midst. It can sneak into our homes and steal our very lives, our joy, our hope, our future. Death itself has the last word over us, and we cannot overcome it.”

Lydia felt something flare in her heart, something hot and angry and afraid all at once. “That is truth.”

“Like Egypt, we need an unblemished lamb, don’t you see? A lamb whose blood would force the destruction of sin and death to pass over us.”

“A lamb better than the ones we sacrifice on feast days?” Rebekah frowned.

“Precisely. A perfect lamb, from God. One imbued with the Spirit of the Lord, empowered to bind up the brokenhearted and to release prisoners from their captivity. Who is not a prisoner in this world? Who does not need to be set free?”

Lydia pulled up her knees against her chest and listened with her whole heart. She knew what it was like to be a prisoner in need of freedom.

“Iron bars are not the only dungeons that constrain us. Greater chains bind us. In this life sorrow hounds us, and we cannot escape its sharpened talons. Our souls grow thin with weariness and despair. Grief turns joy into ashes. We are betrayed by those we love. Shamed by those who hurt us and, worse, shamed by our own actions. Guilt eats us like a monstrous beast we cannot fight. And we grow enslaved, held captive by fear.

“Grief. Betrayal. Shame. Guilt. Fear. We are slaves to such dark masters. Jesus came to set us free. Free from sin and death.”

Lydia’s eyes snapped open wide. She clenched her hands, and still they shook. She opened her mouth to ask a question. No sound emerged.

She bent her head a fraction and straightened the strap of her shoe. Then she heard Paul whisper, only for her ears, “No one shall separate you from the love of God. Not trouble or hardship or danger. Not even the makhaira.”
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But he was pierced for our transgressions;

he was crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,

and with his wounds we are healed.

ISAIAH 53:5

PAUL COULD NOT HAVE KNOWN. No one could have known, for she had told no one except Rebekah. The two of them sometimes still joked about the makhaira at their throats. She continued to see the face of fear more clearly than that of God.

And those words. Grief. Betrayal. Shame. Guilt. Fear. They had been the continuous incantation of her heart when her father died, the emotions that had ensnared and almost broken her.

She supposed she had never truly outrun them. They lay buried somewhere deep inside and raised their ravenous heads when circumstances unearthed them from the place she had tried to entomb them. They rose, living still, to torment her. She was as impotent against them now as when they first took root in her soul.

But God knew. Had always known the power they still held over her. And he had revealed his knowledge through Paul.

Only the revelation had not come accompanied by a hammer of condemnation. God had not said, You are unclean. Unacceptable. Unlovable. I know your heart, and I reject you. I know your darkest secrets, and I despise you. Instead, God had sent an invitation to freedom. He had whispered to her his desire to set her free.

A part of her resisted such a simple promise. Surely God would not forgive her so easily? Wipe away her guilt for ruining her father’s life and bringing disgrace upon them with her selfishness? All for the sake of a handsome face and empty promises. She cringed as she remembered.

“He can set us free?” she asked, finally breaking her silence. “This Messiah, this Jesus, can set us free from the bondage you spoke of?” Silence fell on the small gathering. Lydia realized that she had spoken aloud, interrupting an ongoing conversation. She felt herself turn red.

Paul looked at her, his gaze sharp as a sword. “There is nothing in the world so damaged that it cannot be repaired by the hand of Almighty God,” he said as if he could read into her soul. “The answer is yes —Jesus can set you free from every chain that binds you. He is the only one who can.”

“Then let us go to him at once,” she said, gathering her cloak and coming to her feet. “Where does he live?”

“I dearly wish to grant your request, Lydia. But Jesus has returned to the Father. You can receive the Holy Spirit, who will impart to you the Lord’s presence. To see Jesus face-to-face, however, you will have to wait either for his return or for your time to be united with him in death.”

Lydia frowned. “What?”

“He has been crucified,” Rebekah said.

“No!” Lydia sank back to the ground. Why had God raised her hopes if the man was dead?

Paul raised a hand. “We offer sacrifices to acknowledge our sins, do we not? We offer them with the hope that the blood of the sacrifice will wash us clean.”

Lydia straightened. “He had to be sacrificed for our sins?”

Paul exhaled. “Crucified for our sake. Laid in a tomb, dead. And then on the third day, he rose from the grave. He rose with a new body that will never perish. A new body that allowed him to eat and speak and embrace and walk through closed doors and appear and disappear at will. Hundreds saw him and live to bear testimony, for he remained on earth forty days before returning to his Father.

“He reigns over a new kingdom. A kingdom more of heaven than of this earth. Everyone clamors to be a citizen of Rome. Is it not so? Think of the many advantages that belonging to the greatest empire in the world may offer a man. But Rome cannot take your tears away. It cannot restore your life. It cannot take away your sorrow or crying or pain. It cannot overcome death. These things you shall only find in the kingdom of Jesus.

“This is why he has the power to give us a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. It is why in him we can rebuild the ancient ruins of our lives and restore the places in our hearts that have long remained devastated by our histories. That is what the prophet Isaiah foretold.”

Thunderstruck, Lydia listened. There is nothing in the world so damaged that it cannot be repaired by the hand of Almighty God, Paul had said. And this Jesus was the key to that repair, the doorway to such restoration.

Rebekah had many questions. Lydia understood her friend’s reservations. Even understood her cynicism. For years she had studied the Jewish Scripture. Knew great tomes of it by heart and could argue its sense with a Pharisee’s expertise. She needed her proof when presented with a man who claimed to be the Son of God.

It was different for Lydia. She knew —knew bone deep —that despite her unanswered questions, she had found the one answer that mattered. This Messiah was the one she had waited for.

The Lord had opened her heart to this knowledge. She knew Paul’s testimony to be the truth. Her feet wobbled as she stood. “Master Paul, what do I have to do to enter into the Lord’s Kingdom?”

Paul laughed, a hearty sound rising out of his chest that reminded Lydia of the gurgling noise of a clean brook. “There is a river here. I can baptize you this very moment. You can join the family of God. My family.”

Lydia stepped forward. “I am ready.”

Paul asked her a thousand questions. Did she repent? Did she believe? Did she receive? Did she renounce evil? Yes! With a resounding, unquestioning, hopeful, tear-filled certainty, she answered yes to each question.

He blessed her and pressed her into the river, purple clothes and all, her head dipping under the water, hair entangled and wet, spread in a hundred directions by the currents. Her breath held, impeded by the river. Her old self was being washed, cleansed, dying even —dying to the past, dying to death, dying to self —and rising up to take a breath like no other in her life. A breath pure and free of guilt. Washed of shame. She felt as if she was newly born.

Then Paul, Silas, Timothy, Luke, and Marcus laid hands on her head and began to pray, words she did not catch, sounds she did not understand, some speaking in languages utterly unknown to her. Their prayers had a strange power. Where she had always been empty, she began to be filled with an inexplicable contentment.

Tears fell, blinding her. Her nose ran. Her wet hair clung to her face and head in haphazard clumps. She cared nothing for these things. Her soul lived! The Holy Spirit, the men called him, this new presence within her. He took away the loneliness and grief. She felt changed by this visitation, this infilling. Altered forever. She would have fallen over if they had not held her up in their strong arms.

When it was over, Lydia stood, shaking, her legs weak, her body spent. For the first time in her life, she was utterly at peace.

“You are the first,” Paul said, “in this whole realm. The first to believe. The first to be baptized.”

Lydia laughed. She turned to the gathering of women. Rebekah stared with wide eyes, her mouth slightly open. Chloris looked like a gazelle, an expression of awe transforming her young face from beauty to something transcendent. Other women from her household took in the scene in silence. She saw that many were affected by what they had witnessed, weeping in silence.

She was their mistress, their patroness. By virtue of her position, she held over them a world of unspoken power. Her decision to follow the Christ obligated them to do the same. Where she went, they must follow. Her God would have to be theirs. Yet Lydia knew that this decision needed to be an inward one, true to one’s heart. Not one made for the sake of obligation or as a mark of respect toward their mistress.

She cleared her throat. “Sisters,” she began. “Those of you who belong to my household: know that I will not demand this faith of you, nor will I hold it against you if you choose not to follow me. Let this decision come from your heart, not from my urging. I invite you to join me in this blessing, freely. Beloved, let Jesus rule in your hearts, for he is life.”

Rebekah came to stand by her. “You have been touched by God,” she said. “I see it in your face. He has changed you.”

Lydia’s smile shone. “You still have to contend with your objections. I understand.”

Rebekah shook her head. “I suspect God will never answer all my questions. Perhaps it is a matter of faith more than understanding.” She went to Paul. “Master, I wish to be baptized.”

She emerged from the water without the shattered expression Lydia had borne. God’s touch on Rebekah was more understated. A subtle shifting in her soul that lacked the dramatic experience Lydia had had, yet no less real because of it. Rebekah went into the water brimming with questions and came out with peace.

Chloris followed, and then the rest. The waters were stirred by the women’s steps of faith, salted by their tears, washed by their newness.



FORTY-SIX
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Oh that my vexation were weighed,

and all my calamity laid in the balances!

For then it would be heavier than the sand of the sea.

JOB 6:2-3

BY THE TIME PAUL PERFORMED the last baptism, the sun had dipped low in the sky and the afternoon had grown old.

Lydia observed the fading light with bewilderment. Her mind had not registered the passing of the hours. “Master Paul, will you and your companions consider staying at my home as my guests? For as long as you remain in Philippi, my home is at your disposal.”

Paul inclined his head. “You are most gracious, Mistress Lydia, and honor us by your invitation. But our message is not welcomed by all, as it has been here today. We bring with us Good News and trouble, both. I would not burden your household with any unrest which our presence might arouse.”

The thought of this man dragging the strife of the world into her already-troubled home gave Lydia a moment of pause. One thing she knew with certainty was that he would also bring with him the peace of God. She was surprised to find no anxiety in her heart as she contemplated the possible problems that might visit her through her guests. Besides, had she not learned through the bitterness of her father’s unjust arrest and subsequent death that she should not turn her back on those in distress merely to save herself a bit of inconvenience?

She bowed her head. “It’s of no consequence. If you agree that I am a true believer in the Lord, come and stay at my home. My servants will make you comfortable and provide you with bedding in the courtyard. The women sleep above stairs and will not burden you.”

Paul turned to Silas and Luke for a silent exchange. “It would be no burden to us to share your company and an honor to tell you more about our Lord Jesus. My companions and I would be pleased to accept your invitation.”

After their long day, everyone had generated a great appetite. Rebekah arranged for food to be sent to the men in the courtyard. Among the more conservative members of Roman society, women did not partake of meals with men during a formal feast, and while this was far from a formal affair, Lydia did not wish to intrude upon her guests.

To her delight, Paul sent one of the servants to ask her and Rebekah to join them for the evening meal. “We belong to one family now,” he said. “Let us eat together as brothers and sisters.”

As they ate in the triclinium, leaning comfortably on couches, Paul and Silas spoke of the Lord to them. Lydia found herself sitting across from Marcus Marcius. He had the bearing of a soldier rather than an architect. His dark eyes were surrounded by laugh lines that looked like faint sunbursts; his hair, cropped close to his scalp in the Roman fashion, seemed almost black except for a hint of gray at the temples. She noticed his hands, which were unusually clean but scarred from fingertip to wrist; his right palm bore a large, sun-shaped cicatrix.

He was a handsome man, which put her on her guard. Since Jason, she found good looks in men an offense. But something in the cast of Marcius’s face and the lines around his eyes caused her to wonder about him. Something about the man tugged at the walls she had erected around her heart. She forced her attention to Silas, who was telling the story of a blind man whom Jesus had healed.

During a lull in the conversation, Marcius leaned toward her. “My thanks for your hospitality, Lydia. It has been weeks since I have partaken of such a delicious meal.”

She felt her heart pick up its tempo, and she tried without success to quench its enthusiasm. “I have a good cook,” she said. “You met her at the river this morning.” Lydia held out a plate of fish to him. “Try her roasted tuna with mint sauce. Her specialty.”

He laid the warm piece of bread he had just dipped in olive oil on his plate and reached for the roasted tuna. Her gaze lingered on the scarred hands. The man was a curiosity. A cultured Roman, judging by his speech and manner and patrician cognomen. And yet he bore the scars of a servant.

“How is it that you, a Roman born and bred, came to follow the Lord, Marcus Marcius?” she asked, unable to swallow the question —unable to resist the intrigue of him.

“Please. If I am to have the honor of remaining in your home, call me by my praenomen. Call me Marcus.”

“Marcus, then.”

“I began to follow the Lord when I was a slave.”

Lydia blinked. “A slave?” She had never heard of a Roman of his class being sold into slavery. “You were a slave?”

“For three years.” Marcus closed his hands into fists. The whole room had grown silent.

The Greek physician, Luke, reached over to clasp him on his shoulder with long, reassuring fingers. “Not many men would have survived what you went through, my friend. Fewer still would emerge with a whole heart.”

“That, I owe to God and his faithful servant Jacob.”

Lydia was beginning to understand the attraction of that angular face. It was stamped not only with a superficial beauty but also with pain. He was acquainted with deepest sorrow. And something even more compelling. It was as if Marcus had discovered secrets men seldom unearthed and had entered depths heaven revealed to a select few. He was nothing like Jason, Lydia realized. Jason had been all surface, the shallows pretending to hide fathoms that weren’t there. This man knew depths she could only guess at.

“Will you tell us your story, Marcus?” she asked, holding her breath.

He looked at her, his dark eyes narrowed. She turned the color of the beets in the salad under that careful scrutiny. She had no right to ask him such a question. No right to delve into his past. She was about to apologize and take back her request when he smiled at her. His smile was warm and understanding, as if he recognized that her request went beyond a meager curiosity. As if he understood the root of her question better than she did. He nodded once, and without fanfare began his story.

“I was born in Rome to a patrician family long on pride and short on coin,” he said. “Our fortunes had dwindled over the decades so that by the time I was a young man, we lived in the crumbling ruins of a once-grand villa with little land left for farming and no more treasures to sell. My mother, Atia, had rough hands for want of a servant. I remember her washing our laundry herself, something a patrician woman is never supposed to do.

“As an only son, I knew what was expected of me. The army beckoned. For the sake of the glory of Rome and in order to restore the fortunes of my family, I had to join the thousands who fought to secure Rome’s ever-expanding borders. I had no interest in the army and even less in warfare. From the time I can remember, I had a passion for building. Houses, bridges, libraries, aqueducts. It mattered not. The intricacies of design and structure drew me like the irresistible song of the sirens. My hope was that once I joined my division, I might be assigned to work with the engineers who often served in the Roman army.

“When I turned sixteen, I boarded ship in the harbor of Misenum at the northern end of the Bay of Naples. Our galley was a long, narrow trireme, not large but fast. With two hundred men on board, including the oarsmen, we were jammed tight, sleeping on deck wherever we could find space to sit. We were headed first for Baetica in the Iberian Peninsula, where we were to deliver fifty men, and from there to pick up provisions and make our way to Britannia, where I was assigned to serve.

“We never made it as far as Baetica. The wind was against us from the start of our journey. It took us seven days on the Mediterranean Sea traveling westward to cover the distance that should have taken two. On the seventh day, we came across a small merchant ship. It was packed with wheat and passengers, destined for Rome. Though many years have passed since that fateful afternoon, I remember the lines of that dainty ship, smaller than our trireme, and slow. Merchant ships use sails only. They have no room for oars and oarsmen.”

Lydia smiled. “I can picture it exactly. It was on such a ship that Rebekah and I made our way to Philippi.”

“Then you can understand our concern when we detected the second ship. It took us some time to recognize it for what it was. Pirates had not disturbed those waters for over fifty years. And yet here was an Illyrian quadrireme, sleek and fast, eating up the wind, heading for the merchant vessel.

“Our commander did not hesitate. He ordered the captain to engage the pirates. What choice had we? We could not leave the merchant vessel defenseless.”

Lydia set her napkin aside, her appetite forgotten. “Had I been a passenger, I would have welcomed your help most fervently. I cannot imagine being pursued by pirates, though I assume engaging them could have been no easy feat either.”

“We were Roman, two hundred strong and ready for battle. None of us conceived of defeat. I thought they would turn and run when they saw us. Why risk engaging a fully armed Roman warship? I did not know the pirate captain then. He was Illyrian by birth, the son and grandson of generations of bold marauders. Far from running, he turned and rammed straight into us.

“I had never been in a war, never even seen a skirmish. That day I saw a glimpse of hell in the chaos that ensued. Many died with the initial impact. The Illyrians boarded our galley within moments, undeterred by our arrows and spears. We fought with our swords and fists and whatever else we could lay hands on. Ill prepared for an engagement that came too fast, we did our best to overcome the pirates. Our best proved insufficient. We lost the battle. Many of my comrades died. Young like me and unseasoned for war, they were easy prey in the hands of rough men.

“The Illyrians executed most of our experienced officers and captured thirty-seven of us as slaves. Pirates make better money through slavery than the seizure of goods.”

Lydia was not the only one who gasped. Sounds of shock filled the chamber. Marcus spread his arms.

“In the course of one hour, I went from being a proud Roman patrician to an Illyrian slave. Worse yet: they did not intend to auction me at some distant port, where perhaps I might find a way back home. For me, they had another plan.

“Though we had lost the battle, we had inflicted a good deal of damage. Many pirates and the slaves who served them had died at our hands, their bodies floating in the warm waters of the Mediterranean Sea. The pirate ship needed new oarsmen. That became my assignment.”

Wrapping her arms around her stomach, Lydia leaned back. She could not imagine a worse fate.



FORTY-SEVEN
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Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.

JAMES 1:12, NIV

“I FOUND OUT THE fundamental rule of rowing within the first hour of my new life. Rowing is pain. It exerts a brutal punishment upon every muscle you have. From the moment you pull on that long oar, battling the weight of water, every part of your body screams with agony. For protracted periods of time, you find no respite. Your only reality is the oar in your hand, the sound of the drum in your ear, and the sight of the man next to you, pulling in tandem, pulling to live.

“They chained me to a man of middle years with a beard that reached his chest and a stench that could make you gag. Soon I would smell the same. But that first day, I did not know it. I felt superior to everyone. I was a Roman, after all.

“For the first few hours, my oar mate said nothing. I stumbled with the oar, trying to learn the rhythm, trying to avoid the added punishment of the oar master’s whip. Then, as night fell, the ship dropped anchor, and we could finally rest. I collapsed forward, half-insensate from pain and exhaustion. ‘Drink this,’ a kind voice said in my ear, and my oar mate held a chipped wooden cup to my chapped lips and forced water into my mouth. ‘I am Jacob,’ he said. ‘Jacob Ben Samuel. I have served on this ship for four years. I have survived, and so shall you, young Roman.’”

“Jacob?” Rebekah asked.

“Yes.” Marcus’s lips softened for a moment. “He was one of your people. I told him that I was not serving any filthy pirates for four years.

“Jacob Ben Samuel laughed softly and passed me a piece of bread. ‘Eat, then. You will need your strength if you are to walk out of here on your own feet.’

“My fingers were a mass of blisters by the next morning. The blisters burst and turned into new blisters. I still carry the scars on my hands. Our days began with pain and ended with pain.

“Pride is a powerful force. It shapes your view of the world, of yourself. For all its power, I found that it breaks easily and leaves behind nothing. By the end of the first month, my pride had crumbled. Courage, hope, confidence disintegrated in its wake. There is no greater shame for a Roman than to be reduced to slavery. Not only defeated but captured, shackled.

“I gave in. I tried to wrap my chains about my own throat. Death by suicide was the only honorable option left to me.

“Jacob saved me.” Marcus looked at his scars. “He was the kindest man I have ever met. Day by day, he gave me a reason to live.

“At first he taught me the simple lessons of rowing. How to hold the oar. How to protect my back, my elbow, my shoulder from injury. Our Illyrian masters switched our positions from one side of the boat to the other, but they kept us chained to the same partners. So Jacob and I spent more hours together than most brothers.

“There were days when we were pushed beyond what our bodies could endure, beyond weariness, so that every shred of strength left us. In those moments Jacob would whisper in my ear, ‘One more pull. One more pull. Don’t give in, boy. One more.’ And it was his voice, the warm concern in it, the sheer civility of it in the midst of unthinkable brutality, that pushed me to persevere. Jacob taught me resilience. He taught me that my mind could be stronger than my body.

“With the brashness of youth buoyed by Roman pride, I had boasted to Jacob that first day that I would not serve a pirate ship for four years. I would not have served for four months if he had not cared for me. They would have dragged my beaten body out of the hull of that quadrireme. As it was, I remained enslaved for three full years. Jacob began to speak to me of God when the first month had ended.

“For three years, I heard of this God. How he had inclined his ear to the misery of the slaves in Egypt and sent them help. God, Jacob said, carried my tears in his bottle and would one day give me beauty for the ashes of my life. Like you, Lydia, I became a God-fearer. Driven day after day, past agony, past exhaustion, past the voice that whispered this thing could not be done, I pulled on the oar and gave my bitterness to Jacob’s God.

“My friend saved my body from death on that ship, but he saved my soul from worse.”

Lydia had never been enslaved, captive to brutal masters. But she had come close to giving in. She understood how Marcus felt about Jacob, for she felt the same about Rebekah. It was her kindness, her counsel, her love of God that had helped Lydia hold on through the harshest years.

“How came you to be liberated from those wretched pirates?” she asked Marcus.
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Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.”

LUKE 23:34, NLT

“ONE MORNING WE came across a ship. I recognized it immediately. It was a Roman warship, a trireme, much like the one I had served on when I was captured. Something in me rebelled. I could not aid in the enslavement of other men like me. I could not participate, even unwillingly, in the killing of my countrymen.

“There were other Romans who served as slaves on our vessel. I cried for their help. I encouraged them to revolt. The impending battle had forced the Illyrians on deck, leaving only one man below with us. As I screamed for rebellion, the oar master came at me with his whip, dagger drawn, intending to silence me. He miscalculated in one regard. Three years of pulling oars makes you strong. I was no longer a puny boy, easily overcome. In a moment, I had wrapped his bruising whip around my hand and pulled him helplessly to the ground. His dagger ground into my hand.” Marcus showed his palm, where the sun-shaped scar twinkled white in the firelight. “I knew how to keep my head in the midst of pain. Within moments, I held his keys in one hand, his dagger in the other.”

Folding his palm into a fist, Marcus grinned. “Not a great price for escape. We freed ourselves from our chains and joined the fray on the side of Rome. The Illyrians were winning until we arrived. Our help turned the tide of the battle, and the Romans gained the upper hand. Not only did they overcome the Illyrians, but they also earned a rich prize from the holds of the pirate ship and returned to great glory at home. The shame of my slavery was washed by that triumph and the part I played in it.

“The commander of the Roman vessel, Lucius Antias, knew he owed his life and victory to our intervention. When he discovered my role in the battle, he offered to give me any reward I wished. At the time, Jacob was still a slave by Rome’s reckoning. He would be placed on the auction block in Rome. As my reward, I asked for his freedom. Within days, Jacob had his certificate of manumission. He returned to his home in Caesarea a free man, though he took part of my heart with him. He will always remain my dearest friend.

“Upon my arrival in Rome, I discovered that both my parents were dead. When he heard of my loss, Antias, who had listened to my story and learned of my dreams as we traveled together, insisted on giving me part of his share of the prize money for capturing the Illyrian ship. ‘I will still be a richer man than I was before I met you,’ he told me. ‘Not to mention less dead than I would have been if you had not led the slaves into a revolt against the slave traders.’

“The money he gave me was sufficient to see me through the years of training as an architect and engineer. It paid for my education, my books, my equipment, my lodgings, and my food for the years that I studied. To him I owe a debt I can never repay, though I have tried many times.

“When my training was complete, I decided not to remain in Rome but to travel throughout the empire in order to find the most interesting jobs. Wherever I went, on the Sabbath, I sought a synagogue, if one could be found. I continued to worship the God of Abraham, though in my heart, I longed for more. Where was this Messiah we were promised? Where the power of the prophets of old? Where did Gentiles like me fit in?

“When traveling in Ephesus last year, I developed a cough I could not shake. Luke happened to be visiting Ephesus at the same time, and the members of the synagogue introduced him to me.

“He healed my cough and told me of the Christ. As I recall, he had an iron clamp down my throat when he said, ‘You should live a long and healthy life, given the strength of your body. But would you not rather have eternal life, Marcius?’

“I have a great respect for iron clamps, particularly if they are occupying my throat. So I said I would.”

Everyone laughed. The architect could hold the attention of a bored three-year-old with his storytelling. He had led a fascinating life, Lydia thought. But beyond that, he had come away with a heart made stouter by loss and tragedy. That he had survived was a testimony to his strength. Yet there was more to him than a man who had survived an experience that would have killed others. The brutal existence on that ship had failed to twist him. Lesser men would have left bitter, filled with hatred. Marcus, she sensed, was a man at peace, unmolested by the storms of rage.

“That is an impressive scar,” Lydia said, pointing to his hand. “But the tale behind it is even more impressive.”

“I follow a scarred Redeemer. Somehow I think our scars become holy in the shadow of his. And his plans are made perfect in the demolition of our own devices. This is not the life I once thought I would live. But it has proven better than any life I might have chosen.”

A scarred Redeemer, Lydia thought, and she was put in mind of her own scarred heart. Could the scars borne by Jesus transform her own scars? The ones she bore from the death of her mother, from Jason’s betrayal and the loss of her father, from the theft of her home? Could such monsters that pursued her dreams and shaped her waking moments with their darkness actually become holy?

“What of the Illyrians? Do you despise them? Do you not wish to revenge yourself upon them?” she said.

Marcus shrugged a shoulder. “I have forgiven my cruel masters.”

“Forgiven them?” Lydia spit out the words as if they tasted bitter on her tongue.

“While he hung on the cross, caught in the agony of such a death, Jesus found the strength to speak a handful of words. Shall I tell you my favorite? He said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.’ He said this about his tormenters and murderers. Roman and Jew. It did not matter to him. He spoke forgiveness over them, although they betrayed him and robbed him of life itself.

“I say the same words when I am tempted to hate. Those poor Illyrians. Hell has a hold on their souls, and they are barely out of it, though they live on this earth. I will leave them safely in the hands of Jesus. Unforgiveness would only chain my heart to them. And I am a free man now.”

After Lydia bid her guests a good night, she retired for the evening. In the quiet of her chamber, she relived the moment of her baptism and asked herself if she had committed an error. Had she rushed into this new faith? Was this Jesus to be trusted?

Peace chased away doubt at the thought of his name. She thought of Marcus’s expression as he said, “I am a free man now.” He had meant it. He lived in freedom because of Christ.

Could she be free of Dione and Jason? Of the boar? Of Antiochus? Of fear itself?

The thought of Antiochus reminded her of the ruined indigo. Rebekah had said that God would send them his aid. He had sent Paul and his friends. They knew nothing about indigo, however. Perhaps her soul needed help more than her dye.

She pushed her blanket aside and tiptoed past sleeping servants and down the stairs, avoiding her guests who slumbered in the atrium as she made her way into the workshop where the indigo was kept. Sinking to her knees, she stared into the ruined paste, trying to devise some way out of her dilemma.

Worse yet, she needed to discover the identity of the person who had destroyed the dye. There could be no true safety under her roof until she determined the means by which Antiochus had gained access to her home.
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He said, “It is finished,” and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.

JOHN 19:30

THE MORNING HAD TURNED COOL. Early autumn had taken a hard, unseasonal turn toward winter. Lydia came out of the workshop, feeling pale and drawn. Earlier, when she had taken a moment to comb her hair before a polished mirror, she had noted dark shadows like soot smudging her eyes.

“The peace of God to you, Lydia.”

Her head snapped up. “Master Paul! I did not see you.”

Paul waved a reassuring hand. “Trouble?”

Was her turmoil written on her face, clear as the Latin alphabet? Was she so easy to read? She wondered if she should dump her worries upon the poor man. For all his generosity of spirit, he remained a relative stranger to her. He gazed at her with a steady calm, giving the impression that he could carry the weight of many a burden without breaking. His inviting tranquility loosened her tongue.

“Our supply of indigo was ruined. I have ordered a new shipment, which won’t arrive for a week. Perhaps two. Too late for us to finish this order in a timely manner. Even if we work day and night, we will not complete it in time.”

Paul sat on a marble bench and invited Lydia to sit on its twin near him. “Marcus told you one of the sayings of Christ while he hung on the cross. Do you want to hear another?”

Lydia nodded.

“He said, ‘It is finished.’ He was speaking of his work on earth. Of his victory over darkness. Of his conquest over death and evil. ‘It is finished.’

“I find such comfort in that pronouncement. In the reality that the work of the Messiah is accomplished. Fulfilled. Completed. And therefore, all the works that my soul needs —its redemption and restoration and forgiveness, its renewal and re-creation and salvation —all this is now accomplished. The most important work in the world has been completed.

“I sometimes fancy that the completed work of the cross casts its shadow on other parts of my life too. Because Christ has finished the most crucial work on earth and in heaven, something of that completion covers all the unfinished parts of my life. What remains undone in me, through me, finds a resting place in Jesus’ finished work.”

Lydia’s shoulders slumped. “I do not think my indigo will find a resting place in Jesus, Master Paul. It is ruined. I am not finished with my work. I am late. Forgive me. But commerce makes a person practical. It is very well to speak of the cross’s shadow. Still, that shadow will be no good when my angry customer demands to know why his order has not arrived at his doorstep on the expected day.”

Paul bent and looked into Lydia’s shadowed eyes. “You are deeply burdened by this?”

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a moment. “A business is built or destroyed on the back of its reputation. Even small failures can leave a significant mark.”

“I understand your conundrum. It is very real,” he said. “But when Jesus says, ‘It is finished,’ dear Lydia, you can rest in the absolute authority that flows from those words. They are more real even than your indigo.” Paul gave a smile. “Fetch me this ruined dye.”

“The indigo?”

“Bring it to me, if you please.”

Lydia scratched her head. Then, turning, she called, “Epaphroditus, help the dye master fetch a vat of indigo, if you please.” The vat was heavy, requiring two men to bring it into the courtyard, half-bent under its weight. “We purchase our indigo as a prepared paste,” she explained. “The seller extracts the dye from the leaves of indigo plants, and this is how it comes to us.”

Paul took a squinting look at its contents and nodded. He leaned forward and extended a hand over the vat. His lips moved in silent prayer for a few moments. “I think you should try using it again,” he said, straightening his back.

Lydia exhaled the way a dragon might breathe. “We have tried many times, Master Paul. It is no use. A rubbish dump is too good for this muck.”

“Will you not try one more time?”

“For your sake then.” In moments, the dye master had set up the necessary vats with Epaphroditus’s help and bathed a small clump of wool inside the dye. It emerged a royal blue. Lydia, who had slouched against the wall, arms crossed, shot to her feet. “It is impossible. Do it again. Use more wool this time.”

With every trial the wool emerged the perfect shade, a royal blue, the prerequisite first step to Lydia’s purple. “I do not understand. Use another sample of paste,” she said, her voice urgent.

Paul adjusted a pillow against the wall, making himself comfortable, chewing on mint leaves he had plucked from a large pot nearby. Silas and Marcus had joined them, and hearing the explanation from Paul, observed the frenetic activity with wide smiles.

“I never grow weary of days like this,” Marcus said. “Not all the glory in Rome compares to it.”

After one hour of trials, Lydia finally had to believe the evidence before her eyes. “How can this be?” she asked. “I tested the indigo from every single vat. They were all ruined. Not even a string of yarn emerged the right color. And now look at them!”

In her excitement, she had pushed the dye master aside and soaked the wool in the vat with her own fingers, forgetting to utilize the long staff they used for the job. Her hands were blue up to the wrists. She raked them through her hair, pushing aside an annoying clump that fell on her cheeks.

Pulling on his beard, Paul came to his feet and peeked inside one of the vats. “I believe we call it a miracle. The Lord sometimes moves in mysteries we cannot comprehend.”

Lydia froze, arrested by Paul’s words. “God healed my indigo. This is what you meant when you said Christ’s work is more real than my indigo?”

“Yes and no. This time, the Lord chose to give you a miracle. By virtue of his intervention, you will finish your work on time. God has the power to work supernaturally in our midst.

“I don’t want you to think this will be his response to every one of your problems, however. They don’t call them miracles because they are common.”

Silas grinned. “Well, they are more common when Paul is around. Or Peter and John.”

“My point is that the work of Christ casts its shadow on your life whether you receive a miracle or not. He may give you forbearance instead of a miracle. Or peace in the midst of turmoil. He may give you wisdom when you have no more answers. Or he may hold your hand as only the Christ can and impart courage to steady your shaking knees. His work is finished. You see? That fulfillment will cast its shadow on all your unfinished work.

“You can give up your anxiety about being late. Because the Lord has completed the greater work, you can settle into peace, for his work will brace and empower your small tasks. They seem of such importance to you that their weight becomes a great burden, bearing you down. But when you are pressed, Lydia, and filled with fear, remember him whispering, ‘It is finished,’ and it will cut your challenges down to size. He will empower you to finish what you must.”

Lydia twisted blue hands, trying to make sense of Paul’s teaching. She opened her mouth to speak when Chloris galloped into the courtyard, her skirts held high to give her knees room to pump freely. “He is here! Here at the door!” Her chest rose and fell in a fast rhythm that owed more to terror than to her race.

“Who is here?” Lydia asked, though she already knew the answer.

“That man. Antiochus. I was sitting by the window above stairs when I saw a carriage draw up. He is headed inside this very moment. Oh, what shall I do?”



FIFTY
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Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

EXODUS 21:24-25

THE SOUND OF FEET clattering against the stone steps outside interrupted all conversation. Lydia grabbed Chloris by the arm and shoved her into one of the workshops.

“Not a word. Not a sound. And bar the door after me,” she hissed before shutting it.

Paul, Silas, and Marcus stared at the unfolding drama, refraining from asking any questions. “I will explain later,” she whispered. “Pray for me.”

Rebekah arrived in the courtyard. “Antiochus is here!” Lydia nodded, signaling her knowledge. “What is he up to now?” Rebekah hissed. There was no time to answer. Antiochus bounded in, face red, his hair oily with sweat.

“You’ve gone too far this time, Lydia.”

Lydia raised a warning finger. “I do not recall inviting you to my home. And lower your voice. You disturb my guests.”

Antiochus spared a glance for Paul and his friends. “They might as well know what manner of woman offers them hospitality. A slithering water snake of a woman. This is the last time I allow you to interfere in my affairs.”

“If you are here to talk about Chloris again —”

“I am here to talk about my slave, Demetrius.”

Lydia wondered if he had discovered the part she had played in convincing Appollonia to hire Demetrius. She wiped her face clean of expression. “What about your slave?”

Antiochus slapped his hand so hard on the marble bench, the sprig of mint Paul had set there bounced. Marcus took a step forward, his eyes narrowed. Lydia gave him a reassuring smile. He took no action but remained close, his expression alert, like one of the emperor’s Praetorian Guard, ready to swoop if Antiochus took a wrong step. Lydia felt a loosening of the knot in her belly. She had not felt so protected since the passing of her father.

“If you cannot behave like a civilized man,” she said to Antiochus, “I must ask you to leave this house. I have no knowledge of any slave that belongs to you.” That was no lie, for Demetrius had been declared free.

“You know full well the part you played in this outrage. There is no use denying it. I have it from the mouth of the magistrate. You were there a year ago, as my father lay dying, out of his mind with disease and fever. You were there, goading this treachery.”

The magistrate! She had not considered that the man would reveal her identity to Antiochus. Lydia’s shoulders drooped. Fear, like lava, heated her veins. “Your father swore me to secrecy. What would you have me do? Break my oath?”

“You should have fetched me that night. What man in his right mind would give away a valuable slave like Demetrius? You must have seen that the old man had lost his sanity. The illness had robbed him of his senses, and he never had much to begin with.” He pointed a forefinger toward her. “Look at the company he kept! You had no right to encourage him in his madness.”

Lydia stretched out a placating hand. “Antiochus, your father was weak but in his right mind. You can ask the magistrate. He would not have sealed the documents if he suspected Rufus incapable of thinking straight. You know very well that many wealthy men give faithful slaves their freedom in appreciation for their years of service. There was genuine affection between Demetrius and your father. Rufus wished to repay the man for his loyalty and kindness throughout the years.”

“You lie! Why did he keep all this a secret from me? Not a whisper, not a single warning. Why would he do that unless he was demented? And you encouraged this lunacy. Instead of stopping it, you smiled and squeezed his hand and admired his good decision. The magistrate told me.”

“I did not suggest the deed, Antiochus. Rufus came up with the idea. I cannot deny that I agreed with his arrangement and, yes, I told him so.

“But you misunderstand. Your father did not tell you because he knew you would not accept his wishes. He wanted to die with peace between you, not an unpleasant quarrel that would make his last days bitter.

“He thought of you, of your welfare, till the end. He made Demetrius promise that he would continue working as your steward for a full year and put the affairs of the workshop in good order before leaving. He arranged all this so that you would be handed a strong, healthy trade. I am certain Demetrius kept that promise and served you most faithfully until the final hour.”

“One year? What is one year to me? Do you know how much it will cost me to replace that slave?”

“I am sorry for your loss. But you cannot blame me for your father’s decision. He asked me to attend him that night as a friend, and I could not deny his final wish. This much is true. I could not even serve as a legal witness; the magistrate said as a woman, my testimony would bear no weight.”

“Rufus was sick! If you were his true friend, you would have dissuaded him from this madness. And as he is dead, I cannot contend with him. But you, Lydia, had better watch your back. From this moment on, I will hound you until you are nothing but a ruin and your workshop is cinders on the ground. I will take Chloris from you, and I will crumple her like a sheet of papyrus. I will make you watch while your own insignificant workshop collapses at your feet.”

He noticed the vat of indigo sitting in the courtyard for the first time. “You will be ruined as completely as this indigo paste.” He smirked. His eye caught the mountain of yarn, dyed dark blue.

“What is this? You bought new paste already? Must have cost you a fortune. After paying so much for Chloris, I wonder you can afford it.”

Lydia’s dye master, unaware of the layers of tension, waded into the conversation. “Oh no, Master Antiochus. This is not fresh paste. It’s the old one. The ruined batch. The mistress’s God restored it. Master Paul prayed for it, and it is as good as any batch of indigo I ever worked with.”

“What?” Antiochus turned sharply to Paul and Silas and Marcus. “What nonsense is this?”

“None that concerns you,” Lydia said. Her throat felt raw.

Antiochus laughed. “Gods now, is it?”

The dye master shook his head. “Not gods. God. These men are Jews, and they teach there is only one true God reigning on earth. It is the power of their God that has wrought this miracle.”

“Is that so?” Antiochus turned to Lydia. “Let’s see how many miracles your guests have up their sleeves in the days to come. You will need them.”

Lydia slouched in wordless dread as Antiochus stormed out. She collapsed on the bench, shaking. Rebekah knelt before her friend and took her icy hand in her own. “At least he knows nothing about the part you played on behalf of Appollonia.”

Lydia nodded. “Rebekah, remember the rabbits?”

“I remember.”



FIFTY-ONE
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Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as well as all types of evil behavior. Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you.

EPHESIANS 4:31-32, NLT

“NOT A PLEASANT MAN, is he?” Paul said. “He is after Chloris?”

Lydia nodded. “I bought her so he could not get his hands on her. She is only ten, Master Paul! The law would grant him the right to do whatever he wished if he owned her. I was once a girl her age, and I cannot imagine the harm such a violation could do.”

“You did right.” He patted her hand. “I think I understand the matter with Demetrius as well. You have been carrying heavy burdens indeed.”

Lydia became aware of Epaphroditus leaning against a column, his face bloodless. She saw that he trembled like a tiny leaf in the midst of hail. He came forward and fell to his knees. Lydia blinked. “What is it, Epaphroditus?”

“Forgive me, mistress!”

She frowned. “Forgive you for what, man? Rise up and speak. There is nothing to fear here.”

“I have wronged you.” Epaphroditus kept his gaze glued to Lydia’s sandals and took a gulping breath. “It was I who spoiled the dye. My hand poured in the poison that ruined it.”

Lydia sprang to her feet. She felt heat rise to her cheeks. She had believed him to be her trusted servant! For years, she had placed her confidence in him.

“You betrayed me, Epaphroditus?” Her voice emerged like a bark, hard and sharp. “Tell me what possessed you! Was I ever unkind to you? Unjust? Ungenerous?” She was turning to a rabid dog, every word a bite.

Paul, who had spent several hours the evening before speaking to the man, raised a calming hand. “It is good that you have confessed, Epaphroditus. Tell us what happened.”

Epaphroditus wiped a trembling hand across his eyes. “I had no choice. Antiochus threatened me. He said he would expose me if I did not obey him. Gave me that foul concoction to add to the paste.”

“Expose you for what?” Lydia crossed her arms across her chest.

“He is my cousin, you see. My mother and his father were brother and sister . . .”

Lydia raised a brow. “That is a misfortune, and I pity you for it. But it is not a crime to be exposed.”

“Let the man speak,” Paul said with a frown.

Lydia swallowed her rage, rattled by Paul’s displeasure.

“We grew up together, Antiochus and I, though we lived in very different worlds. My father was a gambler. Before I turned twelve, he had lost everything we had. If not for Rufus’s kindness, we would have starved. One night, when Antiochus and I were scarcely more than boys, he sneaked a jug of wine from their cellar into our home, and we drank ourselves full until our heads were muddled.

“Antiochus had the notion of riffling through my father’s personal belongings. My father had a rough side to him. He drank too much, and as soon as he laid his hands on a few denarii, he gambled it away. Invariably he lost what little he had, which put him in a foul temper. I avoided him as much as I could.

“I tried to dissuade Antiochus, terrified that my father would discover our meddling. He would not listen. I feared a sound beating. I received far worse.

“Antiochus unearthed a gold ring that belonged to Rufus. ‘My father’s ring!’ he cried. ‘We thought it lost. Your thieving father took it.’

“Imagine my shame. My terror. If my father had landed in prison, we would have been ruined. I begged Antiochus to keep my father’s theft a secret. He felt sorry for me and promised not to mention it to anyone.

“Last week he came here, bearing that ring. He threatened to expose my father to the world if I would not undertake his demand. What was I to do? Can you imagine being branded the son of a thief? Can you imagine what such a life would entail, without honor, without a shred of respect from those who were once your friends?”

Lydia’s breath hitched. “I can. Yes.”

“My father is feeble and old now. If Antiochus brings this accusation against him, they will imprison him without regard for his white hairs. It would kill him and ruin me. It has been shameful enough growing up under the shadow of my father’s degenerate ways. But if it became known that he is a thief as well as a wastrel, there would be no future for me in Philippi. Who would trust the son of a man low enough to rob his own family?”

“What you mean to say is that you harmed me in order to protect yourself.” Lydia shook her head. With sudden clarity, she remembered the letter she had entrusted to him. The letter that told Demetrius to meet with Appollonia for a favorable employment opportunity. “What else did you do besides ruining the paste? Did you tell Antiochus about Demetrius? Did you read my letter and betray its contents to your cousin?”

“No, mistress! Never. If I ruined the dye, it was because I was pressed. I had no wish to add to my crime.”

Lydia studied the man’s trembling lips, his stooping shoulders, the clasped fingers. She believed him. But it was not enough. “I would have kept you with me had you told me the truth about your father. As it is, I want no false servant in my house. You can pack your things and leave.”

Epaphroditus’s eyes welled up. “You are just to revile me, mistress. I have wronged you.”

Marcus, who had remained silent through most of this exchange, spoke up. “Epaphroditus, why did you confess? No one would have known your guilt if you had not spoken of it.”

Epaphroditus turned to Lydia. “I have seen the power of your God.” He pointed to the vat of indigo. “Seen his care for your welfare. I do not wish to insult him. He is mightier by far than Antiochus. Let my cousin do what he will. I will take my punishment. Before your God, I repent. I am sorry that my conduct caused you so great an anxiety.

“Mistress, you have always shown me charity. I ask for no mercy, for I do not deserve it.” He turned to leave.

Paul stepped forward. “It is too soon to speak of forgiveness. But I ask a favor of you, Lydia. Allow Epaphroditus to remain here until you have had time to think the matter through. You can always cast him out at your leisure. The man has confessed. Everything is in the light now. And I think he will not easily be persuaded to betray you again.”

Lydia bit her lip. Before Antiochus had arrived like an outbreak of pestilence, before Epaphroditus had confessed to his perfidy, she had been basking in the sheer goodness of God. Basking in the realization that he had been moved by her plight. The ordinary troubles of a merchant’s life had not seemed too mundane to him. He had wrought a miracle for Lydia’s sake, as if her heart mattered more than the laws that governed heaven and earth.

This was the same God who had declared words of forgiveness while nailed wrist and ankle to a wooden beam. No one had confessed their wrong to him. Repented for their betrayal. Still, he had offered mercy where none was deserved.

She was no Jesus! She could not offer her forgiveness. Epaphroditus had shattered her trust. She could offer a grain of tolerance, perhaps. “Epaphroditus!”

The man stopped. Turned. Waited.

“You may remain while I take time to consider. None here will divulge your secret, though your cousin’s tongue is worse than an adder’s bite, and will likely not be still.”

“Thank you, mistress.”

“Epaphroditus!” This time it was Paul’s voice that called out.

“Yes, master?”

Paul pulled out a purse of money. “Will you look after this for us? We are about to go to the agora before we head to the river. I would not wish to lose it to a pickpocket in the crowds. I know it will be safe in your hands. It is all the money we have for our journey.”

At this mark of absolute trust, Epaphroditus’s face crumpled. He took the purse and grabbed Paul’s hand. Bending his head low, he kissed the sun-browned fingers, his tears drenching Paul’s skin. “Will your God accept me, master? In spite of my sin?”

Paul clapped him on the back. “With a smile of welcome.”

Lydia covered her mouth with a hand. “Can you imagine being branded the son of a thief?” he had asked. As she grappled with bitterness, it occurred to her that if anyone ought to understand his heartache, it was she.



FIFTY-TWO
[image: chapter]

For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.

MATTHEW 6:14, NIV

“MY COMPANIONS AND I are bound for the agora to preach the gospel and then to the river,” Paul announced. “We will return this evening to instruct the new believers. Invite more people if you wish, Lydia.”

“I will send for a few friends,” she said. “Dinner will be waiting for you.”

He patted his belly. “My thanks. Your cook is a gift from God.”

Chloris, who had sneaked back into the courtyard after Antiochus’s departure, sidled close to Lydia. She clasped the child to her side in a comforting gesture.

“You will be in our prayers,” Paul said as he wrapped his cloak more closely about his shoulders.

“Perhaps I should remain here,” Marcus said. “In the event Antiochus decides to return.” Lydia felt a flare of heat in her cheeks.

Paul looked from one to the other. “Good thought,” was all he said.

It was late morning when the men left for the agora. Lydia, now in possession of miraculously perfect indigo paste, set to catching up on a job too long delayed. Before she could be truly galvanized into action, however, Marcus pointed to her head, where earlier in the morning she had run her indigo-stained fingers. “You might want to wash that out before it settles permanently. I am not certain the world is prepared for blue hair.”

Lydia clapped her hand to the side of her head with a gasp before running above stairs to try to undo the damage. It took her half an hour, and what with Rebekah and Chloris dissolving into gales of laughter, they proved of no assistance. She had to get rid of the dye by herself. Why did the man have to see her like that? She looked old and wilted with sleeplessness, and now, her hair was blue.

Finally she returned to the workshop, pretending a dignity she did not feel. Marcus gave her a welcoming smile. He proved his wisdom by making no comment, and she proved hers by diving into work.

These days, Lydia limited herself to overseeing the process, allowing others to do the manual labor. She still personally prepared the secret additions to the dye in order to prevent outsiders from duplicating her father’s formula. Other than Rebekah, no one knew certain steps in the making of her purple. The common parts shared by most sellers of purple, she left to her well-trained dye master and servants.

Marcus listened with rapt attention as she spoke to the dye master. She liked his quiet demeanor. He was not a man who needed to draw attention to himself.

“Where do you live when you do not travel with Paul?” she asked him. Something about the Roman made her want to know everything about him. She felt disconcerted by her own curiosity but could not seem to stem the tide of it.

“This is my first time accompanying Paul and his companions. Not an experience I shall soon forget. I keep a house in Ephesus. Nothing so grand as your residence here, but it is my own design, and comfortable, though I am seldom there. My work draws me to different parts of the empire. If not for a faithful servant, the house would by now be filled with dust and rodents.”

“Do you enjoy traveling?”

Marcus looked away. “I used to enjoy it more. As I grow older, I long for home.” He shrugged. “A more settled life. In truth, I do not need to travel so much. I can find enough work close to home to provide a comfortable existence. The jobs abroad once seemed more interesting. That is all.” He rubbed his jaw.

Epaphroditus walked through the far side of the courtyard, going into the shop to help with customers, a job he handled with reliable expertise. She caught Marcus staring after him.

“You think I should forgive him,” she said.

“What I think is of little importance. It is what God thinks that matters.”

“I already know what he thinks.”

“Forgiveness is not a matter of how we feel. But a continued relationship is. There, you must choose.”

He pulled a hand through his short hair. “Have you ever studied a great oak? One branch will bend to the east while another bends to the west. They grow in opposite directions, never touching. Never uniting. And yet they are warmed by the same sun. Fed by the same roots.

“Sometimes God’s people are like those branches. They are separated from one another for reasons only the heart comprehends. And yet the light of the Son illuminates both; his presence feeds both.

“God asks you to forgive Epaphroditus. That is not a matter of choice. Only a matter of time and obedience. He leaves it up to you, once you forgive him, whether you trust him to remain here and work for you. It would do neither of you any good if you keep him and yet continuously judge him a deceiver. No man can last under such a bitter weight. Best you let him go if his actions have shattered your trust beyond repair.

“I ask you one question, however, before you make your decision. Is it Epaphroditus’s betrayal you feel so keenly, or has he pressed upon a wound already there? Is he paying one price for his sin and a second for an earlier betrayal in your life?”

Lydia’s head jerked back. Turning red, she remembered Jason —Jason, who, in the guise of love and affection, had torn the heart out of her with his duplicity. Was Epaphroditus paying for Jason and Dione’s wrongs? She had determined that no one would ever play false with her again.

Epaphroditus was no Jason; nor did he bear any resemblance to Dione’s artful cunning. Even she had to admit as much. His hand had been forced by Antiochus’s manipulation. Still, she tasted bitter bile at the mere thought of forgiving him. Was her response too harsh? Did he merit a mercy she could not find in herself to give?

Marcus did not press his point, another quality Lydia liked about him. He knew when to let a matter lie.

When the dye was at a stage that no longer needed Lydia’s oversight, Marcus suggested that they take a short walk outside. Unused to the dyeing process, he probably was in dire need of fresh air, she realized.

“Luke says you are a gifted architect and engineer,” she said as they left the atrium. “If one wants to build a palace or a grand villa, you are the man of the hour, according to him.”

Marcus gave a noncommittal smile. “I designed several public buildings in Rome and Ephesus, which are still standing.” They were just outside her house now, and he came to a stop. “Speaking of buildings, there was something I noticed about yours. Do you mind if I have a closer look?”

Lydia shrugged. “By all means.”

They walked near the western wall of her shop. Unlike the facade, which was made of valuable marble, the side walls had been constructed from cheaper brick. Lydia saw the cracks in the brick before Marcus pointed them out. He ran his fingers over them and examined the base of the building with experienced eyes.

Lydia blanched. “I had not noticed that. Is there a problem with the foundation? That would be a tremendous expense, I suppose.”

Marcus shook his head. “You need not be concerned with your foundation. That is why I wished to examine it more closely. Fortunately, this is a superficial problem. The cracks would have started some time ago. Over the years, water from rainfall and dew has crept inside the bricks. They have expanded due to the moisture. Do you notice how long this wall is? Because of its length, as the bricks expand, they have nowhere to go. So they crack.”

“That is a relief! What can be done about the bricks?”

Marcus placed his thumb into an especially wide crack. “You need a good mason. He can fill in the cracks with ease.”

“But won’t new cracks develop over time?”

“Indeed they will.”

“Is there a permanent solution? It seems futile to keep paying a mason to repair a wall that will simply break down again.”

Marcus nodded. “Send me your mason, and I will instruct him. If he is an experienced man, he will need no more than three days to complete the job. For my part, I will charge you nothing. Consider it a gift for your hospitality.”

Lydia was taken aback not by his generosity so much as by her own response to it. It astounded her to find how much she enjoyed the care of a capable man in the ordinary things of day-to-day living.



FIFTY-THREE
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So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.

2 CORINTHIANS 4:16-17

DURING THE DAY, her guests would make their way into the agora to share the Good News with any who might listen. They always had entertaining stories upon their return.

“Damalis followed us again,” Luke said one evening, sounding frustrated. “She makes such a ruckus, that girl, no one can hear a word we are trying to say.”

“Damalis?” Lydia frowned. “Is she not Trachalio and Gaius’s slave? The girl famed for her ability to tell the future?”

“The very one,” Paul said, pulling on his beard. “She has a spirit. Of divination, I think. Poor soul.”

“Not so poor,” Lydia said. “She earns her masters a tidy sum by divining the fortune of her many patrons. They say she is never wrong.”

Paul’s lip curled. “She may not be wrong. She is certainly wronged. Twice enslaved —once by the laws of Rome and again by the cosmic powers over this present darkness.”

“How is she a nuisance to you?”

“The girl has taken to following us,” Luke explained. “She creates havoc with her screaming and shouting, disrupting any chance we might have at holding a meaningful discussion. ‘Servants of the Most High God,’ she yells, and that is the end of our day.”

“At least she is not lying,” Lydia said.

“She’s not helping, either,” Paul interjected.
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For two weeks, Lydia’s life took on a new routine. In the evenings, the household would gather together to eat supper and listen to Paul and Silas as they taught them the mysteries of God’s Word. Slowly, their fledgling faith grew deeper roots and became strong, thanks to the instruction they received.

In the mornings, everyone in the household returned to their regular duties. Marcus elected to remain with Lydia and Rebekah more and more often. He offered his help where needed, though at times he would find a quiet spot and work on drawings and plans, his mind occupied with the challenges of some aqueduct he was designing.

He seemed unflappable to Lydia. A deep, calm sea whose mystery she could not solve. After three years of being under the whip of slave traders, he had come away without any bitterness.

When she knew him better, she asked him about his time on that ship. “Why do you seem so healed?”

He laughed. “It started with the lesson of the tree, I suppose.”

“What tree?”

“Upon occasion, when the wind picked up and the sails carried us forward unaided, our masters allowed us on deck for an hour or two of fresh sea air. The Illyrian captain owned a strange table, which he kept there for his charts and tools. The top of that table was made from one solid piece of wood, the round cross-section of a massive tree.

“Jacob showed me the table once. Each ring signified a year in the tree’s life, he told me. I found this astounding, for there must have been hundreds of rings. That tree had lived in a faraway forest for centuries before a woodsman’s ax had cut it down to make furniture for an illiterate pirate.

“Some rings were thinner, darker; others were fat and light. Those rings, Jacob said, spoke of harsh years and easy ones. The years of desperate struggle that stunted the tree and the years where it grew without obstacle. Flaws and blemishes pointed to the brutal years the tree had endured. But this tree survived. Survived those years, though it recorded every one within itself. It became what the struggle and the ease made of it.

“Jacob told me that I was like that tree. My mind had absorbed every struggle, every agony, every harsh word spoken against me; every fear, every indignity I had ever suffered had left its mark on me.

“But in another way, I was also different from the tree. Unlike the tree, I did not have to become the sum total of my history. I could learn to become the opposite of what failure and terror would make of my life.

“Jacob taught me that I need not become bitter and raging. I could choose to be a kind man. A man who brings good into the world. I could become like the pirates who treated me like an animal. I could become heartless, empty of compassion, bent on my personal ambitions and greed. Or I could let God teach me how to be human.

“Jacob, whom I had once considered beneath me because of his lineage —Jacob the slave, the Jew, the not-Roman —Jacob taught me how to be a man.

“In the merciless brutality of that Illyrian galley, I began to learn the lesson of the tree.”

Marcus helped Lydia fold a length of new fabric. “Now may I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Did you pray? Before we came? Did you pray for God’s help?”

Lydia nodded slowly. “We started praying on the first day of the Jewish week. It was the day Antiochus began to threaten me. That same day, I told Appollonia to hire Demetrius.”

“That was when Paul had his vision. We set sail for Philippi hours later.”

“What vision?”

“We were stuck in Troas. Twice the Spirit had turned us away from where we had intended to go. We had no plan to come to Philippi, or anywhere near Macedonia. We sat in Troas, wondering where to go next and why God seemed to block our path.

“That evening, Paul had a vision while the rest of us slept. A strange man stood in the middle of our chamber. Paul thought at first that perhaps he had eaten some bad cheese, and this might be a momentary hallucination. But the man remained, unmoving as a Greek statue and just as pale. He was tall and broad in the shoulders, Paul said, with cropped golden hair and a clean-shaven chin.

“‘Come,’ he cried. ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us!’

“A few hours later, we boarded ship, and God led our steps here. To you. I think we were sent to Philippi, at least in part, because of your prayers.”



FIFTY-FOUR
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For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.

EPHESIANS 6:12

LYDIA HAD TO MEET a business associate at the agora and accompanied the men there. As soon as they arrived, Damalis, who had been engaged in an intense conversation with a young man, left her client abruptly and began to follow the men. Paul and Silas exchanged an exasperated look. Damalis began to shout. She had a deep voice, loud enough to be heard from the stage at the theater. “These men are servants of the Most High God!” she bellowed.

“We know,” Silas said, gritting his teeth.

Everyone turned to stare their way, making Lydia squirm. Paul motioned his companions along.

The girl followed, undeterred by the quickness of their steps. “They have come to tell you how to be saved!”

“I am worn out by her noise,” Paul said. Throwing his cloak at Timothy, he turned to face the slave girl.

She pointed at him, her fingernail filed to a sharpened end, like the tip of a spear aimed at his heart, Lydia thought. She felt a chill go through her. Through the girl’s small pupils, something dark and malevolent stared at Paul. “Servant of the Most High God!” she shouted.

“What are you doing?” Luke asked, a desperate edge creeping into his voice.

“Setting her free from her misery. And us from ours.”

Luke clasped his shoulder. “Consider, Paul. Consider what you do.” Lydia looked from one to the other, sensing an unspoken danger.

“I have considered,” Paul said. “Silas, come and help. Pray while I get rid of that filth.”

Damalis herself was hardly more than a child, her face fresh and youthful beneath the thick coat of cosmetics she had applied. But her eyes were ancient, Lydia thought as she studied the girl. In those eyes she sensed fear and a hideous hatred. She took a hasty step back, running into the steadying arms of Marcus. “What is happening?” she whispered.

“Paul is evicting the demon,” Marcus said, his voice grave.

“I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.” Paul’s tone was measured, lacking fanfare.

The girl staggered and blinked as if coming to herself after a long sleep. She placed a hand to her head. “Is it gone?”

“Yes, child. And good riddance to that rubbish. Jesus has set you free.”

“Gone? Am I really free?”

“What do you mean she is free?” a man yelled, striding forward. He wore a large gold ring on one hand and a bigger one on the other. “What have you done?” he demanded of Paul.

“Here comes the storm,” Lydia said, cringing.

Paul shrugged. “She was troubled by a demon.”

“Troubled! That was no trouble! That was income, you foreign imbecile. Great piles of it.” He turned to the girl. “He is a fraud, and knows nothing. Come. Tell me my future.”

Damalis frowned. She pulled on a loop of hair. “I cannot, master.”

Her master’s face turned the color of grapes. “Trachalio!” he yelped. “Where are you hiding, partner? Come and see what has become of our poor Damalis.”

If there had been commotion when Damalis had followed them with her loud proclamations, now there was a genuine horde. Shoving and thrusting, the crowds gathered close, sensing entertainment.

Marcus shook his head. “There goes our hope for a quiet afternoon.”

A sweating man, bald except for a halo of dark hair, dug his way into their circle. “What’s the ruckus? What are you screaming about, Gaius?”

“These men —” he pointed at Paul and Silas —“have ruined our Damalis.”

“What’s that you say? Ruined?”

“She has lost the demon and can no longer predict the future.”

“Impossible.” The man named Trachalio caressed Damalis on the cheek. “Come now, little mouse. Show us your demon. Tell my future. Better yet —” he glared at Paul —“tell his. Tell him the manner of his death. Don’t miss the gory details. That will cheer up your master Gaius.”

Damalis bit her lip. “I cannot, Master Trachalio. The demon is gone. My head does not hurt. My stomach is not churning. I don’t feel it ripping inside me.”

Trachalio roared. “Put it back!” he demanded, raising a fist at Paul. “Put the demon back immediately.”

Paul pulled on his beard. “I cannot.”

“If you can take them out, you can put them in,” Gaius said.

“It does not work that way. Besides, even if I could, I would not subject the girl to that misery again.”

The crowd exploded with disapproval, threatening voices intertwining to make a rumbling noise.

“Such an uproar in the midst of our usually civil city,” said a familiar voice. “What have we here?” Antiochus asked, his voice a pleased drawl.

Lydia drew in a sharp breath. They did not need Antiochus in the midst of this volatile company.

“Antiochus! Just the man to help us,” Gaius said, striding forward. “You will not believe our misfortune. These foreigners have by some nefarious means cast out Damalis’s demon. You know from personal experience how accurately she could tell your future. With the demon gone, she is useless.”

Antiochus thrust his chest out. “What do you mean? Who has power to be rid of demons?”

“These men do. By some trickery or other, they have cast a spell on Damalis. Or squeezed the demon out of her. I know not. But our great investment is gone! Our hopes for great wealth are shattered.”

“These men? They are guests of Lydia.”

Everyone turned to stare at Lydia. “They are indeed my guests. But —”

Trachalio scratched his white pate. “That’s awkward.”

“Lydia should know better than to entertain such ruffians in her home,” Antiochus said. “I would almost say she is responsible. They certainly should pay for this damage, which has not only harmed Trachalio and Gaius but should be seen as an unacceptable insult to all the good people of Philippi. Who are they to abuse our ways?”

“My thoughts exactly.” Trachalio loosened the neck of his tunic. “Either they restore Damalis to her former self, or they repay us.”

“Repay with the skin of their backs,” Antiochus said, his eyes shining with an odd light.
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Yet I am confident I will see the LORD’s goodness

while I am here in the land of the living.

Wait patiently for the LORD.

Be brave and courageous.

Yes, wait patiently for the LORD.

PSALM 27:13-14, NLT

“COME, MEN AND women of Philippi,” Antiochus shouted. “Let us drag them to the authorities and give them a taste of Roman justice.”

Several men grabbed Paul and Silas roughly and dragged them along. Lydia tried to intervene, but no one listened to her. Rage seemed to welter in the air. The crowd was tainted by it. They screamed insults at Paul and Silas as they marched them deeper into the agora. Finally they arrived at the forum, where heavily armed Roman guards were stationed, a centurion in charge.

“What’s this?” The centurion stepped forward, his cloak flapping crimson behind him.

Antiochus stepped forward. “These men —these Jews —are causing a riot in our midst. We demand to see the praetor.”

This, at least, was an improvement, Lydia thought. She would make her case with the praetor and convince him to set her guests free.

The centurion, who had been about to bite into a fat pancake covered in fig paste, groaned and set the pancake aside. He tilted his head toward one of the soldiers. “Fetch the praetor. Tell him we have trouble.”

The praetor, a man born and raised in Rome, carried himself like a prince. His immaculate toga swayed about him in the wind, while his hair, drenched with aromatic oil, remained undisturbed even when a blustery gust arose. “What commotion is this?”

Gaius struck Paul on the shoulder, causing him to stagger. Before Paul could open his mouth, Gaius yelled, “We want justice. The whole city is in an uproar because of these two men. You can see for yourself, we almost have a riot on our hands, and all on the account of these Jews.”

The praetor glanced at Silas, then Paul. “What are they guilty of?”

“They are teaching customs that are illegal for us Romans to practice,” Trachalio said.

“Rabble-rousing traitors,” Antiochus added. “They preach some god who performs miracles. A god above all other gods. It’s against Roman decency.”

Lydia stepped forward. “They are honored guests at my home. This is a misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstanding, nothing,” Gaius howled. “They have harmed our Damalis. She can’t divine the future anymore. They used a terrible magic, and now she is useless.”

The mob swelled in the force of its anger. “Punish them! Punish them!”

The praetor held up a hand. “Calm yourselves, people of Philippi.” He motioned to the centurion. “Get them stripped.”

“What are you doing?” Lydia cried, horrified. “Please listen to me. They are my guests.”

“I am sorry for that. But unless we give this crowd what it wants, it will not settle. Can you not sense their taste for violence? Your guests should not have meddled with the slave girl.”

Paul struggled against those holding him. “Wait. Men of Philippi, hear me!” The centurion slammed an elbow into his mouth. Paul fell to his knees.

Through a haze, Lydia heard Silas shout, “Wait, brothers. What my friend was —” He went no further, as he too received a brutal blow.

Lydia ran to the praetor. “Please! You must stop this. You are making a mistake.”

The Roman shook his head. “Can’t stop now. Do you want a real riot? I will give them a beating to cool tempers and dispatch them for a night in our jail. By dawn, when the crowd has calmed, I will set them free.”

Lydia staggered back and stood shuddering, powerless to help her friends.

In a matter of moments, Paul’s tunic was stripped from his struggling body. The noise of the crowd had grown to such a crescendo that his attempts at speech were drowned by its cacophony. The centurion, thick wooden rod in hand, delivered his first strike. Paul’s whole body shook. Before he had time to take a breath, the rod pummeled his back again. He screamed.

Lydia cried out, shaking with horror. It was her father’s fate all over again. Marcus pulled her into his arms, cradling her face against his chest to protect her from seeing the worst.

“They are strong,” he whispered into Lydia’s ear. “They will recover.”

The strikes did not slow. Lydia could hear the sound of the rod striking flesh and the groans of her dear friends as they struggled through a hurricane of pain. She wondered if they would ever walk again.

When the flogging finally stopped, Paul and Silas fell on their faces. Lydia’s vision was blurred with tears. Through a veil of consternation, she saw a small figure bend toward Paul for a short moment.

Damalis.

Her eyes were streaming, her face streaked with dark kohl and smudged cosmetics. “Thank you,” she said. Someone grabbed her arm and pulled her away.

Paul smiled.

“What do you have to smile about, you troublesome rat?” Antiochus asked before delivering a vicious kick to his side.

Paul grunted. He spit a thin rivulet of blood where he had bit his lip. His smile widened. “I am smiling because it was worth it.”

Antiochus pulled his leg back to deliver another kick. Lydia shoved a fist in her mouth to keep from crying out. The centurion pushed Antiochus aside. “He’s had enough. He’s bound for prison now.”

Paul and Silas were hauled to their feet. Battered they might be, but they had both survived their brutal treatment.

Lydia and Marcus, along with Luke and Timothy, followed their friends as they were marched to prison. Lydia was crying openly, thinking of her father, remembering his fate and convinced that the same awaited her guests.

The prison was a stone building at the base of a hill. To get there, they had to navigate a set of steep stairs. The jailer, a short man with muscular arms, came out to meet them. “Good day, Centurion. What do you have for me today?”

“These men caused a riot in the agora.”

Antiochus, who had walked ahead of the soldiers to the prison, added, “They are slippery, these two. No doubt they will try to escape.”

“Make sure they don’t get away,” the centurion barked at the jailer. “And no visitors, understand? Or you’ll have to answer to me and my men.”

“No, Centurion. They will not be escaping my jail, and that’s a promise. I will put them in the inner dungeon. Not even a cricket can find its way out of there.”

Lydia watched them vanish through the narrow doors of the prison and down a set of narrow steps. She felt as if her past were conspiring to choke her. The memory of her father, sick after a short stay in prison, beaten and broken in body, rose up like a specter to haunt her. Not Paul and Silas, Lord!

Before Marcus could catch her, she sank on the cracked stone of the pavement in front of the prison.

“I warned you not to make an enemy of me,” Antiochus hissed. “This is just the beginning.”
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And we know that God causes everything to work together for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.

ROMANS 8:28, NLT

MARCUS CONVINCED Lydia to return home. “The praetor promised to set them free come sunrise. They will be home in a few hours. Luke will care for their wounds, and you will feed them one of your delectable meals. By tomorrow night, all this will be a memory.”

Since the jailer refused to allow visitors, Lydia saw no benefit in lingering. Marcus, Luke, and Timothy began to pray for their friends as soon as they arrived home. Lydia and Rebekah joined them, though Lydia felt numb, weary to her marrow, and unable to dredge up hope.

“How could you offer a miracle for my indigo and not intercede on behalf of these men, Jesus? They are yours! Your soldiers. Why would you abandon them?” Lydia railed, angry at God for what seemed like an incomprehensible betrayal.

Marcus watched her, his eyes heavy with worry.

At about midnight, the earth shook. That was the only word for it. It trembled under them and grumbled with a savage noise. Lydia and Rebekah cried out. As if unsatisfied with the first tremor, finding it too insignificant, the ground shook again. The very walls moved. They could hear a crack shattering one of the massive stones on the floor of the courtyard.

The earth grew still, and peace reigned for a few moments. “Earthquake,” Marcus said, his voice steady.

No sooner had the word left his mouth than there was another tremor, the worst yet. The foundations of the house heaved beneath them. Lydia toppled sideways and rammed into young Timothy. He was so muscle-bound that he probably did not even feel it.

Finally the world quieted down.

“When we prayed, Lord, move, we did not quite have that in mind,” Luke said with a lopsided smile.

The quake had erased all traces of sleep, and the small company stayed awake through the night, interceding on behalf of their friends.

An hour after dawn, Paul and Silas arrived at Lydia’s house, moving gingerly but grinning as if they had been at an all-night feast instead of in a rat-infested jail.

Lydia rushed forward to welcome them, kissing Paul’s hands first, then Silas’s. “We were so desperately worried.”

“Well, she was,” Luke said, laughing. “I knew you would be fine. I will take care of your wounds as soon as you have eaten something.”

“We are quite full, thank you. Our jailer, Valerius, already fed us a hearty meal. And he had our wounds cleansed too, though I would be grateful for one of your curative salves, Luke.”

“Your jailer, Valerius, fed you?” Marcus said. “You are friends, are you?”

“Valerius is as a son to me,” Paul said, laughing. “Give me a bath and a change of clothes, and I will tell you all about our adventures.”

Lydia stared, confounded. How different this seemed from her father’s experience. Like Eumenes, these men had received a violent and unjust beating, more demeaning even than what had happened to her father, for theirs had been a public flogging. And yet, in spite of their dreadful trial, they stood on their own two feet and bantered. She shook her head, impatient to hear their tale, wondering how they managed to seem joyful.

“You saw us delivered to prison, I believe,” Paul began. “We were taken to the inner dungeon, where the jailer clamped our feet in the stocks. A stifling, nearly complete darkness fell, filled with the moans of our fellow prisoners and a stench that hit you like a punch. The reek surpassed anything your imagination could have thought possible. The smell of wounds turned putrid, vomit, and human excrement mingled with the odor of unwashed bodies. I was thinking what a place of misery we had landed ourselves in when Silas said, ‘Thank God it is not too hot. It’s quite comfortable, overall.’”

Everyone laughed.

“‘You’ll be wanting to sing songs of praise next,’ I said. And this fellow God chained me to proclaimed it an excellent idea and mourned the fact that he had not thought of it himself.”

Lydia’s mouth fell open. “What did you do then?”

Paul shrugged. “We sang songs of praise and prayed. That dank, malodorous place became quite cheerful. Then the earthquake hit. Did you feel it here?”

“Hard to miss,” Timothy said. “Mistress Lydia fell on top of me.”

Lydia colored. Marcus slapped Timothy playfully on the arm. “Try to behave, pup.”

Silas nodded. “I tumbled around quite a bit myself. When the heaving of the world stopped, we found that everyone’s chains were broken and the doors had flown open. We were free to walk out if we wanted.”

“The other prisoners were either too weak to move or too scared,” Paul took up the story again. “Silas and I remained for the jailer’s sake. We figured Antiochus’s wrath would have no end if we escaped in spite of his warning.

“Then I saw a sight that froze my blood. Valerius, our jailer, convinced his prisoners had flown, was gripping his naked sword. It pointed at his belly.”

“For a Roman, dereliction of duty carries a sentence of death,” Marcus said. “Killed by his own hands, at least the jailer would leave his family a measure of honor. They would not be stripped of their home or inheritance.”

“Exactly.” Paul nodded. “I shouted to him, ‘Stop! Don’t kill yourself! We are all here!’ The jailer turned, a look of astonishment on his face. Still holding the sword, its sharp end keeping perilously close company with his innards.

“Finally I convinced him to put the sword down and come and see us for himself. He was astounded to find that we had not escaped, and fell down trembling before us.

“‘Why did you not escape, you and your friend?’ he asked. ‘The doors were open, your fetters loose.’

“‘My God will release us from this place in his own time. We did not wish to see you come to harm for the sake of our liberty,’ I told him.

“Valerius invited us to his own home, which was not far from the prison. We had hardly entered into his domicile when Valerius cried as if the words were bursting from him, ‘I have seen the fearsome power of your God in the earthquake that broke your chains. I saw, also, his mercy through you. Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’”

Paul took a deep breath. For a moment his eyes drifted shut. “Every stripe, every agonizing stroke of that wooden rod had paved the way for this moment. What a bargain! What an economical exchange to pay with our own blood for the life of a man. Had we not landed in prison, we would never have come to know him. Nor would Valerius have seen a glimpse of God in that earthquake.

“For those who love God, all things work together for good. Even a beating becomes an instrument of salvation in the hands of the living God. Valerius and his whole family were baptized only a few hours ago. The Kingdom of God is growing.”

Luke, Marcus, and Timothy cheered aloud, thrilled with the news of Valerius’s newfound faith.

Lydia swallowed hard. She had accused God of abandoning his children. All the while, he had been unfurling his plan, purchasing the life of a whole family.
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Surely there is a future,

and your hope will not be cut off.

PROVERBS 23:18

“I AM AFRAID WE HAD a little fun at the praetor’s expense,” Silas said later, when most of the household had gone to bed, leaving Lydia and Rebekah to keep their visitors company. “He sent his sergeants to set us free early this morning. But we refused to leave the prison without an apology.” He gave a toothy smile.

“We had to clear our reputation, after all,” Paul said.

“How did you do that?” Lydia asked, confused.

“We explained that we were Roman citizens. We had been beaten hastily and without a lawful trial.”

“What?” Lydia cried. “You are citizens? But why did you not say so at the forum?”

“I believe I was too busy entertaining an elbow in my mouth. We were never given an opportunity to speak. Never asked to give our side of the story. You can be sure I told the praetor what I thought of what passes for justice in his city.”

Lydia thought of the pompous Roman facing the sharp end of Paul’s tongue and sputtered. “What did he say?”

“He swallowed convulsively a few times and apologized for himself and on behalf of all Philippi.”

Paul pulled on his beard. “We would not be a burden to you, Lydia. Though we have done our best to clear our name, it seems the people of Philippi have taken a dislike to our ways. We will leave you in peace so that your business will suffer no damage by our presence.”

Lydia stared at Paul for a moment before coming to a weighty decision. One that might change her life.

The decision to allow her new friends to remain in her home required no thought, though it presented a hazard.

The determination to trust them with her past, though, was another matter. No one in Philippi, save for Rebekah, knew her father’s story. It was maintaining the secret that kept her safe, that protected her from ruination.

But here, in this company, where prison seemed a blessed place, a place of salvation and praise, she felt protected, even with her secrets.

“Master Paul,” she said, her voice trembling. “My father was Eumenes of Thyatira. Once, he too was beaten for an unjust charge. He was imprisoned because of it. Unlike you, he crumbled under the weight of his sufferings. Death took him from me.

“You may stay in my home as long as you wish. I am honored to have you for a guest. No prison, no whip mark, will lower you in my sight.”

A heavy silence fell in the room as each person digested the significance of Lydia’s revelation.

Marcus reached over and held her hand for a moment. “I am a man who once served as a slave and bore the brunt of many careless whips. How sorry I am to hear of your father’s suffering. He will find no judgment in our midst.” To a man, they all smiled and nodded their agreement. Lydia felt tears trickling into her mouth. They carried with them the balled-up, pushed-down bitterness and fear of years. By accepting her so simply, these men had set her free of a shame that was never hers to carry.

Marcus lifted a cup of wine and took a small sip. “I did not know you were Roman citizens,” he said to Paul and Silas, giving Lydia a chance to recover.

Paul shrugged. “It didn’t seem to matter. Should I speak of God or my status in this world? My citizenship is in heaven.”
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Later, when Lydia had had a chance to catch up on sleep and felt more rested, Marcus found her sitting on a marble bench in the courtyard.

He sat beside her and played with the fringe on the cushion. “It seems you have had your own horrors to contend with.”

Lydia gave him a quick look. “I suppose I have.”

“Before I knew Jesus, I met a Persian priest who told me the legend of the patient stone. According to the Persians, there is a magical stone that has the ability to wash away the unbearable pain of your sorrows.

“If your heart is shattered and you have run out of fortitude, if the pain of your world has grown past forbearance, the patient stone can save you. All you have to do is hold it in the palm of your hand and tell your story to the stone. If your sorrow is genuine and profound, the stone will break in two. Upon breaking, it will shed one drop of blood. And with that breaking and bleeding, it will wash away the burden of your sorrow. The memory will remain, but its weight will be gone, taken into the stone by its death.

“I remember after hearing that story how I longed to possess such a stone. To hold it and be set free from my sorrows. The miracle is that I did find it. In Jesus.

“The suffering of the human soul is grave and brutal enough to break even the hardest stone. Enough to make a rock bleed. And every heart needs a patient stone. So God gave us one. Not a legend. But a real flesh-and-blood Savior who breaks and bleeds for the things that have shattered us.

“This hope is the anchor of our soul, firm and secure. Against all the adversity that blows like a storm from our past and our future, he holds us fast.”

Lydia exhaled. An anchor for her soul.

Marcus held out his hand. In his palm lay a cross, carved exquisitely out of shimmering black stone. “I made this for you. As a reminder for those hard days that assail all of us. A reminder that you have your very own patient stone.”

Slowly, Lydia took it from him. It was the most beautiful gift she had ever received.

[image: section divider]

Marcus joined Lydia the next morning, as if working alongside her were his normal habit. She found herself enjoying his company too much to object. Midmorning, Rebekah came looking for him. “Master Marcus, will you please come and look at the lintel over the shop? There seems to be a crack in it.”

“The lintel? The marble one with the flowers?” Lydia asked. “That mason we hired told me it would still be here in a hundred years, and I am certain we are a few years shy of that.”

“Let me have a look,” Marcus said.

Together they walked into the street and stood gazing up at the marble. “That’s a crack, I can confirm with professional certainty,” Marcus said. “Don’t worry. I won’t charge you for that diagnosis.”

“How is that possible?” Lydia took a few steps closer, squinting to see if she could determine the source of the damage.

Marcus joined her. “I will have to go up and have a closer look before I can determine the cause.”

Lydia fetched a block and set it directly under the lintel. Marcus watched with a frown as she climbed on top. “Have a care, Lydia. It’s probably not safe to stand directly underneath the marble until we determine what is wrong with it.”

“I shall not take long.” Lydia could see no more clearly from the top of the block than she had standing on the sidewalk. She was about to climb down when a creaking noise, the sound of stone groaning, emanated from above her head.

“Watch out!” Marcus cried. The lintel toppled down, straight toward her. Lydia cried out. Her legs seemed frozen. She saw the heavy stone crashing down and yet felt helpless to move.

One strong arm wrapped about her middle. She felt herself lifted off the block, flying through the air, and landing safely several steps away. The marble crashed where moments ago she had been standing. It shattered into five large pieces. Each one was heavy enough to have crushed her.

For a moment no one spoke.

Marcus’s arm remained wrapped about her.

Lydia, trembling now with horror, leaned back into Marcus’s chest. He had picked her up with one arm and sailed her through the air like a child’s toy.

“You saved my life,” she said.

“It’s the oars. I have never completely lost the strength or agility they gave me. Are you well?”

“Better than my lintel.”

He pulled her back against him, his hold tightening for a moment. She realized that she was not the only one trembling. The terror of the experience must have addled her mind, for she felt no desire to leave that encircling embrace.

Rebekah ran to her side, her face the color of bleached wool. “Lydia! I thought you would be killed.”

“I thought the same.”

Marcus cleared his throat before stepping away. “It seems we were all in agreement. Thank God we were wrong.”

The patrons within the shop, drawn by the noise of the falling masonry, came outside to investigate. “I am sorry for the disturbance,” Rebekah spoke, her face a study of calm. “If you accompany me, I will see that you receive some delicious pastry, which our cook just pulled out of the oven.” Warm pastry proved more beguiling than a few pieces of broken marble, and everyone made their way back inside.

Marcus squatted to examine the broken pieces of carved stone from every angle. His face was grim when he stood. “Someone loosened that lintel on purpose. I can see the chisel marks. That is most likely how the crack appeared in the first place.”

Lydia shook her head. “This must be the work of Antiochus. Is he reduced to damaging my store now? I will merely have the marble replaced. He could have killed someone by accident, that fool.”

Marcus rubbed his neck. “He grows careless in his desire to harm you. We must stop this madness.”

He scrambled up the stairs that led to the roof, taking them two at a time. A while later he returned, a white powder marking his fingertips. “I found this at the edge of the roof. It is dust from the marble. Whoever the man was, he loosened the lintel so that it could fall at any moment, from a strong wind or by the mere passing of time.”

Lydia looked around. “Could he still be close?”

“If he is, then he is well hidden by now. I saw no sign of him.”

Lydia covered her mouth. “Epaphroditus.”

Marcus cast a sharp gaze her way. “Loosening the marble would have required hours of labor, and Epaphroditus would have been missed if he were absent for such a long period.”

“He could have done it while everyone slept.”

“Too loud. The noise would have disturbed more than one sleeper. It could not have been Epaphroditus.”

Lydia nodded. Whoever had damaged the lintel was not a member of her household. Which left a thousand other nameless men as potential culprits.
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A man of many companions may come to ruin,

but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.

PROVERBS 18:24

THEY HAD FINISHED EATING supper in the dining room when Paul approached Lydia. “We have made a decision. Silas and I will remain with you another day. But then we will depart from Philippi.”

Lydia gasped. “So soon?”

“After what happened in the agora, it is best we leave the city until tempers cool. And besides, we must share the message of Christ with other cities. Don’t worry. We will not leave you abandoned. Though we take Timothy with us, Luke will remain here along with Marcus.”

Lydia sank onto the couch. “I shall be sad to see you go.”

“We leave a piece of our hearts here in Philippi with you. Silas and I were reminiscing over our journey. Did you know that we had first planned to travel to Asia Minor? We would probably have stopped at Thyatira if we had gone that way. But the Holy Spirit prevented us from entering that area. Instead, he led us all the way here, to northern Greece, where you, Lydia of Thyatira, resided.” He smiled.

“Are you aware what a treasure you are? I suspect you do not know your own worth, your importance to the Kingdom of God. In truth, most of us don’t fully comprehend the significant place we occupy in God’s plans. But let me tell you what I see in you. As I told you before, you are the first follower of Jesus in this part of the world. But more than that, your home has become Philippi’s first church. Here many shall seek and find the Light of the World.

“The Lord has given you a mighty talent for your trade in purple. He has opened doors of great success for you. Though he has given you his blessings because he loves you, I believe he has also elevated you because he knew your success would one day pave the way for his Kingdom.”

Paul drew a small scroll from his belt. “This is a gift for you. It is a copy of the words of the prophet Isaiah in Greek. I hope it will help to strengthen your faith.”

Lydia took the scroll and cradled it. “I cannot imagine a more precious gift.”

“We hope to return one day, if God wills. When possible, I will write you and let you know where I am staying. In the meantime, we have one more evening together.”

“Shall I invite our friends for the evening meal tomorrow?”

“I hoped you would offer your hospitality once more, as you have done since we arrived. Include Valerius and his family, I pray. He told me he has several comrades who wish to hear our message. We shall celebrate the Lord’s Supper with you and exhort you one final time before we depart.”

With care, Lydia set her scroll upon the table, fighting tears. Then she remembered Paul was not taking all his companions with him. “Thank you for remaining with us, Luke. And you, Marcus.” Try as she might, Lydia could not keep the heat from rising to her face as she addressed the Roman. What had happened to her brain? Other women her age had grandchildren. And here she blushed like a schoolgirl, drooling over her guest.

“It is our pleasure, I assure you,” Luke said. Marcus’s smile was noncommittal.

“Will you be returning to the school of medicine tomorrow, Luke?” she asked. The Greek had fallen into the habit of visiting the school regularly, studying with other physicians and collecting new remedies. He had met Agnodice several times and held her in high regard for her professional achievements.

“I plan to go early.”

“If you see my friend Agnodice, will you invite her for supper tomorrow? I doubt she’ll come once she hears we aim to speak of God. But I never give up on her.”

“I would not give up on her either. Brilliant mind, accompanied by a tongue that terrorizes me.”

Lydia laughed. “You do know her. Meanwhile, I will send a servant to invite Valerius and his family, as well as Leonidas. I wonder if General Varus will consent to join us. I would like you to meet him, though he rarely leaves his villa anymore. The city will be honoring him with a plaque in a few days, thanking him for his generosity to Philippi. He is sure to come for that. A great crowd is bound to gather, and he will not want to miss such an occasion.”

Chloris ran into the room, which seemed her habitual mode of transport. The child appeared constitutionally incapable of a decorous walk. “I have good news for you, mistress,” she said in her high voice.

Lydia frowned. “What news, Chloris?”

“Your friends are here,” she said, clapping her hands as she swayed on the balls of her feet.

“Which friends are those?”

“These ones,” a voice said from the door. “We are a week early! Just call us your personal nightmare from Jerusalem.”

Lydia froze as she looked at the owner of that voice. Thirty years had passed since they had been under the same roof together. Lydia was no longer a child, and her friend was long past girlhood. But she would have recognized Elianna anywhere. The spiral curls, barely touched by white, the stunning face, the smile that could illuminate a palace.

“Elianna!” she cried, and ran as fast as Chloris ever had into her friend’s arms. They shrieked like children and clung together for long moments.

“And Ethan,” she said, noticing the new lines around his unusual eyes with their mosaic of colors and the abundant white shot through his hair that only made him seem more distinguished. “Welcome, my friend.”

Beyond them, she looked for Viriato. In some ways, she remembered him best, for he was a man you did not easily forget. As wide as a doorframe and as muscular as a gladiator, he bore a thick scar that ran from under one eye and disappeared into his beard.

“Viriato! You have not even aged a day.”

He scratched his cheek. “With a face like this, I could not afford to. I see you have simplified your vocabulary. I have understood everything you said so far.”

Lydia laughed. “If you want someone with a large vocabulary, you must meet my friend Rebekah.” Rebekah glided forward with her usual quiet grace. Viriato blinked twice and just stared. Everyone laughed, including Viriato.

“And here are my other honored guests, Paul and Silas. And next to them Luke, Marcus Cornelius Marcius, and Timothy.”

Ethan took a hesitant step forward. “Paul? Paul of Tarsus? I recognize you!”

Paul grew still. “I do not remember meeting you.”

Ethan waved a hand. “I heard you speak at Antioch once. About the Christ. It was inspired. There was too much shouting afterward, or I would have introduced myself.”

Paul tilted his head. “Are you followers of the Way?”

“We are!” Ethan rose on tiptoes in his excitement. “I am astounded by the goodness of God. That we should find you here, in Lydia’s house of all places, is beyond belief! Shall we have the honor of hearing you teach?”

“It is my sincere hope, though we intend to leave Philippi in two days.”

Lydia’s gaze swiveled from Paul to Ethan and landed on Elianna. “You are disciples of the Christ?”

“We are indeed. But, Lydia, is this true of you, also?”

Lydia grinned. “God brought Master Paul all the way to Philippi to tell me the Good News! At least that is what I tell him.”

Elianna covered her cheeks with her hands. “I have seen enough of God’s hand at work to cease being surprised by his plans. And yet he still astounds me.”

“And you? How came you to follow Jesus, Elianna?”

“Remember how I wrote to tell you that I was sick for many years? The Lord healed me with one touch.”

Lydia shook her head. “I see that we have much to speak of. I hope you plan to stay for many days.”

“We would not wish to inconvenience you.”

“What inconvenience? I shall put you all to work.”

Viriato rolled his eyes. “Sounds familiar.”

Paul turned to Ethan. “What news of Jerusalem?”

Ethan shook his head. “Matters with Rome grow hot and shall come to a head soon, I fear. Jerusalem has no future. Our Lord predicted its destruction, and we are concerned that such a day may not tarry long. As to the church, you will have heard the persecutions we have suffered.

“We travel now partly to ascertain if we can move our workshop to a different part of the world. As much as we shall miss our home, we have two daughters and grandchildren to consider. My oldest granddaughter will soon be pestering us for a husband. What future can she expect in our nation? What would it benefit our family if we leave them a great inheritance, only to have it razed to the ground by war and famine?”

Lydia thought of Elianna as grandmother to a child almost grown. Her friend was only seven years her senior! Lydia wondered if she had missed out on the best of life by never marrying. Missed out on being a wife and a mother. Purple had its joys. But it was not the equal of a family.

Then she thought of Rebekah and smiled. She did have a family, though it did not look like Elianna’s.

Chloris pulled on her tunic to grab her attention. “Mistress, your friend is very pretty for such an old lady.”

“Glory to God, Chloris. Please refrain from telling her so.”



FIFTY-NINE
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The heart is deceitful above all things,

and desperately sick; who can understand it?

JEREMIAH 17:9

THE NEXT MORNING, her guests from Jerusalem left to meet with a landowner in order to confer over property that might serve as a workshop. Lydia found herself serving patrons in the shop since they were shorthanded. One of her servants had fallen ill with a severe chill, and the rest were kept busy with the large company she now housed from different parts of the empire. She loved the noise, the conversations, even the disarray of their presence. These were not empty acquaintances. Each one had become a part of her family, bound by ties of blood shed for them on a cross far away.

She had remained awake with Elianna and Rebekah, speaking late into the night, swapping life stories. They had each waded through tempests of hardship. Seasons of poverty. They had struggled with shame and come away bearing its scars. Elianna was perhaps the most healed, having left the past truly behind. Lydia thought it was her age, not in natural years but in God. She had walked with Jesus the longest, and it had left its mark on her, a deep reliance on his faithfulness that nothing could shake.

Now, after too few hours of sleep, Lydia waited on customers with heavy-lidded torpor, barely awake. Her heart picked up its tempo when Antiochus walked in, another man in tow. She spared a short glance for his companion and, not recognizing him, returned her gaze to Antiochus.

Sleepiness fled. His presence always dragged in trouble behind it. “How may I help you, Antiochus?”

“I ran into an old friend of yours and, spurred by kindness, brought him here to see you.” He pointed to the man standing next to him.

Lydia stared at the toga-clad man blankly. He had thinning blond hair, showing a red scalp burned too often by the sun. His flesh, a little on the corpulent side, was soft and sagged under his chin. His eyes almost disappeared into the folds of skin above and below them. In the tiny slits left, she saw their color. Green.

Lydia staggered. She recognized the eyes. Beneath the added flesh, beneath the wrinkles and sags, this was Jason, the man she had once loved.

“We ran into each other at a tavern,” Antiochus said, drinking up the moment of her recognition. “He told me he was from Thyatira. The mention of that city nudged my memory. I recalled that once, many years ago, my father told me he believed you were a native of Thyatira before you came to Philippi. So I asked him if he knew you. Lydia with hair the color of dark wheat and turquoise eyes, with veins that bleed purple.

“Imagine my delight when he told me that he knew you well. You and your father. Eumenes, was it?”

“Greetings, Lydia,” Jason said.

The world rocked. She had lived through an earthquake only days before, and the ground had not shaken so much as it did now. Her tongue seemed stuck to the roof of her mouth. She felt like a sixteen-year-old girl again, bereft and without help.

An arm bumped against her side. She turned to find Marcus smiling down at her. She felt another presence to her other side, and to her astonishment discovered Epaphroditus, his face devoid of color and wet with perspiration. But he did not budge and stood beside her like a stone column.

“Hail, Antiochus!” Marcus said in cheerful tones. “What brings you to the competition? Are the prices better here than at your shop? The quality certainly beats anything you produce.”

A few customers tittered. Antiochus turned a dark shade of crimson. “I have no business with you, Roman.”

“That’s uncivil. I have business with you. Epaphroditus here tells me that you know of an excellent stonemason.” Marcus pointed outside. “Lydia’s lintel smashed to the ground the other day; did you notice? Her mason had promised it would last a century. As an engineer, I found a few oddities to the accident.”

Antiochus shrugged. “Shoddy work. She probably didn’t pay well.”

“The thing is, according to Epaphroditus, your man can put marble up and he can bring it down with the same ease. Whichever direction you want it to go, he is your man. Now that is a mason I would like to speak to in person.”

Antiochus, aware of the sharp ears that listened to this conversation, threw his cousin a filthy look. “I wouldn’t trust anything he has to say.”

Epaphroditus stepped forward. Lydia could feel him shaking. “Hadn’t you better leave, Antiochus? You and your friend?”

“Yes, leave.” Marcus crossed his arms. “Unless you want to share the name of your mason with everyone here.”

Antiochus shoved the tip of his finger into his cousin’s chest. “You will regret this betrayal. I hope your bag is packed. You are not long for Philippi. As for you —” he nodded toward Lydia —“you have not heard the last of me. Or your old friend Jason.”

“Must we leave so soon?” Jason said. “I was just starting to enjoy myself.”

Lydia forced herself to smile. “Jason, you should tell your new friend Antiochus who you think kicks hardest: me or Drakon. Personally, I would bet on me.”

Her old nemesis turned puce. She remembered his tendency toward that color when he was in distress. It made her smirk. “Shall I show you the way out? It’s through the door. That rectangular thing that leads outside.”

Jason glared at her. “We will meet later. You can count on it.” Lydia felt the promise land with the power of a gladiator’s blow.

After her unwanted visitors departed, Marcus grinned at the silent customers who had stopped pretending to look at the merchandise and were openly ogling the exchange. “The entertainment was free. The purple is not. But it is the best value you can find for your money anywhere in the empire. Please enjoy at your leisure.”

He bowed like an actor and, anchoring one hand on Lydia’s shoulder and the other on Epaphroditus, guided them out. “Rebekah,” he called. “Would you mind the shop? We need to discuss something.”

Lydia was too shaken to protest. Marcus ushered them to a corner of the courtyard and watched as Lydia sank onto a bench. She hoped she had made a convincing pretense of serenity while speaking to Antiochus. Inside, she was a mangled mess. She had started to shiver and could not stop. Marcus laid his cloak around her shoulders. It smelled of eucalyptus and mint. The warmth of his body still lingered in the wool, and she huddled inside the folds, finally starting to come unfrozen.

“You came to my aid,” she said to Epaphroditus. “Do you really know the mason Antiochus hired to destroy my lintel?”

He dropped his head. “We knew him from the time we were boys. A lot of mischief, that one. He is in Antiochus’s pocket.”

“Antiochus won’t appreciate your coming to my defense. He will avenge himself on you for certain.”

Epaphroditus wiped the sweat from the back of his neck. “I would rather be an outcast in this world than cast out of the Kingdom of God. Guilt is a terrible companion at night. I’ve had enough of it; let my cousin do what he will.”

“I think with the threat of exposure, Antiochus will think twice before endangering your life again,” Marcus said. “I will search for this mason. I may be able to press him into a confession. Epaphroditus has done you a great service by divulging his name.”

“I thank you for your assistance, Epaphroditus.”

“Mistress.” He bowed and returned to the shop to help Rebekah.

“Who was that man, may I ask?” Marcus adjusted the pin on his tunic. “Jason?”

“He and his mother accused my father of theft. It was a false charge. But they bribed the authorities and my father was declared guilty.”

“So that is the secret Antiochus wishes to reveal.”

“It would be enough to ruin my reputation as a merchant. In the eyes of Roman society, the daughter of a thief might as well be a thief.” She huddled deeper into Marcus’s cloak. “Once I believed myself in love with him.”

Marcus’s eyes widened. “With Jason?”

“I have better taste in textiles.”

Marcus started to laugh. “‘The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?’” he quoted. “Textiles are a little easier to discern than men.” He reached over to caress Lydia’s cheek with a fleeting touch. “I could not help overhearing your comment about a kick. I must confess that I burn with curiosity.”

Lydia stared at the ceiling. In halting tones, she told him the story of Jason and Dione, culminating with the infamous kick. Marcus’s laughter rang so loud, several people drifted into the courtyard to discover the source of his hilarity.

The laughter washed over her like healing balm from heaven. Far from judging her, far from thinking her tainted and stupid, Marcus seemed to admire her.

Not since her father had been alive had she entrusted all her secrets to a man. Marcus had entered that hidden world, which was filled with her flaws and shortcomings, and come away still liking her.

It came to her with devastating clarity that this was not enough. Not from Marcus. From him, she wanted love.

She settled in that thought for a moment, stewed in it until it sank in. Until she realized it was not quite true. Mere love was not enough either. If she were honest, she would admit that from Marcus, she wanted a love that came with an assurance. An assurance that his affections would never fail, or let her down, or hurt her, or cause her harm. If she had such certainty, perhaps she might be able to open her own heart to him.

But she knew this was not the way of love. It was the way of flesh and the demand of reason. The desire to keep oneself from ever being hurt again.

The way of Jesus worked in an opposite direction. It gave without asking for impossible assurances. It gave the way Jesus had, loving to death, knowing he might not be loved back.

She wanted what she could not have. Marcus on her terms, not God’s.



SIXTY
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Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

PHILIPPIANS 4:6-7

HER SECOND-FLOOR APARTMENT was full to bursting. Slaves and masters mingled, highborn and low eating at the same table. Lydia had never seen a gathering quite like it. Valerius’s whole household had come, even his two-year-old son, and with him he had brought several friends, members of Caesar’s household who were part of the imperial civil service.

Leonidas, drawn to Paul and Silas’s frayed reputation in Philippi, had sauntered in, bringing a female actress of questionable reputation named Syntyche. She had been loud and coarse when she first arrived. Then Silas welcomed her with a warm smile, as if her thick face paint and fake blonde hair, marks of a prostitute to anyone with eyes, meant nothing. He treated her like a highborn lady, a dear sister, clean and upright. Lydia noticed the woman’s loud speech growing quieter and eventually ceasing altogether.

Elianna and Ethan sat in a corner, speaking to Epaphroditus in somber tones. Rebekah had persuaded Viriato to help her bring up the heavier trays, though judging by his large grin, it had not required much persuasion.

The general had sent a note of regret, saying he could not leave his home. Lydia would have to take Marcus to meet him when he received his honorary plaque the next day. How she wished Aemilia could have met Paul. He would have been one of the few people to manage her strong temper without giving in to slavish obedience. And he would have shown her the way to God.

Lydia sat near Marcus, listening to Paul as he spoke to Timothy, encouraging him to grow in his faith. What a good father he was, though he had no children of his own.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs drew her attention. To her delight Agnodice walked in, followed by a dark-haired girl she did not recognize. She rose to greet her friend. “Agnodice! I never thought Luke would convince you to come.”

“He didn’t.” Agnodice thumped the dark-haired girl on the back. “She did.”

“Damalis!” Paul cried. Lydia realized it was true. She had not recognized the girl without her excessive face paint and the wild expression.

“I rejoice to see you,” Paul said. “I am astounded your masters allowed you to join us.”

Damalis’s cheeks turned pink. “They don’t know I am here. I told them I was going to visit Agnodice for a sleeping draft. Which I did. She told me about this gathering, and, well, I could not resist coming.”

“Let your minds be at rest,” Agnodice said, grabbing a chalice of watered wine from a silver tray. “If they hear about it, I will merely say it was a medical experiment to determine whether your powers were real or cheap trickery.

“I have tried to draw that thing out of her for twelve months with no success. Tell me how you did it. Before you, the poor child suffered from terrible nightmares and could not sleep. I gave her my strongest potions, and they afforded her an hour or two of peace. She had headaches that made her shriek in pain, and I was helpless to treat them. Now she sleeps through the night and has not suffered a single headache. This cure I would like to learn about.”

Paul extended his hands in invitation. “I have no power to give you. No potion or balm. But I know of a man who has power over all things.”

Paul addressed the whole gathering. “Brothers and sisters, allow me to ask a simple question. Do you live in peace, within and without? Is your heart contented?”

Leonidas shrugged. “‘Each of us bears his own hell,’” he said, quoting Virgil. “Peace is not a common companion for most.”

“What if I told you it could be? What if I showed you a way out of that hell? You know Virgil. Let me introduce you to a greater philosopher, and a better man. For he is the Son of God, able to give you what Virgil never could.”

With slow deliberation, Paul spoke, Silas jumping in with stories that supported Paul’s teaching. Silas had a gift of speaking to the heart, as if knowing with razor-sharp accuracy what each one needed to hear. The hour had grown late when they finished, though no one seemed restless to leave.

“Remember,” Paul said in the end. “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.”

Syntyche rose to her feet. “I believe in what you say. I will follow this man. Come, Leonidas. Let us join these good people. Let us surrender our lives to this peace, which exceeds our understanding.”

Leonidas scratched his jaw. “Now, dear Syntyche, do not jump into Paul’s fiery invitation too hastily or you might find yourself burned. Consider hard this decision. Paul is asking you to change your life, don’t you see?”

Syntyche pulled up the neckline of her diaphanous tunic. “My life never made me happy, and that’s the truth. So why should I cling to it?”

“And I will follow your Lord with my whole heart, Master Paul,” Damalis cried.

Leonidas sipped from his cup. “Too much right living for me, my friends. I wish you well.”

Lydia noticed that although Agnodice said nothing, she was in deep thought. Paul’s words had touched her. She might not be ready to move beyond consideration. But with Agnodice, thought would always lead the way. Luke would know how to answer her many questions and counter her endless arguments. It might take years, but Luke seemed a patient man.

Elianna came to sit near Lydia. Chloris had fallen asleep, her head on Lydia’s lap. Absently, Elianna stroked the silky hair. “Did I tell you why we arrived in Philippi so early? The captain of our ship decided to leave days before the initial plan, fearing storms if he left at the appointed time. I was beyond vexed, thinking of the inconvenience we would cause you, arriving a week too soon at your doorstep. But we were not early. We were in God’s time.

“He brought us here just in time to hear Paul and Silas. A week later, and we would have missed them. How our hearts needed this encouragement and added strength. Needed our brothers’ prayers. I want to thank you, dear Lydia, for opening your home to God. Because of your generous hospitality, we have been bolstered. Shored up, where we were starting to grow weak and despondent. The troubles of the world had wormed their way into our hearts. Now I feel fortified, ready to face this season of storms and challenges in Jerusalem.”

Lydia waved a hand. “It has been my pleasure. Tell me, have you had any success finding a property that suits your needs here in Philippi?”

“We have not. We will stay a few more days. Then we are headed for Corinth. More opportunities abound there for people in our trade. We will be sad to say goodbye.”

Lydia smoothed out a small wrinkle from her chiton. “Everyone is leaving me.”

Marcus, who still sat on her other side, leaned over. “Not everyone.”
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Early the next morning, Paul and his companions took their leave. Paul kissed Luke and Marcus on both cheeks, and then turning to Epaphroditus, kissed him with equal warmth. Epaphroditus wept openly at this mark of favor and friendship.

The Pharisee turned to Rebekah. “Keep up with your studies, for you have the mind of a true pupil and the heart of a worshipper. Your father lost a great jewel when he cast you out of his home. But his loss has been our gain, sweet Rebekah.” Now it was Rebekah’s turn to weep.

“Lydia, our precious sister.” Paul held her hands for a moment. “May God bless your home with his presence. Never forget your significance in his Kingdom. Fear nothing, for he will shelter you in any tempest you face. And open your heart to his plans for your future. They may not always match your expectations.”

Rebekah handed Lydia two packages, which they had prepared beforehand. “We noticed you had lost your cloaks at the agora,” Lydia explained. “And your tunics, though mended after your beating, are in poor shape. Here is a gift to remedy the problem.”

Silas opened his package to discover a new cloak and tunic. He cheered. “The blessings of God upon you, dear lady. I have been freezing for days.”

Paul wrapped his thick gray cloak about him and purred like a cat. They took their leave of the rest of the household, including the visitors from Jerusalem. Each one received a special word, a token of affection.

“My love to all of you in Christ Jesus,” Paul said as he walked away. “May his grace remain with you, my dear brothers and sisters. I will remember you in my prayers always.”



SIXTY-ONE
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No weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed,

and you shall refute every tongue that rises against you in judgment.

This is the heritage of the servants of the LORD

and their vindication from me, declares the LORD.

ISAIAH 54:17

LYDIA’S ENTIRE HOUSEHOLD came to cheer for the general as he received his honorary plaque. It looked like most of Philippi had done the same, for the forum teemed with people. The general had served many in his long life and was a popular citizen of the city. Even Leonidas had made a point of coming, since Varus was a staunch supporter of the theater.

The general leaned on a delicately carved cane with an ivory handle as he waited for the ceremonies to begin. Lydia thought she recognized the cane as one Aemilia had liked to use years before. She noticed with a catch how fragile Varus had grown in the past months.

Varus had asked that she, as his adopted daughter, stand with him, while his nephew and heir occupied the position of honor at his right hand. Someone fetched a chair, she was relieved to find, and Varus sat with a sigh.

The ceremonies began and were kept thankfully short in deference to Varus’s age and health. Finally, they placed a crown of laurel leaves on his wrinkled brow and unveiled the plaque, which had been mounted on one of the public buildings, as everyone applauded.

After presenting the general with a small gift and a daughterly kiss, Lydia turned to find the rest of her household.

“Citizens of Philippi! Friends, Romans,” a familiar voice cried out from the center of the forum. Lydia wondered what Antiochus was up to now and continued to walk, her back to him. “Let us not disperse yet. It is my sad responsibility to share with you tidings that would shock most of you. Tidings you have every right to hear, for they concern one of our own citizens.”

Lydia came to a standstill. A chill went through her. She forced her feet to pivot, forced her body to remain where it was rather than run at the sight that greeted her: Antiochus and Jason, standing together at the center of the forum.

“My news concerns Lydia, the renowned seller of purple in our city. We have trusted her for years. Trusted her with our coin and our confidence. Trusted her to be an honest merchant.”

Lydia closed her eyes. Her mouth became a grim line as she watched her life crumble before her eyes. Rebekah appeared at her side as she always did when there was trouble. Then Marcus arrived, followed by Elianna, Ethan, and Viriato. Even Epaphroditus was there.

At least she would not be alone when her world shattered. They stood about her like a wall of flesh, unmovable.

“This man is Jason of Thyatira,” Antiochus continued. The crowd had come to a standstill. “He is a wealthy merchant from that city. It happens that he knew Lydia well when she was a young woman. Her father, a man by the name of Eumenes, was a Thyatiran dye master. Jason’s mother, Dione, was for a short time in business with Eumenes. Short, because Eumenes was a thief.”

“It is true,” Jason said, his head bobbing up and down. “The man was charged for stealing from my mother and was flogged for his crime.”

The throng gasped. A few jeered. Antiochus held up his hands, motioning for silence.

“Jason tells me that Lydia worked for her father when the theft was discovered. It’s not likely that she would have been uninformed about his dishonesty. So here you are, people of Philippi. This supposedly honorable merchant is not only the daughter of a thief but has probably stolen herself. Who is to say that she has not been robbing us for all these years? Once a thief, always a thief. You judge among yourselves what is to be done about this charge.”

The noise grew louder than before, angry now. Paralyzed by fear, Lydia watched accusing fingers raised toward her.

You are the anchor of my soul, Lord. With the silent prayer reverberating in her mind, a steadiness poured into her. She took one step. You are my hope. She took another step. My security. Another step. You ground me in all that is steady and solid and good.

She now stood in the center of the crowd’s view. In an instant, everyone hushed.

“It is true that my father, Eumenes, was charged with theft,” she began. The crowd jeered. She held up a hand. “But the accusation was false. This man, Jason, and his mother, lied and cheated in order to rob us of our land and business. There is a thief standing in your midst. But it is not I. It is Jason of Thyatira. I cannot prove my claim. I can only ask you to judge me by what you know of me.”

She pointed to one of the praetors. “You, Justus, wear a tunic you purchased from my store twenty years ago. It still looks vibrant. And you, Gaius —is that cloak not one of mine? Has it faded? Has it worn thin? Did you pay too much for it?”

Antiochus stepped forward. “Just because you have a few satisfied customers does not make you honest, Lydia.”

Another grumble rose from the mob. Lydia dropped her head.

The sound of a crash interrupted the seething crowd. Silenced, everyone stretched their necks to discover the source of the unexpected noise. The general had taken a stance under his plaque. His cane was broken in two. His beautiful plaque, just installed, lay at his feet in tiny pieces. In his fury, he had shattered both.

“Are you speaking about my daughter, Antiochus?” the general said. “I have never known her to be less than trustworthy. Once she owed my mother a small debt, and she paid it in full before the debt came due. As to her father, I knew the man personally. He had better purple than you, and his prices were always fair. Not once did he cheat me or the friends I brought to him.”

Lydia almost wept. Varus had never called her daughter before. Never defended her, even in private.

“She may have given a prompt accounting to your mother, Varus, but —” Antiochus began.

Leonidas interrupted, his actor’s voice loud and compelling. “Whom shall we believe? This stranger from Thyatira, or our own Lydia? Many of us have tasted of her kindness. She helped me once, when she had nothing to gain by it. Lydia, a thief? Might as well call me a hater of wine.” He raised his silver chalice, sloshing over with purple juice. The crowd roared.

Demetrius stepped forward. “She helped me, also. In the years I have worked alongside her in the guild, not once have I glimpsed a shadow of dishonesty in her dealings. She has practiced nothing but integrity in our midst and is highly regarded by her colleagues.”

Appollonia drew nearer to stand by her new manager. “She gave me assistance when my husband left me a widow. Others would have robbed me.” She threw a glance in Antiochus’s direction. “Lydia served me as a friend and asked for nothing in return.”

Chloris’s father, Belos, spoke next. “Mistress Lydia helped me as no other would. She took care of my little girl. You will never convince me that she is a thief.”

Agnodice’s voice rose. “People of Philippi, I wish I could give you a potion to heal you of your foolishness. Then again, I suppose I would be a lot wealthier if I could create such medicine, given the number of fools that populate this empire.” The crowd chortled. “Consider what you know to be true of Lydia. The woman helps the poor, opens her home to strangers, gives you fair prices, assists a friend in need, and creates merchandise to make our city proud. What more evidence do you want? Stop this nonsense and go home.”

“It is not nonsense, Agnodice,” Antiochus said. “A charge has come against her, and we require a reckoning.”

“I am Marcus Cornelius Marcius of Rome, a visitor to your fair city,” Marcus said in his pure Latin. He charmed the crowd with his patrician manners. Philippians were easily impressed by these marks of the world’s influence, and Marcus plied them with expertise. “Do you give me leave to speak in regard to these proceedings?”

The people cheered, and Marcus lifted his hand as a sign of his appreciation.

“You ask for a reckoning, Antiochus. But it seems to me that we have given you more than enough reckoning already. Any reasonable man here among us is convinced of Lydia’s innocence. Evidence in her defense has been given from the highest to the lowest residents of this city. But you do not seem satisfied. Who is safe from such a tongue as yours, or from the depths of your suspicion? I suppose next you will accuse your own cousin Epaphroditus’s father of being a thief.”

“His father is a thief!” Antiochus yelled.

The crowd roared with laughter.

“Oh, come now, Antiochus. That is a good jest. What next? Shall you accuse our honored praetors of demanding the flogging of Roman citizens without a trial?”

The praetor, being reminded of the grave mistake he had made only days before —thanks in large part to Antiochus’s prodding —stepped forward. “This has gone far enough. We believe Lydia. Jason of Thyatira, we command you to leave this city by morning. You have been here a brief time, and already disorder follows you. And, Antiochus, I expect you to cease this fondness for rabble-rousing. Another such public display, and you will answer to me.”



SIXTY-TWO
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And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.

PHILIPPIANS 1:6

SECRETS BURROW IN THE ground of the heart like moles. They dig until the heart is pockmarked with their wounds. The holes they leave behind fester and overflow with all manner of poison, with fear and bitterness and dread.

For years Lydia had lived with secrets. Little by little, since Paul’s arrival, she had pulled them out and brought them into the light, astonished to find that they lost their power once exposed. The poison drained, the holes filled. Her heart rested.

By forcing her greatest dread into the open, Antiochus had done her a favor. He had intended to cut her. Instead, his hand had ushered in the healing of God.

They were back at her home, she and her guests and the rest of her household. A feast seemed to have appeared of its own accord, and everyone was celebrating as if it were their personal victory. Even the general had ignored his aches and pains and joined them. He sat next to a flirting Syntyche, looking dazed and twirling his broken cane.

Agnodice wagged a finger at him. “Why did you smash that beautiful plaque, General?”

“I could not speak loud enough to gain everyone’s attention. My age, you see.”

The physician felt his arm muscles. “Not so old.”

The general grinned, looking pleased with himself. “In truth, I did not like the plaque overmuch. It was rather small, didn’t you think? So I promised the praetor that I would pay to replace it. I’ll make certain the next one is a decent size.”

A wasp had managed to find its way into the large chamber, and Leonidas chased it with determined glee, a shoe in one hand and a full cup in the other. “I have named it Antiochus,” he yelled. “Their stings are on different ends. Other than that, they are very alike.”

Agnodice hushed him and ordered him to behave. She would have had more success ordering the waves of the Mediterranean to conduct themselves more becomingly.

Lydia noticed Epaphroditus perching alone in a corner and joined him. “I wanted to tell you that you are welcome to stay here if you wish. You can continue to work for me. Your slate is clean as far as I am concerned.”

His eyes widened. She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “For what you did, I forgive you, Epaphroditus.”

“Mistress, I am more ashamed than ever, now that I have learned of your history. Your father was accused, same as mine. Only he was innocent. And still, you remained upright and good. You lost everything you owned, and you did not allow fear to drive you into the wrong path.”

“What you did is in the past, Epaphroditus. I, too, know the power of fear. It is hard to resist its crushing hold.”

Agnodice interrupted, unaware of the nature of their conversation. “Lydia,” she said, “will you tell us the full story of what happened in Thyatira?”

Lydia sat on a cushion and gathered her thoughts for a moment. “My ancestors lived in Thyatira for generations. Long before Rome became her master, our family made their home there. I thought I would spend all my days in the land of my forefathers and be buried with them in the soil of Thyatira. But God had other plans for me.”

She told her story, glossing over her feelings for Jason. She told no lies. She chose merely to refrain from exposing certain details. This crowd was too big for such intimacies. Though she had learned to entrust her past with a few special companions, sharing personal details of her life with a large group of people was not something she considered wise.

“I always knew you were strong,” Leonidas said. “But I did not realize what you had to overcome in order to achieve so much.”

“I could not have done it alone.” Lydia smiled, her eyes bright. “I had Rebekah, who has been better than a sister and wiser than a Greek lawyer. The general’s mother, Aemilia, was like a grandmother and banker and manager rolled into one. If there is any victory in my life, it is because each one of you has played a role in it.”

The hour had grown late when her guests drifted home. Lydia was wakeful, her body still caught in the upheaval of the day. She stepped outside into the moonless night, enjoying the stillness.

“May I join you?” a familiar voice asked. The darkness enveloped them so that she could only perceive the outline of his form.

“Of course.”

Marcus remained silent, as if aware of her need for a few tranquil moments.

Abruptly, she chuckled, breaking the silence.

“What?” he asked.

“I am still astounded by how you managed to twist Antiochus’s plan against him. How did you think of it? No one will ever believe his accusation against Epaphroditus’s father now. It was utter genius. If your buildings are half as clever, you should be designing whole cities.”

“It pleases me that he will not have to live with that threat hanging over him.” He took a deep breath and held it. “Smells like rain.”

“We need it. It has been a dry year.”

“I hope Paul and Silas and Timothy have somewhere warm and dry to sleep tonight.”

“You miss them?”

“I was with them for only a few weeks. But they felt like family by the time they left.” He was silent for a moment. “I found the mason. The one who tampered with your marble lintel.”

Lydia gasped. “You spoke to him?”

“He did not put up much of a fight. Loyalty, apparently, is not a virtue he holds in high esteem. He admitted Antiochus had paid him. Epaphroditus was with me, and Luke. We all three bear witness to his testimony.”

“What next?”

“That is up to you. We can charge Antiochus publicly. It will be a scandal for him, though I am not sure he will end in prison. He will accuse you of bribing the mason. He will accuse the mason of lying. He might wriggle out of the charge entirely. He is a wealthy man and prone to giving fat bribes. He could emerge like a wounded bear, more dangerous than before.”

“Or we could do nothing.”

Marcus shrugged. “Also not an ideal solution.”

“Once, when we were much younger, Rebekah and I saw Antiochus behave with unimaginable cruelty.” She told him about the rabbits. “I decided then that we should not speak up. I feared his anger and revenge.” She pulled her mantle more closely about her. “I have regretted that decision a thousand times. Perhaps if we had gone to Rufus, he would have been able to intervene, to stop the twisted bent that had started to warp his son’s character.

“I will not keep quiet out of fear this time. We will do what we can to preserve more people from being hurt by him. How many others will fill the shoes of Chloris and Epaphroditus and Demetrius and Appollonia if we do nothing? He will continue harming people. Even if we cannot manage to land him in a prison cell, at least the scandal might cause the people of Philippi to treat him with more caution.”

In the dark, Marcus found her hand. “Would you let me help? Would you allow me to remain by your side as you fight this battle?”



SIXTY-THREE
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I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine.

SONG OF SOLOMON 6:3

LYDIA GREW STILL. “You are generous, Marcus. I would appreciate your wisdom and prayers.”

“You mistake me. My prayers you will have all the days of my life. As to wisdom, such as I have, I lay at your feet. But I am asking for more.” His arms wrapped around her in the dark, and he drew her to him. “I am asking for a life together. I want you to be my wife.”

Lydia grew rigid with shock. Marcus pulled her closer, as if the warmth of his body could melt the fear out of her.

“I have lived without a family for thirty years,” he said, head bent against her cheek. “I liked living alone, without ties, free from complications. My parents’ marriage was not happy. I never had a desire to repeat their lives. Then I met you. In the course of one week, my convictions shriveled to dust. I spent one day in your company and realized that being an unmarried man is tiresome. It is tedious and mundane and devoid of joy. You, Lydia of Thyatira, made me wish for marriage as I have never wished for anything.

“If your father lived, I would ask him first. Or, if Paul were still here, I would go to him as your spiritual father. I thought of approaching the general, but I was uncertain you would want that. Surely at our age it is acceptable for me to ask you directly. So I am asking, beloved Lydia, dear Lydia, excellent Lydia, will you be my wife?”

Lydia managed to pull herself out of his arms. Without a word, she ran inside.

[image: section divider]

“You told him no?” Rebekah asked.

“Not precisely.”

“You told him yes?” Elianna prompted.

“Well, no.”

“What exactly did you say?” Rebekah said.

“As I recall, nothing voluminous.”

“By voluminous, you mean . . . ?” Elianna prompted.

Lydia chewed on a fingernail and examined the beads on her shoes.

Rebekah clapped her hands on her hips. “You mean to tell me that the man proposed marriage, and you did not say a single word?”

Lydia squirmed. “I might have gasped. Or perhaps it was a groan. I can’t remember.”

“Lydia, finally a man is valiant enough to ask you to be his wife, and you leave him without one word of encouragement?” Rebekah threw up her hands. “I despair of you.”

“What do you mean valiant enough? I don’t bite.”

“Please. What man can measure up to you? You run a more successful trade than most of them. You are clever, resourceful, respected, beautiful. It’s enough to make a man want to run in any direction but yours. I never thought a man would have the courage to overlook all that. He is going to have to live with you if he marries you, you know? Live with that long list every day and go to bed with it at night. It requires a strong man not to be overshadowed by all your accomplishments. Finally God has sent you a good man, a man your equal in strength and character and, most of all, in faith. And what do you do? You leave him standing like a broom plant in the dark.”

Elianna giggled. Seeing Lydia’s face, she covered her mouth.

“Lydia, do you care for the man?” Rebekah asked.

“That is a stupid question.”

“Why is it stupid?” Rebekah looked mystified.

“Because the last time I cared for a man, as you so delicately phrase it, he turned out to be a swindling, defrauding, miserable toad and proceeded to destroy my father and me. If I do care for Marcus, then it is a sign of his unsuitability.”

“You were young and inexperienced,” Elianna said. “A lot of time has passed since then. You are not that girl. You have the Lord to guide your heart. You have years of godly counsel to shore up your mind.”

Lydia pressed her hands against her belly. “I don’t trust my own judgment.”

Rebekah reached for her hand. “I do. I trust it implicitly. Trust it with my life.” She patted Lydia’s shoulder. “Now gather yourself together, and go and speak to that poor man who has had the temerity to fall in love with you.”

“What am I to say to him?”

“You need not give him an answer one way or the other. What you have shared with Elianna and me belongs to his ears. He deserves to understand why you feel as you do. Your mistrust is not directed at him. It is directed at you. He should know that.”
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Marcus was, in fact, standing precisely where she had left him, leaning against the doorpost. She brought a lamp with her, remembering how dark it had grown.

“I am sorry, Marcus.”

He gave a little smile. “No apology needed. I presumed too much.” He shrugged. “You do not return my feelings. Forgive me. I did not mean to embarrass you.”

“That is not true!” she cried.

“I did not embarrass you?”

He turned, and in the light of the lamp she saw that he looked . . . broken. Her heart shrank at the thought that she had put that look on his face.

Lydia set the lamp down. She wiped her perspiring hands against her mantle. “It’s not true that I do not return your feelings.”

Marcus straightened and went to stand near her. He did not touch her this time. “But?”

“The only man I loved was Jason.”

“You still love him?”

“God be merciful, I am not that foolish! No. It’s only that . . . well, I think we established that I have better taste in fabrics than I do in men.”

It took Marcus a few moments to grasp her meaning. “You are worried that you cannot trust your feelings?”

“I know you are nothing like Jason. Still, I cannot move beyond this terror. What if you are not all that you seem?”

Marcus smiled. “Truth will out, dear Lydia. No man can hide his true self forever. In the course of a month or a year, you will see the best and the worst in him. If you want, I will wait out your fears.”

Lydia stepped forward until they were a breath apart. “You would do that for me?”

“I am tougher than fear, you will find, beloved. I will wait.”
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Lydia brought her suit against Antiochus to the courts at the start of winter. The mason, fed up with Antiochus’s refusal to pay for several jobs, gave testimony not only on behalf of Lydia but also concerning two other cases where a competitor’s building had been damaged.

To her amazement, once Lydia brought her complaint to the courts, others stepped forward, bringing their own cases. A father whose daughter he had violated. A man whose dogs he had tortured. Several customers who accused him of cheating them. None had felt prepared to face Antiochus’s venom alone. Lydia’s formal grievance, however, opened the door for others to gain enough courage to confront him. In the end, there were simply too many witnesses, too many accusations of impropriety for even Antiochus to deny.

It was a bitter trial that culminated in Antiochus’s banishment. He left Philippi still a relatively wealthy man. But he left with his reputation in tatters.

Marcus stood by her like an immovable wall as she brought charges against Antiochus. He gave her strength when fear threatened to drown her resolve. If Antiochus sent anyone to try to harm her, his man could come nowhere near her, not with Marcus, Rebekah, Epaphroditus, General Varus, and Luke surrounding her like a shield wall.

Marcus was proven right. Within nine months, Lydia had learned to trust her own heart, because he had shown himself more trustworthy than any man she had known since her father’s death.

Lydia wore purple for her wedding and, like all good wives, covered her hair with a mantle, as she would for the rest of her life when in public. Most of Philippi came to celebrate the event. The general insisted on paying for the wedding, though his nephew was none too pleased about it.

“Ignore his complaints,” the general said. “He has no sense of family. Will that pretty Syntyche come?” he asked with twinkling eyes.

“She has changed her ways, General.” Lydia narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t you go tempting her to change back.”

Marcus sold his property in Ephesus and moved his faithful servants and belongings to Philippi. “We will need an addition,” he said thoughtfully. “You are outgrowing your shop.”

“Why do you think I am marrying you? This house is getting older and will soon need the attentions of an architect. I will save myself a lot of money if I wed you.”

Marcus kissed her then as he kissed her on their wedding day, with an almost-dazed delight, both of them half-unbelieving that at their age, they had found lasting love.

Their home remained one of the central meeting places in Philippi where Christians gathered for decades. Marcus’s addition to the house allowed the ekklesia to come together in comfort and security, setting deep roots in the Lord and growing both in number and in faith. Undergirding their community was always the love of Marcus and Lydia and the warm welcome of Rebekah. Through the years, they were encouraged by letters from Paul, who bore a special love for the church he had planted on one Sabbath morning by the banks of the river.
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ONE
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I have been forgotten like one who is dead;

I have become like a broken vessel.

PSALM 31:12

WHEN I THINK OF THE RUIN my life has become, the slow wrecking of my dreams, the destruction of every love, I always return to the bee. That one tiny sting, which robbed my place of favor in my father’s heart and changed the course of my destiny.

Sorrow came to me on a beautiful afternoon, with the sun shining and just enough heat in the day to warm the skin without scorching it. Wildflowers were abundant that year, and the hillside where Joseph and I had come to pass the hours was covered in a blanket of yellow and pink. I remember the scent of them tickling my nose and filling my lungs, making me laugh for the sheer beauty of the world.

Joseph ran amongst the soft stalks, piercing the leaves with his make-believe sword, playing Roman soldier. He knew better than to play the game with our parents around. They were staunch Jews whose lineage in Jerusalem went as far back as the days of Ezra. Romans may have been generous patrons of my father’s wares, but they were still dangerous enemies. My parents certainly did not consider them a matter for fun and games. But Joseph was four, and he loved the Roman horses, their uniforms, their rectangular painted shields. He wanted to be one of them. And I let him, seeing no harm in a little boy running wild and pretending to be something he could never become.

“Elianna, come and play,” Joseph called over his shoulder and thrust his invisible sword in my direction.

“Hold a moment,” I said. “I will come soon.”

I was distracted, sitting on the coarse felt blanket I had brought, twirling a pink flower, trying to fathom a way to leach out its color and use it for dye on linen. A large shipment of flax had just been delivered to our workshop and we would have plenty of fibers for weaving. My father traded in luxurious fabrics. He even had a small but brisk business in purple, the lavish dye that was derived painstakingly from sea snails and remained more expensive to produce than any other color. It was a measure of his success that he could afford this particular trade.

Joseph had been left in my care that afternoon because everyone in the household was busy working on the flax. Even my mother, who rarely participated in my father’s business, had been drafted to help.

My father bought his flax already steeped and dried, with the seeds separated from the stems and discarded, and the stalks beaten to pull out the fibers. His workers were left with the task of combing out the fibers, making them ready for spinning. The stalks of this particular harvest were thick, which produced coarse linen, and would be used for weaving towels. With Romans and the new Jewish aristocracy so fond of their baths, towels were in high demand throughout the main cities of Judea.

I was twelve years older than Joseph and more than capable of caring for him. My mother, suspicious of my passion for my father’s trade, and looking for ways to distract me from my fascination, had given me charge over Joseph for the afternoon. Her plan worked to double advantage: it got my exuberant brother out from under the busy feet of the adults while at the same time withdrawing me from direct contact with my father’s work, lest it feed my obsession with the secrets of his trade.

“Leave that to the men,” she always told me, thrusting some feminine task into my lap before I grew too enraptured with the mysteries of creating a better grade of dyed fabric.

“Elianna!” Joseph’s voice bellowed from farther down the hill. “Come. Now! You promised when you brought me here that you’d play with me.”

I grinned. My little brother could be imperious. No one had expected the birth of another child to my parents at their advanced age. When Joseph was born, we were all a little dazzled with his mere presence in the world and became instant slaves to his charm. Add to that the reality that he was a boy —the son of my father’s dreams —and, well . . . even a burning seraph could be excused for being a little spoilt under the circumstances. If he seemed bossy, the fault belonged to us. By nature, Joseph was so sweet that the overindulgence of a hundred adults could not render him tyrannical.

“You better hope I don’t catch you,” I said as I rose to my feet. “My sword is a lot sharper than yours.”

“No, it’s not. I’ll defeat you.” He let loose a fearsome bellow and began to run up the hill, his short legs pumping under his hitched-up tunic at a speed that made me flinch. I needed my whole strength to keep up with that boy.

“Hold fast,” I cried, catching up with him at the top of the hill, thrusting my pink flower forward as if it were a deadly weapon. Joseph doubled over, giggling.

“That’s not a sword! That can’t even cut thread. You’re such a girl, Elianna.”

“You dare insult me, Roman dog? I shall have your head for that.”

Joseph rushed toward me, his imaginary sword pointed at my abdomen. “No, you won’t. My horse will eat you for breakfast.” He did a fair imitation of a parry and then followed with a quick thrust, his little fist hitting my ribs. I grabbed my side as if in pain.

“You will pay for that, young man.” With a quick motion, I reached forward to untuck his tunic from his belt. Distracted, he looked down, and I shoved my flower in his face, leaving a powdery yellow stain on his nose and forehead.

I laughed. “You still need some practice, Roman.” Just behind him, I noticed a lone sheep chomping on a bush. I looked around, trying to locate the shepherd or herd to which it belonged. It seemed to be alone. I walked over to examine it for any hurts. A shepherd somewhere must be missing the fat fellow.

“Elianna!” Joseph called. “Come back. I am not finished. . . .” And then, inexplicably, he swung his arm in a wide arc. “Go away. Go away!” His voice emerged high-pitched and shaken. He made a half circle around himself, his hands flapping about him in frantic motion.

The sheep had my attention, though, and I ignored Joseph’s cry. Up close, I could see that it was well cared for, its wool healthy and clean. I knelt down and ran my hand over its back. “Where did you come from, little fellow?”

From the corner of my eye I could still see Joseph flapping around. Then he cried out, “Make it go away, Elianna!”

I thought it was a fly at first until I saw the flash of yellow, heard the angry buzz. “Don’t fret so. Stay calm, and it will go away of its own accord.” I didn’t want to leave the lost sheep, in case it wandered away and became even more lost. Joseph was old enough to deal with a buzzing bee. Really, we had overindulged him. I tried to make my voice soothing. “Calm yourself, brother.”

My words had no effect on Joseph. The creature was buzzing with fierce intention around his head, and he panicked. He flapped his arms harder and started to run. “No! No!”

I threw my hands up in the air and came to my feet reluctantly. “Joseph, it’s just a bee.”

I understood the source of his unreasoning fear. The year before, he had been stung on the ankle. He had broken out in hives and his entire leg had swollen to the size of a young tree trunk, and he had been in terrible pain. He had never forgotten the experience. But in my mind, that had been an anomaly. We all had to contend with bees. It was part of life. I watched in frustration as he ran himself ragged for a few moments.

Finally, I caught up to him and reached out my hands to flick at the bee, although I could no longer see it. Without warning, Joseph let out a piercing wail that made my belly lurch. He rubbed at the side of his head, and then I spotted the insect caught in the hair near his temple. I grabbed the bee in my palm and squeezed. Half-drunk from having released its venom, it was easy prey in my violent, clenching fist. I dropped it to the ground and knelt before Joseph.

Fat tears squeezed out of his eyes. He was crying so hard that he began to wheeze. I cuddled him in my arms. “I am so sorry, Joseph. It will be well. I’ve gotten rid of the little monster. You can stomp on him, if you wish.”

“Hurts.” He took a breath that shook his chest.

“Where, dear heart? Where do you hurt?”

He pointed to his temple, and I saw that it was already swelling. I gave it a light kiss. “Is that better?”

His gaze brimmed over with accusation. “No.” He pushed me from him. I noted a red welt on the back of his still-chubby hand. “Did it sting you twice?” I frowned as I stared at the raised mark, spreading like spilled dye on his baby skin. Joseph shook his head. Hives, I realized with a wince. Just like last year.

He took another breath that shivered down his body. He sounded as if every inhalation was an effort. I thought it was fear lingering in him, robbing him of breath, and tried to calm him. But with each moment, he seemed to grow worse. His wheezing became harsher and unremitting. Confusion caused me to delay. He had had no difficulty breathing the last time he was stung. Was this panic?

I should have helped him sooner, come to his aid at the start, when the bee first began to pursue him. And then it occurred to me that the bee might have been attracted to the scent and powder of the flower I had pressed on his face. Perhaps it would not have come near Joseph at all if not for my silly prank.

I saw that he was growing worse and picked him up in my arms. “I am so sorry, Joseph. I’ll take you home. You can have a honey cake, and Mother will make you an herb potion to soothe your pain.” Against me, I could feel his thin little chest battling for every breath. I began to run. Somewhere down the hill, my sandal came off, caught on a stone protruding from the ground. I stumbled, then righted myself and kept on running without tarrying to retrieve the lost shoe.

“Sick,” Joseph said, his voice weak. Before I could turn him, he threw up, soaking my shoulder and my chest. Normally I would have groaned with disgust. But terror had seized me. I sensed that against all reason the bee had caused my brother’s tiny body inexplicable damage. It was as though the poison in that accursed bee somehow robbed him of the very air. I was desperate to arrive home, to give him into the care of my parents, who would know what to do.

I barely stopped to wipe his befouled mouth, only shifting him to my other shoulder so I could start my race again. He was heavy, too heavy for me to carry all that way. My heart pounded in my chest like a metalsmith’s anvil. The strain of holding on to his sagging body made my arms tremble. “Joseph! Joseph, speak to me!”

He moaned. I staggered to a stop, unable to continue my haphazard run, and fell to my knees with him still in my arms. My head swam with a wave of dizziness when I saw his face. His eyes had swollen shut, and his lips had become an unearthly blue. His whole mouth had turned into a tender, purplish bruise. I bit down on a scream and hefted him up again, forcing my legs to run, faster than before.

Pray, I thought, my soul frantic with the horror of what I had just seen. Pray something. But all I could think of was Eli, Eli, the first part of my own name. My God! My God!

When I saw the large wooden door to our house, I loosed the scream I had swallowed for the past hour. My voice emerged as a broken croak and no one heard me. “Help me! Father, please help me.” Joseph had gone limp in my arms. I knew he had fainted some time before, fainted from lack of air.

I kicked at the door with the last of my strength and fell against it. One of the servants pulled the door open and I slumped backward, Joseph still held tight in my grasp. The woman cried out, and before long we were pulled inside together. I was still clutching him, his face pressed to my shoulder. My parents came running.

I saw my father’s face as he pulled his son out of my arms. He turned white. My mother started to scream. I didn’t think I could feel more fear. But her cries —shrill, unnatural sounds that pierced the courtyard —filled me with a chilling dread that robbed me of speech. Why wasn’t she helping my brother? Why did she stand there, screeching, pulling at her veil, pulling at her hair?

My father collapsed, Joseph held against him. His head drooped over the unmoving child. “My son,” he moaned, rocking to and fro. “My boy.”

I turned in shock and saw my younger sister, Joanna, sitting against the wall, sobbing quietly into her hands. The servants wept. My father, shaking and silent, convulsed around the inert body of my brother while Mother’s screams continued to fill every corner of the courtyard, piercing me like jagged shards of broken glass.

That’s when I knew. My brother was dead. The bee had killed him.

I reached out to cling to my father, in disbelief, in horror, in desperation, hoping for a miracle, seeking comfort. He looked up and the blank despair in his eyes lifted for a moment, only to be replaced by a coldness I had never seen there before. “What happened? What has done this to my child?”

I stepped away from him. “A bee . . . It stung Joseph. On his temple.” Perspiration dripped down my sides and with a trembling hand I wiped my brow. “It was my fault. We were playing . . . And I . . . I shoved a flower in his face; I think the bee was drawn to its scent. I should have come to his aid sooner, but I was distracted by a lost sheep.” I remembered that I had merely thrown words at Joseph, as if my instructions were enough. I owed Joseph the truth no matter what punishment I faced. He deserved that much, at least.

My father swept the hair away from Joseph’s swollen flesh with tender fingers. I flinched when I saw his beautiful face, distorted by the obscene hand of death, and swayed where I stood.

“But you knew how sick he became last year, after he was stung. You knew how scared he was. Why didn’t you just swat it away? He was a little boy. He was helpless.” My father moaned. “My little boy!”

“I should . . . I should have . . .”

His words grew iron-hard and sharp. “You were supposed to look after him. What did you do? Just stand there and watch it happen?”

“No! It wasn’t like that, Father! I did help. But I was too late. I was too late!”

“This wouldn’t have happened if you had watched him better.”

I was struck dumb with guilt. He had grasped the heart of my failure. I had not tried to get rid of the bee from the start. “Father, please . . .”

“Be silent!”

I closed my mouth. Swallowed my excuses. He was right. I had failed Joseph. I should have taken better care of him. I should have wiped the pollen from his face, swatted the bee sooner, come home faster. I should have saved him.

“Get out of my sight.” My father’s voice emerged scratchy soft and bitter as gall.

I gasped. With broken movements, I forced myself to stand, to walk. I went inside the house, leaving a faint trail of blood with every step where I had cut my foot on the jagged stones during my flight home. Huddling in the corner of the room where I slept with my sister and Joseph, I finally gave vent to the tears that I had quenched earlier. Joseph’s blanket was neatly folded in a corner. I grabbed it and, pushing my face into its folds, breathed in the scent of him and knew that I would never hold my precious brother again.

And it was my fault.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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SOME LIVES SEEM TO burn with a transcendent light, leaving an inexorable mark on history. Lydia’s was such a life. The first convert in Europe, she succeeded in the realm of commerce where men dominated and ruled. Her home became the first church on the continent, one that yielded great influence in the spread of the gospel for centuries. The world changed, you might say, because of Lydia’s intrepid generosity and leadership.

A few notes on this novel. The Bible is silent on the issue of Lydia’s citizenship. However, while the ancient world was deeply impressed by Roman citizenship, biblical authors remained indifferent to it and only seemed to mention it when it became a relevant detail in a particular story of faith. We never hear about Paul’s citizenship, for example, until he is unjustly beaten. I felt, therefore, that it was not unlikely for Lydia to have been a citizen of Rome, given her level of success.

A historical person named Antiochus, a seller of purple, really did live in Philippi around this time period. The city officials liked him so much that they dedicated a plaque in his honor. Beyond these facts, however, the whole story surrounding Antiochus is fictional.

My apologies to Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25) and Syntyche (Philippians 4:2) for usurping their unknown stories and coloring them with my imaginary pen. One day in heaven I will have a lot of explaining to do.

Some additional explanations on locations are in order. The Agora in Philippi may not have been built by AD 50, though we have evidence of its completion not too long after this period.

The ruins of Thyatira lie under a modern Turkish city and have never been properly excavated. There is little written about the city, and the narrow information we possess comes to us courtesy of limited archaeological finds. However, there is some indication that a thriving Jewish community lived in Thyatira at this time.

The use of the terms Lady, mistress, lord, and sir are inaccurate, as the Latin language does not commonly use such terminology. But the titles of esteem used by Romans —such as excellent Antonios or very strong Silvanus —sound awkward to modern readers, so I chose to use more common honorifics that capture differences in station.

The first recorded mention of tree rings was in the third century BC, by a Greek botanist named Theophrastus. But not until Leonardo da Vinci’s treatise in the fifteenth century do we come across written evidence of the significance of the rings. So Marcus’s discourse on the matter may be anachronistic. Similarly, the legend of the patient stone, though a story I personally heard as a child, is most likely not as old as the first century.

As I always do, I have used a couple of quotes in the writing of this book, although this time I veered from my usual practice of using material from classical writers. In chapter 7, I quoted Theodore Roosevelt. His exact words were:

The credit belongs to the man . . . who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly.

Paul’s words “There is nothing in the world so damaged that it cannot be repaired by the hand of Almighty God” in chapter 45 are a quote from “Appointment with Death,” a television production based on Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot as portrayed by David Suchet.

For Elianna’s full story, please refer to my novel Land of Silence.

While the Bible provides profound inspiration for novels like this, the best way to study it is not through a work of fiction but simply by reading the original. This story can in no way replace the transformative power that the reader will encounter in the Scriptures. For Lydia’s story, please read Acts 16.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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	Were you familiar with the story of Lydia from the book of Acts before reading this novel? If so, how well do you think the author incorporated the biblical account into her novel?

	Lydia first encounters fear as a young child when she sees her mother die after a grisly accident. What are some of the ways this fear affects her? Are there experiences in your past that still affect you today? What role does Lydia’s childhood experience play in her journey to faith in Jesus Christ —and yours?

	Jason’s betrayal left Lydia unwilling to trust her own heart. Can you describe a time when someone betrayed you or pulled you down? What was the effect in your life —tangibly and emotionally? How have you dealt with it since?

	When Lydia flees Thyatira, she takes with her the stone with her grandfather’s name, eventually using it as a cornerstone for her new shop. Do you have any tangible mementos from your past or family heritage? What are they? What is their significance to you?

	Rebekah was mistreated and even disowned by her father, and yet she never lost her trust in God. Did this seem realistic to you? Do you know anyone who has gone through something incredibly difficult and still maintained a vibrant faith? What is it, do you suppose, that determines whether a tragedy makes a person “bitter” or “better”?

	Should Lydia and Rebekah have taken action when they first learned of Antiochus’s sadistic cruelty? When is it necessary to step forward and shed light on secret dangers? Has there been a time in your life when you acted too rashly in this regard? When you failed to act soon enough?

	What made Lydia so ready to hear and believe the message of Jesus’ salvation?

	Lydia kept a part of her life secret because she felt she would be judged and even ruined if others found out about her past. What do you think is the effect of long-held secrets on a person’s life?

	Consider the examples of generosity in this book: Eumenes, Atreus, Lydia, Rufus, Aemelia, and others. What do they have in common? How are they different? How can you be generous with what you have?

	Compare and discuss the following verses about wealth: Ecclesiastes 5:19, Matthew 19:23-26, 1 Timothy 6:17-19. How can money be a blessing? How can it be a danger? How should a follower of Jesus feel about profit and wealth?
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