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This one is for my sisters,
Laura and Anna,
with love.
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Do not hide your face from me in the day of
my distress! Incline your ear to me; answer
me speedily in the day when I call!

Psalm 102:2

Before the King « Heather Kaufman
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2024 used by permission



prologue

60 AD
ROME

Hess sitting in the center of the room when I enter, his parchments
and pots of ink scattered across a scarred table. He wants my
stories. He wants to write them down. But first he asks after our
friend, the one who brought us together, and I smile. Our friend
is well, I tell him. More than well, for she recently became a savta.
Like Naomi dandling Obed on her knee, the woman whose life
seemed barren has been given a legacy.

I settle across from him, this beloved physician, and watch his
stained fingers carefully dip the tip of his stylus, tapping once,
twice, then bringing nib to parchment, face expectant as it lifts
to mine. What was it like, he wonders, and uses the word to
describe me that so many do.

Brave.

My eyes mist, for I am not brave, and I tell him so. I am
an ordinary woman whom God chose to put in extraordinary
places. Any strength to be found in my story is His alone. I only
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Before the King

did what I could with what I had, and this, I now know, is how
His Kingdom advances.

Each of us doing what we can with what we have by His power.

So no, I am not brave. I am needy—desperate for Adonai to
meet me with His strength. My story is how He did just that.

Through years of sorrow and fear, when the face of God
seemed a distant star, whose brilliance was meant for others
but never me ... He was there. And now I will never tire of
sharing the story of His faithfulness, for it is a living flame, meant
to spread.

My story, however, begins in a place of fear, hiding, and un-
certainty, for my heart had yet to learn its greatest lesson—that
God is as near as our own breath.
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ONE

SPRING 13 AD
BEIT NETOFA VALLEY, ISRAEL

The sun kissed the fragrant earth with fervor, promising a full
day of excitement and importance. I blinked into that bright light,
smiling until my cheeks ached. Abba normally didn’t bring Dalia
and me along when he traveled, but today was different. Today
we would all go to see our family’s new country villa.

“Things are about to change for us, my little swifts,” Ima de-
clared, clapping her hands as she used her affectionate name
for us. Dalia and I were restless—roosting in high places like
the small bird that made its home in the clefts of rocks, never
settling down, eager to move. We jumped now, giddy with this
new adventure.

“How, Ima? How will they change?” Dalia hopped from foot to
foot, her honey-colored hair gleaming beneath the sun. I pranced
by her side, my black curls bouncing oft my back.

“We are moving to a city even bigger and grander than Cana.
Buildings taller than you can imagine! So many things to see
and do.”

We were young enough that the thought of change brought
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only curiosity, so we absorbed this news without understanding
all that it entailed.

“Will we live in the city? What about the villa?” I squealed,
unable to contain my delight.

“We'll live in Sepphoris, but the villa is not far away in the
country. Some farmers will tend it for us, and we will visit it
whenever we like. Today you will see it with your own eyes.”

“And you, Ima? You will come too?” Dalia questioned, spin-
ning on her toes.

Ima laid a tender hand on both our heads. “Of course,” she
chuckled. “We’ll have Vidette pack us food. How does a picnic
sound?”

We cheered at the thought of supping outdoors with Ima.

Alitter bore our family from Cana to the city, and as the strong
walls of finely chiseled ashlars rose tall and grand before us, my
breath caught. Herod Antipas’ palace towered above the walls,
its gold-plated roof slyly winking beneath the sun, bearing secrets
we would soon discover.

“That’s Sepphoris?” I squeaked, cowed beneath such bril-
liance.

Ima bent so our faces were cheek to cheek as we beheld the city
together. “Yes, and our new home will be close to the acropolis.
That's the very center of the city.”

“When? When will we go live there, Ima?” Dalia wondered,
sticking her head out of the litter.

“Soon,” Abba answered as he pulled her back inside, his thin
lips quirking upward. “Uncle Leshem is gifting the estates to us
soon, and then we will move.”

I'd never met Abba’s uncle, who was a chief priest and member
of the Grand Sanhedrin in Jerusalem. It was Uncle Leshem who
was appointing Abba as a member of the Sepphoris Sanhedrin.
Abba had been talking nonstop about our family’s “change of
fortune.”
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HEATHER KAUFMAN

Our litter descended into the sprawling and lush Beit Netofa
Valley just north of Sepphoris. I gaped as we approached the
grand estate. As soon as the litter stopped, Dalia and I tumbled
out into the clear air and ran into the gardens. The trees seemed
to beckon us with wide-open arms, and the air was sharp with
the scent of ripening fruit.

For once, Ima did not chide or call us back. Instead, she sat
on a cushioned seat as a servant held a fan to shield her from the
sun. With crinkling eyes, she watched us tussle in the long grass.

“Let’s play hide-and-seek,” Dalia suggested, her brown eyes
sparking with fun.

I nodded my agreement, and we both ran to Ima’s side, tugging
her hands, imploring her to join us in the game.

With a groan and a grumble, she rose to her feet, but her eyes
were soft as she began counting out loud. We shrieked and ran
like spilled oil from a jug, spreading out and away, looking for
the best hiding place.

My gaze snagged on a pear tree. I threw myself at it, small
hands grabbing at the lowest branch as my sandaled feet clawed
at the rough trunk. Finally, I managed to heave myself up onto
the branch and lay there for a moment, panting and exultant,
before I continued my climb.

I was only seven, and small for my age. The climb proved to
be a difficult one as I strained my tiny stature as far as it would
go, reaching toward one branch and then another. The tree was
in full bloom, and easily hid me. I sat contentedly, swinging my
legs.

“Let me up, Jojo!” Dalia’s breathless voice drifted through the
leaves. I peeked down to find her at the base of the tree, hands
clasping the first branch, face red with exertion as she tried to
follow me.

“Go find your own spot.”

“But yours is so good,” she whined.
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I rolled my eyes as I watched her struggle to pull herself up.
“We don't want to be in the same spot, Dalia. Go find your own.”

“Ifyou...wouldjust. .. help me!” she spluttered, straining at
the branch. With a yelp, her grip broke, and she fell back, lying
for a moment, still on the ground.

“Dalia?” I slid lower on my branch.

She sat up, regaining her breath and sobbing as she examined
her hands. “Ouch! My hands are cut.” She glared up at me, and
I ducked.

“Fine!” she spat, voice full of tears. “Since youre being so
mean, I'll go find my own spot.” She scampered away.

It was too bad that shed scraped her hands, but I was too ir-
ritated to entertain guilt for long. Dalia was always following me
around, even though she was older by a whole year. We were
often mistaken for twins, for we were equal in height and, apart
from our hair color, looked similar. We had the same round face
and large brown eyes, the same full lips and pert nose.

“Oh, girls, where are you?” Ima’ voice rose like a song, her
tone light as she approached. “My little swifts, I'm going to find
you!”

I held my breath as Ima drew near, searching this way and
that. I'd been right to send Dalia off. I'd still be hauling her into
this tree if I'd let her stay.

One heartbeat and then two. Ima sighed and left, heading in
the direction of the villa.

I released my breath in a long sigh and giggled with delight.
Long moments passed, and I spent them kicking my legs and
staring through the branches into the bright blue sky. The fruit
grove spread like a bountiful blanket at the foot of a hill, and
on the top of that hill stood the impressive villa with its stucco
walls and tiled roof. Terraced gardens and paved pathways led
up to it.

This day, with all four of us together, was special.
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Our parents had borne children later in life, when hope of
a family was all but gone. Because they had stopped expecting
children, Dalia was the biggest of surprises, and when I had ar-
rived soon after, they'd been consumed with shock and joy. We
were prized and important.

Even so, Abba was often too busy for us. As a priest and a
member of the Sadducees, his time was valuable and rarely spent
with his daughters. Now he would have a more prominent role
in this new city, so I was certain we would see even less of him.
Both my time and Dalia’s would also change. I'd overheard our
parents talking about all the new things that would become avail-
able to us in Sepphoris.

“We will be able to employ a tutor for the girls,” Abba had said.
“With two daughters and no sons, I'm determined that they become
educated and marry well. And with this appointment, we will have
the means and opportunity to see that happen.”

Soon Dalia and I would become knowledgeable in Greek and
Latin, for we would marry important men one day.

“Why shouldn’t we aspire to Herod Antipas’ court?” Abba had
gloated, eyes alight with ambition.

But today we were together. I kicked my feet harder, setting
myself slightly off-balance, grabbing the trunk for support with a
laugh. Today we were a family, the four of us, even if Abba would
spend most of his time inside with the tenants.

Wobbling to my feet, I clung to the trunk and strained to catch
a glimpse of the villa. Had Ima found Dalia yet? Too much time
had passed. Impatiently, I slid back down the tree, scraping my
hands in my haste. What a fuss Dalia had made earlier! A little
scrape wasn't so bad. With a sharp huff, I ran in the direction
I'd last seen Ima go.

I'd made it halfway up the hillside when the shrill sound of
Ima’s scream pierced the air, causing me to jerk to a stop. Never
had I heard her scream like this. The sound came to rest in the
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bottom of my stomach, where it simmered and leapt like one of
Vidette’s boiling concoctions.

Trembling entered my limbs as Ima continued to scream. I
managed to pull my legs free from the earth and ran and ran. Up
the hillside and along the front of the villa to an enclosed court-
yard on the side. The gate was open and swinging on its hinge.
I stopped at the gate, but my heart continued to race, pounding
ahead of me, leaping to the middle of the courtyard where Ima
stood screaming for Abba.

Dalia lay stiffly on the ground, her head cocked at an awkward
angle, eyes wide and unseeing.

She’s dead.

I placed both my hands over my gaping mouth to stifle the
scream that tore at my throat. But no, she wasn't dead, for as I
stared at her face, she jerked once and then twice as if someone
grasped her with two strong hands, trying to shake her awake.

“Itamar, come!” Ima screamed as she sank to her knees by
Dalia’s side. “No, no, no,” she moaned, rocking rhythmically on
her knees. “Not like Sarah. No, God, please.”

Ima continued to moan her own sister’s name while voices
rose from inside. Soon Abba had joined Ima in the courtyard,
his face crumpling in disbelief as he beheld Dalia, who was still
jerking. “What happened?”

“I found her this way! I found her this way, Itamar! What
can we do? I can't go through this again!” Ima was babbling and
crying all at once, her words barely recognizable.

“How long has this been going on?” Abba cried.

“I don’t know;,” Ima sobbed. “I found her like this.”

“We were playing,” I whispered, but no one heard me, no one
saw me. “We were playing, and I wouldn' let her up and she
fell.” T sank to my knees. Had Dalia become injured because I
wouldn't help her into the tree?

Abruptly, Dalia’s jerking stopped, and she lay motionless at
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our parents’ feet. Hot tears burned my face as Ima gathered Dalia
into her arms, crooning to her in a raw voice.

She’s dead.

I sat miserably at the gate, watching Ima grieve. Dalia’s small
round face was pressed into the crook of Ima’s neck.

I killed her.

I stared at my sister’s face. I wanted to scream and claw at the
earth. I wanted to run down the hill and throw myself back into
the tree and wait for this horrifying day to be over. I wanted to
fly far, far away, like a true little swift, and never return.

But then Dalia opened her eyes.
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