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CHAPTER ONE

December 24th 1937

      The night was like black velvet, starless, and bitter cold.  Huge flakes of wet snow drifted silently down to earth, blanketing the fields and farmhouses in a heavy mantle of white.  Tendrils of wood smoke curled lazily skyward from gray fieldstone chimneys. Inside the rambling old houses blazing fireplaces and brightly-lit lamps hinted invitingly of the cozy warmth to be found within. In one of these old farmhouses twelve year old Thomas lay curled upon a braided rag rug that had been laid across the rough wooden floor of the living room.  He stared dreamily at the white birch logs that snapped and crackled on the stone hearth in front of him. The popping and crackling of the flames seemed to be keeping time to the wavering dance of the growing shadows.  In the hushed                                                                                                                
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 stillness of the night, Thomas could just faintly hear the light tinkling sound that was made as thousands of tiny, crystalline snowflakes struck the frosty windowpanes.  

      It was Christmas Eve.  Thomas loved this time of year. He especially loved the way their neat little house looked after mama had it all decorated for the Holy season.  As he thoughtfully looked about the room, his eyes took in the small spray of mistletoe that hung from the rafters near the front door. Ma and Pa liked to snuggle under that mistletoe, but Thomas vowed never to be caught beneath it if he could help it. A garland of sweetly scented evergreens decked the polished, black walnut mantelpiece that stretched over the hearth, while mama's pretty beeswax candles added a warm, glowing touch of cheer.  The best part of it all though, he thought, was the beautiful, big Christmas tree that now stood in the room.  It was at least six feet tall, and was very full and lush green. Thomas had helped Pa cut the fir tree in the forest earlier that very day just before the snowstorm had hit.

     After a hearty supper of country ham, baked beans and brown bread, all three of them had gathered together to trim the great tree.  While Ma worked threading strings of fluffy, white popped corn, and bright red cranberries into garlands to drape across the boughs, Pa busied himself hanging up all the little wooden soldiers that he had carved and painted years earlier. Pa was so proud of those soldiers.  Each one wore bright blue trousers and a red waistcoat, and they had funny little red and white caps upon their heads, and sturdy looking black boots upon their feet.  After the soldiers were securely suspended from 

their tiny golden threads, mama added her handmade, white crochet angels to the tree.
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Although stiffly starched, these angels were so lacy and delicate, that Thomas was almost afraid to touch them.

     “You ready to put the star on the tree Son?” Pa asked. “Run and get the stool.”

       Thomas jumped up from where he lay. Finally, it was his turn.  He thought he had the best job of all.  Every year, when the tree was nearly finished, he would get the honor of placing the shiny silver foil star atop the tall central spire. Only then was their Christmas tree truly complete.  Thomas couldn't help but smile as he remembered when he was very young and Pa would pick him high up onto his shoulders so that he could place the star at the very top of the tree. Although Thomas was getting taller every year, he still needed the aid of a small stool to reach the top of the evergreen. Soon, he’d be as tall as Pa and would be able to reach it all by himself.

        When all the beautiful Christmas ornaments were finally hung on the tree, Thomas changed into his warmest flannel nightshirt and curled up in front of the fire. He stretched out on the big rug, and gazed up at the beauty of that special tree.  Just the sight of it filled him with a warm, happy feeling, a feeling of security and love. 

       Thomas reflected on all that was around him. Times were difficult for everyone it seemed. Few people could afford store bought ornaments for their Christmas trees. Thomas would have preferred his family's homemade decorations even if they had been 

Rich enough to afford store bought ornaments.  Pa’s soldiers were handcrafted with pride
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and love, and Ma's angels were made with her very own soft, loving hands. Yes, they might have been very poor indeed, but right at this moment, Thomas felt very rich, and also very, happy.

       He looked up from the Christmas tree to his parents. Ma was now busy sweeping up the fir needles that had fallen to the floor around the tree, while Pa prepared to read aloud 

to them from his well worn, and much loved Bible.  It was such a wonderfully peaceful time in the old farmhouse. Thomas couldn't help but wish that this night would never end. He stretched wearily, and yawned.  The warmth of the fire, combined with the comforting sound of Pa's voice as he read, made Thomas feel very sleepy.  It was a good feeling.  The kind of feeling you get when all is right in the world.

      As he enjoyed the warmth and security of their living room, Thomas could hear the icy wind moaning through the maple trees outside, and he shivered, imagining that he could feel its frozen breath against his skin. He could hear the big old maple trees creak and groan in the blustery gale. Oh, how he loved to listen to the winter wind at night as it howled around the corners of the house!  He always felt so safe and snug sitting inside the farmhouse with a cheery fire dancing on the hearth, and Ma and Pa close by.

       Pa was reading now, from the second chapter of  John, his voice strong and comforting. Thomas let his eyes drift around the gaily-decked room again; finally letting them rest once more on the Christmas tree with all its beautiful decorations.  His eye seemed drawn to one little red-coated wooden soldier in particular. This one soldier hung 
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so close to one of Ma’s lacy, white angels that they very nearly seemed to be holding hands.  He smiled to himself, wondering if it had been Ma or Pa that had hung the little ornaments in such a way. It sure seemed like something Ma would do. That was the last thing he remembered before he fell asleep.

       Thomas awoke with a start.  He sat up quickly, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He ran his thin, white fingers through his sleep-tousled, red hair, shivering a little in the coolness of the room.  The fire had burned itself down until all that remained on the hearth were glowing, red embers, too weak to keep the chill from seeping into the room.  The lanterns also burned low, casting their weak, amber light into the eerie darkness, while throwing weird, flickering shadows on the walls in the farthest corners of the room.  

     Slowly getting to his feet Thomas took two more birch logs from the woodbox beside the fireplace, and laid them upon the bed of coals.  Kneeling down, he blew gently onto the hot embers until the papery bark of the birch logs flared alight.  

     When the fire was once again burning brightly, Thomas could sit back and study the room. What had awakened him so abruptly?  He couldn’t understand why his parents had left him stretched out on the rug when they'd gone to bed.  Somehow, things just didn't feel right. Not that falling asleep in the living room was so strange in itself.  Thomas had often fallen asleep in front of the fire reading, or listening to his father read, but Ma or Pa 
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would always wake him when they were ready for bed, so that he might go to his own room. 

      As Thomas sat by the fireplace considering these things, he became aware of a tiny rustling sound in a dark corner of the room.  It was the sort of sound a mouse might make as it searched for food, or perhaps something with which to line its nest.  Thomas tilted his head to one side to listen more intently.  Yes, there it was again; he was sure!  He quickly arose from his place on the rug, and tiptoed over to where he thought the sound could have been coming from.  As Thomas neared the Christmas tree in the corner, he noticed that the sound seemed to be coming from deep amongst the fragrant boughs of the evergreen.  Peering in through the thick branches, Thomas saw an unbelievable sight!  One of Pa's wooden soldiers was flailing his arms wildly about his head, while he madly kicked his feet in a panicky frenzy. The tiny soldier had lost his funny little red and white cap, and his unruly black hair stuck out at odd angles as he flung himself about in obvious fright. 

       "Oh my goodness!" exclaimed Thomas, quite unbelieving his eyes, and not really knowing what else to say. 

      "You're telling me 'Oh my goodness'?"  The soldier retorted in a wee voice, one that Thomas was quite sure was meant to be a yell.  "I'm the one stuck up here, hanging off this branch like some common pine cone, while you just sit there staring at me!  Can't you do something to help me?  This is not very comfortable you know.  I could fall and 
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break my neck at any moment!" 

       Thomas jumped at the reprimand.  "Why of course!  I mean...I beg your pardon!  I guess it wouldn't be very comfortable at that.  Well, hold on just a moment, and I'll have you down." Thomas squatted down low and reached into the shadowy depths of the evergreen's boughs.  He quickly slipped the thin golden thread off the branch, and gently cradled the wooden soldier in the palm of his hand.  "There, is that better?"  

     The soldier still seemed to be shivering with fright, but he rolled his shoulders as if he were trying to work out some tightness he felt between them.  "Ahhh, much better, thank you young man."  Then, in an embarrassed little voice he added, "I er, suppose I owe you somewhat of an apology. Please, try and understand. Every year it's the same thing. I go to sleep in my own bed, only to suddenly wake up hanging off some gigantic tree, in some strange house, on Christmas Eve."  

       "I'm really very sorry."  Thomas said, for lack of anything better to say. He was still very much in a state of shock. Afterall, it's not just every day that someone wakes up to find a miniature wooden soldier talking to them.  As far as Thomas was concerned, that kind of thing only happened in storybooks. Am I going crazy?  Perhaps I'm really still asleep, and I'm just dreaming all this. Thomas's palm tickled as the tiny man wiggled around in his hand.

     "Do you have a name?" Thomas asked in a whispery voice.
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       "Do I have a name?  Of course I have a name! I am Nigel.  I was sent here for you, Thomas."  The little man stated as he crouched low in Thomas's palm.  He rubbed his tiny hands together briskly.  "I'll tell you all about that in just a moment, but first my good boy, I’m rather chilly.  Would you be so kind as to set me a little nearer to the warmth of your fire?"

     That sounded just too unbelievable to be true. Thinking that he must be imagining the 

whole thing, Thomas closed his eyes, squeezing them tightly shut.  However, when he opened them again, the little man was still there, still shivering.  Carefully Thomas carried Nigel over to the gray stone hearth and gently put him down on a warm fieldstone.  

      Nigel cringed as the heat of the flames blasted out in undulating waves toward him.  "Please, uh, not so close!  Wooden soldiers and fire aren't really the best of friends you know!"  He shouted in his tiny voice. 

      Thomas quickly scooped the little man up in his hand and placed him on the rug in front of the hearth.  "I'm sorry.  Is this better?"

      Nigel smoothed his bright red coat in an effort to regain something of his composure.  "Much better, thanks.  Remember Thomas, what seems like a gentle blaze to you is a roaring inferno to a guy like me,” he muttered, still somewhat embarrassed at his blatant display of fear. "Now, uh, where were we?"
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      "You were telling me that you were sent here for me,” Thomas supplied.  "Just what do you mean by that anyway?"

     "Come sit down here with me and I'll tell you a story.  A most fabulous tale of the first Christmas,” invited the soldier as he patted the rug beside him.

     Thomas slowly sat down; never taking his eyes of the tiny wooden man who called 

himself Nigel.  "I know all about the Christmas story.  That story was taught to us in Sunday school."  He also knew that his Pa had read him that beloved Bible story every Christmas Eve that Thomas had been alive. It was sort of a tradition in their house, so he knew the story well. "The Christ child was born in a stable in Bethlehem, wrapped in swaddling clothes, and laid in a manger. Shepherds and wise men followed a new star to the place where the babe was lying in the manger." Thomas felt a little proud, and looked rather boastful as he showed off his knowledge of the subject to Nigel.

     "Well, yes Thomas, that is part of the first Christmas story, and a wonderful story it is, but I have another part, a most wondrous part that I want to tell you.  First though, I want you to lay back and get comfortable. Go on, close your eyes now, and just relax."    

     Thomas settled back upon the rug and closed his eyes.  He felt very warm and sleepy settled there by the fire.  Ma's old mantle clock steadily ticked away the minutes while the flickering flames of the fire threw shifting red shadows onto Thomas's closed eyelids.  Slowly, he became aware of the feeling of wind on his face, and in his hair.  He could 
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almost hear the sounds of birds twittering, and the sighing of the wind as it whispered through the treetops.  Thomas was confused by all this and quickly opened his eyes.  What he saw was the most amazing sight he had ever witnessed in his life.
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CHAPTER TWO

     When Thomas again opened his eyes, he saw that he was lying on a thick, green carpet of coarse grass, beneath a sky of vivid blue.  The crimson globe of the sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon, bathing what few clouds remained in an intense lavender hue. Looking around him, Thomas could see where a broad expanse of deep, dark forest stretched on into the distance.  Some way ahead of him sprawled a vast city of ancient design.  As he looked to his right he could see an immense body of water.   Confused, Thomas stood up and turned in a circle so that he might get a better look at his surroundings.
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   "Quite impressive, isn't it?"  Asked the tiny voice from somewhere near Thomas' feet.     

Glancing down, he noticed Nigel standing on the ground beside him.  

     "What's going on?" Thomas demanded in a scared voice. He bent low and quickly scooped Nigel up in his hand, not really caring that he was less than gentle in the process.  "Where am I? How did I get here? Exactly what is going on here?"

     Nigel held both hands up in front of him, palms outward as if to ward off the force of Thomas's angry voice. "Whoa, hold on now, one question at a time!"  He then turned slightly, and indicated with a sweeping gesture at the land around them. "This is the land of Zarahemla, and that great city in the distance is the wondrous city of Zarahemla.  Beautiful isn't she?"  He added dreamily as he gazed at the vast city.

     "Yes, yes, it's all quite beautiful." Thomas agreed angrily. "Now I want to know how I got here, wherever here really is. I've never heard of this Zarahemla before!"  He frowned thoughtfully, making no attempt to hide his growing irritation. He really didn't mean to yell at Nigel like that, but it was quite a shocking thing to be safe and snug in a warm, cozy house on Christmas eve one moment, only to find yourself in some strange land talking to a wooden soldier the next.  Thomas loved adventure as much as any twelve-year-old boy ever could, but this was really getting to be too weird!

     "Alright, alright, I'll answer you." The little man tugged at his blue coat indignantly.  "You are here because I brought you here.  You sure don't seem to trust me very much!"  
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Nigel truly sounded as though his feelings had been wounded deeply. 

     Thomas hurriedly tried to make amends.  He sure didn't want to appear rude or offend the little man in any way, after all, this wooden soldier was the only person Thomas knew in this place. Perhaps he was the only one who could get Thomas back home! 

 "Er, uh, of course I trust you." he said.  But even that remark seemed ridiculous to Thomas.  Why should I trust...no, why am I even talking to a dumb wooden Christmas tree ornament?  All he really knew was that it just felt perfectly normal talking to Nigel. The strange thing was that, for some reason that he didn't understand at all, he really did trust the little wooden man. It just didn't make any sense at all.   He did wish that Nigel would warn him before he made something strange happen to them though.  There had been too many surprises already.

     "Oh, well okay," replied Nigel, still sounding a little bit offended. "We might as well get going. I have someone I want you to meet."  He indicated a well-worn path that led off in the direction of the city of Zarahemla.

     Thomas put Nigel in his nightshirt pocket, handling him a little more gently than he had a moment before, and they started on their way down the dirt path.  The little man could just barely peek out over the top of the pocket fabric, but it would be far more comfortable for him there than it would have been if Thomas carried him in his sweaty hand all the way.
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     Although the path was often traveled, it was still rough and rocky. Dust hung heavily 

over the path behind them, bearing mute witness to the recent lack of rainfall in the land.  The going was slow and Thomas was hot and very tired by the time they reached the huge stone walls of the city of Zarahemla. 

    Thomas stood before the mighty walls of the city, gazing in awe at the great wooden gates, around which stood several men dressed in the garb of sentries of old.  As Thomas looked both to his right and his left, all he could see was the thick gray protective wall, its stone face pitted and stained from years of battle and defense as it stretched on for miles.

     Thomas was afraid to approach the men at the gates to ask if he might enter the city.  They looked like the fierce warriors of old he'd often seen pictured in his schoolbooks.  Their skin was quite dark, and Thomas thought they reminded him of the Indians that lived on the reservations back home. Home. Ma, and Pa… Thomas tried to force that memory out of his mind.

    Darkness had long since descended on the lands around the city, but within those great walls, torches flicked their gentle flames in a welcoming dance of light.  Smoke from the many cooking fires within the city lingered overhead in a hazy, shifting fog that reflected back the light of the flames giving the city the appearance of having a huge, glowing, cloud hovering overhead.  Thomas gazed in awe at such a sight on an otherwise dark and moonless night.
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     Despite the protective darkness outside the gates, Thomas was too afraid to approach the guards, so he sat down on the ground close to the meager shelter of the towering city wall. He carefully pulled Nigel out from the pocket of his nightshirt, and set him down on the ground close beside him.

      "What should I do now?"  He asked Nigel, his voice barely above a whisper.

     Nigel stretched his arms high over his head, then brought one hand down to his mouth to stifle a tiny yawn. "I vote we get a little sleep while we wait.  I don't know about you, but I'm exhausted!" He answered.

     Thomas was stunned.  "You don't really expect me to sleep here, do you?  I mean, what if those guards see us?  They don't look very friendly, you know." He looked around nervously in the heavy darkness.  "Besides, I thought we were supposed to meet someone here."

     Nigel stifled another yawn with the back of a tiny fist. "Oh, I'm sure he'll be along soon.  The best thing for us to do now is just to get some sleep."  He indicated with a pat of his hand, the hard earth on which Thomas now sat. " I'm sure it's not the softest bed you've ever slept on, but it's all we've got.  At least it's not too terribly cool out here tonight. It's quite comfortable actually, wouldn't you say?"

     Even as Nigel spoke these words a warm, gentle breeze caressed them with its 
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soothing touch, rippling through Thomas's red hair with teasing fingers.  Thomas leaned back against the solid stone wall, and tried to relax. Although still quite frightened, he had to admit that he liked the feel of the warm night breeze against his skin. Back in Dover the weather would be much too cold and snowy right now for him to be out and about with only a flannel nightshirt on for clothing. 

     "It sure doesn't feel like Christmas Eve."  Thomas marveled aloud with surprisingly obvious pleasure.

     "Uh...well, Thomas, that's because it isn't Christmas Eve." Nigel supplied cautiously, glancing up at Thomas with an unsure eye. "Er, you see uh, Christ hasn't even been born yet."

     Thomas made quick little gasping noise, and closed his eyes tightly. He slowly shook his head back and forth. "What do you mean, He hasn't been born yet?" He asked quietly, not at all sure that he really wanted to hear the answer.

     "Well, you see, it's the year six, Thomas, six BC, and the savior hasn't been born yet." Nigel stated quite matter-of-factly, as if nothing strange at all was happening to them. 

     This was just too much for young Thomas. It was strange enough having been transported instantly into this strange land, but utter panic seized him once more at the very thought of standing on the outskirts some ancient city that was full of fierce looking 
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warriors, in the year six, BC.  It was just too much!

     Again the thought crossed his mind that he had to be dreaming. There was no other logical explanation.  Yet the sick feeling gnawing in the pit of his belly, and the dull pounding in his head told him that this was all real only too real. The sick headache that so often came upon him was back once again. He knew it well. It always accompanied times of stress or fear in his life. It hadn't always been that way. Only since the death of his Gramma and Gramps had he been bothered by those awful headaches. Gramma and Gramps and the fire. So scared.... So alone...such a coward! 

     Thomas squeezed his eyes shut, the tears threatening to spill out between his tightly closed lids. Sometimes he wondered how ma and pa could still love him. He'd failed Gramma and Gramps so miserably. They died because he was too afraid to save himself and they’d had to rescue him from the flames. It didn't matter to him that he had only been seven years old at the time. That doesn't matter. I should have saved myself. I could have too, if I hadn't been such a coward! Then they'd still be alive now. 
     Thomas wondered how anyone could still love him.  But he somehow knew that Ma and Pa loved him. They didn't blame him at all. Only he blamed himself. As he reflected on this, he couldn't help but wonder if he would ever see his home and his parents again. He missed them so much already. Just the thought of them waking up on Christmas morning, only to find him missing from his bed filled him with such pain, that 

it threatened to wipe out what little courage he had remaining. His Ma would be heartsick.  I'll make it back somehow, I promise I will!
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  Seeming to sense the boy's distress, Nigel quickly spoke up. "Now calm down Thomas. If you'll only give me a chance, I think you'll enjoy this little adventure that I have planned for you. You must have faith in me though. No harm will come to you, that I promise." 

  Faith and trust. Nigel spoke so easily of such things. Thomas was scared, and he knew little of life and the world, but he vowed to himself to try to have some faith. He had to try. He didn't really have any other choice. He just couldn't help but wonder what was going to happen to him next.

     Nigel's voice was soft and very soothing as he spoke. He seemed so calm and sure of things that before long Thomas began to feel somewhat better about things too.   

     "Please try to sleep now Thomas. Things always look so much better when seen in the light of a new day, you'll see." Nigel said philosophically.

     Thomas had to admit that he was tired, yet now that the initial shock and panic were subsiding, he was finding himself overcome with an odd curiosity. He had so very many questions, and up until now, no real answers. He opened his eyes, and looked at Nigel. 

     "Exactly what is this place, this Zarahemla, and who is this person we’re supposed to meet here?" Thomas asked.
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 Nigel climbed up onto Thomas's lap. It was a lot of work, climbing all the way up that leg, and once there he stretched sleepily, wriggling around a bit until he was comfortably settled. "Well now Thomas, Zarahemla is probably the oldest city in the Americas.” he said proudly.

    "Wow, the very oldest? That is old!" A note of wonder crept into Thomas's voice.   

     Seeing Thomas's interest grow seemed to give the little man encouragement to go on with his story, not that he really needed any encouraging.  "Yes, yes it is old.  You see, many years ago, a group of people known as the Mulekites lived in Zarahemla. These people were really a rather wicked lot. Why, they even denied the very existence of God. Can you believe that?"  Nigel waggled his head back and forth as if the very idea was ludicrous. "Then, sometime later, the city and its all of its wicked citizens were discovered by another group of people known as Nephites. Now, The Nephites were a very righteous group of folks indeed. They taught the Mulekites their language and their religious beliefs, and the two groups soon joined forces. The whole lot of them was known as Nephites thereafter."

     "Oh, so the people of Zarahemla are good people?" Thomas sounded a little bit relieved, hoping that would mean that they would be friendly as well, although if the looks of those gate guards were any indication, they didn't appear terribly friendly.

      "Good? Oh no! I mean they all lived here in righteousness for quite a while, but 
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Eventually their lust, and greed, as well as their love of material things turned their hearts away from the things of God.  They became a very wicked people indeed." Nigel leaned his tiny head closer to Thomas's body. "They are wicked to this very day." He added in a conspiratorial whisper, then he fell silent and looked up at Thomas with sleep-heavy eyes.

    Thomas was staring up at the star filled sky, small furrows lining his brow. " Nigel, if these people are so wicked, what are we doing here? This sounds like a very dangerous place for us to be." He stated, with concern etched onto his face. His head was still pounding, and his stomach ached terribly.

     "Have no fear, Thomas.  Samuel will take care of you, and I can take care of myself!" replied Nigel, his squeaky little voice sounding rather defiant, and as self-assured as a tiny wooden man can sound.

     Thomas would have laughed at that notion had the situation not seemed so very grave at the moment. It was ridiculous to think of this tiny wooden man holding his own against an entire army of wicked warriors. They would be like giants to the tiny man. However, 

Thomas had to admire the little guy's courage in the face of such danger.

     "Is this Samuel that you mentioned of the person we are supposed to meet here?" Thomas asked.
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"Yes, Samuel the Lamanite." Nigel said simply.

     " What's a Lamanite?" 

    "Well, the Lamanites are another group of people who live in a land not too far away from here. They started out as very wicked too, but they soon repented, and eventually found favor with the lord." explained Nigel sleepily.

     Thomas was silent for a few moments as he took everything in.  Here he was, a mere boy sitting just outside the walls of a great ancient city filled with wicked people. Here he sat, out in the dark night, waiting for a stranger named Samuel, while talking to a wooden Christmas tree ornament. I truly must be losing my mind!

     A small noise, not unlike the purring of a kitten drew his attention, and he glanced down at Nigel. The little soldier lay asleep on Thomas' lap. Tiny snores issued forth from between his parted lips. Thomas smiled. No, he wasn't losing his mind. He was just dreaming. That must be it, because it was all too bizarre to be real. It’s just an amazing dream.  If I just go to sleep, I'll wake up on Christmas morning in my own bed!   

     Thomas settled himself as comfortably as possible against the cool stones of the great wall. He closed his eyes and tried again to relax, imagining himself at home in his own soft, warm bed.  He sat that way for some time, barely aware of Nigel shifting sleepily on his lap. He lay listening to the unfamiliar night noises all around him. Night flying insects 
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hummed and buzzed hypnotically, while some unknown bird crooned hauntingly from its nest near the woods. The harmony of sounds slowly lulled Thomas to sleep...

     Ma stood over the breakfast table, smiling at him. Pa was pulling her chair out for her, and beckoning Thomas to come take his seat at the table.  Thomas tried to move, but his feet felt heavy, like his legs were made of rubber and his shoes full of lead.  He looked at Ma and Pa. They were sitting down at the table now, dishing up a steaming stack of flapjacks. Thomas’s mouth watered, and he tried to call to Pa, but his mouth wouldn’t work. He just stood and longingly watched his parents at breakfast. They dished up his plate, not even seeming to notice that he wasn’t there. Ma was laughing now. She was so pretty when she laughed… 

     It was some time later, just how much later he could not be sure, when something awakened him from his slumber.  He slowly sat upright, listening intently for whatever had roused him from his dreams. He quickly became painfully aware that he was not at home with Ma and Pa at all, but rather was still sitting on the hard ground outside the great walls of Zarahemla. It was obviously still night. He felt the prick of disapointment. Then, remembering Nigel, he glanced down at his lap to be certain his small friend still slept there.

      Thomas's heart skipped a beat. The wooden soldier was gone!  Thomas realized at that moment with a dreadful certainty that he was truly alone in this strange world, and he felt that same familiar sense of panic quickly rise within his chest. Tears pooled in his 
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eyes, threatening to spill down over his cheeks. He fought hard to remain calm.  Why? Why would Nigel just leave me like that? 

     Suddenly, a sickening thought occurred to Thomas. What if I rolled over on him in my sleep!   Maybe I squished him!  Intent on finding his friend, Thomas began to crawl around on his hands and knees, searching along the edges of the rough rock wall. The moon was new, and the night was so black that Thomas found it nearly impossible to see anything. He searched the ground before him thoroughly with his outstretched hands before he dared inch forward. Oh Nigel, if I've done anything to hurt you, I'll never forgive myself. 

     "Nigel?" He called out in a voice barely above a whisper. "Nigel, where are you? Please..."

     Turning slightly, Thomas noticed a dark brown sandal nearly beneath his nose on the dusty ground just inches away from where he squatted. At that moment his heart nearly stopped beating, for inside that sandal was a foot that was nearly as dark as the leather from which the shoe was made.  Slowly, Thomas raised his gaze upward along a firmly muscled leg to where a meaty knee met with the hem of a crudely woven tunic. Slightly higher up was a broad expanse of well muscled chest, across which two power fully built arms were folded, also well bronzed from the sun.  Thomas noticed that the man's head was covered by a crown of the blackest hair he’d had ever seen.
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   Thomas swallowed hard as he tried to get rid of the huge lump in his throat, and regain the use of his voice. When he finally did try to speak, all that issued forth was a hoarse, rasping croak. 

     Suddenly, the fierce looking stranger spoke. " Why do you sit outside the city gate, young one? You are obviously not from Zarahemla. You dress as a foreigner." He stated as he indicating Thomas’s long nightshirt with the sweep of one well built arm. "Surely you are not here alone on this night?"

     "Urgk..." Thomas cleared his throat, and tried again. "Uh, no sir, I am not from Zarahemla. I am from Dover. But, uhm, yes I am alone."  As soon as he had said this he wished he could take it back. He was sure he'd made a foolish mistake. He had no idea what this man's intentions were, but he felt sure that admitting that he was indeed alone was sheer stupidity on his part. Is this one of those wicked Nephite gate guards? Then another thought struck. What if this dark stranger has done something to Nigel?  He was just about to ask the stranger this question, when the horrible thought that whatever fate had befallen the little soldier was also awaiting him took his breath away.   He was so weak with fear, and the pain in his head so severe that he doubted his own ability to run even if his life depended on it. Where would he even go?  All around him were the dark unknown lands of Zarahemla.

     "I do not know of any Dover," The stranger remarked softly, shaking his head, "but I do know that this is no place for a boy to be sleeping all alone. My name is Samuel, and I 
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too am alone tonight. Perhaps we can keep one another company." 

      Thomas nearly collapsed so great was the feeling of relief that washed over him at hearing those words. So this was Samuel, his supposed protector, and Nigel’s friend.  Thomas suddenly remembered that he still didn't know what had befallen Nigel, and he was greatly concerned for his friend's safety.                        

     Finally remembering his manners, Thomas scrambled to his feet, and held his hand out to Samuel. "How do you do?"

     Samuel watched this display with some confusion. When Thomas remained standing expectantly, Samuel tried to return the gesture with his own stiffly outstretched hand. "How do you do?" He repeated.

     Thomas reached over and took the Lamanite’s hand in his own, shaking it vigorously!  Samuel seemed bemused. Thomas tried to control his urge to laugh at such an awkward display coming from one who looked so fierce. The Lamanite didn't seem to notice, but continues speaking softly.

     "It is dark. It would be well for us to spend the darkness in sleep. Perhaps I can join you here?" Samuel suggested, indicating the spot where Thomas had been resting only minutes before.  Then, without waiting for further invitation, the Lamanite turned and lowered his bulk to the ground.
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     Thomas remained standing. He still had to find Nigel. Perhaps Samuel could help him. After all, Nigel had made it sound as if he and Samuel had been friends. 

      Thomas cleared his throat loudly causing the Lamanite to glance up sharply. "Well young one, you needn't fear me. Come, let us sleep awhile."

     "I can't. I mean, I must find my friend first," Thomas stated in a meek voice.

     Samuel looked at Thomas with raised eyebrows. "Friend? I thought you said you were alone."

     "I am alone. I was with a friend, but he’s gone now. I don't know where he's gone but I have to find him! Please, I must find him before something awful happens to him."  If it's not already too late.

     “Perhaps I can help you, although I saw no one on the road as I traveled. Who is it you seek?" asked the Lamanite. 

     "His name is Nigel, and he is a soldier," Thomas offered. He wondered what else he should say. How he could ever tell anyone that Nigel was made of wood?  Nobody would ever understand it. Thomas wasn’t too sure he understood it himself! After all, folks don't generally go around talking to painted pieces of wood, regardless of whether it is in the year six, BC or nineteen thirty seven A.D! He was afraid that they would think he was a lunatic! No, he knew he simply couldn't mention such a thing to anyone.
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     Thomas however, had nothing of the sort to fear from Samuel. At the mention of Nigel's name, the mighty Lamanite's eyes took on a laughing sparkle. "Ahhh, so you know my old friend?" he asked. " Do not worry yourself too much over that one. I have learned that Nigel can take very good care of himself. All is fine, I am sure. He will turn up again when you least expect him."

  Thomas gazed into the warm and friendly face of the Lamanite.  Does he really know

Nigel?  He wondered if Samuel understood that Nigel was a Christmas tree ornament. But then, how could he understand such a thing.  Christ hadn't even been born yet, so of course there was no such thing as Christmas yet, never mind Christmas trees. It was all so confusing! Thomas wanted to talk to Samuel about it, but he was not sure how to bring up such a delicate subject. He thought about it for a few minutes, and kneeling down on the ground beside Samuel, carefully approached the subject. 

     "How long have you known Nigel, Samuel?"

     "Oh, I have known him for a long time. He often travels to my lands to sell his crafts and visit with me." The Lamanite replied.

     This answer didn't really help Thomas very much, so he decided to try again.

     "Are you sure we're talking about the same Nigel?  I mean, how did you meet him?"
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  "I only know of one Nigel. That is not a name one is likely to encounter often. You see, when I was a young boy, younger than you are now, a Nephite warrior would often come into our land. He had been injured in a battle and no longer walked as a strong warrior should. No longer useful as a great warrior, he had now turned to crafting. He would make wonderful things for all the children from wood he had cut in the forest. I always looked forward to the times Nigel would visit our land." Samuel smiled as he remembered this part of his boyhood.

     Thomas, however, was now thoroughly confused. Nigel, a mighty warrior? Surely they weren't talking about the same person. Yet Samuel had said that Nigel made toys out of wood for the children. Could there possibly be some connection?

     "Where is Nigel from?" Thomas asked.

     "Why, from right here, in Zarahemla!" was Samuel’s unexpected reply.

     "You mean Nigel is a Nephite?" Thomas blurted out without thinking.

     Samuel looked down at the boy with an odd expression on his face. "Of course he is a Nephite."  He looked quizzically at Thomas for a few moments. "How can it be that Nigel is your friend, and yet you know nothing about him?"

     " Well, I really only just met him. You see, he uh, brought me here. I'm still not even sure we're talking about the same person."
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    With a shrug of his wide shoulders, and a wave of his hand, Samuel dismissed the subject. "We will see what is what when the sun rises. For now though, we will sleep."

Having said as much, he closed his eyes and was soon fast asleep.

     Thomas dared not disturb the sleeping Lamanite, for fear of arousing his ire; so he settled himself as best he could, and tried to sleep. His mind refused to yield to his bodies demand for sleep, and he found himself replaying the events that had led up to his present situation.  There were so very many things he still didn't quite understand.  Thomas lay back against the stones once again, his thoughts rushing in at him in a confused, swirling mass of questions to which he could find no answers. Eventually Thomas' exhausted body won the battle and he fell into a dream filled slumber.
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CHAPTER THREE

     The amber crest of the morning sun was just peeking over the horizon when Thomas awoke the next morning.  As he stretched the last remnants of sleep from his body he looked about at his surroundings. By the golden light of a new dawn he could see the straight, hard line of the high rock walls stretching onward and enclosing the great city within the confines of the pitted gray stones. Thomas thought he'd never seen anything so magnificent in all his life as the sight of this mighty city standing before him now.  As he stood lost in thought and in sheer awe at the sight of such a grand city he slowly became aware of a presence beside him. He turned his head slightly, and saw that it was Samuel who stood so close beside him.
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   Samuel extended his hand toward Thomas. On his open palm was a small offering of food. "It is bread and cheese. It's not so much, but it will help to ease the empty ache that I am sure is eating at your belly."

     Thomas saw that his friend was holding out a small pouch.  He at once realized how very hungry he was, and he quickly accepted the offering. He gobbled up the remainder of the bread in a couple of quick bites. It was smooth, flat bread unlike anything he had ever eaten before, and rather lacking in flavor in his opinion, however the cheese was a different matter entirely. It had a pungent aroma similar to the goat's cheese Ma had made back home. It had a hard, crumbly texture, and he savored the tangy flavor as he rolled a small chunk of it around his mouth with his tongue.

     "Mmmm.." sighed Thomas. " That was wonderful. What kind of cheese was that?"

     Samuel stood with arms crossed over his broad chest, a funny smile playing about his lips. "I am glad you like it. It is made from the milk of sheep. I am only sorry that I have not more to share with you."

     Thomas was just about to thank the man for giving him the food, meager though it was, when suddenly; a loud, rattling clatter assailed his ears. Looking off in the direction of the road, he could see a huge dust cloud billowing around an odd assortment of scantily clad men, many of whom sat upon a variety of beasts of burden. 

    Thomas recognized the donkeys and horses easily enough. His Pa raised many such 
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animals on the farm back home, yet there were others of which he had only seen occasional pictures in books before now. He thought they were called lamas. They were large and quite covered in coarse, heavy hair. Their necks were thick and long, and they really did look like rather strong animals.

     Some of the men were traveling on foot, and most of them carried shields, and primitive, though deadly looking longbows with quivers of arrows hanging handily at their sides. A few had spears and slings hanging at their sides as well.

     Thomas quickly turned toward Samuel to direct his attention to the approaching throng, but the mighty Lamanite had already taken notice of the men.

    "Stay close with me young one, and we will soon be inside the city." Samuel whispered to Thomas.

     Soon the first few men reached the huge city gates and dismounted from their animals. These men appeared to Thomas as if they were really in dire need of some soap and water.  When they opened their mouths to speak it was obvious to Thomas that their language was just as filthy as were their bodies. His heart began to pound frantically within his chest as one nearly naked warrior stepped up close beside him. With a dirty hand, the man took hold of Thomas chin and turned his head from side to side, looking closely at his face. Thomas merely stood still, wide eyed and weak kneed as the man inspected him.
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The man turned slightly and said something Thomas didn't quite hear, as he motioned to the other men to gather closer. They all stood around Thomas, grouped together in a confused mass, each one reaching out to touch the boy's face and hair. Finally, Thomas could stand it no longer. He had had enough of these strange men putting their dirty hands all over him and he broke loose from their reaching grasps, and moved to stand well behind Samuel.

     "Why are they acting like that? Make them leave me alone!"  He begged in a fearful quaver. His head and stomach tightened up so that he feared he would be sick at any moment.

     The men still gathered, and gawked at the boy, but they no longer tried to touch him.

Samuel held up his large hands, and motioned to the men to be still and listen to him.

     "Leave the boy alone. You are scaring him.  He was born looking this way, and cannot help it. Now depart, and leave us in peace."

     Slowly the men retreated, but they continued to cast sidelong glances at Thomas as they milled around the huge city gates. Eventually they hailed the gate guards, and secured permission to enter within the protective city walls 

"What was that all about?" asked Thomas, frowning up at Samuel. He didn’t really care that he sounded more then a little cross. "Exactly what did you mean when you said I was 
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born this way?"

     Samuel had an amused look on his face. "You must forgive them. They have never seen one with such fiery red hair, or such pale, white skin. You look sick, like one who is near death, yet you walk and talk as well as any boy. That is why they all wanted to touch you, to see if it was real, or if it rubbed off onto their hands. They would never have left you alone if I did not say something. I did not lie. Were you not born that way?"

   "Yes, I was born like this, but I'm not different.”  He gritted defiantly. “You are the ones who are different!  Back in Dover where I come from, almost everyone has white skin." 

Samuel gave a little chuckle. "Ah, young one. You are not in Dover now. You are in Zarahemla where everyone wears dark skin. You see, you are the one who is different here."

     Thomas took a moment to think this over. It was true, he had to admit, that he was no longer in his own land. Perhaps he had better be a little more careful in the future. Just being a little bit different might get him into a whole lot of trouble here in this strange country. People might not accept him so easily. That certainly was the case back where he came from. If you were different there you were usually treated badly.

     Samuel interrupted his thoughts. "Come now, we must enter the city before the gates are shut."
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    Thomas ran to catch up to the rapidly walking Lamanite. Within minutes they were entering in through the massive gate. 

     A huge, yet somewhat primitive looking city rose up before them. The sights and sounds of the great city assailed him from every side.  Peddlers hawked their wares all up and down the main road into the city. Thomas looked longingly at some wonderfully sweet scented fruits that were heaped high in a rough wooden cart. The heavy cart was being pushed along by a haggard looking old woman.

     "Fruit! Papaya, mangos! Fresh fruit!" she yelled in a toothless lisp.

     Thomas slowed his pace for just a moment as he tried to take in all that he saw and heard. Guards paced back and forth in front of the great city gates, while great throngs of people gathered along the main thoroughfare. A few people herded cattle, hogs, and sheep into the city intending no doubt to barter and sell. Here and there Thomas saw an occasional beggar, dirty, hungry, and often diseased.  He could remember when his Pa had taken him to Springfield once when he was younger, and although that city had seemed magnificent to him then, it was nothing compared to Zarahemla!  As he looked around, Thomas caught sight of Samuel, and noticed that the Lamanite was far ahead of him. Thomas scrambled to catch up to his friend.  

     "Oh, I can hardly believe such a place truly exists!" exclaimed Thomas. He slowed his pace to match his companion's, and attempted to catch his breath.
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     The mighty Lamanite said nothing, but merely smiled down at him. Thomas liked the way Samuel smiled. It was as if his entire soul was smiling, and Thomas could see the reflection of that smile in Samuel's sparkling brown eyes. 

     They walked on for a short time, entering into the heart of the city. Suddenly Samuel stopped. All around them people were buying, selling, and trading. They were obviously in the market section of the city. 

     "We will stop here." He motioned for Thomas to sit and rest.

     Thomas was rather confused. They hadn't been walking very long, so he doubted that Samuel could be weary yet. He did, however, as he had been asked and sat down on the warm, dry, earth. What Samuel did next bemused poor Thomas even further.

      Walking up to a large gathering of Nephites, Samuel began to speak to them. Many of them simply ignored his presence and continued to push and shove their way among the crowd, but a few stopped what they were doing and turned to look at Samuel, that they might hear him better. 

     Samuel was speaking in a loud, yet gentle voice, and Thomas had to strain a little in order to clearly hear what he was saying. There was so much commotion around him though, that he found it somewhat difficult to understand more than a few words of what the Lamanite was saying. Finally, overcome with curiosity, Thomas arose and went to 
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stand a little closer to the circle of people that surrounded Samuel, so he too might hear what Samuel had to say.

     "...The sword of justice hangs over you, and before four hundred years shall pass, the sword of justice will fall upon you." Samuel announced to the gathering crowd.

    Thomas's mouth hung slack jawed his shock was so great. Why was Samuel saying these things to the Nephites? Wasn't he afraid of getting them angry? I must ask him what this Sword of Justice is all about. I've never heard of such a thing. 

    Samuel continued speaking. "Yes, heavy destruction awaits you, and it surely will come unto you, and nothing can save you unless you repent, and have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall come into the world, and suffer many things, and be slain for us all." Samuel entreated the Nephites boldly.

      Thomas was simply shocked, as well as rather confused, by the strange things Samuel was saying. Many of the other people simply ignored the Lamanite, thinking that he was obviously some kind of fanatic, or even worse, a lunatic. Other people, however, did listened to his words, and it was becoming more and more obvious to Thomas that they were taking serious offense at what the Samuel was saying. Before long a ripple of indignant murmuring ran through the crowd that had gathered. The Nephites began to mutter angrily among themselves, yet Samuel didn't seem to notice. Perhaps he just didn't care that they didn’t like his words, because he merely continued his preaching to them.
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After a time, many of the people who had stopped to listen simply turned away and left, still shaking their heads and muttering to themselves, but for every one that walked away, two more came to fill his place. Word spread quickly of Samuel's presence in the city. Many people knew him and came to hear him speak, but none embraced his words. Most of the Nephites became angry at the Lamanite, shaking their fists and shouting insults, while more then a few walked away laughing loudly, while making fun of Samuel to anyone they passed on the streets.

     "Samuel the Lamanite means to save us all! He means us to bow down and worship him! Imagine, a Lamanite Savior!" Sneered one young Nephite, laughingly. Soon others were joining in on the jokes and laughter, all of which were aimed at poor Samuel.

     Thomas found himself wishing the Lamanite would finish his preaching and move on. Although he would not have wanted to admit it he was embarrassed by Samuel’s preaching to the people of Zarahemla. These people were obviously not in the mood to listen to him, or take anything he had to say seriously at all. What, Thomas wondered, motivated the Lamanite to feel he had to come before these fierce people and tell them how wicked they were? 

     Did Samuel really think he was so much better than the Nephites that he could so freely throw his opinions and accusations around as if they were nothing but little stones? The bible warned those who live in glass houses not to throw stones. It was all so confusing. Samuel pursued his preaching as if it were all consuming, and nothing else in 
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the world mattered. Thomas felt that for Samuel to do something so dangerous with that much passion, he truly had to believe in what he was doing. No one could risk such scorn for something they only believed in half-heartedly. Thomas could only wish that he shared Samuel's confidence.

     The sun slowly climbed to it's zenith high overhead, and eventually Samuel stopped speaking and called Thomas aside. They walked together to a shallow well down a side road near the heart of the city. There they stopped for their midday meal of the same flat bread and tangy cheese that Samuel had shared with him earlier that morning. They drank their fill of cool water from the old well, then settled down to rest for a while. 

     The mid-day sun bore down hot and heavy on them, and Thomas could feel his eyes growing heavy with the kind of weariness that only comes with that kind of warmth. Although very drowsy, he was still too overcome with questions and curiosity to nap. He lay sprawled upon his belly in the warm dirt, his head cradled on his arms, gazing out at the now nearly deserted streets of the city. It appeared that most of the city's residents had sought some shady refuge inside their homes from the heat of the day.

     "Samuel, why do you preach to these people they way you do? Don't you know how

mad they’re getting with you?" Thomas asked a little cautiously. The last thing he wanted to do was to hurt his new friend's feelings, but he really felt he had to get some answers. Besides, maybe he was doing Samuel a favor by pointing this out to him.  Maybe Samuel really wasn’t aware of how his words were affecting the Nephites. "These people 
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obviously don't want to hear what you have to say."

     "Ahhh, my young friend, you must understand, it is in our nature to be offended when another points out our faults. That is our pride, yet we must humble ourselves and repent of that same pride. We cannot repent and change our faults for good until we have humbled ourselves enough to acknowledge that we have those faults in the first place. Quite often it takes another to help us see ourselves more clearly. I am just trying to help them see themselves more clearly."

     "Oh. I see." replied Thomas, except that he didn't really see at all. It actually sounded like Samuel had done just as the Nephites accused him and set himself as some kind of savior or judge over them. He sat in silence beside Samuel feeling very mixed up inside, and tried to somehow make some sense out of it all. 

     The heat of the sun soon finally overcame even Thomas's intense musings, and he found himself sinking into a warm, sleepy stupor. It was so hard to keep his eyes open and even harder to concentrate on the problem before him. Soon however, he gave in to the temptings of the warm afternoon, and dozed off.  

      Samuel and Thomas spent several days together in Zarahemla. Each day would begin early, with Samuel out among the people preaching to them about their wicked ways. 
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Samuel called it, "crying repentance unto them". Thomas began to notice that the Nephites were becoming more and more angry as the days went by. He overheard many small snatches of conversation from the people of the city.  Those overheard words frightened him more than just a little.

     "That high and mighty Lamanite needs to learn that he is no better than the rest of us." muttered one angry woman.

     "Who does he think he is anyway, coming into our city and telling us what to do?" asked another.

     "I think we should all teach him a lesson he'll not soon forget."

     Thomas didn't understand exactly what the Nephites were talking about, but he'd heard enough to know that it didn't mean anything good. Right then and there he made up his mind. Tonight he would try to convince Samuel to stop preaching to the Nephites, and leave Zarahemla right away.

     Suddenly, Thomas became aware that the crowd had grown very quiet. Samuel's voice rang out loud and clear.

      "...For behold, an angel of the Lord has declared it to me, and brought gladness to my soul. I have been sent to you to declare it to you, that you might be happy too..."
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     Before Samuel could finish this last sentence, the angry mob of Nephites arose and came toward Samuel with wicked looks etched onto their dark faces. Thomas could feel his heart pounding within his chest. None of this looked very good to the young boy, and he suddenly felt very afraid. Samuel was strong and courageous, but he was only one man against a mob of irate men. Thomas also realized that he would be very little help to his friend should Samuel suddenly need assistance.

     Several of the men who were standing closest to Samuel started gesturing wildly with their hands and shouting. "Oh, now you've got angels talking to you eh? Telling you how wicked we are no doubt."  yelled one man as he shook an angry fist toward the Lamanite.

      A couple of the Nephite men in the rear of the group had picked up stones and were hurling them at Samuel. Thomas heard someone saying something about killing the Lamanite if he dared to utter one more word against them.

     "Why wait? He has done enough harm already. I say put him out of our city now!” instigated another Nephite in the crowd. Several people nodded their heads in vigorous agreement.

     Two stocky men then came forth from the throng of Nephites and grabbed Samuel 

roughly by his arms and, half dragging him, escorted him toward the city gates. They motioned to the guards to open the gate, and then threw the Lamanite out onto the dusty ground on the other side of the wall. The crowd then stood laughing and jeering at him 
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from inside the great gates.

     "Look at the mighty one now, groveling in the dust like a lowly worm!" They shouted. "Show your face here again Lamanite, and you are a dead man!"

     Thomas's heart hurt for his friend, seeing him shamed as he had been in front of the entire city. Although he couldn't understand why Samuel had said the things he had about the people of Zarahemla, Thomas was sure his friend had a good reason for having done so. In a way Thomas wanted to go after Samuel, but he was afraid that those men would throw him out of the city also. He just couldn't leave the city yet. He still had to find Nigel, who he believed was somewhere within this strange city. But where do I even begin to search? And what of Samuel? Will he feel that I've betrayed him if I don’t follow him? 

     That decision, though, was not his to make. It was quickly made for him when he noticed the growing crowd starting to gather around him. People were staring at him as if he were from another planet! Thomas suddenly remembered his encounter with the Nephites outside the walls of the city. He also remembered Samuel's words. "They have never seen one with such white skin or fire colored hair.”

     Suddenly, Thomas realized that he had to get away from these people, he had to run away to safety, and somehow find Nigel. He hesitated only a moment, then bolted past the growing throng of people into a small alley between two huge, stone buildings. He 

                                                                                                                      Grant

could hear rapidly approaching footsteps behind him, and he knew with a dreadful certainty that the mob had followed him.

    Putting on a quick burst of speed he lengthened the distance between them for a few moments. Thomas had his youth and quick energy in his favor, but the people of Zarahemla were strong and ruggedly built. Soon, Thomas began to tire, and he slowed down. The running footsteps following him became louder, and closer. Thomas's heart beat wildly within his chest, and his breath came in painful gasps as he pushed himself to run faster and further.

     Suddenly Thomas came to the end of the alley, to a point where it branched off into two narrow paths, each jutting off in opposite directions. He stood for a moment, uncertain as to which path he should take. He looked down the right hand path as far as he could, but could see nothing but a gravel trail flanked by the dirty backs of tall stone and brick buildings. Just as he was turning to look down the other path, he was roughly grabbed by unseen hands and jerked sideways. He was nearly thrown off balance by the sheer strength of the man who now held him. Quickly, he was set back on his feet and pulled rapidly down the dusty path away from the pursuing mob of Nephites. 

     Thomas first thought had been to demand an explanation as to the man's rough actions, but his fear kept him silent.  At first he was afraid the man meant to harm him. Perhaps he had even broken away from the crowd that even now was pursuing him! Thomas struggled desperately to break free of the man's grip, but to no avail. The 
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stranger merely tightened his grip even more, and quickened his pace down the path between the buildings. Thomas tripped repeatedly in an effort to keep up with the man and not get dragged along. He noticed that the stranger kept glancing back in the direction they had just come from, as if he were measuring the distance between them and their pursuers. 

   It gradually became apparent to Thomas that the man meant him no harm, but rather was trying to help him in his effort to escape from the rapidly approaching throng. But why would a Nephite help me escape from his own fellow citizens?

     The man pulled Thomas unceremoniously down the path, finally ducking into a small doorway into a dimly lit room. Thomas noticed that the room was neat, with woven hemp mats scattered about the floor. A low table stood in the center of the room, and upon it stood a clay lamp, which emitted a meager golden glow. A heavy looking clay jar also stood on the table.

  .  The strange man then clapped a warning hand over Thomas mouth, and motioned for him to keep silent. Thomas merely nodded his understanding, and swallowed hard, his eyes still wide with uncertainty. The man removed his hand from the young boy's mouth and pointed toward the farthest corner of the little room where the meager light from the lamp could not penetrate. Thomas obeyed instantly, going quickly to squat in the relative safety of the dark shadows of the corner. Thomas crouched low behind some sacks of flour, hoping he was hidden well enough.
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     Before too long, a great many voices could be heard approaching the little house.  Thomas's mind was frozen by an icy fear. It would be only moments now before he was discovered by the enraged mob.  He wondered what they would do to him when they finally got their hands on his white flesh. Would he be put on display the way freaks were shown in circus side shows back home?  Perhaps they would think him diseased or dying and would seek to help him along to that end.

     Thomas was thinking of all these possibilities and more when the stranger in the room with him started acting very odd indeed. Walking with deliberate slowness, he moved to the center of the room and sat down at the low table. The amber light from the lamp illuminated his face in its soft glow. Thomas had ample time to consider the man who sat before him. He was rather short and nearly as wide as he was tall. His skin was dark, as was his hair as well as his eyes. His massive arms hung down at his sides with his hands folded passively on the table.  He looked for all the world to be sleeping or meditating, although Thomas couldn't figure out why in the world he would choose to do either at this particular moment in time.    

     Soon, the sounds of the voices stopped outside the building in which Thomas was now hidden. As the door was standing wide open, a couple of sturdy looking Nephites boldly entered the little room. Still, the man at the table did not move a muscle. It seemed to 

Thomas that he could hear gentle snores escaping from the old man’s lips. Yes, he was sure of it now, the man was indeed sleeping. 
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  Thomas had to fight hard to keep the hysterical laughter from escaping from his own lips. He couldn't believe it! Here he was in danger of his very life, and this man was merely sleeping in the face of the enemy! Now what was poor Thomas to do?
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CHAPTER FOUR

     As Thomas continued to cringe in the dark corner, he noticed one of the Nephites, who had entered the room first, moving to stand close beside the old man who continued to sleep at the table. The Nephite reached out and roughly shook the man awake.

     "Old man, wake up. We are looking for a boy. Have you seen one running through here?"

     "A boy?" The old man asked incredulously. " You wake me to ask after a boy? Why, there are all kinds of boys right out on the streets of this fair city. Perhaps the one you 
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seek is out amongst them. Now, I am an old man and I need to rest. Be gone, all of you!"

     By now the rest of the running throng of Nephites had crowded into the entrance of the small room. Thomas crouched even lower in his corner, further seeking the protective darkness of the shadows.

     "No. The one we seek could never hide out among the people of Zarahemla. He is white, like death, with hair that is as red as fire. There is no place for one such as he to hide." The Nephite stated, looking to his friends to support his claims. Many in the crowd nodded, and murmured in agreement.

     The old man at the table slowly arose, and walked toward the open door that was choked with grumbling Nephites. He stood for a moment, looking at the people gathered there, and sadly shook his head.

     "What has this boy done to incur such wrath. Why do you hunt him down like a pack of wolves after a helpless deer? You say he is just a boy, yet it takes all of you to find one boy?” The old Nephite shook his head sadly. “He must have done something very wicked indeed!"

     "If you could see him, you would know why we fear him. He is different, much too different from us." Ranted the Nephite.
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" We don't know where he came from or how he came to be in Zarahemla, but some say 

he was seen with Samuel the Lamanite earlier in the day." Volunteered one of the women.

     "Ahh..." Sighed the old man with a knowing smile on his face. "So, the child is different, and that I suppose makes him evil, right? Then of course, you say he was with Samuel. I know how angry you all get with that Lamanite. So, I suppose that is why the child is so wicked."

     One rugged looking Nephite came forward, and grasped the old man's shoulder firmly with one hand. He looked sternly into the old man's eyes.

     "Do not make fun of us. That Lamanite comes to our city and preaches to us as if he is better than we are. Who does he think he is anyway? " He asked angrily.

     "To make things worse, he shows up here with a freak, a most hideous, monstrous child! Only a truly wicked child would be stained and marked with skin so ugly white and hair as red as the fires of hell!" Screamed another woman

.     "Go away, go search for this child somewhere else. I warn you though, have a care when you find him that you do no harm unto him. Yes, he may be different, but there's no evil in that. He's still only a boy. Now GO!" The old man yelled and pushed on the old wooden door as if to close it, thereby crowding the Nephites back out onto the narrow 
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pathway. He firmly shut the door, hooking the thin strip of leather on the door over a peg that protruded from the wall beside the door. He turned around to face where Thomas still cowered, deep in the shadowy corner of the room, and put a finger to his heavy lips to indicate that Thomas should remain silent a while longer. The old man continued to stand near the door with his ear to the heavy planks as if listening for some sound. Then obviously satisfied, he smiled at Thomas and ambled over to the far wall. "It's okay, you can come out now. I'm sure they are gone."

     Thomas hesitated in the corner. "Who, who are you?" he whispered, his voice quavering unsteadily.

     The old man reached up onto an ornately carved shelf and brought down what looked to Thomas like two wooden mugs, and set them upon the table. He then poured water from the heavy clay jar setting on the table into the two wooden cups. " I know you must be thirsty. Come have a drink with me. Don't be afraid, you are safe here."

     Thomas licked his parched lips as he watched the old man fill the cups. He was thirsty, but still he must be cautious. Slowly he crept forward. When he was directly in front of the low table he stopped for a moment as if unsure of what to do next.  Then he swiftly picked up the closest cup and emptied it of the refreshing, cool water it held. When the cup was emptied he set it back down on the table. As he looked up he noticed that the old man was watching him with an amused smile on his face.
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 "It is good, is it not?  I will pour you more if you would like."  He picked up the clay jar and refilled Thomas's cup once more. He then sat down on the floor in front of the 

table, and gestured to Thomas to do the same. "Sit down and we will talk."

     Thomas looked around, but saw no chair, so he too sat down on the floor as he had seen the old man do. "Who are you?" He asked again, as he studied the old man's face. " Why did you lie to those men?"

     "I lied to no one. I merely told them to go search for you elsewhere. I did not tell them that you were or that you were not here. They drew their own conclusions."

     Thomas had to stop and think about that for a few minutes.  Then he changed the subject. "Why do they hate me so much? Just because I'm a little different they think it means I’m some fiend. Why? I don't understand anything that's happened to me lately."

Thomas ran his slender fingers through his tousled red hair in a show of frustration.

     "Life is often difficult to understand. It is not you that they hate Thomas, it is just that you remind them, no, all of us actually, of who we really are. We are really the wicked one's. You see young Thomas, Our God has told our forefather's that we would come to this wicked state if we did not change our ways, but we did not listen to them either. Instead we have come to see ourselves as being perfect.  Yes, it’s true. Sadly, most of the people of Zarahemla think that they've no need to repent." The room was suddenly silent 
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as the old man took a long, slow sip from his cup. He then replaced the wooden cup on the table and looked long into Thomas's eyes. "Yes Thomas, Samuel reminds us of something we'd just as soon forget, and that angers many people. If you have been with 

him, it also makes it too dangerous for you to stay in this city for long."

     Thomas suddenly felt very startled. "Wait a minute! I didn't tell you my name was Thomas! How do you know who I am? You still haven't told me who are."

     "Who I am is not important. I am just an old man who spends his time carving wood. No, I am not important right now. It is you that I am concerned with at the moment. I must get you out of here soon, but how?"

     "I can't leave Zarahemla yet! I've lost a friend somewhere inside this city, and I'm not leaving until I find him again."  Thomas arose and started toward the door.

     Suddenly the old man was there at his side, one well-muscled arm firmly restraining him from moving any further. Thomas felt trapped and the bitter taste of fear rose thickly in his throat. He fought the urge to scream for help, but of course he knew there would be no one here in Zarahemla to lend a hand even if he did scream.  Not with Samuel now outside the city anyway.

    Seeing the sudden fear well up in Thomas's eyes, the old man released his grip. "Did 
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you not hear me? I said it is not safe for you out in the city. If they get hold of you they will kill you. Now, go sit down and let me think a while. I must find a way."

     Thomas obeyed the old man and went back to his seat on the floor before the table. 

Still, he eyed the heavy plank door with it's strong leather latch and wondered if he would have time to work the latch off from the wooden peg, and dart through the door before the old Nephite could catch him. He quickly discarded the idea as foolish. The Nephite might well be old in years but he was still as strong as one of his Pa’s oxen, and no doubt as quick as a cat after a mouse. Thomas rubbed his shoulder where the old man had held him. If I'm to make it out of here, I'm going to have to use my brains for a change.   

     "Er, uh..." Thomas cleared his throat and tried again. " I really do have to find my friend. If this city isn't safe for me to be in, it's definitely no place for a guy like him to be wandering around lost." He didn’t even want to think about what those angry Nephites would do to a helpless wooden soldier like Nigel if they found him. He only hoped Nigel had enough sense to keep his mouth shut and act like any other block of wood. He nearly laughed aloud at the sheer silliness of that thought. 

     The old man glanced at Thomas and then looked quickly away "I'm sure your friend is fine, he can take care of himself." he muttered.

     "Hey, that's exactly what Samuel said!  Thomas exclaimed. “But, but, you don't even 
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know who Nigel is. For all I know he could be out there lying in some roadway, broken to pieces...I mean, uh, he could be hurt really badly." Thomas glanced up quickly, but the old man appeared not to have noticed his little slip of the tongue. I've got to be more careful.

   The old woodcarver seemed anxious to change the subject. "So, you have met up with Samuel then, eh? What did that valiant one have to say?" Asked the old man after a short pause.

     "Not much really. He's the one who got all these Nephites angry with us in the first place.” Thomas was starting to feel really cross now, and freely blamed Samuel for his misfortunes.  “He kept telling them how wicked they were acting and that they had to change their ways or they would be destroyed! I don't know what he was thinking, talking to them that way!"

    "Ah, Thomas, I know what young Samuel was thinking. He is trying so hard to bring his brothers to see the truth, but I fear they are all too stubborn and prideful to truly hear him." The old man said emphatically.

     "Well, I think he'd better be a little more careful not to offend them like that anymore. Why, they even threw him out of Zarahemla and threatened to kill him if he ever showed his face inside the city again!"
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  "Have no fear for Samuel, Thomas. He has the Lord on his side; he cannot fail if he remains steadfast. Still, I had not known that he had been thrown out of the city. I must go see him." 

     The old man stood and stroked his bronzed chin, lost in thought. Thomas’ mind boiled with half formed thoughts and questions, but he remained silent.

     "I know what we will do, We will wait for nightfall, and then we will make our move." The old man exclaimed suddenly. You must lay low for the rest of the day. Come the darkness, we will take our leave of Zarahemla."

     "Nightfall? I can't stay around here until night!” Thomas exclaimed in disbelief. “What if those men come back here and find me?  We have to get me out of here now! He cried fearfully. “Why, I still have to find my friend!”

     "We have to do no such thing. You need to learn patience young man." said the woodcarver, an odd smile curving at his lips. "Come see this." he invited Thomas, indicating a place at the table near where he sat. 

     Thomas moved rather reluctantly to sit closer to the old man. He watched as the woodcarver picked up a long thin chisel and a block of blonde, finely grained wood. The old man began to slowly chisel away at the wood, causing small, blonde tendrils of sweetly scented wood to fly all about the table and floor.
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    "Life is like woodcarving. You must take it slow. Slow and steady, but firm too.  Think about what you are doing. Go too fast and you will ruin much with one careless mistake. Do you see?" The woodcarver asked, looking up into Thomas bemused face

     "Yes, I think I see." replied Thomas, although he really didn't see at all. The only thing he really understood was that they were wasting time sitting there chatting and whittling 

when they could be doing something constructive to get him out of there.

    "Good!" beamed the old man. "Then we will wait for nightfall to make our move."

     Thomas sighed loudly, frustrated at having to wait, but realizing he had no other reasonable option. He resigned himself to the woodcarver’s decision.

     Having set his mind on this course of action, the old man put away his carving and began puttering around the small room gathering things together into a large leather sack. He tossed coarse, woolen blankets along with some extra garments into the bag first. He then added cheese and bread and a skin of what sounded to be milk or water. When the bag was full, he rolled up the whole package and tied it securely with a long, thin strip of tough leather. Finally he brought out a beautifully woven cloth that was rolled up around something that appeared to be rather bulky, something that was obviously very special to the old man. He placed it very lovingly atop the packed bag
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 Thomas sat watching the old man for a while. He really did not relish the idea of sitting around the little house doing nothing for the rest of the day but waiting for nightfall. He occupied himself trying to come up with some means of getting away from the old man so that he could begin searching the city for Nigel. The truth was though, that he really didn't know where to even begin looking for his friend, or, how to avoid all those angry Nephites who were undoubtedly still out there searching for him. 

     With his packing now done, the old Nephite went back over to the long, narrow shelf 

that lined the far wall and reached up, grasping a large bundle, and returning with it to the table where Thomas still sat. He placed the bundle on the table and started to untie the thin cord that held it closed. When the wrappings fell away, Thomas could see a large piece of the same creamy cheese that Samuel had given him earlier, along with a round loaf of some dark bread. The old man cut off a good-sized chunk of the cheese and offered it to Thomas. 

     Thomas suddenly forgot about his plans to escape from the tiny house as he realized just how hungry he was. He also remembered how good the cheese tasted earlier, and he eagerly accepted the offering. The old man then broke the bread apart, giving a large piece to Thomas and taking another piece for himself.  Thomas's mouth watered as he watched the old man refill the cups of water with an agonizing slowness.

     Thomas was about ready to take a large bite out of the savory chunk of cheese when 
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the old man stopped him.

    "We must give thanks for what we have." That was all he said, but it left Thomas feeling a little ashamed of himself, afterall, he would never have sat down at his Ma's table and eaten anything without his Pa asking a blessing on it first.

     Thomas bowed his head and the old Nephite offered the prayer of thanks. As soon as the prayer was finished though, Thomas could stand the wait no longer, and he stuffed a large piece of the cheese into his mouth. He glanced up quickly to reassure himself that 

the old man hadn't been watching. Unfortunately he saw instead that the Nephite was watching him.  He was sitting there grinning at him from ear to ear. Thomas felt the redness creeping into his cheeks and he looked quickly away.                                      

      The afternoon moved along quickly despite Thomas's earlier misgivings. The old Nephite had kept him occupied with many stories of his days as a woodcarver, traveling all the lands around Zarahemla.  Thomas told him about his home, and his Ma and Pa. He even told him about how he'd gone to sleep in front of the fireplace on Christmas Eve only to wake up here in Zarahemla almost two thousand years in the past. For some reason he felt the need to leave out the part about the wooden soldier though. The old Nephite merely grinned at Thomas as if the boy had a very active imagination. 

     "Ah, that is very good! You should be a storyteller. The folks around here love a 
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storyteller. But, I have one question. What is this thing, this Christmas you speak of?"

     Thomas gave the old woodcarver a hurt look. " I'm not telling stories! It's really is true! Oh, never mind, I probably wouldn't have believed it either."  He suddenly fell very quiet.

     After a few moments of silence the old man prodded Thomas again. " Well, aren't you going to tell me about this thing you call Christmas? "

      " I guess so.” Thomas finally relented. “Well, you see it's when we celebrate the birthday of a very special person. His name was Jesus. He was the Christ child, the messiah.  You know, the Son of God."  There, it was.  He'll probably think I'm telling more stories! 

     The old man stared at Thomas for a long time. He had a strange look on his face. " Have you been talking to Samuel?"

     "Well, like I said before, I just met Samuel today. He was the one who got all the people on the streets angry with us with his preaching to them. But why did you ask me that?" Thomas suddenly felt very uncomfortable with the way that the old man kept staring at him.

     " Because Samuel is always talking about the Son of God coming to earth to redeem 
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the people. Oh, could it be?" The old man suddenly wrinkled up his brow, narrowed his eyes to mere slits and peered closely into Thomas's eyes. "You are so young! I suppose though that one's age does not matter in these things. You must tell me now. Are you truly a prophet too?"

     Thomas nearly choked! " Me?" he asked incredulously. " Me, a prophet? No. No, I'm just a kid. I told you, I come from the future, that's how I know all this." 

Boy, I really do sound ridiculous!

     Just as quickly as it had come, the intense, piercing stare vanished and a silly grin took its place on the old Nephite's face. " Ahhh, you had me going there for a while. You are 

good at the stories! You must stay with me. We will travel to far off cities together. I know we will earn a good living with my woodcarving and your good stories.

     The old man got up and started to move about the room, chuckling to himself as he went. Thomas didn't really care anymore if the old Nephite thought he was just telling wild tales. It was better than having him believe that he was a prophet, or worse, that he was crazy.

     Soon, the old woodcarver announced to Thomas that it was time to go. He gathered up the belongings that he had packed earlier in the day and led the way out into the dark night. They walked through the now empty streets of Zarahemla, past squat wooden 
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shelters and strong stone buildings. They soon came to the same corner that he and Samuel had stopped at just earlier that day. Thomas hurried past without a second glance. The only time they stopped was when they came to a large stable close to the main gates of the city. The old man looked around carefully, and gently nudged Thomas into the shadows of the stable.

     "Stay here for a minute." he whispered. He then turned and entered the dark interior of the stable. 

     Thomas hunched down low into the shadows and waited. Before long the old man reappeared leading a donkey that was hitched to a small wooden cart. Thomas cringed deeper in his shadowy nook every time the old wooden wheels of the cart creaked and 

cracked. He thought for sure that the noise it was making would awaken the entire city. The old Nephite didn't seemed concerned in the least though. The old man halted the donkey and cart just outside the stable and peered around him into the darkness. He them motioned for Thomas to leave the shadows and come get inside the cart. 

      As Thomas neared the old cart, he noticed that it was full of straw and odd sized blocks of wood. He looked questioningly at the Nephite.

     "Come on, get in.” The old man whispered. “If the guards see you it will ruin everything."  He urged, ignoring the unasked questions in Thomas's eyes. He gently took 
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hold of Thomas's arm and helped him into the cart. " Now cover yourself up with the straw." he directed. He helped spread the straw thickly over Thomas's body, and tossed the blocks of wood evenly around atop the straw. Finally, he threw his satchel of belongings into the back as well and climbed aboard at the front of the cart. He turned slightly and whispered just loud enough for Thomas to hear.

     "Now you must lay still. The guards cannot know you are there. The most important, and probably the hardest part will be getting through those gates. You just leave that to old Nigel though."

     Leave it to old Nigel, huh!  Thomas was tired of leaving things to everyone else, or worse to no one else, but there was little else he could do. He really did feel helpless. Suddenly Thomas drew in his breath sharply. Leave it to old Nigel? Nigel! But how 

could that be? Then he remembered Samuel’s telling him about some old woodcarver that he knew named Nigel. This must be the Nigel Samuel was talking about. 

     He relaxed a little. When he had mentioned to Samuel that he was looking for his friend Nigel, the Lamanite had assumed he meant this old woodcarver. Of course Samuel never would have imagined the truth, that Thomas was really talking about a wooden man. I don't know anyone who would believe that!
    The old man must have finally succeeded in encouraging the donkey to get moving 
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because the little cart suddenly lurched forward. The road was badly rutted and the bed of the cart was hard beneath Thomas’ young body. H fought to stay as still as he could in the back of the cart but with all the jostling and jouncing he had to endure he knew he would be bruised and sore for days to come. 

     Soon the little cart stopped short. Thomas held his breath and strained his ears to listen as the woodcarver spoke with the gate guards.

     "Why look, it is the old woodcarver, Nigel. What are you doing out so late old man?" asked one of the guards in a lazy sort of way. 

     Thomas could hear noises what sounded like men walking around on the hard earth near the cart. He squeezed his eyes shut tightly and prayed that he would not be discovered.

     "I am going to the land of Bountiful. It is a long journey as you know, and I would start early. Will you open the gates that I might pass through?" 

     The sounds faded as the men moved away from the cart. Thomas's heart slowed to a bit more normal rhythm, but his muscles screamed their protest at being cramped up for so long. Bits of the coarse straw poked and scratched his flesh unmercifully, leaving tender red splotches along his skin. He longed to stretch out and scratch all the little itches that he seemed to be getting all of a sudden, but he knew he mustn't move. 
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     A loud groan could be heard as the gates were slowly opened to allow the little cart to exit the city. A twinge of guilt struck Thomas as he remembered that his little friend was still lost somewhere in or around Zarahemla. Well, there's certainly nothing I can do for him now.

     The cart lurched forward again as it rolled through the gates. This time Thomas wasn't ready for it and he bumped his head on the side of the cart.  He bit his lip in an effort to keep from making any noise.  His head hurt and his mood was getting worse by the minute.

     They hadn't been traveling long when the old woodcarver brought the cart to a halt. Within a few moments he was brushing the straw aside, and offering Thomas a hand out of the cart. "It's alright, you can get out now."

      Thomas scrambled out of the cart and picked the remaining straw off his nightshirt. There was straw poking into his skin underneath the nightshirt as well. What I wouldn't give for a pair of britches and a flannel shirt right about now!  He stretched his arms and legs to ease the sore and aching muscles, and tried to work a tight knot from his back while he was at it. It felt so good to get out of that cramped little cart and stretch his aching limbs. After a few minutes he turned and gazed back through the murky darkness at the city behind them.
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  "What are we supposed to do now?" he asked.

     "Well, you see that small clump of trees, over there? That's where we're headed Thomas."

     "What? I thought we were leaving Zarahemla. Do you really think it's wise to stay so close to the city?" Thomas asked incredulously.

     "We have left the city of Zarahemla, and that's all I said we were going to do. Just leave the city. We must stay in the land of Zarahemla for a little while longer. Now come on, let's go."

     Thomas reluctantly returned to the little cart and climbed aboard, although this time he sat up on top of the straw rather than hunched down beneath it. In less than a minute they 

reached the little grove of trees, and the old man halted the wagon well under the protective canopy of the leafy branches.

      The two of them settled themselves for the night beside the donkey and cart. The old man took armloads of straw and spread it upon the ground for a mattress of sorts. Then after handing Thomas one of the coarse blankets that he had taken from the small house earlier in the day, he lay down on the hay and spread his blanket out on top of him.
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Thomas remembered only too well the welts and scratches he had received from that straw, so he chose to spread his blanket out over the straw and lay on top of it. The night was warm enough not to need a covering anyway. He lay next to the old man on the bed of straw, staring up at the star-filled panorama above.

      The night was very dark, for the moon was new, so the gentle, white twinkling of myriad stars was truly a beautiful sight on such a night. As Thomas lay lost in the wonder of it all, he became aware of a most irritating noise. Turning to look beside him, he saw the old man laying flat upon his back, mouth slack, loud snores wracking his body.  Ugh! There won't be a lot of rest for me tonight!   
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CHAPTER FIVE

     Birds twittered and flitted in the thick branches high up in the trees. Dusty rays of amber sunshine stabbed their way through the dense foliage, coming to rest on Thomas's face. He turned over on the makeshift bed wincing as a sharp piece of straw poked viciously at his side. He rubbed the tender spot, and sat up on the straw pile. He began picking the straw from his hair and nightshirt. The blanket that he had been so careful to place between his skin and the straw last night now lay crumpled in an untidy heap beneath his legs. Straw stuck to his backside and had also worked its way well up into his nightshirt. I'm going to itch for a week!
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     Thomas gradually became of aware of the sound of voices nearby. Fearing that the gate guards had spotted their hiding place among the trees, he held his breath and quickly looked around for some sign of the old woodcarver. His heart began beating wildly when he realized that once again he was alone. Why would that old man simply leave me here like this? Why do all these crazy things keep happening to me? 

     It was only a moment later that Thomas noticed the little cart and the donkey, still resting under the trees where they had been left the previous night.  Surely the old Nephite wouldn't have just gone off and left them here. No, he must be close by somewhere.  Then, another thought struck. What if he's the one I can hear talking to those guards?  Maybe they know about me and they're really giving him a hard time about helping me get out of the city! 

     Thomas decided to try and find out exactly what was going on. He cautiously crept forward on his hands and knees, being careful not to make a sound. Once within range of the voices, he kept himself well hidden behind a large tree, and strained his ears to hear to the conversation. 

      "No, I don't like it. I just don't like it at all. I think it is dangerous for you in the first place, and it is definitely too dangerous for the boy." The old Nephite said.

     "My friend, we both knew it would not be easy to convince them."
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     Samuel!  Thomas was so excited at hearing that voice again that he had to fight hard to keep himself quiet and remain hidden behind the tree. He first had to be sure that his two friends were indeed alone.

      "People never like to see that they need to change something about themselves, Samuel, but when it is pointed out to them by another, especially one who is not exactly esteemed as a friend, well, it is like rubbing salt in an open wound."

     "That I understand, but I do have an obligation to warn the people of Zarahemla. What would you have me do, ignore that sacred call?"

     "No, no, nothing of the sort. I just want you to be careful. I cannot help but be concerned for your safety, as well as that of the boy."

     "Do not worry Nigel, the boy will be safe with me."

     All this talk was rather confusing to Thomas. He shielded his eyes from the brightness of the morning sun, and peered around to find his two friends. The voices were coming from somewhere off to his right, back in the direction of the huge stone walls that surrounded Zarahemla. He silently eased himself from behind the big tree, and crept forward out into the open. There they were; Samuel casually leaning against the worn gray rock of the great wall, and Nigel, the old Nephite, squatting low to the ground, facing Samuel, with his back toward Thomas. When he noticed Thomas standing there 
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watching them, Samuel said something in quiet tones to the old woodcarver, then they both motioned for Thomas to join them, 

     " Samuel, it's so good to see you!  I thought I'd never see you again when they threw you out of the city!" Thomas cried out as he ran up to meet the two men. 

     " I do not give up that easily, Thomas. I was somewhat concerned for you though. I know the people of the city can be cruel and even dangerous at times, especially for a boy like you. "

     Thomas frowned.  He did not like being reminded of the fact that everyone found him so different, or that he had been chased through the streets simply because he was different.

     "I don't really know what I would have done if this woodcarver here, er, I mean Nigel, hadn’t suddenly come upon me in the road and decided to help me." He said to Samuel, then turned to the old man. " I don't think I have said 'thank you' to you yet, but I am saying it now. I'm sure I owe you my life."

     The old man laughed. It was a loud rumbling noise that started deep in his belly and seemed to erupt from his lips in a delightful rush of sound. "Well, well. Let us say we are even now. I have not had this much excitement since I was very much younger. Somehow, I do not feel like quite such an old man this morning. For that Thomas, I say 
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thank you, and now, we are even."

     "I wish I could say that it was my pleasure, but I'm afraid I would be lying." Thomas said with a wry smile on his face. " What I want to know is, what do we do now?"

     "I must try again to go into the city and warn the people. I cannot give up." Samuel stated with a knowledge that was as firm as the rocks of that great wall upon which he still leaned. 

     "What do you mean, warn them? Warn them about what?" Thomas asked quite bewildered.

     "I have a job to do Thomas, and I must see it done. I must warn the people of Zarahemla of the great dangers that will befall them if they do not repent of their wicked ways." 

     Thomas then remembered what Samuel had said to the crowd of Nephites that had gathered on the street corner inside the city. He also remembered how he had angered the people very nearly to the point of murder.

     "But why even try to warn them again Samuel?  They threatened to kill you if you 

ever came into the city again. Why do you tempt them with your words that way? If they are really so wicked I think it would be best to stay as far away from them as we can."
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     Thomas felt a tug on the sleeve of his nightshirt and turned to face the old woodcarver. 

     "Thomas, Samuel is a prophet."  he said. " He has been given a sacred charge by God to cry repentance unto the people of Zarahemla. He really must not give up trying, you see?"

     No, Thomas did not see at all. He had never known any prophets personally, and knew very little about them, other than what his pa read to him from the Bible. He thought the last prophet had died out a long time ago, but then this was the year six, BC. Besides, stranger things had already happened to him lately, so why not a real prophet?

     "Well, that may well be, but I don't think God want's to see him killed for the effort, do you?" He asked looking from both Samuel to the old man.

     "I will be safe Thomas. As long as I am righteously in the service of God, I will be looked after.

     Thomas looked skeptical, but he could tell by the calm self-assured attitude of the Lamanite, that he had made his mind up, and did not intend to change it again.

"Well then, what do we do now?" He asked again.  He was almost too afraid of the answer he might get to really want to know.
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"I am on my way to Bountiful, Thomas. You should come with me. I'm afraid that Zarahemla is not a safe place for you anymore.” announced the old woodcarver.

     "I don't know..." Thomas replied uncertainly. " What are you going to do, Samuel?"

     "I am on my way back into the city. The people of Zarahemla must hear my message!" exclaimed the Lamanite with determination.

     "After everything that's happened, you're still going back in there? Didn't you hear them? They said they'd kill you if you came back, and I have a funny feeling that they meant every word of it!" Thomas reminded his friend, incredulous that he would still consider such a thing.

     "Samuel is a stubborn man, Thomas.” Grinned the old woodcarver.  “True, he has a difficult task ahead of him, but he has a great power behind him as well. If anyone can accomplish the task, it is Samuel." He added obvious respect. "Now, come along. We must be gone from here by the time the gates are opened for the day. It would not do for the guards to find you sitting right beneath their noses."  He said as he urged Thomas toward the waiting donkey cart.

     Thomas stood still, lost in indecision. He probably would be much safer with the old man on the road to Bountiful than here in Zarahemla. But Nigel, his little Nigel, was still here somewhere. I can't leave without knowing what happened to him. And then there's 
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Samuel. I've already deserted him once; I just can't do that again!  He turned to face the old man, the discomfort plainly visible on his face. 

     "I don't mean to be ungrateful, but uh, I think I'm going to have to stay here with Samuel. Please understand. I'm sorry." He stared down at the dusty brown of the earth. It was too hard to look at the old man. He really did feel sorry. The old woodcarver had been so good to him, had really helped him in his darkest moment, and now he was saying goodbye. It wasn't easy.

     The old Nephite looked first at Samuel, then at Thomas. "Well, I can see that your mind is made up. Alright, I will go alone, but please be careful. When I am gone there will be no one left to get you two out of the trouble you seem to attract!"

     The mighty Lamanite chuckled softly and stepped forward, giving his friend a firm slap on the back. "May your travels be swift and safe. Do not worry about us, but know that we will meet again someday."

     With one last hopeful glance at Thomas, the old man turned and walked to the donkey 

cart, shaking his head and muttering something about a stubborn fool. Thomas wondered if he was talking about him or Samuel. Both of us probably! 

     They stood watching as the donkeycart made it's way down the dusty road that led away from the city. The strong young animal gradually pulled its load along the empty 
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road, plodding along with a deliberate slowness that seemed maddening to Thomas. Finally, the little cart entered the shadows of the forest and the old man faded from view. Thomas turned to look up at Samuel.  "How come every time I decide to do something lately, I end up feeling like I'm deserting someone?"   

       Samuel smiled down at Thomas. "Do not feel as if you have abandoned Nigel. I am quite certain that he is feeling as if it is he who has abandoned you right now."

      "Oh no, not at all! I don't want him to feel that way. He saved my life! Besides, I chose to stay here, remember?"

     "Yes, I remember. Do you remember that it was his decision to continue on to Bountiful? He could have chosen to remain here as well, but he chose not to stay. So you see, neither of you has abandoned the other. You both simply chose different paths at this time in your lives. That is not to say that those paths will never again cross, but for now it must be thus."

     "Yes, I suppose you're right. He's gone now and there’s nothing I can do to change 

that.” Thomas replied, still not exactly sure if he would have changed his mind about staying even if the old man suddenly reappeared on the road in front of him to beg him to accompany him to Bountiful.

     “Okay Samuel, What do we do now?”
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     “If you are ready young Thomas, we will return to the city.”

     “Samuel, are you crazy?  I mean, do you really know what you’re doing?  I seem to recall the last time we tried this. It didn’t work out very well, and those people threatened to kill you if you tried it again.  I really think they meant it too!"

     The fear and concern for his friend was etched deeply into the lines on Thomas's brow.

     " I remember too. That is why I must return. They must hear my message!" Samuel stated emphatically. "Come Thomas, I am ready."

     The Lamanite had already turned and headed toward the massive city gates. Thomas trotted quickly to catch up to the mighty warrior. They walked to the gates in silence. Thomas's mind was a blur of thought. What if the Nephites do try to kill Samuel?  Would he be able to help defend his friend against this fierce race of people!  Thomas swallowed hard and nearly tripped as another thought occurred to him. What if they recogniz me?  

I'm sure they will too 'cause I'll stand out like a sore thumb amongst all those dark skinned, dark haired Nephites! What if they try to harm me?
     Thomas pulled up short behind Samuel, hugging the cold stone wall in an effort to avoid being seen. Samuel was standing before the now open city gates speaking with one of the gate guards. The big Nephite guard was yelling loudly at Samuel and gesturing 
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wildly with his hands. 

     " Go away you miserable Lamanite. You are no longer welcome within the walls of Zarahemla." The guard yelled.

     " I will not go away until you have listened to me. I have information that is extremely vital to your salvation. If you turn me away before you hear my words, then you will surely die a most horrible death. No one can save you from that except for you yourselves. Now, will you let me in?" Samuel implored.

     "Ha! So, now you threaten us eh? No, I will not let you in, and we will not listen to your words any longer."

     "No Nephite, it is not I who threatens you now. The Lord will rain his vengeance down upon you, not I. I am simply here to warn you that you might avoid this 

unnecessary end. It is not yet too late to repent."

     Several people heard the heated passion of their conversation, and stopped to see what all the commotion was about. Samuel turned to the small gathering just inside the gates. " There awaits a place for all of you in Heaven if you will only hear my words and take heed to them."    

     The guard suddenly realized what was happening and stepped forward menacingly. "Get away Lamanite! We have heard your words, and we don't need or want you or your 
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false message in our city." 

     Still keeping one wary eye on Samuel, and another on the small crowd that still lurked close by, he motioned to the two men who stood guard with him. "Shut the gates." he ordered them. 

     Thomas slowly crept out from his shadowed hiding place against the stone wall, and came to stand by Samuel. He really felt sorry for the Lamanite. Samuel had tried so hard to fulfill this mission of his, and yet none of the people he was trying so desperately to help even cared to listen.

     Samuel and Thomas stood and watched the heavy gates slowly being drawn shut in front of them. Thomas was surprised at the anger that the guard had shown towards Samuel, but he had to admit that he wasn't exactly disappointed that they had failed to 

gain entrance to the city again.

      Without another word, Samuel turned and headed back toward the small grove of trees beneath which Thomas and the old woodcarver had slept the previous night. Thomas stood staring after him, unsure of exactly what the next move should be. Would Samuel finally give up and go back to his own land now? Thomas realized that since the old woodcarver had moved on to Bountiful, if Samuel decided to return to his home, it would leave him all alone in this strange, hostile land. 

     What, am I thinking? I am all alone. Even within that huge city surrounded by all 
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those people I was alone. In an effort to fight off the panic that threatened to wipe out his resolve, he forced those thoughts from his mind and hurriedly joined the Lamanite beneath the canopy of leaves.

     Samuel was standing amid the trees with his head back and his eyes focused on something overhead, high up in the treetops. Thomas watched in silence for a few moments, afraid of intruding on some private reflection that the Lamanite might be absorbed in. He's probably thinking about going back home. 

     Home.  For Thomas that word seemed almost foreign. Home was a place so far away it no longer seemed real to him. Once again he forcefully shoved this thought out of his mind.

     "Uhm, excuse Me." he stammered. "I don't want to intrude, but I was wondering what you are planning to do now? I suppose you‘ll go back to your own land?"

     "Thomas, you do not intrude. No, I cannot go back to my own land. I have yet to complete that which the Lord has required of me." 

      Not going home?! Thomas was truly shocked. "But Samuel, God can’t be upset with you if the people of Zarahemla won’t listen to your message. You have tried over and over again. It isn't your fault that they don't want to hear."
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 Samuel came to stand beside his friend. "Listen to me Thomas. When the Lord has commanded that something be done, do you not think that he will provide a way for it to be done? If I am valiant in my effort I know that he will help me to succeed. I cannot fail. I just have to find the way."

      "But how? How Samuel. They have threatened to kill you and I really think they mean it. What will happen to your message if you are dead? No one will hear it then Samuel, no one."

     "If it is God's will that brothers hear his words through my mouth, then they will hear those words. Just the same, if it is God's will that I should die in giving this message to those brothers than so be it. I will have died in the service of my God!"

     Thomas shook his head. He couldn't believe what he was hearing! Was Samuel really so brave, or was he perhaps just a fool who didn't know when to quit? Thomas preferred to believe that it was Samuel's righteousness and his faith along with his courage that drove him to fulfill this mission of his.

     "Well, at least tell me how you propose to get near enough to the people of Zarahemla to speak to them? The guards will never let you in again." He asked. “Besides, how can you speak of them as being your brothers when they have been so mean to you? They wanted to kill you!”
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  “All men are our brothers Thomas, all men.  Now, come along my friend. I have a plan, and you can help me with it." Samuel answered, drawing Thomas deeper into the stand of trees.
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CHAPTER SIX

     For the rest of the day the two worked together. Thomas gathered armloads of the long slender vines that tangled themselves around the trees in the small grove while Samuel kept himself busy deeper in the larger forest.  They then worked side by side, fastening the saplings to one another with the thin pieces of vine, forming a tall and surprisingly strong ladder. 

     Thomas tried hard to imagine what the Lamanite had in mind with the ladder. At first he thought that Samuel meant to climb over the city wall and drop down to the other side into the city itself.  Then he noticed something peculiar. Although the ladder was very 
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tall, it would still only reach halfway up the huge wall. That would mean that Samuel would have to scale the top half of the wall barehanded!

     The bottom of the wall was polished smooth, but the top half of the wall was pitted and scarred. There were very few, if any, handholds or toeholds that Samuel would be able to use in his climb to the top, however, Thomas harbored no doubts that the mighty Lamanite would easily make it to the top of the stone wall. Just the sheer determination and belief in his mission was enough to guarantee the Lamanite success.  Rather, it was his own inability to climb that same wall that had Thomas worried. He could just picture himself getting stuck halfway up the ladder and needing Samuel to come to his rescue. He was sure he'd never even make it even as far as the first toe hold of the first stone above the ladder. How humiliating that would be, to need rescuing like some wayward little child!

     "I want you to pay close attention to what I am telling you, Thomas. It is very important."

    Samuel looked closely at Thomas, as if he was expecting a reply.

     "Alright, I'm listening."

     "When I get to the top of the wall, I want you take the ladder away and hide it in the woods. You must be quick about it, and quiet too. You will probably want to keep 
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yourself hidden from sight as well."

     "You... You mean I don’t have to, er, I mean, I am not going up onto the wall with you?" Thomas tried not to sound too relieved, but he was sure that he failed miserably in the attempt.

     "No Thomas, I need you down here on the ground outside the city where you will be safe."

     Thomas was not about to argue. He wasn't sure which terrified him more; climbing up that tall, homemade ladder, or the precarious free climb up the rest of the rough stone wall. Then again, just the thought of actually being in that wicked city again made his skin crawl. Yes, he had to admit that he'd be perfectly content to stay on the ground outside the city.

       "Okay Samuel. Whatever you need. Please be careful though, I'll worry about you until you’re safely back on this side of the wall."

      "Don't worry about me Thomas. I will never leave your sight, be assured of that."

     That remark really had Thomas stumped. How could Samuel get to the people of Zarahemla, who were inside the city walls if he never left his sight? It really didn't make much sense at all, but then nothing about this adventure really made much sense.
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     "Let's get that ladder into the woods for the night Thomas. We really do not want it to be seen by anyone from the city."

     Thomas and Samuel each grabbed onto an end of the large ladder, and together they carried it into the grove of trees, hiding it well behind a large fallen log. They both then sat down under the trees and ate quite a bit more of the bread and cheese that Samuel had brought. The Lamanite still had a large slab of the cheese left, along with two more loaves of the dark, thick bread, which the old woodcarver had given him. 

     After they had eaten their fill, they laid back and relaxed under the heavy canopy of green leaves and watched the summer sun set. The sky that was visible through the lacy framework of leaves was a mix of lavender and blue, accented by billowy pink and pale orange clouds. A few golden rays of evening sun were streaking straight up into the darkening sky. 

     "It really is beautiful here in Zarahemla, Samuel. I think it's probably the most beautiful place I've ever been." Thomas remarked contentedly.

     "Yes Thomas, it is beautiful here, but there is beauty everywhere.  We don't even have to look very hard to find it if we really look.  Although we do sometimes have to change our own thoughts on what beauty is before we'll ever truly see the beauty that is right there beneath our noses."
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  Thomas thought about that for a few minutes and, without really meaning to, started thinking about his home in Dover. He missed Ma and Pa, and their little farm. There was beauty there too. He thought about the lush green fields that smelled sweetly of freshly cut hay every summer, and he thought about the winter with its icy blasts of snow and frigid wind. Everything about home seemed beautiful right now. Still, Thomas couldn't help but wonder what Ma would think when he described the beauty of Zarahemla to her. 

     A slight breeze rustled through the leaves of the trees overhead, and gently caressed Thomas's white, freckled skin, playfully tousling his bright red hair. He stirred lightly in sleepy bliss, a gentle smile curving upon his lips. His dreams this night were pleasant enough. Memories of happy days at home on the farm with Ma and Pa in their cozy house played themselves out in that hazy corner of his mind where dreams seem to dwell.

     Thomas awoke to the gentle nudging of Samuel urging him awake. He sat up slowly, his brain still thick with sleep. He blinked his eyes uncertainly for a moment, not exactly sure that he was not once again back on the farm in Dover. Cruelly though, reality crept in, and Thomas found he really was once again in the little grove outside the great walls of Zarahemla.

     "Thomas, did you hear me? It is time we were up and about this business." Samuel whispered.

 "Um, yeah. I'll be right with you." Thomas's throat was dry from sleeping out in the 
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breezy night air and his voice crackled uncertainly when he spoke. He tried a few unsuccessful times to clear his voice.

     "You sound as if you could use a drink of water. There is a traveler's well just off the path over there." Samuel indicated an area some distance off the roadway closer to the forest. "Be careful that you do not make a sound though, lest someone hear you and comes to see what we are about."

     Thomas just nodded, afraid that his voice would fail him altogether should he try to speak again.      What in the world is a traveler's well, anyway? He turned and headed off in the specified direction in search of the well.

     He had only gone a few hundred yards when he saw the large circular pile of stones standing to the side of the roadway. As he got closer, he noticed that it was a circular enclosure made of stone rather than merely a pile of rocks as he had first thought. Within the stone enclosure was a deep, black hole. A coarse rope, made from the same vines that he and Samuel had used to fasten the saplings together, was tied around a long pole that was suspended horizontally across the circle of stones. All in all it looked like any other well Thomas had ever seen, although maybe a bit more primitive in design. 

    Thomas reached over and grasped the thick, vine rope with both hands. Then, hand over hand, he hauled up a crudely crafted, wooden bucket. The bucket, more of a shallow bowl actually, had been carved out of a single piece of dark wood. Its maker obviously did not put a lot of care and attention into its creation.  I'm sure that old woodcarver 
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didn't make this. I wonder who did?  

     After drinking his fill of the cool, clear water, he quietly lowered the old bucket back down into the dark interior of the well. 

     When he returned to the grove of trees, he noticed that Samuel had dragged out the heavy ladder and was leaning it up against the walls of the city. He hurried over to lend a hand with the unwieldy ladder.

     Samuel nodded his appreciation for the help. " I trust your thirst is satisfied for a time?"

     "Yes, the water was actually quite good, thanks.   Uhm, Samuel, why do you call that a traveler's well, and who made that funny looking bucket that hangs in it? Surely it wasn't your friend, the woodcarver, who made such sorry looking thing."

     Samuel leaned against the cool stones and looked at Thomas, a grin creasing the corners of his mouth. "It is called a travelers well because it is the well that all visitors to the lands around the city must use for water. There are other wells within the city for the use of the Nephites of Zarahemla, but all others must use the traveler's well. It really would not do to have strangers entering the city day in and day out to water their animals or themselves." 
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  Samuel paused for a moment, and Thomas wondered if he were ever going to answer the rest of his question. A sudden thought struck. Perhaps Nigel had made the bucket, and he had just insulted their friend by his thoughtless comment. He was just about to offer up an apology when Samuel spoke once again.

     "No Thomas, Nigel did not make that little bucket. Some other Nephite made it. The Nephites would never waste their best talents on making something for one of another race. All good Nephite crafts are held in reserve for Nephite use only."

     "That sure seems backwards to me." Thomas said. He thought about how his mother would save all her best table linens and china dishes for the few times that they had company. They always used the everyday things themselves. They saved their best for guests. Ma said that was a way of showing your guests how special they were.

     Samuel smiled at Thomas again. "Yes, I suppose it is backwards at that. Now, are you about ready to assist me?" He added with a sweep of his hand toward the wall.

      Thomas took a deep breath and held it for a moment, slowly letting it out before answering. "Yes Samuel, I'm ready."

 "Okay. I will go up now." Samuel nodded his head and started up the tall ladder. It wobbled a little bit under the weight of the mighty Lamanite, but the sturdy ladder held firm. 
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     Thomas kept an eye out for anyone who might be lurking about. The roadway was clear of travelers so early in the morning, and the area around the main gates of the city was reassuringly quiet. It only took a few moments for Samuel to climb to the top of the ladder, where the smooth stones met with the rough, jagged rocks of the upper wall. It only took another few moments for Samuel to find suitable hand and toe holds in the stonework of the upper wall. Thomas had to remind himself to breathe several times as Samuel made painfully slow progress up the steep wall.

     When Samuel was about halfway up the rough upper wall, Thomas decided he could not watch any longer. His neck hurt from looking up, and his chest ached from holding his breath for so long. He turned his attention to removing the heavy ladder from the stone wall. It was very tall and bulky, and Thomas had a hard time trying to balance it without making any noise. Once, he lost his grip on the slender saplings of the ladder and it came sliding down to the ground with a thud. Thomas looked around in a panic, but all was still quiet at the main gate. He was lucky this time.

     Thomas slowly dragged the bulky ladder back to the grove of trees and stashed it behind the fallen log once again. He then sat down on the old log and looked up at 

Samuel. The Lamanite was only a few inches from the top of the wall. Thomas could 

hardly believe that Samuel had climbed that distance up the sheer stone wall so quickly.

He thought that if it had been him, he would probably still be frozen with fear only inches 

from where the ladder ended. His palms were wet with sweat, and his stomach churned 

from looking up at Samuel for so long. He quickly looked away.
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     Suddenly a shout rang out from one of the guards near the gate. "Look! It's Samuel 

atop the wall."

    " That fool Lamanite! He thinks he can sneak into our city from atop our very own walls!" another yelled.

    All around the city people were yelling and shouting. Their voices sounded both angry and frightened.

     "How could Samuel have climbed the walls? No one has ever breached the walls of Zarahemla!" 

      "Samuel is sneaky. I told you a long time ago that you couldn't trust that one. Always running around trying to warn people about themselves. Like he is so much better than everyone else!" came a woman's sneering voice.

     One stocky Nephite man yelled above the rest. "If anyone could find a way to invade Zarahemla, it would be that Lamanite! He'll have an army of his Lamanite brothers down on us in no time!"

     In an instant the peace and serenity of Zarahemla was shattered, as Nephites ran yelling into the streets to stare up at the Lamanite standing boldly upon the city walls.
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 Thomas felt a moment of pride for his friend's accomplishment. He had wanted to get the people of the city to hear his message somehow, and now the entire city was turning out in force to see him. That pride quickly turned to horror though, for the gate guards suddenly began calling out for others to assist them in defending their city. 

Do they really think that Samuel is a one-man invasion party, or do they fear other Lamanites might come too? Exactly how do they intend to "defend their city" against one lone unarmed man anyway? 

     Thomas wasn't sure he really wanted any answers for the questions that now plagued his mind. The possibilities were not at all pleasant.

     Once again Thomas was haunted by the thoughts that Samuel might need him to somehow defend him or help him defend himself against an attack by the Nephites. But what could he do? If he got himself killed he'd do little good for either of them. Besides, courage had never been his best attribute. He now wished that the old woodcarver had stayed around a little longer. He seemed to have a good head on his shoulders when it came to a time of crisis But the woodcarver wasn't there, and Thomas was on his own to watch the events unfold as they may, and adapt to whatever the future held. He wondered if Samuel felt as alone in the whole adventure as he himself did. But when he glanced up at the Lamanite, what he saw caused him to lose his very breath.

     Samuel stood tall and firm upon the top of the wall, with one muscular arm outstretched toward the people of Zarahemla. His face appeared to have been carved from 
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pure granite, and Thomas was sure that his mind was just as solidly set and firm as the rest of him appeared to be. He was such an imposing man, even as high up as he was, and dwarfed by the massive wall on which he stood. What was I thinking? Of course he isn't worried, I don't think Samuel worries about anything!

     Suddenly, with a loud voice Samuel cried out to the people. "Behold I am Samuel, a Lamanite, and I speak the words of the Lord which he has put in my heart. Yes, he has put it into my heart to tell you that the sword of justice hangs over you. Four hundred years will not pass before the sword of justice falls upon this people."

Thomas could see none of the Nephites from his vantage-point in the grove, but he could hear them as they started shouting various insults at him, and remarking excitedly among themselves.     "What does he mean by that kind of talk?" one woman demanded. There was an odd, almost fearful quality to her voice.

     "What does it mean? It means nothing, nothing at all. It's all just crazy talk. Sword of justice, bah!  It sounds to me like the ramblings of a crazy man." Someone in the crowd answered.

     "Are you crazy or did you perhaps just drink too much wine Lamanite! Ha Ha Ha!" another called up mockingly to Samuel.

     " No." contradicted another man loudly. "He's not crazy or drunk. Don't any of you see 
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what's happening? The Lamanite is threatening us with his sword! I believe he means that the Lamanites are planning to attack us to gain possession of our beautiful city! Well, if they do we will be ready for them!"

     Waves of indignant shouts and foul curses met Thomas's ears. He wished he could see the people of Zarahemla, but all he could do was to sit hidden among the trees and listen. At least he could see Samuel and be sure of his safety. Still, the crowd seemed to be on the verge of violence and that made Thomas extremely uneasy.

     Samuel, however, either didn't notice or simply didn't care, Thomas wasn't sure which it was. The sneers and jeers just seemed to roll of the Lamanite's back without effect.  He merely continued speaking to the Nephites in that loud yet calm voice.

     "I warn you, heavy destruction awaits you, and it shall surely come, and nothing can save you unless you repent, and have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, who surely shall come into the world, and who shall suffer many things, and shall be slain for his people."

     Thomas nearly fell off the old log into the dirt when he heard Samuel say that. 

     He can't really be saying this, can he?  Suddenly none of it made any sense any more, not that anything about this whole adventure had ever really made much sense, but it made even less now. He tried to think it all through, reason it all out in his head. Nigel 

had said that it was the year six; six BC to be exact! So, if that's the case than how in the 
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world does Samuel know about Jesus Christ? He won't even be born for another few years yet! Is he really a prophet? A real live prophet? This is all getting just to be too strange.      

     Thomas found himself thinking about Nigel, and wishing that his little friend was still around. He really wanted to be sure that nothing bad had happened to the little guy. 

Besides, he sure has a lot of explaining to do!

     "The lord has said to me that before four hundred years have passed He will cause the Nephites to be smitten; yea, He will visit them with the sword and with famine and with pestilence." Samuel continued atop the huge wall. "He will visit them in his fierce anger..."

     The Lamanite's words were drowned out by the rattling noise of a cart making its way down the dirt road that led to the city. Thomas looked off in the direction of the sound and saw a donkey pulling a small cart down the road toward him. Dust from the dry roadbed hung thick in the air around the conveyance. Great! Just what we need right now; another distraction.  Thomas quickly arose and ducked behind a large tree, keeping a wary eye on the approaching stranger.

     While the donkey and cart were still some distance away from the little grove of trees in which he was hiding, Thomas became aware of something familiar about them. Yes! 

That was it!  The driver of the little cart was none other that the old woodcarver! Thomas 
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heaved a long sigh of relief at the recognition. Then he realized that he had to warn the old man about the situation inside the city. But how? He looked quickly over at the gates. The guards were nowhere to be seen. They were probably farther into the city keeping an eye on Samuel. 

     After only a moment’s hesitation, he bolted out of the stand of trees and onto the dirt roadway. He darted up to the donkey cart, which had slowed down to a near stop in the middle of the road.

     "You look like one who has seen his own ghost, boy. What is wrong, why do you look so scared?" The old man asked before Thomas could even open his mouth.

     "I'm not scared for me, but I'm worried about Samuel!" He nearly shouted.

     "Shhhh. The guards will be out here in no time if they hear your voice. Now what's this about Samuel? Is he in some kind of trouble? I knew I shouldn't have left you two alone. Where is he?"

     Thomas said nothing. He merely turned and pointed up at the top of the stone wall where Samuel was standing.

     “What?”  The old woodcarver spluttered.  "How did he get up there? More importantly, what is he doing up there, besides trying to get himself killed?" 
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     "We built a ladder.” Thomas meekly supplied.

     "Must have been some ladder to reach all the way up there. Do the Nephites know he's there yet?"

     "Oh Yeah, they know all right. Come on over to the trees and you'll see for yourself." Thomas said, already pulling on the donkey's coarse rope and leather halter. "Just so you know, the ladder didn't reach all the way to the top. It only reached halfway up; Samuel climbed the rest of the way by himself."

     The old man looked at Thomas with a flicker of doubt in his dark eyes, then shrugged his still-broad shoulders and quietly followed along behind him.

     As they approached the wooded copse the angry voices of the Nephites grew louder and louder, yet Samuel’s voice rang out clear and strong atop the wall, nearly drowning out those in the milling throng beneath him.

     "Wo unto this great city of Zarahemla; for it is only because of those righteous few that are in it that it is saved. But blessed are they who will repent, for they will be spared. If it were not for the righteous who are in this great city, the Lord would cause that fire should come down out of heaven and destroy it."

     When Thomas glanced over at the old man standing beside him, he saw that the 
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woodcarver was staring in slack-jawed disbelief at his friend, atop the wall of Zarahemla.

     "Pretty strong words huh?" Thomas prodded.

     "What? Oh, uh, yes, I mean uh, no. No, not strong at all. I'm afraid that mere words, no matter how strong they may be will never be enough to turn the hearts of all the my people here. I do worry though that he takes the dangers of his mission too lightly. He will surely anger them to violence with his words. There is no telling what they will do if they get angry enough." The old man looked truly worried as he continued to stare at Samuel.

     "I think they’re really getting mad already. I've heard them shouting terrible things to Samuel, and it seems that they think he's gloating to them about all the things that the Lamanites are going to do to them when they invade Zarahemla. He's not though, is he?" Thomas was a little ashamed of himself for having these doubts, but still he could not deny them.

     "No Thomas, Samuel is not speaking of the Lamanites destroying the Nephites in some terrible battle, but rather he is trying to make them understand that they have turned their backs on their Heavenly Father and all that he desires for them and of them. They have denied Christ, and have led very sinful lives. Samuel just wants them to repent of all this, and change their lives or the Lord really will smite them. Yes, the Lord may use the 

Lamanites or another race as a means to achieving the end result, but it will be the lord's 
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hand that drops that sword of Justice that Samuel is always speaking of.”  The old man paused in speaking.  “Listen Thomas and we will learn more."

     "...the time is coming when you will cast out all of the righteous from among you, than you shall be ripe for destruction. Wo be unto this great city, because of the wickedness and abominations that are in her."

     "How do I repent? Tell me how Samuel." one woman wailed.

     "Where's the Captain of the guards? Someone get the Captain! We've got to get this man down before he has all the women and children weeping at his feet." Yelled a man angrily.

     "Hear me now." Cried Samuel from his perch atop the wall. "It is not Zarahemla alone that will suffer. Yea, wo be unto all the cities which are in the land around about, which are possessed by the Nephites, because of the wickedness and abominations that are in them."

     "I've heard enough!" Screamed a loud masculine voice from the crowd. "Now the crazy Nephite is saying that the Lamanites will conquer all the land around Zarahemla as well. He is crazy I tell you! What do I care for the words of a crazy man. I am going to my home and ignore this lunatic. If you are smart you will all do the same."
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 "Yes, that's right, we should go to our homes and ignore him.” another agreed. However, I do not think he is crazy. I say he is bragging! He only seeks attention for himself. We are only giving him encouragement to continue his assault on us by listening to him. If we all leave, he will lose his audience, and maybe he will leave us in peace and return to his own land. Let him preach to his own people!”

     "I say we should listen to his words. What can it hurt to listen? If we listen and find that he is indeed a crazy man or a boastful one then still we have hurt no one, but if we do not listen and there is some truth in the words he speaks than we may all die. I say we listen!" Said a man with a very deep voice.

     A few people voiced their agreement with the deep voiced man, but many more argued their views more loudly.

    Samuel continued on as if the people below him were silently listening to his words rather than arguing amongst themselves. "Behold you people of this great city and listen to my words. Yes, listen to the words which the Lord saith; for behold he saith that you are cursed because of your riches, and your riches are cursed because you have set your hearts upon them, and have not listened to the words of him who gave them to you."

     "And what would you have us do with all our riches Lamanite, give them all to you? Is that how you plan to save us from our cursed riches?" mocked one of the Nephite women beneath the wall. The crowd burst into a chorus of jeering laughter. Some among 
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them once again hurled ugly curses at Samuel.

     Shaking his head in sadness, Thomas looked to the old man for some insight. "Why are the Nephites so hard hearted and stubborn?  They are just so cold to what Samuel has to say? Can’t they see, he is only trying to help them?"

     So distressed was he over the actions of the people of Zarahemla that he didn't even stop to think that Nigel, the old woodcarver was himself a Nephite from that great city.

     "Not everyone is cold and hard hearted Thomas. Some of them do want to hear Samuel's message. I believe that a few will even be changed by the words they hear this day, but just the same there are even more who will not listen, who will still deny the truth. I do not think I would like to be one of those people."

     Thomas had to agree with the old man. As he listened to Samuel speak, he couldn't help but wonder if Zarahemla would truly be destroyed if the Nephites did not repent and change their wicked ways. He thought about all the Bible stories his Pa had read to him since he was a little boy. He thought about the great flood, and about Sodom and Gomorrah being destroyed. He realized that the Lord had indeed destroyed the wicked on several occasions, yet each time he warned the people of their impending doom, sparing those who were righteous and those who were willing to be humble and repent. Perhaps there was hope that Zarahemla might be spared as well, if only the people would heed Samuel's message.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

     Samuel the Lamanite stood firmly upon the huge stone walls surrounding the city of Zarahemla, and spoke to the Nephites who had assembled themselves in the city below. Armed guards milled around among the citizens of the city. Many of the Nephites made vulgar threats to Samuel, yet the Lamanite continued to deliver his message of warning and salvation to the People of Zarahemla. 

      "Behold, I will give you a sign. For five years more will come and then the Son of God will come to redeem all those who shall believe on his name." Samuel loudly intoned.
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  The Son of God!  That was the second time that Thomas had heard Samuel talking about Christ.  Thomas was thrilled at the idea that perhaps he really was standing in the presence of a living prophet of God. One who was proclaiming the future that Thomas already knew to be true.  Christ really would come and redeem all who believed. Thomas listened closer to see what more he could learn.

     "Behold, I will give you this for a sign of the time of his coming. There shall be great lights in heaven. Lights so great that the night before he comes will not be dark. It will look to all men as if it was day. You will see the sun rise and set and rise again, yet it will be as one day, with no darkness in between. This will be the day before He is born."

     Although Thomas could still see nothing of the crowd from where he sat outside the walls of the city, he could hear that the crowd had suddenly grown very silent. Were the Nephites finally listening?  Thomas glanced over at the old woodcarver, and was surprised to see the old man gazing wide eyed up at the Lamanite on the wall.

     "...new star shall arise. A star such as you have never seen before. This will also serve as a sign unto you of his coming. But that is not all. There will be many signs and wonders in the heavens. You will all be amazed and so full of wonder that you will all fall to the earth."

     The star!  Thomas wiped his sweaty palms on the front of his flannel nightshirt. "How can Samuel know all these things?" He asked Nigel.
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     The old woodcarver looked at Thomas with a funny gleam in his dark brown eyes, and a strange smile playing at the corner of his lips. "Perhaps it is true what the Nephite said. Perhaps Samuel is just a little crazy?"

     Thomas looked shocked that the old man would even dare to think such a thing let alone give voice to the idea. "No! Samuel is not crazy! I know that he isn’t crazy. All these things are told about in the Bible. I know that Samuel is speaking the truth... but how can that be? How does he know all these things?"

     "Yes, you are right Thomas. I do not believe that he is crazy either." The old man took another long look at the Lamanite still standing upon the wall. "Tell me what you see when you look up there on the wall?"

     Thomas looked bewildered for a moment. "What I see? Uh, well, I see a man, Samuel, standing on the wall of the city talking to the people below. Why? What am I supposed to see?" He asked, a bit perplexed by the old man's question.

     "You are looking at more than just a man Thomas, much more. We are watching a prophet of the Lord doing his Master's work."  The old man responded with more than a little awe in his words.

     Thomas swallowed hard. It was eerie to hear the old man echoing his very own thoughts. Yet the questions persisted in Thomas's mind.  If Samuel truly were a prophet, 
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how come he'd never read about him in the Bible. That is where all the prophets of old are spoken of.

.

     Then, a sudden thought struck Thomas.  "I thought you told me we were on the American continent somewhere. There were, I mean there are, no prophets living on the American continent before the birth of Christ. This is getting to be just too much to believe." Thomas said, shaking his head in exasperation. 

     "How do you know where all the prophets have walked Thomas? There are prophets walking and talking here today. Samuel is one of them."

    “One of them? Just how many prophets are walking the earth today Nigel?" Thomas wasn't exactly sure which today he was talking about, his today, or the today of Zarahemla. He also couldn't help wondering if, perhaps, it was really the old man who was a little bit off in the head.

     "There are actually quite a few on the earth. Yes, quite a few." The old man replied more to himself than to Thomas. The awed gaze settled once again on Nigel’s face as he returned his stare to the Lamanite on the wall. 

     Thomas's eyes followed the old man's up to where Samuel stood. He too watched and listened in silence. At that moment it seemed that everything and everyone was silent, intently listening to the words of the man on the wall.

                                                                                                                         Grant

     "...this is what the Lord commanded me, by his angel, that I should come and tell these things to you; He commanded that I prophesy these things to you. He said to me; 'cry unto this people, repent and prepare the way of the Lord’".

     "Wow, even he thinks he is a prophet!" Thomas blurted out. "Listen to those people!"

     Even as they spoke the citizens of the city began to scream curses and blasphemous words at Samuel. They definitely did not like him announcing himself as a prophet.

     "Oh great, next thing you know, he'll be claiming that he has been sent to rule over us as our king! We don't want you Lamanite, for a prophet or anything else." Shouted an angry Nephite man.

     "Get off our wall Samuel or we will get you off it!" Threatened another loudly.

     Nigel looked sharply at Thomas. "And why not a prophet? Perhaps he truly is a prophet sent by the Lord, and you are just being as stubborn and unbelieving as are the rest of those people!" The old man spat out, a bit cross. "Just maybe you should listen to Samuel's words a little more yourself!"

 Stubborn and unbelieving? After everything I've been through lately? 

     Thomas would have liked to argue that point with the old woodcarver, but he kept his 
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silence, biting his lip to keep from saying something he would surely come to regret. He did listen more closely though.

     "And now, because I am a Lamanite, and have spoken unto you the words which the Lord hath commanded me, and because it was hard against you, you are all angry with me and do seek to destroy me, and you have cast me out from among you. But you will hear my words anyway for that is why I have climbed upon the walls of the city, that you might hear and know of the judgments of God which await you because of your iniquities, and also that you might know the way to repentance."

     "We don't need or want salvation from you or your God Lamanite." Declared an angry voice from the crowd.

     "I do!" shrieked a woman. "I want to be saved from that condemnation. Help me repent Samuel."

     "I want my family to be safe too." agreed another. "Show us how to avoid these terrible judgments, Lamanite."

     "A bunch of rubbish he speaks. Do not listen to him. He is trying to scare us for his own purposes." The angry voice shot back.

     Samuel continued speaking despite the arguments rippling through the crowd. "I also 
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speak that you might know about the coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Father of heaven and of earth, the Creator of all things from the beginning; and that you might know of the signs of his coming. Yet I give you another sign, a sign of his death. It is necessary that he die in order to bring to pass the resurrection of the dead that men may be brought into the presence of the Lord once again."

     Upon hearing these words, Thomas finally decided for himself that perhaps Samuel really was a prophet afterall. He just knew entirely too much about future events not to be a prophet. He really hoped more of the Nephites would choose to listen and follow Samuel's words, but many of them were arguing so vehemently amongst themselves now that he doubted that many heard anything at all other than their own angry words. 

     "Open the gates. Let us leave the city, we must leave now and go in search of Nephi. He will show us what we must do." It sounded to Thomas like there was a small crowd gathering close to the gates, demanding that they be opened, and the people be allowed to leave.

     "Yes! We must find Nephi. Let us out!" Shouted others in unison.

     The guards at the gates tried to prevent the crowd from leaving through those gates, but the people began pushing and shoving the guards aside. The guards looked at one another for a moment, as if entertaining the notion of using their weapons to subdue the Nephites. Knowing that would never do, they quickly stepped aside to prevent 
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themselves from being trampled to death under the feet of the frenzied crowd.

    With the gate guards out of the way the people scrambled for the ropes and heavy bars that held the great gates shut. After a short wait they succeeded in pushing the gates open a small bit. The crowd streamed out through the narrow opening in the gates. The men stood by the gates as if on the lookout for reinforcements from the guards, while women ran, holding their squalling infants to their breasts. Many also pulled older children along by the hand in their haste to seek out this man they called Nephi.

     Thomas was amazed at the number of people that left the city. It seemed there were many who did indeed believe Samuel's words, yet he knew from the short time he was within the walls of that city that there were many times that number that did not believe. Many who, if Samuel was right, would die in their iniquity.

     "Who is this Nephi, and why are the people running to him?"

     "Nephi is a very great man. He is a Nephite teacher and a prophet as well. I have seen him work many wondrous miracles. I would suppose that there is none better to teach and baptize the Nephites than one of their own." The old wood carver replied. His voice was heavy with emotion.

     A vicious shout suddenly rang out from just inside the gates. "Samuel!  We warned you we would kill you Lamanite, if you dared to enter our city ever again! Instead we 
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have listened to your words.  Now, in return you send away our families to be baptized by Nephi. Next you will use your strong words to convince the people of Zarahemla to carry out all the riches of this great city for you to take to your own lands. You have a silver tongue Lamanite! Well, we will not sit by and idly watch you destroy us. We will not allow any more of your interference in our city. You will die, Lamanite!"

    With that said, a large stone suddenly whistled through the air, going wide from it's target atop the wall, and coming to rest on the ground just inches from where Thomas now stood.

     A shower of jagged rocks was soon raining down at Thomas and the woodcarver from inside the city. Doubtless the missiles were meant for Samuel yet they flew past their mark to land outside the walls. Thomas and Nigel ran for the relative protection of the woods, shielding their heads with their arms as they ran. They ducked low behind a couple of tall trees, leaning against the rough bark and sucking huge mouthfuls of air into their lungs. Thomas was surprised at how fast the old man could move when he had to.

     "Nigel, those people mean to kill Samuel! What are we going to do? Surely we can't just crouch here hiding, and let them kill him with those rocks."

     "I'm afraid there's not a lot we can do Thomas. We'll not be much good to Samuel if we get hit by one of those stones. No, I'm sorry but this is out of our hands now."
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      Thomas couldn't have been more stunned had one of those Nephite stones hit him square in the head. He simply couldn't believe what he was hearing. His mind raced in a thousand different directions at once. I can't just leave him there. I've already lost one friend here, I won't lose another, not if there's anything I can do about it anyway. But there didn't seem to be any way that he could help his friend that wouldn't get himself killed at the same time. There simply has to be something I can do.
     All around them rocks and odd chucks of brick were hurtling through the air. Was Samuel lying atop that wall hurt and perhaps dying? Thomas pushed that thought out of his mind. He had to concentrate on getting Samuel off that wall before something did happen. He looked around at the trees and rocks and sand that surrounded the city. He couldn't see how anything there could possibly help him. Then his eye landed upon the old log that was lying across the ground beneath the trees. Behind that log was the ladder that Thomas had helped Samuel build earlier that very day. An idea began to take shape in Thomas's mind. He bolted up from where he squatted behind the large tree and ran to where the ladder lay hidden behind the log. Grabbing hold of the saplings that formed the rails, he slowly dragged it over toward the huge stone wall of the city. 

     The old man ran over to him and grabbed his arm. "What do you think you are doing? Are you trying to get yourself killed too?"

     "No, but we have to do something to help him. Can’t you see that? He's a sitting duck up on that wall. Perhaps, while we stand here arguing, he's laying up there injured, or 
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worse." Thomas allowed himself to think about it for only a moment before once again pushing the terrifying thought from his mind.  There had been too many times in his life when fear had paralyzed him from any action.  Someone always suffered from that fear. He was determined not to see that happen again, especially not to Samuel!

     "Listen boy, there's nothing wrong with Samuel. Just listen!" The old man's voice had an angry edge to it that made Thomas uneasy. He did as he was told and listened.

     "God has made it so that you know good from evil, and he has given you the choice of life or death. You can do good things and be restored unto that which is good, or you can do evil and be restored unto that which is evil. The choice is yours."

     Samuel was alive! Not only alive but he was still standing tall upon the wall, preaching to the people, seemingly untouched by the flying missiles that the Nephites were aiming at him. Thomas bent his head way back to look up at Samuel, but the brightness of the mid-afternoon sun above the Lamanites head was nearly blinding. 

     Another stone whizzed by Thomas's ear. His heart pounded and his mind whirled with indecision. Should he take the ladder back to the grove of trees and leave Samuel atop the wall afterall, as the old woodcarver had suggested? He was just about to disregard that idea and hoist the ladder higher up onto the wall when a sharp stick came flying through the air, landing nearly at his feet. Thomas stopped to stare at it in shock. It wasn't a stick at all, but an arrow.  Someone had no doubt shot the arrow intending it for the Lamanite 

                                                                                                                        Grant

on the wall. Thomas’ heart seemingly stopped beating within his chest. He was literally paralyzed with fear, again. Not fear for his own safety, but fear of what he would find atop the wall. Thomas suddenly shook his head. What was I thinking of? I'll never even make it to the top of the wall. Even if I could climb that wall alone, I'd never last long at the top with a crowd of angry Nephites shooting arrows at me. 

     He felt like a coward retreating into the woods once again, dropping the heavy ladder where he had stood near the wall. He had toyed with the idea of merely propping the ladder against the wall, thereby giving Samuel an easy escape off the wall should the need and the opportunity arise, but he lacked the courage necessary to perform such an feat now. 

     Once back under the cover of the large trees, Thomas sat down on the ground cross -legged and rested his chin in his hands. He was ashamed of himself. He had been afraid again, and that fear might just cost Samuel his very life. Behind him he could hear the angry shouts of the Nephites mixing with the soft thunk of thin-shafted arrows and small stones hitting the dry ground outside the walls of the city. 

     The old man was right. If Thomas tried to do anything to help his friend on the wall, he'd probably be struck down himself, and then he'd surely be no good to Samuel, especially not if he were dead. Yet it wasn’t for himself that he feared, but for his friend. 

     Thomas covered his ears with his hands to shut out the noise of the chaos all around 
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him. It was torture, pure torture to be so helpless. He expected at any moment to hear Samuel cry out in agony as one of the Nephites’ arrows found its mark. Visions of Samuel falling in a broken heap at the base of the wall ran through his mind. He just couldn't bear to hear it, to see it, so he covered his ears and squeezed his eyes tightly shut.  He knew it was inevitable, and that he would never be able to forget it, or to forgive himself for Samuel's death. Not if he lived for a hundred years.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

     Thomas felt something strike his arm. His immediate thought was that he'd been hit with one of the Nephite arrows, but the acute pain he was expecting never came, just a dull thump against his upper arm. Again something bumped his arm, harder this time. He looked up quickly and saw the old man standing in front of him with a strange expression on his face, pointing up to the top of the wall, motioning for him to look up. 

     Thomas took his hands away from his ears and he was immediately assaulted with the din of the angry mob inside the city. Above the sounds made by the Nephites, though, he could barely hear the old man telling him, no, ordering him to look up. Still somewhat 
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afraid of what he would find, he did as he had been told, and glanced up to where Samuel had stood atop the wall. He only took a quick glance at first, but then he had to take a second, longer look. 

     Unbelievable!   When the reality of what he was seeing finally sunk in, Thomas was struck dumb.  He turned to look at the old woodcarver, as if to be sure that the old man had seen the same thing. Nigel stood next to him, staring up at the wall with a rapt expression on his face.

     The amazing sight they both witnessed was Samuel. The mighty Lamanite was standing amid a heavy shower of rocks and arrows, still speaking his words to the Nephite people. No rock hit his body, neither could any arrow get close to him. It was as if he had been enveloped in a clear dome of unbreakable glass.

   "How can it be?" Thomas asked in a quiet voice. Nigel obviously didn't hear him over all the noise. He tried again, louder this time. "How can that be happening?"

     "Don't you see, Thomas? He is safe. He is protected. He is a prophet of God!" The old man replied, never once taking his eyes of Samuel.

     "But...I mean, to be shot at by so many trained warriors yet never get hit would have to be a miracle!" Thomas breathed in wonder.

    "Yes Thomas, a miracle." echoed the old man breathlessly.
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 "Well surely this will stop those foolish Nephites from trying to kill him. Maybe they will even believe his words now when they see how special he is." Thomas suggested hopefully.

     Yet even as he spoke he heard the guards shouting for their captain to gather men to climb the walls and bring down the Lamanite that they might deal with him personally. Thomas knew that could only mean more trouble for Samuel.

     "Why don't they stop? Can't they see that something wonderful is happening here?" Thomas asked as tears welled up in his eyes.

     A shuddering groan from the direction of the main gates told him that those heavy panels were slowly being opened again. Thomas stood watching the massive portals opening outward, wondering what would happen next. 

     The old man roughly grabbed Thomas by the arm, jerking him quickly down to the ground, as he muttered something about always having to save a fool's neck. Peering up over the forest plants, they watched in fear as several armed guards came hurrying out of the city in their direction. Although they were well hidden by the trees and other low growth in the forest, Thomas could still feel his heart pounding within his chest. 

    "There must be a rope or something here someplace. Search everywhere. Surely he did not fly up there!" Commanded a tall, thin Nephite warrior.

                                                                                                                       Grant

     The Nephites spread out, searching the area thoroughly. They soon approached the wooded copse where Nigel and Thomas lay hidden. One warrior came so close that Thomas could smell the leather of his sandals and the sweat on his body. He suddenly experienced fear like he'd never felt it before.

     One of the Nephites shouted to the Captain. "Come look at this. It seems to be a ladder made of saplings and vines. The Lamanite must have used this to climb the wall."

     "Well, I can use it for that purpose too." said another excitedly.

     "No, wait. Don't you see? If the Lamanite is atop our wall, yet the ladder is laying down here by the gate, he must have someone aiding him somewhere close by. Someone must have moved that ladder! We must find him. Search again." yelled the tall thin Nephite.

     "Look what I have found!" shouted one excited guard. "A donkey and cart. Hmmm....it looks a lot like Nigel's cart. You know the one, the old woodcarver. I wonder what his cart is doing here. Surely he would not aid that Lamanite against us, his brothers!"

     "Perhaps the Lamanite has done away with the old fool! Well, we will find out. Search again I say!" ordered the first man again.
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 Thomas held his breath and squeezed his eyes tightly shut. He could hear the soft sounds of the old man, moving around on the ground a short distance away. He was speaking in a very low voice, nearly a whisper really. He actually seemed to be praying. Just maybe that will work. At this point I'm about ready to try anything!  

     He could hear all around him the soft footsteps of the Nephites as they scoured the woods in their search. The footsteps seemed to be getting closer.

      Suddenly Thomas was grabbed by the collar of his nightshirt, and hauled to his feet.

     "Well, look who I found hiding like a scared rabbit out here." cried a burly faced Nephite. "What are you doing here boy?"

   Before Thomas could even think of an answer, several of the Nephites came rushing up to him. "Hey, that's the demon-child, the one that was with Samuel inside the city the other day. I told you he was evil!"

     Thomas heart was pounding loudly in his chest. He was trapped! All around him Nephites glared and scowled at him, icy hatred was etched in hard lines about their dark faces. Thomas swallowed hard as fear rose in a bitter lump in his throat.   

     Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas caught a furtive movement in the undergrowth a 

                                                                                                                        Grant

few feet away. Just slightly turning his head, he became aware that it was the old man. The angry Nephites had been so pre-occupied with their hateful threats against him that they never even noticed the old man leave.

     Waves of emotion washed over him as he watched the old man running deeper into the thick forest. The first feeling was relief that the old man had at least escaped. Who knew what the Nephites would do to one of their own found aiding and abetting the enemy! Yet other emotions roiled in as well. How can he just run off and leave me at the mercy of these heathens like that? Is he really going to abandon both Samuel and I just like that? No, I won't believe it!

     Thomas was pushed along savagely from behind. He stumbled and fell, skinning a knee on the rocky earth. Each time he tripped or fell, he was hauled up roughly and prodded forward again.

     “Come along boy. We have a use for you I think." Said the taller Nephite guard. He seemed to have a permanent smirk etched onto his face.

     Thomas could only wonder what that use would be as he traveled along where the Nephite guards led. When he wasn't being pushed along, the guards tried to drag him. For the most part, Thomas managed to move fast enough so that he only stumbled a few times.

     Within seconds they were back inside the walls of the city. The size of the crowd that 
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had gathered to see the Lamanite high up on the wall, and to listen to his words was huge. Thomas thought that there could not possibly be one Nephite remaining in any of the homes in Zarahemla. Surely every last one of them was out here on the street below the front wall, gazing up at Samuel. 

     Once inside the city the guards had no choice but to slow their pace considerably as the narrow street was nearly impassable for the throngs of people gathered there. "Step aside! Move away, and let us pass!" They demanded roughly. No one seemed to be paying them any attention, so they had to laboriously squeeze and push their way through the crowd.

     Thomas was petrified at being so closely surrounded by that many angry Nephites. All around him he could hear the taunting shouts and menacing words flung up at Samuel, although the Lamanite didn't even seem to notice. Several of the people continued to throw rocks, and two of the guards were at that moment nocking arrows to their bows for another shot. So much hatred!

     Relentlessly, Thomas was forced deeper and deeper into the heated throng. The sour sweat smell of the many unwashed bodies made him want to gag. He concentrated on breathing through his mouth in the hopes that he wouldn't smell the stench so strong, but the dust kicked up from so many feet stung his eyes, and filled his mouth, choking him until he reverted to breathing through his nose once again. Still the dust mingled with the sweat from those around him and caked in his nose. He knew that if he ever made it out 
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of there, that he would remember that smell for the rest of his life.

     The guards suddenly stopped about halfway through the crowd of Nephites and started yelling loudly to the people. Several of the guards produced thick staves and began to poke at the people, prodding them into moving backwards, thereby opening a large circle around Thomas and his guards. Most of the Nephites stepped back on their own upon seeing Thomas in their midst.

     Confused murmurs rippled through the crowd. Thomas could see the dawning glimmer of recognition on several of the sun darkened faces that surrounded him. He could see the fearful look on their faces at seeing him standing once again on the street of their city. He knew what people did when they were confronted by something they feared. They tried to subdue it, conquer it, and kill it. Suddenly Thomas felt like a fat little mouse in a room full of hungry cats. 

     Thomas's eyes darted around the crowded street searching for some avenue of escape, but even if he had been able to lose the men that were guarding him, the crowd was packed so tightly that any means of escape had been quite effectively cut off. There's got to be a way!
     Using a stout stick, one of the Nephite guards poked Thomas between the shoulder blades, pushing him closer to the crowd of people. Thomas stumbled once, but quickly regained his footing. The front line of Nephites in the crowd hurriedly stepped backwards 
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in an effort to avoid having the "walking dead boy" touch them. Thomas started to think that perhaps he could use their fear to his advantage. But how? If only I had time to think. But time was something Thomas seemed to be running out of. 

     The Nephite guards pushed and prodded with their sticks, keeping him moving. The crowd billowed out in front of him, until he finally stood before the entrance of a small stone building. The thick wooden door had a heavy bar slung across the outside of it. Thomas looked at the barred door with a confused frown etched onto his forehead. 

     Why are we stopping here? And why would anyone put a lock on the outside of a door? It's not keeping anyone out at all!   

     One of the guards stepped forward and removed the heavy metal bar from its cradle. He pulled at the solid wooden door, and it opened with a low groan. Inside the room was pitch black. The darkness was so thick that although the building was quite small, he could not see the inside walls. The guard who had opened the door now stood aside and ushered Thomas inside with his thick stick. Thomas eyes grew as large and round as saucers, as he stood unmoving. He looked around at the guards. They couldn't really mean to put him in that room! 

     "Enjoy your stay, we will be back for you when we are finished with the Lamanite.” exclaimed the guard laughingly as he shoved Thomas hard with his stick. Several of the other people gathered around joined in the laughter. Thomas however could see nothing 
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funny about it. Then, with the laughter still echoing in his ears, the thick door banged shut and the heavy bar was slid back into place outside. So, that's why there's a lock on the outside. I would have to learn the reason firsthand!
     Thomas first feeling was that of intense panic. He ran toward the door, feeling his way in the utter darkness. There was no latch on this side of the door, but he could feel the rough wooden slabs under his fingers. Yelling loudly he banged on the door. No one seemed to hear him, or if anyone did hear him, certainly no one cared. He beat on the door until his fists were bruised and bloody. He yelled until his voice was raw and his throat sore. No one came to let him out. Most likely no one even heard him over the din of the masses outside.

     Realizing how futile his attempts were, he sagged to the floor in a dejected heap. Tears streamed down his face. He didn't care that he was crying. He was scared. Nothing he had ever experienced in life had prepared him for this moment. He never felt so alone in his life. He started to think about Ma and Pa. Would he ever see them again? Stop it! This is not getting you out of here. Think, there has to be a way out!
     Thomas rubbed the tears from his eyes and cheeks and sat up. He peered around in the murky blackness of the room. Slowly his eyes were becoming adjusted to the thick darkness. He could now just barely make out the stone walls that surrounded him. He stood up and walked to the nearest wall. 
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       Examining the length of the wall, he was surprised to find that a large hole had been excavated in the dry dirt floor close to the rock wall. It seemed as if some previous occupant of the room had made an attempt to dig his way to freedom. Attempted and failed. The hole was only about three feet deep and as many feet wide. Thomas could barely make out the bottom of the hole in the darkness. When he got down and put his arms into the hole, he found that it ran down into the ground parallel to the wall. He leaned his body into the hole so he might reach the bottom. Obviously the person who had dug the hole gave up when they discovered that the rock wall continued downward beneath the ground. It must have been discouraging. A slow, hard job digging down those three feet in the dry packed earth, only to find that escape was blocked by the same wall that surrounded him now. His captors had obviously been thinking ahead when they built this prison. Thomas wondered for a moment about the person who had dug the hole. What had finally happened to him? Was the same fate now awaiting him?

     Thomas took his arms out of the hole and looked up at that wall. A mighty fortress of stone, nearly impenetrable surrounded him.  But wait, what's this? A tiny crack was barely visible beneath a large gray stone. Just the thinnest of cracks really, but a crack nonetheless. Thomas got down on his knees and tried to peer through the crack. A tiny haze of bright golden sunlight was all he could see, the crack was just too small to allow him to see anything else.

     "Well that certainly doesn't do me any good,” he said aloud. Returning to his feet he glanced around again. He shivered in his nightshirt, as the room was cool although not 
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yet cold. Thomas knew that it would get cold quickly come nightfall. He had to find a way out before then. He surveyed the room as well as he could in the darkness. The room 

was even smaller than it had looked from the outside. Starting from the point on the wall where the crack was Thomas paced off the room, being careful to avoid the gaping hole in the center. The little building was only three paces square.

     Returning to the middle of the room, Thomas sat down once again on the dry dirt floor. He tried hard to fight off the feeling of despair that threatened to engulf him. He knew that if he gave in to that feeling again he'd never have enough control of the situation to figure a way out, and there had to be a way. He just had to stay cool and level headed about it all. He took a couple of deep breaths to steady his nerves. A way out, there must be a way out.

     Something kept tickling the back of his mind. A thought or perhaps a memory pulled at his attention. Suddenly it dawned on him. He remembered seeing the old woodcarver praying while the Nephites were shooting their arrows at Samuel. Is that what had kept Samuel, no, all of them, safe during the rain of arrows? Would it work for him now?

     Thomas quickly moved to his knees, and started to pray. He prayed harder than he had ever prayed before. Surely God would hear him. He wasn't sure how much time had gone by while he knelt on the hard dirt floor talking to Father in Heaven, but when he finally arose he felt calmer, much less afraid.
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 Thomas realized that he was going to have to do something on his own to help save himself. He didn't think it was very wise to just sit there and wait for God to unbar the door, not that he lacked the faith that it could happen, but rather because he knew that he had to work for it himself.

     He stretched his cramping muscles and re-examined the little room in which he was imprisoned.  He looked up in an effort to see the ceiling, but it was just too dark to see that high. He reached his arms up hoping to touch something, but his fingers found nothing but air above his head. He shivered. The stale air within the little room was getting cooler by the minute, but at least it was dry.

     Thomas sighed. How he longed to feel the sunshine on his face once again, to see the blue of the sky and feel the warm breezes kissing his cheek.  A small smile quickly flitted across his face. Sunshine! Why didn't I think about that before? I've wasted so much time already! 

     Thomas scrambled toward the wall with the tiny crack that he had noticed earlier, and began to push and pull at the heavy stones in the wall. They were all stuck fast, held by a thick layer of mortar between each stone. I won't give up! 

     Settling himself on his knees he tried to stick his index finger into the crack, but could barely get the end of his fingernail inside. Carefully he scratched at some of the sandy mortar. It seemed to be a mixture of heavy red clay mixed with a fine sand that had been 
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dried nearly brick hard at one time, but now, it was old and grainy and beginning to crumble in a few places. 

Thomas shredded  his fingernails trying to scrape enough mortar from the crack, but he kept on working. After he had scratched out as much of the powdery mortar as he could with his fingernail, he used his thumbnail. Before long he had doubled the width of the crack. Still, it was progressing much too slowly, and his finger and thumbnails were soon worn completely down to the quick. His hands was sore and bleeding. What Thomas needed was a tool of some kind, but what could he possibly find in here that he could use? He felt along the ground until he found a small stone. He picked it up, turning it over in his hand. It was a small stone, but still much too big to fit in the crack. He would need something smaller. He put the stone in his nightshirt pocket, just in case he should find a use for it later, and began feeling again along the ground for something smaller. He needed something slender, and something a little sharp would be nice too. 

Thomas made a complete circuit of the room but came up empty. He sat back against the cool wall and breathed deeply of the stale air. I can't give up now, not now! He nervously twisted his nightshirt in his hands, running his fingers over the buttons. Buttons!
    Thomas jumped up and started twisting one of his shirt buttons around until the tiny piece of metal came off in his hand. He then set to work with a will, scraping and digging at the little crack with the button. Slowly, ever so slowly the crack widened, as the little metal button grew thinner and thinner. His arms ached with the strain of the constant 
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scraping, but he hardly gave a thought to his discomfort. 

     After what seemed like hours, but surely was no more than a few minutes, Thomas had the crack scraped all the way around the stone. His hands and arms ached terribly, but the results of his efforts gave him hope. He only prayed that it would be enough to loosen the big stone a little bit. The button was now only a misshapen sliver of rough, jagged edged metal. But it was now time for something bigger. He fished the little stone out of his pocket and started the scraping and digging process all over again, ignoring the pain in his hands.
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CHAPTER NINE

     The old woodcarver slowly crept out of the woods. He looked around carefully to be sure there were no other guards lurking about. He could still hear Samuel somewhere above him, still preaching to the Nephites from atop the wall. That was good anyway. 

     As he drew closer to the gate, he noticed that it sat wide open and unguarded. Of course, they are too busy with Samuel and Thomas to worry about that gate. Cautiously he crept forward, toward the open gate. He flattened himself out against the wall, and listened. All he could hear was the steady droning of the crowds and above that Samuel's voice sounded loud and strong. 
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     Carefully the old man peered around the corner of the wall and into the city of Zarahemla. A huge crowd had gathered at the foot of the wall on which Samuel stood, and another smaller crowd was gathering around several of the guards nearby. Glancing around to be sure that there were no other guards around to see him, he darted in through the gate. Once inside, he slowed to a casual appearing walk and melted in to the crowd. He looked up at Samuel in an effort to look, for all the world, like he was totally caught up in the Lamanites words, yet in reality his mind was a whirlwind of thought. Where did they take that boy, and how am I going to get him out of here when I do find him? What about Samuel? How's he going to get down off that wall now that the guards have taken his ladder? 

     Realizing that he could only help one of them at a time, he decided to concentrate his efforts on finding Thomas first. After all, Samuel seemed to have someone else looking after him right now. His mind flashed back to when the Nephite people had assailed Samuel with their arrows, yet not a one had found its mark.

     The old man knew that the most likely place for the guards to take Thomas would be the pit. That's what everyone called the place where they kept prisoners in Zarahemla. The pit was a small building built as to be practically escape proof. No windows existed in the building, which consisted of one small room, and the walls were sunken into the ground to a depth of about 6 feet. The floor of the building was of such hard packed, dry dirt that anyone attempting to dig his way out would most likely die before they succeeded. Yes, if they were going to put the boy anywhere within the city walls, that 
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would be the place. 

     Looking around again to be sure he wasn't being watched, he elbowed his way through the crowd and walked quickly toward the building known as the pit. Before he had managed to make it even halfway there, he saw the three guards that he had noticed from the gate surrounded by a smaller crowd of people. In the center of the crowd a flash of fiery red hair immediately caught his attention. Thomas!  

     The old man froze in his tracks and watched closely to see what the guards were going to do with his young friend. He saw one of the guards using a long staff to prod Thomas in the direction of the pit. The terrified look on the boy’s face was all it took to get the old man moving. He hurried through the thick mob of Nephites until he stood just across from the building known as the pit. One more, quick glance to assure him that his actions were not being observed by anyone in the crowd and he quietly slipped behind the pit. Only a moment later he heard the low groan of the thick wooden door being pulled open, followed by another groan as it was once again closed and the heavy thud of the bolt being lowered into it's cradle.

     Now that he knew where to find the boy, he had some time to think of his next move. He had to find out where the guards had taken his donkey and cart. Everything he needed to help Thomas was in that cart. He must be careful though. Surely the guards were on the lookout for him now as well. 
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  Slowly the old man began to make a careful canvas of the city, searching every street and every stable for some sign of his cart and donkey. He debated with himself over whether or not to return to his own home in search of the needed supplies to aid his friend. He had just decided that although the guards would probably be awaiting him there, it would be worth whatever risk it took and started to walk quickly toward his home. He planned to sneak up on his little house and see if some trap had been set for him. He would not be taken easily. 

     Just then, from the direction of a small alley between two shops he heard the nasally braying of a donkey. His heart stopped beating for a moment. There were not many donkeys in the city, most were kept out in the surrounding countryside to graze, but what few there were in the city were usually kept secured in one of the city's stables. This animal seemed to be out in the streets somewhere. Since the other occupants of the city were too intent on the Lamanite on the wall to bother with their livestock, he knew in his heart that this must be his old donkey, and if so, he would recognize it immediately. He followed the braying sound to the end of the alley where three buildings converged together. Sure enough, there stood his donkey, still tethered to the wooden cart.

    "Ah, Telos, my friend. I had nearly given up ever finding you." He whispered to the animal in a gentle almost loving voice. "Come along now, we have much work to do. Young Thomas is in trouble and needs our help."

    The old man led the donkey back down the narrow alleyway. Once at the entrance to 
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the main street, he stopped and stood very still. Seeming to sense his master's feelings of caution and urgency, the donkey too remained quiet and still. The old man listened intently for any sound that would warn of approaching danger. The street remained still. Of course, everyone was at the wall with Samuel. No one would notice him if he was careful and remained quiet.

      Slowly, as silently as possible, he crept along the street, keeping ever watchful for guards or other threats. Only when the cart emitted a squeak or creak would he slow his pace to chance a look around. But no one even seemed to notice above the din of the crowd.

      As he approached a small outdoor market, it's shelves made of rough wood, he paused and thought deeply. Yes, this will be perfect!  He quickly untied the donkey from the cart, then backed the cart up snug among the shelves of the market. He searched his pockets and soon came up with two smooth worn stones. He hovered over the straw filled bed of the cart for a few moments, looking longingly at his woodcarving tools that he had bundled in the leather bag. It pained him to lose then this way. He picked them up, along with the carving he had been working on and tossed them into the middle of the gravel road some distance away. Perhaps he might have a chance to retrieve them later. 

     The old man then began striking his stones together. It took several minutes but eventually there was the tiniest of sparks. After a few gentle breaths the small spark flared alight, and he had a small blaze burning in the bed of the cart. The donkey began to 
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prance nervously at the sight and smell of the flames and smoke. Then, the old man stroked the donkey lovingly about the neck and whispered into the animal’s ear. "Take care my friend. Be safe." 

      Suddenly the donkey took off through the streets braying and running as if pursued by demons. The old man chuckled softly to himself and turned to watch the flames, ensuring that they fully engulfed the cart. He tossed several small pieces of wood onto the burning straw. Soon, small fingers of yellow-orange flame were reaching for the dry log tables of the marketplace. He knew it would only be a matter of a few minutes before someone sent up the shout, and Nephites would then come running to save their city from the threatening flames. 

     The old man ran to a sheltered spot on a side street where he could have a good view and clear escape. After a rather lengthy wait, the sound of many running feet and the shouting of voices could be heard. "Fire, fire!!"

     The old wood carver waited for the right moment, then made good his escape. He darted out quickly and sprinted as fast as he could for the pit.

     "Thomas!"  He shouted as he neared the pit, keeping a watchful eye out for guards. "Thomas are you in there?"

     There was no answer. Panic began to overcome the old man. 
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     Could they have moved the boy? Where would they have taken him? What have they done to him?
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CHAPTER TEN

        Thomas was tired, and his fingers were reduced to a mass of blood and open flesh. His hands were numb, having long since passed the point of pain. Yet still he scraped and scratched at the crack until he had made a complete circuit, one end finally meeting up with the other. Never before in his life had he worked so fervently at anything. Then again, never before had his very life depended upon his own abilities, as it did now.

     Stopping to wipe the sweat of his brow with a dirty hand, he took a moment to survey his work. He was sure that with one firmly placed kick, the entire rock would give way. Hopefully the crack was deep enough to penetrate the entire thickness of the mortar. He 
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had no way of knowing for sure.  Thomas sighed.  If only I had my boots on, I know I could do it then, but barefooted? I just don't know. 

    Peering through the narrow crack, he looked around as much as he was able to assure that there was nobody close enough to see or hear him kick the stone. Satisfied that he was indeed alone in the vicinity of his prison, he turned his attention once again to the stone.

   Thomas raised his right foot and aimed carefully at the stone. He swung his leg, just to practice a time or two, and finally, he let fly at the wall with a powerful kick, directly on the loosened stone, but the stone held firm. Thomas fell to the floor as a searing pain shot through his bare right foot and ankle. He sat crumpled in a heap in the middle of the room, moaning, and feeling very sorry for himself.

    There was obviously more mortar holding the heavy rock in place than he had expected. There was no way, however, that he could remove the remaining mortar. The small stone he had used was too round and short to reach any further back and he had nothing else that he could use as a tool for such a purpose. What I need is one of the old man's woodcarving chisels. That would be perfect! 

     He thought briefly of Nigel, sitting patiently at his table, slowly chipping away at the block of wood. Then he remembered something the old man had said to him as he sat 

carving. "Slowly", he had said, "slowly, but firmly. That is the best way. Slow, steady 
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and firm."  Maybe Thomas could put that lesson to practical use now.

     He wiped the tears from his face once again, and arose from the floor.  Hobbling painfully over to the wall, he placed both hands on the stone. He pushed, slowly, firmly, and steadily. His breath stuck in his chest as he gave everything he had to this one task. He closed his eyes and concentrated... Push....hard....steady....slow.....firm.
    Suddenly he thought he felt something move just the tiniest bit. He wondered for a moment if it wasn't just all his imagination. No! There it is again! It DID move!!  He tried to push harder, but his already battered hands were now stiff and numb. His arms were tired and ached from the exertion of scraping the crack earlier. He thought for only a moment before he changed his tactic and sat down on the hard sand, facing the

stone. He looked at it closely. Yes, the rock no longer lined up smoothly on the face with the other stone. It had definitely moved. 

     Thomas put his left foot against the rock, supporting himself with his elbows, his back planted firmly against the hard, sandy ground. Placing his right foot gingerly atop his left, as it still pained him quite a bit, he once again began the slow, steady, firm, side to side pushing that had yielded success a moment before. He closed his eyes with the strain. His whole body ached from his efforts.

     There was a sudden grating sound and then the rock gave way with a lurch. Thomas 
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pulled his foot away quickly. The rock hung in the opening, wedged between the other rocks and the old mortar that still remained. Thomas reached in and grabbed the stone with his hands, twisting and pulling it toward himself. The stone came out in his hands, leaving a pocket of old mortar remaining in the hole. Tearing another button from his nightshirt, Thomas began scraping at the mortar. This time, with more room to work, his efforts were more quickly rewarded. The mortar powdered away under the scraping, until finally he broke through the thin skin separating his cell from the world outside. His heart beat wildly at his success and he put his face to the hole, breathing deeply of the fresh air. One more glance around reassured him that no one had witnessed his feat.

     The hole left by the rock was only large enough for Thomas to get his head through, but his shoulders stuck fast. Energized, and with a determined will, he went back to work, once again scraping the mortar from a nearby stone. The work went quicker this time, if not easier, for there was now more room to work at the mortared joint. The mortar was indeed old and decaying, and he could make larger scrapes with his button and little stone and clean away more mortar with each stroke of his hand.  

     Thomas suddenly felt energized. This was a feeling he had never had before. It was as if nothing could stop him from obtaining that freedom which he sought so courageously. He laughed aloud at his own musings. Imagine...me courageous!!

     Before an hour had elapsed, Thomas had cleaned away enough mortar to allow him to remove one more of the big stones. A little more work, and the last of the mortar would 
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be gone. Then he would be free! As he scraped away at the last section of mortar, he began to formulate a plan of action in his head. By the time he had this last bit scraped away, he was smiling broadly. He was free, and he actually had a plan of his own.

     Cautiously sticking his head out of the hole, he glanced all around him. He was alone, 

and he knew he must make his escape quickly. He gently tossed the big stones out through the hole in the wall. Then, he pulled his body out of the narrow hole and tumbled to the ground on the other side. He was shaking with excitement, and his heart was beating wildly as he began replacing the two big stones in the wall of the small building that had only moments before been his prison. It took him some few minutes to replace the heavy rocks into the wall so that any passer-by would see nothing obvious amiss. Soon he had hoisted the last stone into place. With one final glance at the wall, he assured himself that the loose stones were not too noticeable. He then headed off toward the main part of the city.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

     Thomas headed for the little building where Nigel, the woodcarver, had made his home. It took him only a moment to retrace the path he had run while escaping the pursuing mob earlier that day. Once inside Nigel’s house, he went directly to the large sack of flour that he had earlier noticed in the far corner of the small room. It was a coarse brown flour, really more like meal than like the fine powdery flour Ma used in her baking, but it smelled very much the same. He reached in and grabbed a handful of it, rubbing it in his hair, and onto his face. The majority of the meal fell to the floor, but the fine dust it left behind stuck to Thomas's sweaty face, hair, and hands.  Although he sneezed and coughed as he inhaled the dust into his lungs, he continued to powder 
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himself with the grainy dust. 

     Thomas had thought to wait in the old woodcarver’s house until dusk fell over Zarahemla.  Then, having covered his red hair and pale skin in the coarse brown flour, he could walk out of the city, under the cover of darkness, and hopefully, be less noticeable amidst the throngs of Nephites entering and leaving the city.

      By the time he was finished disguising himself there was flour on the floor, table and bench, but he didn't have time to worry about a mess right now. He turned and looked for a hiding place in the room, finally choosing once again to hide himself amongst the flour sacks in the darkened corner of the room where the old man had hidden him before.

      As Thomas crouched in his corner, he became vaguely aware of the acrid smell of smoke rising in the air of the room. It was strong, stronger than it should be from the few cook fires that were still smoldering in the city now. However, he was too intent upon laying out his plan in his mind to worry about a little smoke.

     Thomas coughed and noticed the wisps of smoke that hung suspended in midair in the room. He could also now hear the shouts of “Fire!” coming from several Nephites.  He fanned his hand in front of his face to clear the air a little. I’ve got to get out of here, now!

     Thomas fled the old woodcarver’s house, running out into the streets. The smoke hung thicker here, burning his eyes and making him choke and gag. The city was on fire! He 
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decided immediatley to go toward the main city gates rather then waiting for nightfall. 

     As Thomas neared the huge gates of the city, he tried to run as quietly as he could. It was actually rather easy to be silent, running in the warm sand with his bare feet. Creeping closer to the gates, he noticed that there were no guards surrounding the massive portals. The crowds had thinned somewhat, although there was still a large throng of people listening to Samuel, who was still standing atop the wall. Why are the gates unguarded? Where are the guards? The fire! They must be out putting the fire out.  

     From across the wide main street of the city, Thomas heard a woman yelling. She appeared to be very excited and was gesturing wildly to the other people who stood around the walls. "Fire!" she screamed. "The marketplace is on fire!!"         

    As if in response to the woman’s screams, huge billows of acrid gray smoke wafted toward them, threatening to engulf them all within those suffocating confines. It was as if a heavy gray curtain had dropped down around him, and Thomas ran in sheer panic for the front gates that he knew should be somewhere up ahead of him. The smoke poured in around him, blinding him.  He closed his burning eyes, and rubbed them, trying to clear the acrid smoke from them. He opened them again and tried to look around to assure himself the gates were still there, still ahead, as well as to be sure that there were no flames rushing at him from anywhere. Horrified, Thomas realized he could see nothing.  He no longer had any idea which direction he was facing. The smoke was so thick it blotted out even the huge city walls from view.
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     Blinking his watering eyes in pain, Thomas ran on in a terrified confusion. The smoke was getting thicker still, obscuring buildings and people from view. He could barely see his own hand before his face for the clouds of smoke that now enveloped him. He was getting confused. He couldn’t breath! I should have come to the gates long before now. I must have gotten turned around somewhere!

     All around him he could hear the anguished shrieks and terrified cries of the citizens of the Zarahemla. Footsteps thundered past him, people shouldered him aside, not taking the time to even notice him in the thick smoke. Men trampled women and children in their frenzied efforts to be free from the conflagration.

     Slowly Thomas began to realize that perhaps this fire wasn’t totally a bad thing. Maybe he could find a way to use it to his benefit.  Perhaps God was giving him a way out, or some valuable time to find his own way out.  He stopped and took a moment to catch his breath, squatting low to the ground where the smoke was thinnest. Still, he choked and gagged on the burning fumes. His eyes and mouth stung with the ash and heat of it all. But he had to press on. People jostled and shoved him as they blindly passed him by.  They obviously didn’t notice him, his difference in the chaos.  He knew he had to find that gate. He thought for just a moment. If only he could find a wall. Any wall of this huge city...he could follow it around, and eventually come across the gates. It seemed to be the only hope left him. With this goal firmly planted in his mind, he headed off in as straight a direction as he could figure, striding on with a purposeful intent. 
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  The smoke sucked the very air from his burning lungs. He covered his nose and mouth with one arm, using the sleeve of his nightshirt as a filter for the smoky air. His knees nearly buckled as panic threatened to overtake him, and his head felt dizzy from the lack of air, yet still, he stumbled on, clinging to the bud of courage and determination that had recently begun to bloom within his breast.

     Thomas came up short, as he struck hard against a rock wall. Be it building or city wall, he could not be sure at first. He felt the hard surface with his hands and turned to the left, following along the length of the wall. It stretched on for several feet, and then jogged off at right angles. It obviously was not the right wall, but just an enclosure or building of some sort. 

     Thomas struggled on. The smoke was even thicker here, and people were everywhere, running in purposeful haste. Some were lying, writhing in torment on the ground. He could now hear the crackling of the flames feeding on the wood of the structure they were consuming. He realized that he must have been nearing the fire and source of all the smoke. He coughed and gasped for air. Oh, how the hot smoke singed his lungs! He turned around and fled in the opposite direction, stumbling and sprawling flat on the ground before he'd taken more than 3 strides. A shooting stab of pain slashed through his foot, the same foot he had hurt trying to kick out the rocks of his prison.

     He grabbed at his ankle, biting back a cry of pain, sucking in the thick smoke. Through the foggy depths around him, he saw something dark and solid lying on the 
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ground at his feet. He reached out and picked it up. This must be what he'd tripped over in his blind haste to be away from the flames. It felt like a small piece of wood that was uneven and jagged. 

     Footsteps suddenly pounded close by. A heavy form ran by, nearly stepping on top of him in the murky darkness. Thomas hurried to stand so as not to be trampled by fleeing citizens. He winced with the effort as he put pressure on his injured ankle. He had to run, had to bear the pain. He had to get away!

     Thomas staggered and limped off in the opposite direction of the flames and thickest smoke. He blindly fled onward summoning a reserve of strength he never before knew existed within him. He ran for what seemed an eternity until another wall suddenly loomed up before him. Once again, he turned to the left and followed the wall along its length. This wall continued on until Thomas had to admit to himself that he had indeed found one of the huge outer walls of Zarahemla. He continued onward, noticing that the further he went the lighter and thinner the smoke became, until all that remained were 

wispy tendrils that danced on the gentle breezes. Before long he stopped short. There in front of him stood the mighty gates of the city, slightly ajar, still bereft of defense save for one scraggly looking guard. Thomas approached him slowly.  

     The guard was terrified, sure that this fire coming on the heels of Samuel's words was not a good omen. He glanced around him in obvious fear and discomfort. Then he noticed something silently advancing toward him. He gasped in horror.      It was a 
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wraith!  Its ghostly countenance was deathly gray; it's eyes as red and glowing as was it's fiery hued hair. Surely a demon born of the same flames that were now trying to consume them all. He could fight a man, but he could not even begin to fight a demon wraith! He slowly backed away, his eyes filled with terror. 

     Thomas approached the guard slowly, his heart a solid lump in his throat. He was so close. He couldn't give up now. His mind raced for a way to get passed this guard. Surely the Lord would not lead him this far only to let him be recaptured by one lone city guard! 

     Thomas stood still, blinking in disbelief. Could it be? The guard was acting extremely strange. He was backing away, almost as if he were afraid of Thomas. Of course he was! Thomas suddenly remembered the flour he had powdered himself with and realized that combined with the sooty smoke that covered his skin and hair, the tears and grime that streaked his face, he must surely look like someone risen from the dead. He had only meant to make himself blend in a little better by dusting himself with the brown flour, but this was even better! This silly superstitious man was actually afraid of him.  Thomas could have laughed his relief was so great!

     Instead, Thomas immediately acted on the guard's fear by waving his arms menacingly at him. He hissed and whispered nonsense words just loud enough for the terrified man to hear. The guard's eyes became huge, and round with fear. Within moments the terror-stricken man turned on his heel and fled into the smoke of the inner city, screaming about the fire demon that was after him. 
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     Thomas didn't take the time to watch the man's terrified flight, but rather turned and ran from the city himself, hurrying out through the gates and down the road as fast as his injured ankle would carry him. He ran blindly, not daring to look back for fear of finding that the guards had discovered his absence and once again taken up the chase.

     Finally his breath and his ankle both gave out, and he crumbled to the ground in a trembling heap. His chest heaved as his lungs struggled for every breath of fresh, cool air, and his heart pounded out a terrified rhythm in his ears. Nervously he scanned the area, but all was calm and silent around him. Glancing up at the spot where Samuel had stood high above on the wall, Thomas noticed that the spot was now empty. Samuel was gone. Where had he gone? Had he gotten down off the wall alone? If so, how? Perhaps Nigel had returned to assist him. Then another thought struck his mind. What if Samuel is lying atop the wall, wounded and perhaps dying? No one would ever notice, or even care.  No, that can't be. God would never allow that. Samuel was just too valiant in his efforts to fulfill his mission. God would surely protect him from harm, wouldn’t he?

    Thomas was brought out of his musings by a sound. The sound was not unlike the cracking of a twig beneath one's foot. He turned quickly and looked in the direction from where the sound had come. Two men could be seen walking away from the city gates. They walked with a fast pace, yet did not hurry exactly. Thomas hunkered down low to the ground, hoping to avoid detection. He watched the two as they approached along the road, his heart once again in his throat. 
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  Had they seen him already? Were they coming even now to get him?  No, if that were the case, they'd be running. They must have just discovered my escape and now they are looking for me!  That thought brought the vile taste of fear to his lips. 

     His legs could run no more. He was tired, so very tired, and every muscle in his body ached from his escape from the pit and his flight from the city. His ankle throbbed and pained him terribly, and his chest hurt from the smoke he had inhaled. He doubted if he could move as much as a foot farther down the road even if his very life depended on it and it very well just might depend on it. 

     Thomas watched as the two men approached the bend in the road directly ahead of him. When they turned, he could see them clearer, although they were still quite some distance away from him.  The two appeared to Thomas be a stocky old man walking along with a younger, more agile man. The younger one had a hold on the old man’s arm, as if he were helping his companion along on his journey.   Recognition struck Thomas like a thunderbolt! Samuel, and Nigel, the woodcarver! He wanted to run to them, yell out to them that he was there, but he could not. They would not be the only ones to see 

and hear him. The guards of the city would hear as well, and coming running to capture them all.

      Thomas was so tired, and his ankle hurt so very badly, he doubted he would make it that far anyway.  He felt like crying he was so tired.  He just wanted to be home.  This adventure hadn’t turned out very well in Thomas’ mind and he was ready for it to be 
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over.

     "Yes, the boy escaped out the gates, so he is safe,” said Samuel. "He will find his way home, I am sure."

    The old man sighed, and nodded. "Yes, I'm sure he will. I will miss him though. Speaking of home Samuel, will you return to your home now?"

    "Yes, I will return home now, but what of you my friend? You will no longer be safe within your own city. Where will you go?" Samuel asked with concern showing on his face.

    "Oh, I will probably go and settle in Bountiful. I do a good enough business there anyway. I will be fine. Please don't worry about me." Said the old woodcarver, brushing off Samuel’s concern.

     Thomas kept his eye on the pair as they walked farther down the road that led away from the city. Exhausted, he laid his head down on his arms. He was so tired, but he to try to make sense of it all. What did they mean he would find his own way home? It was not just a matter of asking someone directions and getting started on his way home. Afterall, It was the year 6 BC and he was completely alone.

      Thomas really needed his little friend Nigel right about now. That little wooden man 
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had gotten him into all this, he was probably the only one who could get him out again. But his friend was lost somewhere around the city, and Thomas could never go back inside those gates to find him.  Who knows what could have happened to the little man outside those great walls?  What was Thomas going to do now? How was he ever going to get out of here?

     He thought momentarily of the fire and wondered if his tiny friend has been inside the city. Had he survived the fire as well? He knew how Nigel hated fire. Thinking of the flames brought back the memory of his Gramma and Gramps. He had lost so much to fire, he hated fire, hated what it made him feel inside. Ashamed of himself because he was a coward. 

    A dreamy little voice spoke to him. "No Thomas, you are not a coward anymore. You saved yourself from the prison that held you captive. You used your own brains and your own strength to save yourself. Just as you risked your life in your quest to find me because you care about me, your Gramma and Gramps gave their lives to save you that day, because they love you. No, you are no coward Thomas. You are brave!”

     Thomas suddenly sat bolt upright. “Nigel!” He yelled, as he quickly looked around for his little friend. He soon realized however, that he must have fallen asleep for a moment. He really was so very weary, and the tiny man was obviously no where to be seen. He sighed, and thought for a moment about that voice. Am I really brave?
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  His thoughts were interrupted when the two men on the road turned toward him. They halted for a moment in the middle of the dirt road, and raised their arms, waving goodbye to him. They were smiling, both of them. He waved back at them, wanting to run to them. He was just too weak, too tired.  In the next instant, the men were gone and the road was empty.

     Not a sound could be heard but the soft breeze rustling through the leaves, and the birds twittering to each other high up in the trees. A feeling of intense loneliness struck him. His heart ached for his friends. At least those two were safe, and they were together. Samuel had fulfilled his quest and could rest easier now.  He had done all he could to see the Nephites forewarned.

     Thomas sighed a long, deep sigh.  He noticed for the first time the chunk of wood he still held tightly in his hand. It was a carving of some kind. He strained his eyes in the dim light. Yes, a carving of a guard, a soldier really. Somewhat like the ones that Pa had made, only this one was unfinished, still rough and unpainted, and wearing the garb of the Nephite guards. It was covered with a black dusty coating. Soot from the fire. Nigel, the old woodcarver, must have been working on this. Thinking of his friends hurt his heart. He hadn’t known them for long, yet he felt as if he’d known them all his life. 

     Thomas lay down on the ground once again, pillowing his head on his arms. Sobs wracked his body as tiny tears of loneliness traced hot paths down his dirty cheeks, leaving clean white trails on his freckled face. He was so tired, so lonely. He'd been 
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through so much, and now he just wanted to go home, to see Ma and Pa again. But how? How do I get back?  
     Through his tears and anguish, Thomas remembered how comforted he felt in the pit, when he prayed to Heavenly Father. Perhaps he should try it now too. He had nothing to lose, he was alone, abandoned, and afraid. Getting some control over his emotions, Thomas wiped his face with a dirty sleeve, and snuffled his nose a bit. He then got to his knees, right there by the walls of Zarahemla, and prayed.  “Please Father in Heaven, help me…

     "Thomas.  C’mon, wake up Thomas! It's Christmas morning!  If I’m not mistaken there’s something waiting for you in your stocking.  Hurry up son!"

     Thomas could hear Ma's lilting voice reaching him as if through some foggy tunnel. She sounded so happy! It was so wonderful to hear her voice again. He felt himself waking up and he fought to stay asleep. This was one dream, a sweet dream of his dear Ma that he didn't want to wake up from.

     "Come on boy, get up. Everyone's waiting for you!" 

     Pa! That was Pa’s voice!
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Thomas felt someone gently shaking him awake. He sat up in his bed, and looked around, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Ma and pa were standing by his bed, both smiling lovingly down at him. "Get up sleepyhead and we can have some breakfast." Pa said, ruffling Thomas’ hair playfully.

     Breakfast!  Thomas was starved! After all, he hadn't eaten very well in Zarahemla. Suddenly it all came back to him. Zarahemla!!  How had he gotten back? Or...was it all a dream? It all seemed so very real. 

  " Okay Pa, I'll be right there." he said slowly. "Just give me a few minutes please?"

    " Sure son." Pa replied, looking at him curiously. "Are you feeling alright? You look rather pale this morning? You aren't getting sick on us now are you?"

    Ma came to stand by the side of Thomas’ bed, putting a tender hand to his forehead to check for signs of illness. If this were another time, Thomas might have pulled away from his mothers concerned touch, not wanting to be considered a child who needed pampering, but this time he let her mother him. He enjoyed the soft, warm feel of her hands on his face. Her hands felt of love, and caring.

    "No, I'm not sick." He said, trying to calm their concerns. I just had a strange dream last night, and I didn't sleep very well, that's all."
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   "Well, We'll wait out in the front room for you, and I'll try to keep your father from eating everything on the table before you get out there." his Ma said, smiling and winking at him. 

   "By the way son, we found this on the floor by your bed this morning." Pa said, handing him one of the tiny wooden soldier from the tree. 

     "Hmmm....wonder how that got in my room." Thomas said aloud, shifting uneasily under the covers.

     With a smile and a shrug, his parents left the room and closed the door behind them.  

    Thomas sat up in his bed for a long while, staring at the soldier. He remembered dreaming about the little soldier talking to him, telling him a story.  He had been dreaming it all, hadn’t he?  It all seemed so very real. He thought about Samuel, and the signs he had seen the prophet work while atop the huge walls of the city. He remembered the hatred in the eyes of the people of Zarahemla when they looked at Samuel. He also thought about how he felt being hated just because he was different. Then, he remembered Nigel, and everything the old woodcarver had done to help him. Yes it had to have been a dream. Thomas smiled to himself as he remembered it all. It was the best dream ever! He couldn’t wait to tell Ma and Pa about it over breakfast. 

     His stomach growling hungrily made Thomas hurry. He pushed back the bed covers, 
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and hopped out of bed. He winced slightly as a stab of pain shot through his ankle. He shivered, and brushed the thought from his mind. As he began to quickly make up the blankets on his bed, his hand brushed something rough, and hard. He pulled the object out from beneath the covers and nearly gasped when he saw what he held. For just a moment, his heart nearly stopped beating in his chest, and time seemed to stand still as he realized the meaning of it all.  It was the carving that he held, still covered in soot, and smelling faintly of smoke, just as he had remembered it from his dream.  A slight thrill ran through his body. It wasn’t a dream afterall! How could this be?

    "Are you coming Thomas?" Ma's voice came questioning through the wooden door to his room. "I don't think I can keep your father from the food much longer!" She yelled 

with a touch of  laughter in her voice.

     At that moment Thomas realized that it didn't matter how, just that it was so. It had been real! But now he was home again with Ma and Pa, and he would always have his memories of Zarahemla, and this strange little carving. He quickly tucked the little wooden Nephite, along with the soldier Pa had made, into his bureau drawer where they would be safe.

     "I'm coming! Don't you dare to let him eat it all without me!" he yelled, as he ran laughing from the room.
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