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      33 A.D., Jerusalem

      

      Simon watched James leave the potter’s house heading for Emmaus. His older brother had left orders to continue with repairs to their host’s home while he went to invite Lazarus and his sisters to join them in a caravan back to Nazareth. The heat of political persecution and rumors about Jesus had proved too much for the newly appointed patriarch.

      In the weeks since they’d come to Jerusalem, Simon had lost his oldest brother to a Roman cross and seen their family friend beaten in the streets for being wakened from the dead. Now, with authority heaved onto his shoulders, James’ first orders were to flee.

      The idea of running from Rome caused Simon’s stomach to flop. Was everyone in his family truly as weak as everyone claimed Nazarenes to be?

      Jude passed him with an arm full of supplies. “Coming?”

      Simon lifted a curious brow at his brother. “Where?”

      “Naomi’s.” Jude flicked his chin toward the neighboring house. “James said we’re to make repairs to her place as well.”

      Simon let out a disgruntled noise. “It’s not enough we’ve slaved on the potter’s house. Now James has peddled us out as indentured servants for the midwife, too?”

      “We owe a great debt.” Jude adjusted the items in his hands. “Benjamin has provided for our needs well beyond what was expected of him. He’s a poor potter.”

      Poor. The word sent heat through Simon’s veins. “He, and everyone else, are made only poorer by the taxations of Rome.”

      “Not this again.” Jude hung his head. “When are you going to release Rome from the blame for all your troubles?”

      Simon’s jaw clenched. He’d despised Rome and her soldiers from the time he was a young man, having witnessed their cruelty firsthand. “I will release them when they release our people from their control.”

      “Simon, when are you going to understand? People are the casualties of this war; they’re not our enemy.”

      “Didn’t the prophet Isaiah say, ‘They will take captive those who were their captors, and rule over those who oppressed them’?”

      “Isaiah also said, ‘For the Lord is a God of justice; blessed are all those who wait for him.’”

      “I’m tired of waiting.”  Simon tightened his hands into fists at his sides. “There have been too many Messiahs and all of them have come to naught. Jesus claimed to be Messiah and didn’t stick around long enough to make any actual changes. In three years, all he accomplished was a lot of talk and a collection of worthless followers. Then he went and got himself killed by Rome and now lays rotting in a borrowed tomb while we’re still under their hobnailed sandals.”

      “Rome doesn’t care about us.” Jude’s face pinched inward. “They’re blood-drenched peacocks bent on keeping peace and expanding their territory. The true persecution of our people comes from our own.”

      “The council?” Simon’s brow lowered. “You know they’re controlled by Rome, too.”

      Jude groaned and turned away.

      “It’s true.” Simon stepped forward. “Every one of them has bought their way in by filling the money pouches of Roman authorities.”

      “We don’t have time to argue about this,” he called over his shoulder. “James said⁠—”

      “I don’t care what James said.” Feeling heat rise on the sides of his neck, Simon turned back toward the potter’s house. He wasn’t going to lose another verbal battle with his scroll-smart brother. “You can break your back repairing the midwife’s house, but you’ll do it without me.” He stomped his way inside.

      Chatter of women bounced around the open area of the simple home as the scent of grains and spices filled Simon’s flaring nostrils. His three sisters and the potter’s daughter were hard at work, but their endless jawing ground on his frayed nerves.

      He'd grown sick of being ordered around by his brothers and even sicker of being confined to the potter’s dwelling. If James was preparing for them to return to Nazareth, then he was going to soak in as much freedom as he could before the trip.

      Climbing the ladder to the upper room, he searched through his brother’s belongings. James was as predictable as the rising sun. It was easy to find his money pouch and even easier to lighten it by a few coins. A small deposit for all Simon had endured.

      Setting things back to their proper order, he donned his gray cloak and left the house without a word to anyone.

      Wandering the Lower City, Simon filled his lungs with fresh air. His leg muscles found new life while he explored street after street. He couldn’t recall the last day he’d been allowed to order his own steps.

      For hours, Simon traveled the dusty roads of Jerusalem, unsure of where to go or what to do. All he knew was that he wasn’t ready to return to Nazareth. He was not yet ready to go back to the small town where everyone knew his name and his family’s business. Not yet ready to tuck his tail and run away as James seemed happy to do. Not yet ready to return to the quarry with little plans for the future.

      The buildings around him grew in stature. Lively sounds from an inn called to him.

      He paused at its open door and bathed in the oil lamp light. It had been years since he stepped foot inside an inn. Memories of the last time sent icy waves down his back.

      Sounds of merriment and the smell of a promise of a warm meal beckoned him. He knew if he returned to the potter’s house there would be an equally warm meal waiting, but there would be no revelry.

      Reaching inside his tunic, he produced the coins he’d taken and twisted them around in his hand. A meal without the judgmental glances of his siblings would be a welcome change, and maybe a strong drink to wash it down.

      Pushing his memories back into submission, he stepped inside the large building.

      Exchanging two mites to the Innkeeper, he accepted a bowl of warm stew and a cup of strong wine and found a place to sit among the collection of travelers. Pillows of all shapes and colors were strewn about the room, offering a better place than the packed earth for weary backsides. The chunky broth heated his insides while the wine soothed his tensions.

      Jerusalem never lacked for variety. Simon saw people of varying lands scattered around the open space of the simple inn like stars decorating the night sky. Languages he’d never heard mixed with the ones his tongue and ears knew.

      Above the hum of life, the song of a large man reached Simon. He recognized the words as a song of David. Adjusting on his cushion, he located the source. A group of three men bantered back and forth while raising cup after cup to their lips.

      Simon could tell they were Jews from the blue and white tassels that hung from the hems of their garments, but they didn’t act like the docile men he’d grown up around in Galilee. These men were loud, unashamed, and boisterous. He drew closer to them like a moth to a flame, edging as close as he dared.

      One man raised his cup above his head and sang, “Contend, O Lord, with those who contend with me; fight against those who fight against me!” He lowered his cup and stuck it out toward the man to his left. “Take hold of shield and buckler and rise for my help! Draw the spear and javelin against my pursuers! Say to my soul, ‘I am your salvation!’ Let them be put to shame and dishonor who seek after my life!” He leaned on the man to his right. “Let them be turned back and disappointed who devise evil against me!”

      The man pushed him off.

      But the first continued undeterred, “Let them be like chaff before the wind, with the angel of the Lord driving them away! Let their way be dark and slippery, with the angel of the Lord pursuing them! For without cause they hid their net for me; without cause they dug a pit for my life. Let destruction come upon him when he does not know it! And let the net that he hid ensnare him; let him fall into it—to his destruction!”

      The other two laughed, cheering on the first man’s display.

      Over the edge of his cup, the man who shouted David’s song peered at Simon. “Problem?”

      Simon glanced over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, you.”

      Simon shook his head. “I was simply listening to your melody.”

      The man next to the singer elbowed him. “And a lovely voice you have, Dan.”

      “Stuff it, Levi.” Dan shoved him with his elbow.

      Simon lifted his cup to his lips and took a small sip. The wine was doing much to steady his courage. “I was curious as to the reason for your celebration.”

      “Reason?” Dan leaned closer to him. “Why, we’re reveling in the downfall of our enemy.” He raised his cup and chugged the rest of its contents.

      Levi and the other man cheered.

      Simon twisted the empty cup in his hand, wishing it would refill itself. “Who’s your enemy?”

      Dan squared his intense gaze. “Rome.”

      Simon fought the twitch at the corner of his mouth before it turned into a grin. He couldn’t believe his fortune to find men who seem to share his opinion on Rome. “And who has declared Rome your enemy?”

      “Torah!” Dan slammed his stone cup to the ground.

      “Torah!” Levi and the other man repeated.

      “It is Torah that teaches us three things.” Dan counted each out on his fingers. “Adonai is the only king we should acknowledge. We should establish His reign by rooting out any form of paganism and throwing off the yoke of our tyrants. And, finally, Adonai has made us separate from the Gentiles. Which means, as Adonai’s chosen people, we’re promised victory over our foes.”

      “Victory!” his two companions shouted in unison.

      Dan pointed his finger in Simon’s face. “That means our sovereignty is a divine right given to us by Adonai. No foreign power has any right to rule us.” He shook his finger and waved it away. “And anyone who compromises or forms an alliance with Rome is equally guilty and should be treated with no less restraint.” He lifted his hand toward the ceiling. “Adonai is our only Ruler and Lord.”

      Simon allowed his lips to slide into slight smile. “I’m in agreement with you.”

      “So says your words.” Dan sneered and leaned back. “What have your actions to say about it?”

      Simon let his gaze drop.

      “Thought so.” Dan squinted at him. “What’s your name?”

      “Simon ben Joseph.”

      Dan’s left eyebrow rose. “And your trade?”

      “Masonry mostly.” Simon lifted his shoulders. “Though I’ve been trained to work with wood and other materials as well.”

      Dan rose from his pillow and circled behind Simon. He gripped the back of Simon’s arm. “Strong. I’ll give you that. But your strength might be wasted on stone.”

      Simon lifted his gaze to stare at Dan. “I assure you; it has been.”

      Dan chuckled. “Some fire. I like that.” He rubbed his bearded chin. “How would you like to wager your zeal?”

      Simon rose to his feet. “How?”

      “First your zeal must be tested.” Dan gripped his shoulder. “We’ll see if your fire burns as hot as you claim.”

      “I’m willing to do anything to prove myself.”
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      Simon stared at Dan, waiting with held breath for the man to acknowledge his vow.

      Dan kept his focused gaze for a long moment. “If your word is true, then follow us.” He motioned to the others with a tilt of his head and moved toward the door.

      “Now?” Simon’s chest tensed as the men passed him.

      Dan turned. “Do you need someone’s permission?”

      The verbal blow hit its mark in Simon’s cracked resolve. He lifted his chin. “Lead on.”

      Simon followed the three men out of the inn, through the twisted streets of Jerusalem, and into the heart of the Lower City. Evening had come and gone while inside the inn and the night’s shadows now blanketed the city.

      Working his inner cheek, Simon glanced in the direction of the potter’s house. His family and their hosts would have completed their meal and began preparations for sleep. Would they have noticed his absence among them?

      Dan hesitated and put a hand on Simon’s chest, halting his steps. “Better wait here.” He flicked his chin. “Come on, Levi.”

      Obeying, Simon stood still in the nearly empty street. A few men tucked into a nearby building and a small group of others walked around a corner. Simon turned toward the man Dan had left with him. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      The third man swayed like a head of wheat on a windy day. “S-Seth.”

      Simon looked around. By his estimation, they were near the Pool of Siloam. “Where are we going?”

      Seth put a finger to his lips. “S-s-sh. They don’t like questions.”

      The man’s breath was heavy with wine and his extra syllables testified he may have had more than his system could handle. Simon flicked his gaze upward. Drunkenness was not a condition he tolerated. If a man couldn’t hold his drink, he shouldn’t hold his cup.

      It wasn’t long before Dan and Levi returned.

      “Come on.” Dan waved to Simon. “This way.”

      Following, Simon went down a narrow alley, around a corner, and across a street before stopping at the doorway of a house.

      Dan, Levi, and Seth continued inside without hesitation.

      Simon paused. He looked to his right, staring down the street. Shifting, he turned to gaze to his left. The streets were empty, not unusual, but something about the house seemed imposing, almost threatening. It was as if the house, or what was inside, shouted a warning to stay away.

      His eyes traveled to the doorpost in front of him. Whatever waited on the other side would challenge his life’s path. He could feel it in his bones. Though he wasn’t sure what it was, he was sure it was more than his family or Nazareth could offer. With a deep breath, he ducked inside.

      It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the lamp-lit room. Several large men filled the area, all set dark eyes on him. One of the larger men stood at the end of the room.

      “Come forward.”

      The deep voice sent a shiver through Simon, but he obeyed. Edging closer, he looked on one of the most famous faces in Jerusalem. Barabbas. He’d only ever heard whispers of the name and seen snatches of the man. Yet, here he stood in a towering presence over the group. His dark beard and wild hair doing a poor attempt at hiding several scars that marred his face. Simon found himself face to face with the most famous Zealot in Jerusalem.

      Dan stood near Barabbas. “May I present Simon.”

      Simon inclined his head toward Barabbas. “An honor.”

      Barabbas’ eyes traveled up and down Simon. “You bring me a mangy pup when I’ve asked for soldiers?”

      Simon saw a large vein on the side of Barabbas’ neck pulse. He knew the question was not directed at him.

      “True, he’s no soldier.” Dan lowered to one knee. “But he’s strong, a mason in fact, and he speaks with zeal.”

      “Speeches don’t win wars.” Barabbas gave a long sniff in Dan’s direction. “I fear your indulgence has cost your perception.” He clicked his tongue before setting his gaze back on Simon. He squinted. “You look familiar, pup. Do you dwell in Jerusalem?”

      “No.” Simon swallowed hard under the man’s intense watch. “My fam…” He faltered. There was no reason for Barabbas to know about his family. He cleared his throat. “That is to say, I’m from Galilee.”

      “Galilee, eh?” Barabbas scratched at his bearded chin. “Where about?”

      Simon hesitated to answer. He knew his village’s poor reputation and how well known the fact was to everyone else. “Nazareth.”

      “Nazareth?” Barabbas’ eyes widened. “Any relation to the one they call Jesus from Nazareth?”

      Simon flinched at his brother’s name. When he saw Barabbas’ head tilt forward, he knew he’d revealed his answer without opening his mouth. There was no reason to deny it. “He was my brother.”

      “Was?”

      “He died a criminal’s death.”

      “Oh, I’m well acquainted with his death.” Barabbas paced the small area in front of Simon. “In fact, I owe my freedom to him.”

      Simon lifted a brow. “Pardon?”

      Barabbas paused, but kept his back to Simon. “You know the tradition of releasing a prisoner on Passover?”

      “Of course.”

      Barabbas turned and spread his arms out.

      Simon’s stomach clenched. “You?”

      “In exchange for your brother.” Barabbas pulled his arms up into a shrug. “Though I’m sure it was all a ruse by Pilate to get your brother released. The crowd must have truly hated him to release a murderer instead.” He let out a deep laugh. “He was a coward anyway. I heard he only lasted six hours on his cross.”

      Some of the men sneered.

      Simon’s heart picked up its pace, but he shook away the conflicting emotions. “Doesn’t matter. Jesus is dead and buried.”

      “Well, there have been rumors to the contrary.” Barabbas folded his arms, causing his muscles to flex. “Still, they’re only rumors.” He moved to Dan and signaled him to rise. “Let’s test our young pup.”

      Dan lifted himself from his position and backed away.

      “Tell me,” Barabbas turned his attention back on Simon, “what do you know of the martyrdom of the Seven Sons?”

      Simon’s mind filled with James’ voice. His brother had been the first to recount to him the bloody portion of their people’s history. Simon knew James had done so as a warning in an attempt to sway Simon’s short temper. A lesson that had not had the effect James desired.

      The story came flooding back. “Seven Jewish brothers were seized, along with their mother, by the Syrian ruler, Antiochus IV. They were commanded to prove their obedience to him by eating the flesh of pigs. They refused.”

      Barabbas waved him on. “Continue.”

      More details of the tale came to Simon’s mind. “One by one, the oldest six sons were executed, but not before enduring horrible torture. When there was only the seventh son remaining, Antiochus IV petitioned the mother to convince her last son to comply so that he might live. Instead, she urged her son to follow in the path of his brothers. In doing so, the remaining son was killed, and the mother died as well.”

      “Sounds like the pup knows his stuff.” Barabbas chuckled and some of the others joined in. “But what does this teach us?”

      Simon measured the story and the lessons James attempted to convey. His brother had told him the seven sons and their mother died horrific, painful deaths. Simon had always admired their faith in the face of foreign oppression. “I suppose it best totaled in the words of the fourth son, ‘It is my choice to die at the hands of mortals with the hope that Adonai will restore me to life.’”

      Barabbas’ smile twisted upward.

      Bolstered by the look of satisfaction, Simon added, “They were willing to die for the sins of our nation. No matter what Antiochus IV did to them, Adonai would bring them into His presence and resurrect their bodies.”

      “Well said.” Barabbas nodded. “Tell me, do you know what our goal is?”

      Simon looked around the room of men before returning his attention to Barabbas. While he’d been warned of the dangerous actions of the groups who believed violence was an effective tool to gain victory, he knew little more about them. He shrugged.

      “To remove the yoke of the gentiles from our shoulders. A burden we have been carrying for far too long.” Barabbas tugged at his beard, twisting the end around his finger. “How well do you know the origins of our zeal against Rome?”

      Working the inside of his cheek, he glanced at Dan.

      “Barabbas speaks of Mattathias.”

      More lessons returned to Simon’s thoughts. “Mattathias was the Jewish priest who revolted against Antiochus IV and took his five sons into the hills to wage war against the Syrians.”

      Barabbas nodded. “Do you recall the name of the only son who survived to see his father’s zeal succeed?”

      “Simon.” The name was heavy on Simon’s lips.

      “It seems Adonai has brought us a Simon.” Barabbas stepped closer to Simon. “We shall see if you live up to your namesake.” He turned away. “Oh, and speaking of names…” he turned back. “…I was called Jesus by my mother before taking on the name Barabbas. Guess your brother and I have a few things in common.”

      The weight of Barabbas’ words hung on Simon like a wet cloak, but the eagerness to prove himself boiled in his soul.

      For the next five days, Simon stayed in the house with the other men. He sat at Barabbas’ feet listening to more stories of the Zealots and their shared yearning to remove Rome from power over their people.

      He answered question after question, revealing his ability to soak in the lessons. Each hour spent with the group strengthened his soul more than the hours in the quarry had done for his body or the years spent with his family had done for his mind. Among these men he felt not only a sense of belonging he’d never known, but a bond of like-mindedness and common desires he’d not found in Nazareth or anywhere else.

      After a morning of lessons, Barabbas spoke to him privately. “I think it’s time for a test.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “We shall see.” He rose from his place and called Dan and a few others closer. “We’re taking the pup with us today.”

      Dan shot Simon a glance. “You think he’s ready?”

      Barabbas took a moment to look Simon up and down. “That’s what today will tell me.” He set firm eyes on Dan. “Keep him close.”

      Without question, Simon followed the men out of the house and toward the market street.

      Barabbas and the others spread through the busy area.

      Simon stayed beside Dan. “What are we doing?”

      “Shh.” Dan brushed his fingers over a display of jewelry. “Close your mouth and open your eyes.”

      Simon kept his gaze shifting from Barabbas to the booths and back again.

      People ebbed and flowed around them.

      Among the crowd, Simon’s heart beat faster and his hands dampened. No one had told him why they were in the market or what Barabbas had planned, but Simon could feel the pulse of excitement coursing through his body.

      With a simple nod from Barabbas, the group moved across the street and gathered together.

      Simon had some trouble keeping up. It seemed the others spoke a silent language he had not yet learned.

      In a flash, the four of them surrounded another man and, before Simon could blink, Barabbas pulled out a dagger and stabbed the unsuspecting man.

      The stranger collapsed to the ground.

      Barabbas and his followers turned away and spread through the street again.

      Simon hurried after them, keeping as close to Dan as he dared. Pressing into an alley, he heard a woman’s scream echo down the street. His steps quickened, attempting to keep up with the others. Rushing through the streets, Simon’s skin burned with a heat he could not name.

      They reached the building where Simon first met Barabbas and they all tucked inside.

      Catching his breath, he turned to Dan. “Who was that?”

      “A Roman Senator.” Dan spat.

      “Why did Barabbas stab him?”

      “Because he was an important Roman and now… he’s a dead Roman.” Dan laughed. “The best kind.”

      Simon’s stomach turned, but at the same time, he felt a strange sense of accomplishment.

      “Simon,” Barabbas’ voice boomed through the room.

      In the last five days, Simon had learned much. The chief lesson was to come when Barabbas called. He hurried across the room and stopped in front of his leader.

      “You kept up.” Barabbas smiled, accentuating the scars on his face.

      Simon swallowed hard.

      “I want to make it clear that victories in war are never achieved through words.” Barabbas lifted his dagger to Simon’s cheek. “Victories are secured by the point of a sword and the might of soldiers.”

      Simon feared nodding in agreement with the cold metal pressed against his face.

      “Now.” Barabbas returned the weapon to his belt. “I say you’ve earned this.” He motioned for Levi to come forward.

      Levi held out a wrapped item to Simon.

      With care, Simon lifted the bundle and unwrapped it. A beautifully crafted sica lay in his hands. Gripping the handle, he held up the dagger, allowing the slightly curved blade to catch the light of the oil lamps. The rush that came with the weapon was unlike any he’d felt in his life.

      “May your blade taste the blood of a thousand Romans.”

      Barabbas’ words sounded like a prayer and a challenge tied into one. Simon liked the sound of it.
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      The following morning, with his dagger secured to his side and his leader’s growing trust, Simon was elected to make the day’s purchases from the market.
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