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To the Readers,

This book belongs to the genre of historical fiction, with an emphasis on fiction. While I have made every effort to remain faithful to historical facts, particularly regarding cultural customs, cities, notable figures, clothing, dates, and other details, I acknowledge that some liberties have been taken for the sake of storytelling.

Many of the characters in this saga are purely fictional, though they exist within the framework of real historical events. I aim to transport you to the past, immersing you in a world where faith, power, and intrigue shape destinies.

I hope you will enjoy this family saga, woven together with the unfolding thriller and mystery of the jar and the rod.

Happy reading!

For my girls

Toni, Nash, and Andrea

There is always a first time.
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(35CE)

“There is no such thing as coincidence!”

Many hold fast to this belief, using it to describe the inexplicable threads that weave through our lives. I, too, find myself pondering this notion, especially in light of how this manuscript came into my possession, secretly, unexpectedly, and with a weight that compels me to share it with you.

Perhaps it is not a coincidence. Maybe it is God's will that this knowledge should reach those of us who strive to walk "The Way." The revelations in this text may illuminate your understanding and guide you through the trials and triumphs of the Narrow Road.

What I present to you is not doctrine, nor do I claim it as infallible truth. Instead, it is a gift, a piece of insight for contemplation. How you receive it and what you choose to do with it is entirely up to you. Faith, after all, is a profoundly personal journey, and our path is uniquely our own.

For privacy and reverence, I have chosen to withhold the identity of the manuscript's author. What matters is not the messenger but the message. I hope these words will inspire, challenge, and encourage you to press on, no matter how steep or narrow the road may become.

As you read these pages, approach them with an open heart and a discerning mind. Reflect on the truths they may reveal, and allow them to shape your journey in ways that align with your calling.

This is my humble offering to you. May it serve as a light in the darkness and a guide along your way.

John Mark
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​PROLOGUE


[image: ]




(35CE)

Yes, I was scared.

Dear John Mark, I’ve always thought that those who write autobiographies are either proud or arrogant. Why else would anyone feel the need to write about themselves? What could they offer the world that wasn’t already said or done? And yet, here I am, stylus in hand, doing exactly what I once dismissed.

I don’t claim my life to be extraordinary in the grand sense. However, I can honestly say that the experiences I’ve had are rare, even among those I’ve known. In my time, few of us faced the same paths I did or encountered the same choices. Yet, as I reflect, I can’t help but feel that these experiences may resonate with others in the future, others who, like countless grains of sand, are swept along by the tides of history and forced to make choices that define them.

Perhaps it is this sense of uniqueness that compels me to write. Or maybe it is fear—fear that the truths I carry might be lost or forgotten, leaving others to wander unquestioningly in the same darkness I once knew. Whatever the reason, I hope that these words serve a purpose: to untangle some of the mysteries I’ve encountered and, in doing so, provide clarity for those who seek it.

This isn’t merely my story. It is a record of a journey, choices made, faith tested, and a path walked with trembling steps. If you’re reading this, you may find parallels to your journey, questions you’ve pondered, or answers you’ve sought. If so, take what you will from it.

I remain anonymous, not out of shame or humility, but because this story isn’t about me. It’s about the truths it reveals and the light it might shed on your path. My name is unimportant; the message is what matters.

So, take this as a guide and a companion for your journey along the narrow road. I hope it will give you courage when you’re afraid, clarity when you’re lost, and faith when you doubt.

Anonymous
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​CHAPTER 1
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ECHOES OF RUIN,

COURAGE IN CHAOS

(69 BCE)

The fading light of dusk seeped through the cracked shutters as Nerit crossed the house's threshold, his sandals crunching on shards of broken clay. A heavy silence hung in the air, broken only by the distant wail of a jackal. His pulse quickened. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. 

The chaos before him wasn’t merely the work of neglect or hasty abandonment; it was deliberate, violent, and fresh.

The main room was a wreckage of shattered lives. Once the heart of a family’s gatherings, the sturdy cedar table lay overturned, its legs splintered like bones. Jars of oil and grain, their contents spilled and smeared across the stone floor, mingled with streaks of flour and something darker, something that glistened in the dim light and sent a shiver down his spine. Blood. Charred fragments of papyrus smoldered in the corners, their acrid smoke curling upward like the ghosts of forgotten words. Once adorned with simple woven tapestries, the walls bore the scars of struggle: long, jagged smears of oil and crimson, as though someone had clawed at them in desperation.

But the smell gripped him most, sinking its claws into his soul. Thick, metallic, and suffocating, it coated his throat and churned his stomach. The stench of death. He knew it too well. Years ago, when marauders had descended upon his family’s home in the hills near Bethlehem, that same odor had filled the air as his parents and siblings were cut down. He had been a boy then, barely ten, left for dead beneath his father’s lifeless body. The memory surged now, unbidden, and the hair on his neck prickled as though brushed by an unseen hand.

Nerit’s breaths came shallow, each inhale a battle against the weight of the air. He stepped forward cautiously, his eyes darting across the debris. Pottery crunched underfoot, and he winced, half-expecting the sound to summon some new horror. The house felt alive with grief, its walls whispering of the tragedy that had unfolded within them. His fingers tightened around the worn leather strap of his satchel, the only thing grounding him in the moment.

At the far end of the room, a narrow door stood slightly ajar, its frame untouched by the surrounding devastation. It was an anomaly, a silent sentinel amid ruin. His heart thudded against his ribs as he approached, each step heavier than the last. Dread coiled in his chest like a serpent, warning him to turn back, to flee this cursed place and never return. But hunger had driven him here, hunger and desperation. The cave near Hebron, where he and his Aunt Milcah had taken refuge, offered little sustenance. He had hoped to scavenge food, perhaps a forgotten loaf or a jar of olives, to ease their gnawing hunger. Instead, he had found this.

He reached the door, his trembling hand hovering over the rough wood. A faint draft slipped through the gap, carrying with it a new scent, something colder, sharper, like damp stone and decay. Steeling himself, he pushed the door open.

The sight that greeted him stole his breath.

In the shadowed corner of the small room stood a figure, a man, or what might once have been a man. His face was ashen, the color of the weathered limestone cliffs of Judea, and lifeless save for the dark streak of congealed blood that ran from his temple to his jaw. His tunic, torn and stained, clung to his frame, and the broken shaft of an arrow protruded from his shoulder, its fletching long since lost. But it was his eyes that rooted Nerit to the spot. Wide, unblinking, they gleamed with an unnatural intensity, like twin stars in a moonless sky. And then, impossibly, they blinked.

Nerit’s legs buckled, and he gripped the doorframe to prevent himself from collapsing. His heart pounded like the war drums of the Zealots, each beating a deafening roar in his ears. He wanted to scream, to run, but his body betrayed him, frozen in the grip of terror. The figure’s gaze held him captive, piercing through the haze of his fear.

“I need you to help me,” the man rasped.

The voice was low, grating, like stones grinding in a mill. It carried a weight that sent a chill racing down Nerit’s spine, but beneath its harshness lay an unmistakable authority. This was no plea. It was a command issued by someone accustomed to obedience. The words echoed in the small room, filling the silence with their insistence.

Nerit’s lips parted, but no sound emerged. His mind reeled, struggling to reconcile the sight before him. Was this man alive or some specter conjured by the house’s anguish? The figure took a halting step forward, his movements stiff and unnatural, as though his body protested with each motion. The faint light from the doorway caught the glint of fresh blood on his tunic, and Nerit’s gaze fixed on the arrow wound. The man was no phantom but closer to death than life.

“I need you to help me,” the man repeated, his tone sharper now, edged with impatience.

Nerit’s throat was dry as dust, but he stammered, “W-what do you want me to do?”

The man’s eyes narrowed, assessing him. “First,” he said, his voice steady despite the strain in his features, “pull this arrow from my shoulder.”

Nerit stared at the broken shaft, his hands trembling at his sides. He was no healer. His life had been one of survival, not skill. He and Milcah had fled months ago, driven by her warnings of the growing unrest. Once content to spar with words, the Pharisees and Sadducees now clashed with increasing violence, their rivalry threatening to tear Judea apart. Queen Shlomtzion, for all her wisdom, could no longer hold the factions in check. War loomed like a storm on the horizon, and Milcah, who had raised him after the marauders’ attack, had seen its shadow long before others. She had urged him to abandon the city’s crowded streets and retreat to the wilderness near Hebron, where they lived in a cave, tending a small flock of sheep and scraping by on what little the land provided.

Standing in this house of death, Nerit cursed his decision to enter. All he had wanted was to find anything to ease their hunger. Instead, he had stumbled into a nightmare.

Before he could respond, the man swayed, his knees buckling. His body pitched forward, and Nerit, acting on instinct, lunged to catch him. The man’s weight was heavy, his skin cold and clammy with sweat. They sank to the floor together, the man’s head lolling against Nerit’s shoulder. For a moment, Nerit thought he had fainted, or worse, that death had finally claimed him. But a faint, ragged breath rattled in the man’s chest, proof that life still clung to him.

Nerit’s mind raced. He had never wanted this life of fear and flight. After the massacre that took his family, he had vowed to avoid trouble, to keep his head low and survive. Yet trouble seemed to seek him out, as relentless as a hunter. He glanced at the man’s ashen face, the blood-streaked features etched with pain. Who was he? A soldier? A fugitive? The arrow suggested a skirmish, perhaps with bandits or one of the factions vying for power. But why was he here, alone in this abandoned house?

“What have I gotten myself into?” Nerit whispered, his voice barely audible in the stillness.

The man did not stir. The room was silent, save for the faint crackle of smoldering papyrus in the outer chamber and the uneven rhythm of Nerit’s breathing. Summoning courage he didn’t know he possessed, he gently lowered the man to the floor, propping him against the wall. His eyes fell on the wound, the jagged wood embedded deep in the man’s shoulder. Though the thought made his stomach lurch, he would have to remove it. He had seen wounds like this before, on sheep attacked by wolves, but never on a man. And never had the task fallen to him.

“Lord, guide my hands,” he murmured, his fingers hovering over the arrow’s shaft. Though battered by years of loss, his faith was all he had left to lean on.

As he braced himself to act, a question gnawed at him, sharp and insistent: Who was this man, and what had brought him to this place? The answer, he sensed, would change everything.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER 2
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BURDEN OF MERCY, UNVEILED SECRETS 

(69 BCE)

For weeks, Aunt Milcah toiled without rest, her hands stained with the bitter scent of herbs, her brow furrowed with worry as she fought to save the stranger, whom we called the “Dead Man Walking.” The name was a grim jest, born of necessity, for we knew nothing of him, not his name or origins, only the weight of his presence in our humble cave. His arrival had upended our quiet lives, and the air grew thick with unease.

Nerit couldn’t escape the gnawing guilt that he had brought this trouble upon them. It was he who had found this man, half-dead on the rocky path beyond the hills, his body broken and bloodied, yet clinging to life with a stubbornness that defied reason. He had dragged him to their cave, his heart pounding with a mix of fear and duty. Now, as Aunt Milcah labored over him, her frustration spilled over like water from a cracked jug.

“Why, son?” she wailed, her voice sharp with exhaustion. “Why did you bring him here? Could you not have left him where he fell, to meet his fate?”

Her words pierced Nerit, each one a reminder of his folly. She was right, Nerit was a schlimazel, a fool who stumbled into misfortune as easily as a moth flies into flames. Trouble followed him, and now it had taken root in Aunt Milcah’s home, embodied in this stranger who refused to die.

The “Dead Man Walking” stirred fitfully in his fevered dreams, his mutterings incoherent yet laced with an authority that unsettled the family. Aunt Milcah hovered over him, her hands trembling as she pressed damp cloths to his burning forehead. “Who are you?” she would ask, her voice a mix of desperation and dread. “What can we do to help? Is there someone we can send for, someone to take you from this place?”

His responses were always curt, delivered with a commanding edge that silenced our questions. “Continue helping me,” he would say, or, more cryptically, “The time is not yet ready for you to know my name.”

His secrecy was maddening, childish even, yet something in his presence held them in check. Was it fear? Awe? Or perhaps the suspicion that he was no ordinary man, but someone of consequence, someone dangerous. Though torn and stained with blood, his clothing bore the marks of wealth—fine linen embroidered with intricate patterns, far beyond the means of any commoner. Nerit slipped away to ask discreetly among the neighbors, hoping for a clue to his identity, but no one knew him. Whispers spread through the hills, and soon the people gave him a name of their own: The Curse.

The Curse seemed to invite death at every turn. There were nights when his breath grew so faint they thought it had stopped entirely, and they braced themselves for the end. Aunt Milcah, however, refused to yield. Her hands, calloused from years of labor, moved with a healer’s precision, guided by a wisdom that seemed to come from some ancient, unspoken source. When his lungs rattled with sickness, she brewed pungent teas from desert herbs, forcing the bitter liquid past his lips. When the fever seized him, twisting his body in convulsions, she ground roots into a thick paste and smeared it across his chest, muttering prayers to Yahweh for mercy.

“Why did you bring him here, son?” Milcah would repeat, her voice breaking as she worked. “Why, why, why?”

Nerit did what he could, though he was no healer. He sat by his side, spooning broth into his mouth when roused or dribbling water past his cracked lips. In the cave’s dim light, Nerit watched him, waiting for the next crisis to unfold, his guilt a heavy stone in his chest.

Months passed, and against all odds, The Curse endured. His pallor faded, replaced by the warm hues of life. The sharp angles of his face softened as strength returned to his limbs. The name The Curse no longer fit; it felt cruel to call him so when he had defied death’s grasp. Instead, they began to call him The Survivor.

As his health returned, I spent more time with him. There was an air about him, a quiet authority that lingered even in his weakened state. The Survivor was not one for idle talk. He challenged Nerit with questions that probed the edges of his knowledge, questions about the politics of Judea, the trade routes that wound through the desert, and the intricacies of the Law. His intellect was vast, his insights sharp and unsettling, often leaving Nerit scrambling for answers.

Each day, they walked together among the hills. At first, he leaned heavily on Nerit’s arm, his steps unsteady, but with time, his gait grew sure and strong. The wind carried the scent of wild thyme, and the sun warmed the rocky paths as they spoke. Nerit came to admire him, not just for his survival, but for how he seemed to see the world, clearly, unflinchingly, as though he held its secrets. Nerit stopped thinking of him as The Survivor. To him, he became The Teacher.

It was The Teacher who finally revealed the truth. One morning, as the sun rose over the hills, painting the grazing sheep in hues of gold, he turned to Aunt Milcah and spoke with a clarity that cut through the morning stillness. “Send word to Queen Shlomtzion,” he said, his voice steady. “Tell her that Shimon ben Shetah is ready to return. Send men to fetch me.”

Aunt Milcah froze, her hands clutching the edge of her shawl. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted, but no sound came. At last, she whispered, “Who are you?”

He met her gaze, unflinching. “I am the brother of the Queen.”

The words hung in the air, heavy as a storm cloud. Milcah’s hands trembled, and her face drained of color. For a moment, silence reigned. Then, with a voice thick with anger and disbelief, she turned to Nerit, her eyes blazing.

“Why, son? Why did you bring him here? Why, why, why?”

Nerit had no answer. The weight of his identity pressed down on him—Shimon ben Shetah, brother to Queen Shlomtzion, a man of power and influence, a figure entwined with the fate of Judea itself. Nerit had dragged him into their lives, and now the consequences loomed, vast and unknowable, like the shadow of a mountain.
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​CHAPTER 3
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LEGACY OF COMPASSION, VISIONS OF DAWN 

(69 BCE)

Nerit ben Sameas had worn many titles in his time: shepherd, laborer, man of faith, fortune builder, and, to his mind, schlimazel, a man dogged by misfortune. Yet, none of these could have prepared him for the role he would play in the life of a stranger who stumbled into his world. Nerit was the one who gave the man his names, each one a chapter in the stranger’s journey through their cave: The Dead Man Walking, The Curse, The Survivor, and, at last, The Teacher. And a teacher he was, in ways that would ripple far beyond the rocky hills of Judea.

When the stranger revealed his true identity, Shimon ben Shetah, the weight of his name settled over Milcah’s family like a mantle. Although his name was known, no one in Nerit’s little village had met the man. Shimon was no mere wanderer. He was the brother of Queen Shlomtzion, a towering figure in the Pharisaic movement, and a man whose intellect and ambition shaped the very soul of our nation. His vision was radical: to weave knowledge into the fabric of Judea, to ensure that every child, from the humblest shepherd’s son to the merchant’s heir, could study the Law and the sacred oral traditions. He dreamed of schools in every district, free and open, so that the covenant would not be confined to temple walls or priestly hearts but would live in the minds of the people.  

Such a dream was not without cost. The Sadducees, entrenched in their power and wary of the Pharisees’ growing influence, saw Shimon’s reforms as a threat. Whispers circulated that it was their hand behind the attempt on his life—an ambush on a lonely road, in a remote house, that left him broken and bleeding, clinging to life by a thread. None could say with certainty whether this was the whole truth or merely the shadow of rumor. What was certain was that Nerit’s act of compassion, dragging the dying man to their cave, had thwarted death’s claim and set in motion a chain of events that would alter the course of history.

For Nerit, that moment was a hinge upon which his life turned. He had carried the weight of sorrow all his days like a yoke. The endless toil to provide for his aunt Milcah, combined with the quiet conviction that he was cursed to stumble through life, shaped him into a man who expected little and hoped for less. Yet, in choosing to save Shimon, he had defied the narrative he had written for himself. He became, if only for a moment, a man of courage, a man who mattered.

As Shimon recovered, his presence in Milcah’s cave became a quiet revolution. He was not content to merely heal; he taught. In the flickering light of our oil lamp, he spoke with Nerit, drawing him out with questions about the Law, the land, and the struggles of the common folk. Shimon’s mind was a fire, illuminating truths Nerit had never considered. Once he had seen only the drudgery of survival, he began to glimpse a larger purpose, a world where knowledge could lift even the lowliest from the dust.

“You have given me more than life, Nerit ben Sameas,” he said, his voice low but firm. “You have given me time, time to finish what I began. Judea will not forget you.”

Nerit could only nod, his throat tight with emotion. He did not seek glory, nor did he expect it. But in that moment, he knew his life had mattered.

And so, in the quiet of their cave, a legacy was born—not in gold or glory, but in the simple, stubborn choice to save a life.
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PATH CHOSEN, FUTURE FORGED

(67 BCE)

The following manuscript was written in Nerit’s hand.  He has chronicled his life story.

More than two years had passed since the Queen’s Guard descended upon our humble settlement, a spectacle that burned itself into my memory. Six cavaliers astride towering steeds, their armor glinting in the sun; six chariots, their wheels kicking up clouds of dust; and twenty-four infantry soldiers, marching in lockstep with a precision that spoke of Jerusalem’s might. Our quiet village, nestled in the shadow of the hills, had never seen such a display. The air thrummed with awe, fear, and a flicker of envy among some. Such processions were the stuff of Hebron’s bustling markets or the sacred streets of Jerusalem, not the doorstep of Aunt Milcah’s modest cave, where she raised her five children and an orphan like me.

The crowd gathered, their whispers a low hum as the captain of the guard dismounted, his voice ringing out: “Rabbi Shimon ben Shetah!” My heart pounded. The moment felt as though the earth itself had tilted. Shimon, his strength restored, exchanged brief words with the soldiers before turning to Aunt Milcah and me. His voice was steady, resolute. “It is time.”

Only later, in the quiet of the evening, did Aunt Milcah pull me aside, her eyes wide with a mixture of pride and trepidation. She confided that before his departure, Shimon had made a request that shook her to her core: he wished for me, Nerit, to accompany him to Jerusalem, to study at his private school, to become his disciple. The weight of his words settled over me, both a gift and a burden. I was no scholar, no son of privilege, yet Shimon saw something in me, something I scarcely understood myself.

The following years were a whirlwind, reshaping me in ways I could never have imagined.

Jerusalem was a revelation. As I stepped through the gates of Shimon’s school, my breath caught in my throat. Towering stone columns flanked the entrance, their surfaces etched with sacred verses from the Torah. The air carried the scent of parchment, ink, and wax, mingling with the distant aroma of spices and fresh bread from the city beyond. Scholars’ voices echoed through the corridors, their debates a living pulse of wisdom. The town was a marvel, its streets teemed with merchants hawking silks and saffron, travelers from distant lands, and priests in flowing robes. The Temple loomed above it all, its golden stones catching the sun, a testament to our people’s covenant with Yahweh. Every day brought discoveries, each corner of Jerusalem alive with history, faith, and power.

At the school, I found camaraderie in two fellow students: Eliab, whose warm heart and quick wit could lighten even the heaviest days, and Reuben, reserved but with a mind as sharp as a flint blade. The three of us became inseparable, poring over texts, debating interpretations, and dreaming of the futures we might forge. Eliab spoke of becoming a scribe, preserving the Law for generations. Ever the strategist, Reuben imagined a role in the Sanhedrin, navigating the delicate balance of power. I, however, found my passion elsewhere.

Business came to me as naturally as breathing. In our trade and commerce studies, I excelled, my mind racing ahead of my peers. I could anticipate the moves of hypothetical competitors, unravel complex market scenarios, and devise strategies that left even our teachers nodding in approval. It was as though I could see patterns others missed, threads of opportunity woven into the chaos of numbers and negotiations. Yet, for all my skill, my heart remained untouched by the deeper calling of the school, the call to teach, to guide, to become a rabbi like Shimon.

As Shimon recovered in our cave years earlier, his presence had sparked a quiet revolution. In the flickering light of our oil lamp, he had drawn me out with questions about the Law, the land, and the struggles of the common folk. Shimon’s mind was a fire, illuminating truths I had never considered. Once I had seen only the drudgery of survival, I began to glimpse a larger purpose, a world where knowledge could lift even the lowliest from the dust. Overheard in the cave's shadows, those conversations had planted a seed in me, though I did not yet know what it would grow into.

Shimon’s gratitude had been profound, though never ostentatious. He saw in me a quiet strength, a heart unbowed by hardship, and drew me into his orbit not as a servant but as a confidant. He shared tales of Jerusalem’s courts, debates in the Sanhedrin, and the delicate balance between power and faith. For myself, who had never ventured beyond the hills of my birth, these stories were a window into a world I had scarcely imagined. The change in me was subtle but unmistakable: my stooped shoulders straightened, and my hesitant voice grew steady as he spoke of justice and learning. I began to lead in small ways, mediating neighbors' disputes and teaching our people's stories with newfound reverence. The man who had called himself a schlimazel became a pillar, a keeper of wisdom, a spark of the fire Shimon had kindled.

Now, in Jerusalem, I carried that legacy, though I struggled to find my place within it. Eliab invited me to his family’s home for dinner one evening, which warmed me. His parents welcomed me with open arms, their table laden with bread, olives, and roasted lamb. Yet a somber air hung over the meal. There, I met Eliab’s sister, Esther, a quiet young woman of sixteen with eyes that held a depth of sorrow. Throughout the evening, I learned that Esther had been betrothed at fourteen to a family friend, a soldier who had recently fallen in the Civil War. Her grief was a silent presence, her strength in bearing it both humbling and heartbreaking. As I left their home, my heart heavy with their loss, I felt a stirring within me, a desire to protect, to build something lasting in a world so quick to tear lives apart.

Back at the school, the relentless pace of study consumed my days. Shimon’s curriculum was a crucible, forging minds to lead Judea’s future. We studied the Torah, the Prophets, and the Shishah Sedarim, but our learning extended far beyond scripture. We mastered Greek, Hebrew, and Latin to engage with the broader world. We delved into mathematics, medicine, science, and trade, for Shimon believed that knowledge was power, and power was needed to guide the people wisely. Yet, while my mind thrived in the cut and thrust of commerce, my soul remained restless, unmoored from the path Shimon had envisioned for me.

One evening, as the oil lamps cast long shadows across the stone walls of the study hall, Shimon approached me. His presence was heavier than usual, his eyes searching. “Nerit,” he began, his voice even but weighted, “You know I wish for you to join the Pharisees, to become a teacher of the Law, a guide for our people. But I see your heart pulls you elsewhere. Tell me, my son, is there nothing I can say to change your mind?”

His words struck deep, not because I doubted his vision, but because I knew how much I owed him. He had lifted me from obscurity, given me a place among scholars, and called me his own. To refuse him felt like betrayal. I swallowed hard, searching for words to honor him and the truth within me.

“Abba,” I said, the word slipping out, a term of deep affection I had never used for another. “I will always honor you. I will keep the commandments, the Law, and Yahweh with all my heart. But I am not meant to be a rabbi. My soul does not burn for the teaching of the Law as yours. If I followed this path, I would do so out of duty, not passion. I would fail to honor the school and fail you.”

I lowered my gaze, bracing for disappointment. When I looked up, I saw not anger but understanding, tinged with sadness. “Nerit,” he said softly, “I knew this is what you would say. Though it grieves me to see you leave this place, I will bless you. Tell me, what business do you wish to pursue?”

The question caught me off guard. For months, a thought had been forming, unvoiced but persistent. I took a breath and spoke it aloud. “I want to be a blacksmith.”

Shimon blinked, then threw back his head and laughed, a rich, unguarded sound that filled the room. “A blacksmith!” he exclaimed, still chuckling. “All the wisdom of Jerusalem, all the knowledge I have poured into you, and you wish to work an anvil?”

My face burned, but I stood firm. “Yes,” I said. “A blacksmith does more than forge iron. He crafts the tools that feed a nation, the weapons that defend it, the nails that hold its homes together. A merchant may gain wealth, but a smith gains necessity. The people will always need strong hands to shape what their lives depend on.”

Shimon’s laughter faded, and he studied me with a long, piercing gaze. At last, he nodded. “Very well,” he said. “If this is your path, I will not hinder it. In fact, I will invest in your forge myself.”

I gasped, stunned. “You—what?”

He placed a hand on my shoulder, his touch steadying. “You have a gift, Nerit. Your mind is sharp, your heart true. A man like you will not merely forge metal—you will forge your own fate. And for that, you will need a strong beginning.”

Then, lowering his voice, he leaned closer and whispered words that struck me like a hammer on an anvil, words that marked the second great turning point of my life, second only to the day I found him dying in that ruined house. “There is a need in Judea,” he said, “For men who can build, endure, and stand firm when the storms come. Your forge will be more than a workshop. It will be a beacon, a place where the people can find strength. And one day, Nerit, you will be called to do more than shape iron. You will shape the future.”

I was shocked, terrified, and yet, deep within, thrilled. His words ignited something in me, a vision of a life not bound by the walls of a school but rooted in the needs of the people, in the sweat and fire of creation.

Queen Shlomtzion, Alexandra, as the Greeks called her, passed away that same year. Her death was a wound to the heart of Judea, and with it, the fragile peace she had woven unraveled. Civil war erupted, brother turning against brother, as the queen’s son vied for the throne. The land was plunged into chaos, and the future Shimon had spoken of loomed like a storm on the horizon.

As I prepared to leave the school, my heart was a tangle of resolve and uncertainty. I thought of Esther, her quiet strength, and wondered if our paths might cross again. And I thought of Shimon’s whispered words, a charge I could not yet fully grasp but felt burning within me. The forge awaited, and with it, a destiny I would have to shape, hammer by hammer, in the fires of a fractured land.
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​CHAPTER 5
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FORGE ABLAZE, WEALTH RISING

(65 BCE)

Four years ago, I was a boy with calloused feet, clad in threadbare tunics, seeking shelter among the bats in a damp cave. Now, I stand at the helm of a thriving enterprise, my name synonymous with craftsmanship across the hills of Hebron. The transformation feels like a dream, yet the weight of the hammer in my hand and the forge’s heat grounded me in its reality.

In Hebron, not far from the cave that once sheltered me, I own a generous plot of land where my forge stands proudly, a sturdy structure 100 cubits wide by 50 deep, its stone walls blackened by soot and alive with the clamor of industry. The forge’s heart roars day and night, the rhythmic clang of hammers on metal echoing like a pulse, the air thick with the sharp scent of burning coal and molten iron. The front of the shop opens to a bustling work area where my artisans shape raw metal into tools and weapons, their movements precise and practiced. At the rear, stacks of iron, bronze, and charcoal await their turn in the fire, a testament to the growing demand that fuels our labor.

Business has flourished beyond my hopes. Three skilled workers now labor under my banner, their hands as steady as their loyalty. The forge hums with activity, producing not only the nails that bear my mark, an engraved “N” on each head, a symbol of quality known throughout Judea, but also swords, shields, and plowshares to meet the needs of a land at war. My ambition stretches further: I have secured a plot in Samaria, Elohim willing, to establish a second forge, a step toward building a legacy that will endure.

This success was no accident. When I first shared my vision with Rabbi Shimon, I spoke with the clarity of a man who saw the tides of history turning. The civil war between Aristobulus and Hyrcanus loomed, with it, an insatiable demand for weapons, swords to arm soldiers, shields to protect them, and chariot fittings to carry them to battle. Beyond the battlefield, the need for tools and building materials would grow as villages rebuilt and fortified. I chose to specialize in nails, the humble yet essential fasteners that hold homes and hopes together. The first nail I forged, crude but strong, marked the beginning of my craft. Now, each one that leaves my forge carries my name, a promise of durability in a fracturing world.

Shimon had listened to my plans two years ago, his eyes narrowing as he weighed my words. When he had nodded, granting his approval and pledging his investment, I had felt the weight of his trust, a mantle I vowed to bear with honor. Looking back, my foresight has surpassed even my boldest dreams, though the wealth it has brought is bittersweet. The conflict that enriches me tears Judea apart, brother against brother, as Aristobulus and Hyrcanus vie for the throne. Each day, I pray for Elohim to send a prophet to redeem Israel, for Yahweh’s voice has been silent since our ancestors returned from Babylon over five centuries ago.

I tread carefully in this divided land, refusing to declare allegiance publicly. Yet, in the quiet of my heart, I work to undermine Hyrcanus, whose victory would embolden the Sadducees and threaten the Pharisees’ vision, Shimon’s vision, of a Judea rooted in knowledge and faith. My forge supplies tools to those who share my hopes, and I channel resources to the Pharisees’ allies while maintaining the guise of a neutral craftsman. It is a delicate dance that keeps me awake at night, but I believe it is just.

Shimon’s support has extended beyond business, weaving a blessing into my life that outshines all else: Esther, now my betrothed. Our courtship began in the shadow of grief when I first met her at Eliab’s home, her eyes heavy with the loss of her betrothed, a soldier claimed by the war. Her protective and cautious family hesitated to welcome a suitor so soon. But I earned their trust over the course of months through quiet persistence, including visits to their home, shared meals, and conversations that revealed my heart. Esther’s strength, tempered by sorrow, drew me to her, and her gentle wisdom became my anchor.

We spend evenings strolling through Hebron’s winding streets, the glow of oil lamps casting soft shadows as we speak of our future. Esther is reserved, her words measured, but her insights cut through the world’s noise. She challenges my plans with questions that sharpen my thinking, yet her kindness softens the edges of my ambition. We dream of the home I will build above the forge, a place of warmth and laughter, where our children will grow under Yahweh’s guidance. My current apartment, perched atop the shop, is modest. It is a single room with a sleeping pallet, a small hearth for cooking, and an open balcony overlooking Hebron’s hills. It is enough for now, but I envision a larger home, its walls ringing with the voices of our family.

Esther’s concerns linger, though she voices them softly. The dangers of my trade, sparks that could burn, blades that could cut, pale beside the unrest gripping Judea. The war’s shadow looms, and with it, the risk that my quiet support for the Pharisees could draw enemies to our door. Yet she trusts in my judgment, in my ability to carve a safe path through the chaos. Her faith strengthens me, and with each passing day, I grow more certain that she is my greatest treasure, a gift far beyond the wealth piling up in my coffers.

As Shimon recovered in our cave years ago, his presence had sparked a quiet revolution. In the dim light of our oil lamp, he drew me out with questions about the Law, the land, and the struggles of the common folk. His mind was a fire, illuminating truths I had never considered, showing me a world where knowledge could lift the lowliest from the dust. Shimon saw in me a quiet strength, a heart unbowed by hardship, and made me a confidant, sharing tales of Jerusalem’s courts and the Sanhedrin’s debates. Those conversations transformed me, straightening my stooped shoulders, steadying my voice as he spoke of justice and learning. I became a pillar in our community, a spark of the fire Shimon kindled.

Shimon’s departure from our cave, escorted by the Queen’s Guard, was a moment of loss and promise. As they prepared to return to Jerusalem, he turned to look at me, his eyes bright with gratitude. “You have given me more than life, Nerit ben Sameas,” he said. “You have given me time, time to finish what I began. Judea will not forget you.” Those words echoed in my life and drive me now. Shimon’s whispered charge in Jerusalem, that my forge would be a beacon, a place of strength, burns within me. I am no rabbi, no scholar, but I am a builder, and in this fractured land, I will forge what endures.

The war rages on, and with it, my responsibilities grow. Merchants from as far as Galilee seek my wares, and my artisans work tirelessly to keep pace. I have begun training a young apprentice from a neighboring village whose quick hands remind me of my own at his age. Each nail, each blade, each plowshare that leaves my forge is a step toward stability, a counterweight to the chaos threatening to consume us.

When the forge grows quiet at night, I stand on my balcony, the cool air carrying the scent of olive groves. I think of Esther, the life we will build, and Shimon's words: I would one day shape the future. The path ahead is uncertain, the war’s outcome unknown. Yet, as the stars burn above, I feel a quiet certainty. I am a blacksmith, a son of Judea, a man blessed beyond measure. My hands will carry the weight of what matters most, not gold or glory, but the stubborn, sacred work of building a life that honors Elohim and those I love.

Indeed, I am a delighted man.
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​CHAPTER 6
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EMPIRE OF IRON, HEART OF FIRE

(62–58 BCE)

At thirty-four, I stand atop an empire forged from fire and ambition, a far cry from the boy who once shivered in a cave. My enterprise, born in the humble forge of Hebron, now spans Judea like a constellation of glowing embers, shops in Capernaum, Nazareth, Samaria, Jericho, Bethlehem, Joppa, Beer Sheba, and two in the heart of Jerusalem. Each bears my mark, an “N” etched into every blade, plowshare, and hinge, a promise of craftsmanship that has become a byword for trust across the land. I am content, yet the weight of my success is not without its shadows.

Wealth has brought enemies as surely as it has brought prosperity. My name draws envy and suspicion in a Judea where power shifts like sand in the wind. I travel with an escort of four armed men, their eyes sharp for treachery, for there are those who would topple me through deceit or force. Yet my heart remains unburdened, lifted by the greatest treasure I have ever known: Esther, my betrothed, whom I will wed in a month.

Esther’s name alone kindles warmth in my chest. At nineteen, her green eyes hold a depth that mirrors the intellect of her uncle, Rabbi Shimon ben Shetah, a connection that stunned me when it was revealed. That Eliab’s family, her kin, bore ties to my mentor was a secret kept through the civil war’s turmoil, perhaps to shield them from the Sadducees’ wrath. I wonder now if her brother, slain in battle, fell because of this hidden lineage, a casualty of the same forces that once sought Shimon’s life. Such thoughts are too heavy for the joy of our impending union, so I set them aside, focusing instead on the life we will build.

The Hebron forge remains the heart of my enterprise, its fires never dimming. What began as a single workshop has become a hub of innovation, where my craftsmen experimented with alloys to strengthen chariot axles and refine hinges for Jerusalem’s gates. The demand for weapons, swords, spears, and shields has not waned with the war’s ebb and flow, but I have diversified, crafting intricate locks and tools for merchants expanding trade to Egypt and Parthia. My apprentice, a wiry lad named Amos, shows promise, his hands quick to learn the anvil’s song. Every day, the forge hums purposefully, a beacon of stability in a land still scarred by conflict.

My home, too, has grown with my fortunes. No longer the modest chamber of my early days, it is now a spacious dwelling above the forge, its rooms filled with the warmth of cedar and the glow of oil lamps. Esther has already begun to shape it, choosing woven rugs from Joppa’s markets and clay vessels for our table. From the balcony, we watch Hebron’s hills fade into dusk, dreaming of the children who will one day fill these walls with laughter.

Our courtship, though rooted in patience, has blossomed into a love that anchors me. When I first met Esther, her heart was shadowed by loss, her betrothed taken by the war. She chose me over time through shared walks and conversations that wove our lives together. As our wedding approaches, we speak of practical matters, such as where to plant our olive grove and how to balance my travels with our life. Yet I cherish the quiet moments most: her hand in mine, her voice soft as she recites a psalm, her laughter when I tease her about her love for honeyed figs.

Two years after our marriage, our firstborn, Yehuda, arrived, and a boy with dimples and lashes that would one day turn heads. His brown eyes are mine, but his beauty is Esther’s, and even at two, he shows a knack for numbers, counting nails as I sort them. Shlomo, our second son, and Devorah, our daughter, followed, their giggles a melody that fills our home. Watching them play, I see the future that Esther and I are forging, not just for ourselves but for Judea —a future of strength, faith, and love.

Esther and I share a bond that transcends words. A glance across a crowded market, a touch as we pass in the hall, a smile that speaks volumes, these are our language. After long days of managing forges and raising children, we steal moments to discuss life’s deeper currents: the Pharisees’ struggle against the Sadducees, the Roman shadow creeping closer, and our hopes for our children’s world. Esther, my fierce and passionate tigress, will quote the Song of Solomon with a playful glint in her eye: “Your stature is like a palm tree, and your breasts are like its clusters. I said, ‘I will climb the palm tree and take hold of its fruit.’” We laugh, our whispers fading into the night, our love as vast as the stars.

Yet, as sleep claims me, a shadow stirs, an echo of the day I found Shimon dying in that ruined house. My wealth, family, and place in Judea’s tapestry all rest on that single act of compassion. But the past is a restless ghost. The war between Aristobulus and Hyrcanus may have quieted, but new powers rise: Rome’s legions loom, and whispers of a man named Herod, ambitious and ruthless, reach my ears. My quiet support for the Pharisees, once a careful dance, now feels like a tighter rope. I have enemies, some known, some hidden, and I cannot shake the fear that someone will come to challenge the life I’ve built.

Shimon’s words from years ago haunt me: my forge is a beacon, a place of strength, and I am destined to shape more than iron. I feel that call now, not just in my craft but in my community. I have begun funding a small school in Hebron, inspired by Shimon’s vision, where children learn the Torah alongside practical skills. Esther teaches there, and her patience is a light to the students. I supply tools to rebuild homes shattered by war, forging not just metal but bonds among neighbors. Yet, with each step, the stakes grow higher.

As I stand on my balcony, the cool night air against my skin, I look to the hills where I once hid. The boy I once was could not have dreamed of this life, of Esther’s love, our children’s laughter, an empire that spans cities. But he also could not have foreseen the weight of it all. I am a blacksmith, a husband, a father, and a son of Judea. My hands carry the scars of toil and the hope of endurance. Whatever shadows lie ahead, I will face them with the fire of my forge and the strength of my heart, for I am, above all, a happy man.
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DEATH’S MARK, ENEMIES HIDDEN

(58 BCE)

Aunt Milcah was the heartbeat of our family, a grandmother in spirit to my children, weaving love into their lives with every visit. That morning, she had spent hours with Yehuda, Shlomo, and little Devorah, her voice soft as she sang ancient lullabies and recounted tales of Abraham and Sarah under the shade of our courtyard fig tree. Devorah, just two months old, held a special place in her heart, her tiny fingers curling around Milcah’s weathered ones as she cooed. When Milcah left our home that evening, her smile was radiant, and her steps light with the joy of family. She could not have known she was walking into the jaws of a cruel fate.

Later that night, as the oil lamps burned low, I found the note.

It lay on my desk in the study, a secluded chamber where no servant was permitted, reserved for my ledgers, contracts, and the trade’s secrets. The small parchment was out of place, its edges curling as though it had been hastily placed. I turned it over, my pulse quickening as I read the cryptic words scrawled with a jagged hand:

“Remember where it all began. In the deep confines of the earth, you will find answers to your questions. Search your spiritual roots—there you will find my enemies.”

A chill snaked through me. The words were a riddle, their meaning obscured yet heavy with intent. Who had breached my sanctum to leave this message? Why speak of “the deep confines of the earth” or “spiritual roots”? My mind flashed to the cave where I had found Shimon ben Shetah, broken and bleeding, the act that set my life’s course. Was this a reference to that moment, or something more profound, tied to the faith that anchored me? And whose enemies were these—mine, or the writer’s?

Before I could unravel the note’s purpose, a commotion shattered the silence. Hooves thundered, their rhythm urgent. A messenger burst through the door, his face pale, his voice trembling. “Master Nerit! You must come at once!”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
C.J.DuPont





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





