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CHAPTER ONE
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			The Silver Trumpet


			The late summer of 73 CE—In the dying City of Jerusalem, just as the Roman Army under General Titus breached its North wall after a three year bloody siege, choking clouds of black smoke swirled around everything, burning the survivor’s eyes and making it almost impossible to see. The Romans were torching everything! The only sound above the hysterical screams of the Jewish inhabitants running from the advancing Roman soldiers for fear of death, rape or enslavement was the constant thuds of huge stone balls hurled by Roman catapults against the crumbling massive city walls. A portion of the North wall had fallen, creating an opening into which the Roman legions poured.


			Aaron ben Halevi, an eight year old Jewish boy, small for his age and now half-starved, slinked around the city’s underground water and sewer tunnels like a cat, stealing food and water from the four major Jewish factions who had, until now, controlled different parts of the city. In the four months since he had been abruptly forced to live in the underground tunnels and sewers to save his life, he had grown so familiar with the underground system that he could almost navigate it blindfolded. Regardless of his young age, he was a born survivor with razor-sharp instincts; a fact that let him eat better than most—at least better than the hundreds of bone-thin corpses, dead from starvation and thrown over the walls daily by the city’s defenders to keep the rancid smell of death in the city at tolerable levels and to annoy the surrounding Roman army encircling the city with the stench. The problem was that there were fewer and fewer Jewish defenders to throw the dead from the massive stone walls that protected the city.


			The four Jewish factions—monarchists, zealots, populists, and the High Priests—controlled different sections of the city and hated each other more than the invading Romans. In truth, according to Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, infighting between these Jewish factions killed more Jewish defenders than the Romans did. Only in the last days before the city fell did the four Jewish factions realize their mistake and unite against Rome. But it was too late to save themselves and the Holy City from complete capitulation and destruction. It was a major strategic error which future generations of Jews would vow never to repeat.


			Moreover, little Aaron, nicknamed Ari by his father, had not yet realized the extreme life threatening danger he was in by crawling through the water tunnels and sewers to steal food from each faction. By being almost oblivious to the mortal dangers surrounding him, he had become fearless, which helped him survive. If he had been caught, the various Jewish factions would have put him to death as quickly as the Romans, especially since he was from a family of Temple priests who many blamed for their present calamity. The only good news about living in the city’s underground tunnels and sewers was that the black smoke from the fires which burned his eyes and lungs above ground rarely penetrated so deep under the city. Also, the sound of the monstrously big Roman stone balls being hurled against the city’s outer walls making the ground tremble was greatly muffled at this depth. The bad news was that the fires, smoke, and incessant pounding of catapulted stone balls against the outer walls had increased so much that there was no longer a reprieve from the terror.


			Was it little Ari’s survival instinct or just dumb luck allowing him to make the underground of the city his own? Actually, to Ari, his survival or death never entered his mind. Because of his young age, he didn’t realize that he was dangerously thin from lack of proper food or that his daily hunts for sustenance were a matter of life or death. Traveling around the city underground to steal food was all a big game to this eight year old boy. Without consciously thinking about it, there was something deep inside him, guiding him and making him fearless.


			In truth, there was a part of him that deeply enjoyed his new freedom of movement away from his now dead parents. His parents had been very strict raising him. They were training him to take his place as a hereditary Temple priest. This required long hours of study of the Jewish Holy books. Indeed, he could already speak, read and write Hebrew, the language of the Bible; Aramaic, the common tongue of the Middle East of that era; and Greek, the common tongue of the Roman conquerors. These academic accomplishments, however, came at the cost of his freedom. No play time for him. Nevertheless, he deeply loved his parents and keenly missed them. But he also dearly loved his newfound freedom of movement around the city. He had never stepped foot on the Temple Mount, as he was still too young to partake in the religious ceremonies taking place there. Currently, it was the only place in Jerusalem he had not visited. He had even managed to walk around King Herod’s palace, visiting in the early morning hours when all the defenders were asleep to steal the best of their meager food supply.


			He was raised in the priestly quarter of the city close to the Temple Mount. His parent’s house was relatively big for houses inside the city, so he had his own bedroom to himself. He did not have any brothers or sisters. Because of his family’s priestly status, he did not have any playmates or toys either—just studying and more studying. His father was one of two priests whose family descended from generations chosen to blow one of the two Holy Silver Trumpets on Jewish holidays. The trumpets were blown from the corners of the Temple Mount and called the Jewish people to prayer. On major Jewish holidays, there would be hundreds of thousands of Jews listening to the trumpets summoning them as they made their way to the Temple Mount to pray.


			Although too young to be allowed on the Temple Mount, he had heard and seen his father from the street below, blowing the silver trumpet from the marble cornerstone high above the city. The height of the corner of the Temple Mount wall where his father stood was shockingly high to a small boy. Indeed, to anyone, because it was more than one hundred and five feet (33m) above street level, overlooking all of Jerusalem.


			It had been about four months since his parents had been murdered. He guessed that it was men from one of the Jewish factions that had come into their house and ransacked it looking for food and valuables. He distinctly remembered his father picking him up and dropping him into a small private well in the back of their house to avoid being killed. The last thing his father said to him was “Hold your breath and look for the tunnel out!” With that, he let go, plunging Ari into the cool well water almost 20 feet (6.1m) beneath the surface—saving his life. Ari had never learned to swim, so he never forgot the terror he felt when his whole body submerged beneath the dark well water. But as he popped up gasping for air, his hand desperately grasped onto a nook in the rock wall allowing him to cling to a side of the well, get his senses back, and take stock of his new predicament. From there he felt his way to an opening in the wall just big enough for him to squeeze through and escape, thus entering the city’s extensive and bewildering underground tunnel system. He never saw his parents again. All he heard was the muffled sounds of a fight. Since then, he had been back to his house several times looking for them—hoping to meet them there if they were still alive—leaving them small handwritten notes that he was still alive and to meet him there or leave a note for him. Every time he returned, he experienced the crushing loneliness of being ripped from them and his home. He didn’t like thinking about it, so he forced himself not to dwell on it. Moreover, after his third return visit to his former home, he became convinced that his parents were murdered, and that their bodies were probably tossed over the wall with the other dead. Luckily, though, on his first return visit to his home, he remembered where his father had hidden a cache of oil lamps with a supply of olive oil, flints, and enough linen to use for a fuse. He had since distributed all these lamps at critical points in the underground water tunnel system to give him light when he needed it, which made it possible for him to travel to the farthest corners of the city without getting lost.


			When he looked down from the city walls last night, he saw the encircling Roman legions at the base of the wall and heard the adults on the street hysterically talking about how the Roman soldiers had just breached the northern wall of the city. He overheard that they had overrun the last ditch defenses, creating carnage everywhere, walking over dead bodies to kill more and more people as they advanced. He instinctively knew his life was about to change. He also knew that he could leave the city anytime he wanted. He had followed several water tunnels outside the city under the Roman legion encampments and beyond but had always decided to return.


			However, there was one thing that kept looming larger and larger on his mind. He was so curious about how the Holy Temple looked. He had not dared to go because his father had forbidden him. But before he left the city, he just wanted to see it—just once. The Roman army was quickly overrunning the city. What made up his mind was when he climbed out of a street gutter opening, looked up and saw smoke billowing from the Temple Mount. He knew he had to visit the Holy Temple now or never. Luckily there were still sections of the underground water and sewer tunnels where there was no smoke and thus were still breathable. Because of his youth, Ari still didn’t fully comprehend his own mortal danger or the serious state of the collapse of Jerusalem.


			A while ago he had discovered where one of the sewer tunnels split into two, below where he guessed the Temple was located. One of the tunnels went up at a forty five degree angle and smelled particularly fowl. By now Ari was very familiar with the smell of dead human bodies. But this particular tunnel smelled different—he guessed that it was the stench of dead animal bodies sacrificed on the Temple Altar that his father had described. Ari guessed that this was the runoff tunnel connected to the drainage channel that cut into the Temple Altar, which would lead to the top of the Temple Mount. Indeed, if he remembered his father’s description correctly, this shaft would lead to the stone altar located in the inner courtyard, very close to the front of the Temple itself. Even though this new tunnel—more like a shaft really, going up at a steep angle—was somewhat small, Ari still knew he could squeeze through. He had no fear of getting stuck. In fact, getting stuck in it never occurred to him— due to the audacity and stupidity of youth!


			As he started his climb to the top of the Temple Mount in this new tunnel, Ari could hardly breathe due to the stench of dead animal parts and dried blood that surrounded him. Even his body brushing against the walls of this tunnel disgusted him. Ari was lucky that it had not rained recently, so the blood and animal entrails had dried making the tunnel surface sticky and giving him firm footing to make his climb possible. Rain would have cleared the drainage channel but also made it too slippery to climb. Curiosity and determination drove him on.


			When he finally reached the top and climbed out of the drainage shaft alongside the Altar of Burnt Offerings on the Temple Mount, what he saw surprised him. The place was empty and silent except for the crackling of fire and smell of burning wood as the roof of the surrounding colonnade burned. He had just missed the four sentries that the Roman General Titus had placed there to guard the inner Temple. Even though the General had given strict orders to guard it—permitting no one to enter before he arrived—these orders had been countermanded by the Roman Centurion trying to control the blaze of the raging fire next door. The fact that the fire was approaching the Temple treasure storerooms and the distinct possibility of more loot hastened the Roman guards departure.


			Standing there, getting his bearings, Ari also noticed that the huge bronze doors to the Temple were wide open. He remembered that according to his father, these doors should always remain closed except on specific Jewish Holy Days. Without a further thought on the matter, Ari sprinted to see what lay inside—hoping to see for himself where God lives! It was getting dark and the smoke from the surrounding fire was getting much more noticeable. He knew he did not have much time before someone saw him, so he quickly entered the Temple and climbed the twelve steps leading to the entrance. The sun was beaming through the immense wide open doors at his back, lighting the path ahead. What first caught his eye was the huge Altar of Incense at the back of the room. Then, his eyes fell on the even larger golden Temple Menorah to his left which reached 12 feet (3.6m) tall, and the shiny solid silver Table of Showbread to his right. He even dared to part the curtain behind the Altar of Incense and peek into the inner sanctum of the Holy of Holies, where the Ark of the Covenant was supposed to reside. But the sunlight did not penetrate to that area, and the utter blackness frightened him enough to withdraw and immediately turn to leave.


			What caught his eye now were the two shiny solid silver trumpets, both almost six feet (1.8m) long, lying in a crossed position on top of the silver table. They glowed brightly from the sunlight, drawing the little boy to it. He remembered that he had heard his father blow one. The sight of the trumpets thrilled him—not because of any religious reason, but because in them he saw a toy—a plaything. What eight year old boy doesn’t want a horn to blow? And he had never had a toy. As he gently lifted up one of the silver trumpets and held it, he knew this was his. While he couldn’t wait to blow it, he also knew that he needed to quickly escape with his new toy. He had no idea that as the direct descendent of Aaron, brother to Moses and High Priest of the Temple by God’s law, he was the only one permitted to touch the Holy Trumpet (the Biblical name for a horn). This trumpet that was sounded to summon millions of Jews to pray at the Holy Temple; this trumpet that High Priests sounded while walking in front of the Jewish multitudes as they returned to Israel from their Babylonian Exile; this trumpet that was sounded a thousand years prior to call the Hebrew tribes to war in God’s name. The call was answered by the sound of the ram’s horn—called the Shofar—blown from the mountain tops across Judea, Samaria and the Galilee. Thus, this Holy Trumpet was also a weapon of unearthly power that could call the Lord God Himself to Holy War if wielded by a hereditary High Priest in times of trouble. But for little Ari, all he knew was that he had a shiny new toy. For him, that was that.


			He moved quickly now carrying the trumpet. It was solid silver and getting a little heavy for him. But he was determined to take it, even if he had to drag it behind him. However, as he was approaching the Temple entrance, he stopped cold. Something surprised him. When he had entered the Temple he was looking up and forward. But now, looking down at the floor, he saw the fallen body of a High Priest. Ari had seen enough dead bodies recently to know one when he saw one, which at this point didn’t bother him at all. In fact, the condition of this man’s body told him that his death was recent. Moreover, this body was dressed in blue robes like his father wore, so he knew immediately that the man was a High Priest. The position of the body also told Ari that the priest had tried to stop someone from entering when he was killed and tossed aside.


			Additionally, Ari was familiar with the High Priest’s robe since he had seen his father wear one similar, and his father always had food or candy in two secret pockets hidden in its folds. So Ari stopped for a second, put down his trumpet and started to search the robes of the dead man. While searching, he started to speak to the dead priest as if he was alive, saying, “I apologize for going into your pocket. I hope you don’t mind but I’m hungry and am just looking for some food or candy.” Sure enough, in the first pocket he found a leather pouch with sweet cakes—the same his father had always given him. He thought, What luck! Food! He now quickened his search, looking for the second hidden pocket in the robe. Pulling back a few more folds in the blue cloth of the robe, his fingers found the second pocket and grabbed a leather pouch, pulling it out. He quickly untied the knot holding it closed and looked inside. To his amazement, he saw at least a dozen gold coins—a fortune! But he didn’t have time to count it. So he hurriedly grabbed both pouches and walked quickly, almost running, dragging his silver horn behind him to the drainage hole next to the altar. He and his horn quickly disappeared into the hole. Feeling safe, he then stopped to take a break and eat his newfound sweet cakes. He was famished. His luck still held, for just as he was swallowing the last of his food, he could hear Roman soldiers entering the Inner Courtyard of the Temple and heading straight for its entrance. They missed him by minutes!


			Ari took a chance and popped his head above the surface of the drainage hole, just enough so he was able to see the Romans. It was an entire company of Roman soldiers. In front of this company of soldiers was a man dressed in a shiny gold breast plate, shiny gold helmet with red feathers sprouting from its top, and a flowing red cape covering his shoulders down to his boots. Ari had never seen such a luxurious uniform. He didn’t know it, but he was looking at the Roman General Titus—in charge of the siege and now the sack of Jerusalem.


			General Titus immediately entered the Temple surrounded by his men to survey his conquest and see where the Jewish God lived. Ari knew that the non-Jewish pagan Romans entering the Temple were committing sacrilege. But he also knew the situation was well beyond that now. He thought to himself, God would not approve. Ari could also hear the commotion of loud soldier voices outside the Inner Courtyard walls. But whether they were trying to put out existing fires or starting new ones, Ari couldn’t tell.


			General Titus was not inside the Temple long before he realized that the fire on the colonnade roof next to the Temple was out of control and would soon consume everything. As he was a methodical man, he had been well briefed by his Jewish advisors and indeed his Jewish princess and mistress, Berenice, granddaughter to Herod the Great, as to what objects he would find inside. He immediately gave orders to his soldiers to remove everything as quickly and as gently as possible before the building collapsed. As his soldiers were removing the Holy objects from the Temple, he realized that one of the silver trumpets was missing. There were supposed to be two! He knew that this was a massive security failure. He would be very embarrassed to share this with his father, Vespasian, who left him in charge of successfully completing the conquest and subjugation of Judea. His father was now marching on Rome with 24 legions, supporting him to be proclaimed the next Caesar. Herod Agrippa, brother to Titus’ mistress Berenice, was concurrently bribing Roman Senators with Jewish gold to make sure Vespasian was confirmed by the Senate as Caesar upon his arrival. They were leaving nothing to chance. Moreover, Titus knew what extraordinary value his Jewish allies placed on these Temple objects. And now a Holy Trumpet was missing! How embarrassing in front of his allies! It was the greatest paradox of this conquest that while he was sacking Judea and Jerusalem, Jews were making sure his family came to power in Rome.


			Ordinarily, he would start executing his soldiers until he found the one or ones who stole it. But if he started disciplining his men in the middle of sacking and raping the city they very well could turn on him. His soldiers considered the sack of the city extra payment for such a long, hard war. So he made a split second decision not to say anything—to pretend all the Holy Jewish items were found in place and accounted for. To this day, his triumphal arch in Rome includes sculpted images of two trumpets alongside other looted items from the temple.


			He did, however, make a silent promise to himself to crucify the guilty person or persons who took that trumpet if he ever found them.


			Of course, little Ari knew nothing of the political problems troubling General Titus, and quite frankly, he didn’t care. All he knew was that the smoke was getting too thick and starting to burn his throat and lungs as he inhaled. Also, he could now feel the heat from the encroaching fire. His survival instinct told him it was time to leave. So down he went along the shaft, dragging his prized toy behind him with one hand and an oil lamp in the other to light the way. He also cleverly tied the leather pouch containing the gold coins to his wrist, freeing his hands. His one miscalculation, however, was that he forgot about the tight turn in the tunnel below street level. His toy horn was too long and stiff to make the turn. In fact, it got stuck when he tried to pull it through. No matter how he tried, he could not budge it— his pulling and pushing only stuck it more firmly in place.


			He was disappointed. But before leaving it behind, he decided that he would put his lips on the mouthpiece and try to blow it just once to hear how it sounded. Unfortunately, not only had his father not yet trained him on the way to use his lips and control his breath to blow a trumpet, but he was still too winded and tired from his trip to the top of the Temple Mount. Nope—not even a small toot sounded from his toy. Frustrated, he left it there, buried under almost eighty feet (24m) of rock but just above the sludge line of the drainage shaft. Over the centuries, the top of the Temple Mount was destroyed and rebuilt many times—each a bloody destruction. First came the Romans (twice destroying it), then Byzantines, then Arabs, Persians, Crusaders, then the Arabs again, Mamluks, and finally the Turkish Ottomans. Each had their own religious agenda for the Holy Temple Mount. Over the centuries, safely below all this, the once brilliantly shiny silver trumpet became deeply tarnished to a blackish brown color, further hiding it by camouflaging against the surrounding ancient rock. Was it lost forever, or were the rocks and little Ari’s audacious theft protecting it? Was it just waiting to be discovered and sounded again over a Jewish Jerusalem? For isn’t it true that God sometimes works in strange ways?


			As for little Ari, he could smell the black smoke of the burning city permeating down to where he was below street level. He was keenly aware that his newfound gold coins would help him to somehow survive outside the walls of Jerusalem. He also knew exactly the underground tunnel that would lead him outside the city beyond the Roman military lines. So he took a breath and bravely decided this was the moment for him to leave his home—the only place he ever knew—to save himself.


			Crouching most of the time to avoid hitting his head, he traveled quickly through Jerusalem’s underground tunnel system. He emptied two oil lamps on the way through those dark, dank tunnels before he could see the daylight from an opening, now miles beyond the city walls. As he emerged into the light and greenery of the surrounding landscape he was pleasantly surprised how fresh the air smelled. It was the first time in months that he didn’t smell the rancid stench of dead rotting flesh or the stinging smell of black smoke burning his nostrils. Also, he noticed how quiet the area was. No more pounding of Roman catapult stone balls against the hard city stone walls or the never ending screams and cries of the wounded. It only took him a moment to take a breath and feel mentally refreshed by his new surroundings. In the distance he noticed a group of men laughing while sitting near a pool of clear water with the sound of a gurgling stream running into it. Ari thought to himself, This is so different from where I just came from. He also noticed more than a dozen camels with their heads bent low, guzzling water from the pool. He guessed that this must be a trading caravan which he had heard about. Indeed, he had heard about camels too but had never seen one.


			As he approached the group of men sitting by the water, a huge man with a well-kept, full gray beard stood up to greet him. He wore a flowing white robe and white turban, with part of the turban linen falling to one side to reveal a sunburnt and deeply lined face from decades in the desert sun. His tightly bound waist band held a huge curved scimitar sword. Ari gathered his strength and greeted him in Aramaic, not Hebrew, formally introducing himself as Aaron ben Halevi, since he guessed that the big man must be the leader and not Jewish. Ari’s instinct proved correct. Sheikh Ibn al Khalid was not only the caravan owner but King of the Nabateans—the Arab tribe which controlled all the trading routes between the Roman Empire and Asia. And King Ibn al Khalid was truly shocked by what he saw standing in front of him. He asked himself, “Am I looking at a human or a small creature?” Surprisingly, the creature spoke perfect Aramaic to him and now held out a gold coin, asking for passage on his caravan. But this creature was completely covered in black soot and smelled of feces and death. Its ragged clothes barely covered its body, contrasting sharply with the extreme value of the gold coin held in its raised little hand. But the King was not stupid. He looked above and beyond the boy’s head to see black smoke rising miles into the sky from the dying city and knew Ari was one of the Jews fleeing and desperate to survive. He admired the boy’s courage and instantly felt a strong fatherly sense of protection towards the brave, little fellow since he missed his own children who were hundreds of miles away. Moreover, this hard boiled, shrewd desert chieftain did not believe in luck or coincidence but instinctively sensed that the only way this little boy could have survived the terrible destruction of the city and been guided to him amidst the chaos of the surrounding war was if God walked with the boy. The desert people call it Barakah. It literally means blessing, referring to the spiritual power of God that flows to special people. Thus, these special people are deeply respected and treated almost like prophets amongst the desert tribes. So, when he heard little Ari speak, it surprised King Ibn al Khalid that the Barakah was so strong with the boy regardless of his young age.


			All Ari knew was that his luck held when the King said, “Put your money away. You are my guest. Maybe later when you have regained your strength you can work for me if you want. I will teach you how to ride a camel and the ways of the desert. Here, drink as much as you want.” As he offered a calf skin water bag to Ari, almost as big as Ari himself, he said, “Our camels have finished drinking. Bathe yourself in the pool while I find you some new clothes. And after washing join us for some roast lamb, bread and hummus.”


			While washing himself, one of the men laughed as he yelled to Ari, “Let us all pray to God that the Roman soldiers come here to drink. You are so dirty you have poisoned the water for a week!”


			Ari realized these men hated the Romans as much as he did. So he also laughed, yelling back, “By the way, where are we going?”


			The camel driver replied, “We are merchants trading our goods, with our saddle bags full of Judean royal blue and purple dye powders which are more valuable than gold; trading it first in Mesopotamia, then Persia, then India, then back to Babylon.” That response thrilled Ari to the bone, for he had never been anywhere outside of Jerusalem and was about to see more of the world than most people of the time. He also knew he had found a home among these hospitable desert tribesmen.


			Decades later, because of the deep respect the desert tribes held for him and his sharp business sense, Ari was able to develop the largest caravan trading network in the Middle East. There was even a rumor in Babylon amongst his fellow Jews that he had married another wife in India who was a princess, the daughter of a Maharajah. Some speculated that the marriage was how he was able to gain control of the largest diamond mine in the world at the time. But this was only a rumor. In his old age, sitting in his big comfortable villa overlooking the fabulous City of Babylon, at the crossroads of the ancient world located on the banks of the Euphrates River in Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq), he possessed wealth beyond counting. He also had considerable political power, as one of ten members of the Persian Empire’s governing council reporting directly to the Shah. But what he loved most was telling stories to his many grandchildren about his adventures traveling and, of course, about the fall of his beloved Jerusalem—especially about the time when he entered the Holy of Holies in the Temple itself, and how he had saved and hid—he changed the story over the years from stolen as a toy for himself to “saved”—one of the Holy Silver Temple Trumpets from the Roman defilers. His grandchildren loved their grandfather very much, but also knew he had a tendency to exaggerate when telling stories. They found this shocking story about the Holy Silver Trumpet still under the Temple Mount hard to believe.


			There was really only one person who would have believed his story about taking the silver trumpet from the Holy Temple, and that was Caesar himself, the now Roman Emperor Titus. And he would have had Ari crucified on the spot had he heard it. However, he never did hear the story. So, again, did Aaron ben Halevi’s luck hold or was it God’s plan all along?


			The only sad moment in Ari’s life came every time he raised his glass of wine at the dinner table during Jewish holidays with the toast “Next year in Jerusalem,” a toast Jews give so that they never forget their city. When making that toast, he would always remember the smell of the stinking black smoke in his nostrils and hear the cries of the dying—but only for a moment. Regardless of his success in later life, he never really got over his childhood trauma of losing his parents in a dying city. He never again visited Jerusalem.


			Oh yes, there was one more thing old Grandpa Ari loved to do. It was to blow the Shofar—made from a ram’s horn—on the Jewish Holidays in the biggest synagogue in Babylon. His fellow congregants would always praise him, saying that he was a natural at it—blowing the horn with such raw power and beauty that even God could hear it. Over the centuries, both Ari and his story about the Holy Silver Trumpet passed into family legend.
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