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Prologue

When you start talking about Jesus Christ, you should talk about Judas Iscariot also.

History prefers clean stories. Faith prefers light without shadow. But the gospel itself refuses such simplicity.

From the beginning, belief has tried to separate purity from stain, obedience from failure, salvation from guilt. Yet the narrative resists this instinct. The story does not move forward by innocence alone, but by collision—by contradiction, by fracture.

Mean hero need villain. Winner need loser.

This is not cynicism; it is structure. No crown is placed without resistance. No victory is named unless something else is defeated, erased, or forgotten. We celebrate the risen name, but we bury the one who made the rising possible.

Every crown is measured by what it costs. Every salvation is marked by what must be lost. Triumph does not rise from nothing; it stands upon a fall.

The fall is never abstract. It has a face, a name, a moment in time. It breathes, doubts, hesitates. And when the weight becomes unbearable, it acts.

Even Messiah need the kiss of Judas.

Not thunder. Not fire. Not the armies of heaven. A kiss—close enough to feel breath, close enough to mistake love for loyalty. The sign is small, human, intimate. And because of that, irreversible.

Judas Iscariot was predestined to condemned.

If this is true, then obedience itself becomes a sentence. Purpose becomes a trap disguised as calling. A man is chosen not to be faithful, but to be necessary.

If this is true, then a question rise from the ashes of doctrine:

Why God is unfair.

If the path was decided before the feet touched the ground, where does guilt begin? Where does choice end? Is judgment meaningful if the verdict was written before the trial began?

Where His Mercy’s then?.

Does mercy stop at the edge of usefulness? Is grace reserved only for those whose obedience is clean, while the indispensable sinner is discarded once his role is fulfilled?

And if Judas was required for redemption to occur, then the silence around his suffering is not accidental. It is part of the cost we refuse to count.

Chapter 1
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29 AD — Kerioth, Judea Province
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Hanukkah had always been special days for Jewish people.

The lamps were lit after prayer, one by one, their flames trembling against the cold stone walls. Oil hissed softly. Shadows gathered and retreated. After the blessings, the house filled with the smell of bread, lentils, and warm oil.

Prayer ended. The meal began.

Judas sat with his family — his father, his mother, and his younger sister. Outside, the night of Judea was quiet, but inside the room words moved like sparks.

His father looked at him for a long moment, measuring him as fathers do, not with love alone, but with expectation.

“You should have wife fast as possible, Judas,” his father said.

Judas raised his eyes from the bowl.

“For what?” he answered.

His sister chuckled, careless and sharp, the laugh of someone too young to fear consequences.

“For cooking and make baby of course,” she said.

Judas smirked. “I’m man and I have choices, my little sister. But you should accept the fat Reuben proposal.”

He said it with an evil smile, enjoying the sting of it.

His sister gasped. “Reuben?” she scoffed. “He smells like sheep and sweat.”

Their mother lifted her hand, not to strike, but to quiet the air.

“Enough,” she said. Then she turned to Judas.

“Your father said the truth. Just pick one — what you need.”

Judas leaned back slightly. The oil lamps reflected in his eyes.

“I don’t have any idea, mother,” he said. “I want be big people. Like Judas Maccabee.”

At the name, the room changed.

His father straightened, as if the past itself had entered the house.

“Judas Maccabee,” the old man repeated, almost reverently. “He was chosen in a dark time. He fought when Israel was small. He cleansed the Temple. We thank God for him.”

He gestured toward the lamps.

“Hanukkah exists because of men like him.”

Judas listened, but his gaze was distant, fixed somewhere beyond the walls of Kerioth.

“That was courage,” his father continued. “That was obedience. God raised him, and the people followed.”

Judas nodded slowly.

“But I want more bigger than him,” Judas said at last. “Maybe... a Messiah.”

The word hung in the air like smoke.

His sister burst into laughter. Not gentle laughter — sharp, mocking.

“A Messiah?” she said. “Then I will be sister of Messiah, yes?”

She bowed exaggeratedly. “Maybe people will kiss my hands.”

Their mother frowned. “Don’t joke with holy things.”

But Judas did not laugh.

The lamps flickered. Outside, the night remained unchanged. Inside, something had shifted — small, almost invisible, like oil burning lower than expected.

No one noticed it yet. No one ever does.

After finished the meal, Judas pray in room.

The house was quiet. The lamp burned low beside the wall. He washed his hands, then knelt on the mat. The words came slowly at first, then by memory, then by habit. His voice softened as the night deepened.

He pray until he sleepy.

His head lowered. His breathing slowed. The prayer no longer needed effort. Sleep pressed gently upon him, not sudden, not forced.

Then sleep still recite,

“Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is one.”

The words did not stop when his eyes closed.

And the dream come to him.

A man come to him, his face just radiant, not clear enough to recognize. Light without shape. Presence without name. Judas tried to speak, but no sound answered.

The man said,

“come and follow me!”

...

Rooster crowing as a sign for dawn.

The sound cut through the last pieces of sleep. Judas opened his eyes. The room was pale with early light. The words of the dream still clung to him, not loud, not frightening — just present. He tried to sleep again, but his body refused. He lay still, contemplating, the command echoing without voice.

He rose.

From the other room came the familiar sounds of morning. Clay bowls touching stone. Fire catching. His mother was already awake.

“Judas,” his mother called.

He went out and sat at the table. Breakfast was ready. Bread still warm from the hearth. A small bowl of olives. Goat cheese, sharp and white. A cup of diluted wine. Olive oil poured carefully, as if measured. Nothing wasted.

He ate slowly.

“Where Leah?” he asked.

“She go to river to wash clothes,” his mother said, breaking bread.

“And father?” Judas asked again.

“He on herd the sheep as usual,” she answered, without looking up.

Judas nodded. He finished his meal. He wiped his hands on his cloak, stood, and stepped outside.

The morning was already moving.

He went to the plantation.

In the grape plantation, Judas as owner in there.

It was not given to him whole. Long time he struggled, became employee since he kids. He knew how working hard it was — the bending, the cutting, the waiting. He knew the hot sun that burned the neck and the back, the sweat that stung the eyes, the dust that never truly left the skin.

He learned the vines by touch. When to prune. When to wait. When to accept loss. His hands were marked before his name was known.

Coin by coin, day by days, he collected. Small wages. Delayed payments. The weight of copper in his palm meant more than words. He counted carefully, never twice the same way. Some seasons gave much. Some gave almost nothing.

With those coins he buy his own land. Not large. Not proud. A narrow piece of ground set apart — for a graveyard. A place that would not move, that would not be taken, that would remain even when voices were gone.

The vineyard fed the living.

That land waited for the dead.

Judas knew both.

It was not harvest season.

The vines were bare. Leaves gone. Only wood and wire remained. Still, the work did not stop. Judas keep the employees. They came in the cold mornings, hands wrapped, breath visible.

There was pruning.

There was repair of posts and walls.

There was clearing stones, turning soil, preparing what could not yet grow.

The important is how to measure once by once.

Not baskets now, but days. Hours. Effort. Judas counted work as carefully as fruit. No man was paid for what he did not do. No man was shorted what he earned.

He pay the salaries.

Coins passed even when the land gave nothing. This was the season that tested owners, not laborers.

Then he sell what remained to the wine production.

Stored wine. Small quantities. Enough to bring coin, not comfort.

Then the Roman taxes.

Due without mercy. Season did not matter. Judas paid them from what was saved, not what was gained.

Only then he counted the last profit.

Almost nothing. But the vineyard stood. The men returned. The land remained his.

The winter passed slowly.

Judas sat and paid the salaries of his employees.

He sat behind the low table, his shoulders tense, the pouch open before him. The cold air carried every sound. The clink of coins rang louder than it should have.

A woman stepped forward.

A mother with a baby cradled in her arms. The child slept lightly, breath shallow, fingers curled against her chest. Judas counted her wages and placed the coins in her palm.

She did not step away.

“My husband is gone this week,” she said quietly. “The baby has a fever.”

Judas looked at the child, then back at the pouch. He reached inside again and added more coins. They fell into her hand with a heavier sound.

“Thank you,” she said.

The woman bowed her head, unable to speak further, and turned away quickly.

Then Eleazar came forward.

A teenage boy, thin and restless, his eyes burning with something too large for his age. Judas paid his wages. The boy took the coins but lingered.

Judas asked, “Where is your uncle, Jonathan?”

Eleazar leaned closer and whispered, “He wants to revolt.”

Judas frowned. “What do you mean?”

Eleazar answered, almost smiling, “He thinks he’s the chosen one.”

“That’s strange,” Judas said quietly.

Eleazar looked at him. “It’s not strange if you are Jewish.”

The boy turned and walked away.

Judas remained seated, speechless.

Chosen one.

The words pressed against his chest.

Suddenly, he stood.

“Eleazar,” he called.

The boy had already begun to run. Judas followed, caught up to him, and seized his arm.

“I want to meet Jonathan,” Judas said.

...

They walked without speaking.

The path narrowed as they moved away from the vineyard, leaving the ordered rows behind. The ground changed under their feet — soil to stone, stone to dust. Wind moved differently here, caught between low hills. Every sound felt watched.

They passed ruined walls, then thorn bushes, then a hollow where footsteps no longer echoed. The place was chosen carefully. From the road, nothing could be seen. From above, it looked empty. Hidden, at least for Roman eyes.

They finally met several people.

Men stood in small clusters, voices low, faces hard. Some carried nothing. Some carried weight in their posture alone. No banners. No prayers spoken aloud. Only waiting.

In the center was a rough arena of wrestling.

Not built — worn into the earth by bodies. A circle of packed dirt, scarred and uneven. Marks of struggle everywhere. Footprints pressed deep. Blood darkened the ground in places, old and new.

The people surrounded it in silence.

This was not sport.

This was preparation.

Judas felt it before anyone spoke.

A man stepped out from the circle.

His body was big, shoulders wide, muscles cut hard under the skin. Sweat traced the lines of his chest, his six-pack catching the last light. He raised his arms briefly — not in pride, but to signal the end. The wrestling match was done. He had won.

Someone approached and offered him water.

He drank deeply, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and lifted his eyes. The crowd stood close, silent, measuring him. Then his gaze moved past them — and stopped.

On Judas.

The man walked toward him, slow, deliberate. The others parted without being told.

“Why you come here, my lord?” he asked.

Judas did not step back.

“Eleazar,” Judas said, his voice steady, “tell me your secret.”

The man’s expression did not change.

Only his eyes hardened slightly.

“Let’s talk,” Jonathan said.

He turned without waiting for an answer. Judas followed. They left the circle behind and walked toward the house, where voices could not follow and shadows kept their counsel.

They sat on the floor, facing one another.

Before the conversation began, Eleazar entered. He carried a gallon of wine and cups made of clay, rough and imperfect. He poured the wine carefully and placed the cups between them.

“Thank you, Eleazar,” Judas said.

“My pleasure, my lord,” Eleazar replied.

He bowed his head slightly and left the room. His footsteps faded.

Jonathan was the first to speak.

“I just told Eleazar,” Jonathan said, “if you speak to him, just tell the truth.”

Silence followed. The wine breathed in the cups.

Then Judas said, “The truth is this: you are the chosen one. Maybe the Messiah.”

Jonathan did not react at once. He looked at the floor, then at the cup, then back at Judas.

“Let us wait,” Jonathan said. “God will speak.”

“And if He does not?” Judas said.

Jonathan’s voice remained calm. “God always speaks. The question is who dares to listen.”

Judas leaned forward. “Men gather around you. They train. They believe. Belief is dangerous when it grows faster than wisdom.”

Jonathan lifted his cup and drank.

“Faith has always been dangerous,” he said. “So has silence.”

Judas said nothing. The room felt smaller, as if the walls were listening.

Between them, the wine remained dark and still.

After a slow slurp of wine, Judas asked Jonathan, “Then what is your plan?”

Jonathan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and set the cup aside.

“I don’t have a plan yet,” he said. “But the goal is clear — to drive the Roman dogs out of our holy land.”

Sunlight filtered through the doorway, cutting the room into bright dust and shadow.

“To be free from their taxes, of course,” Judas said. “To make our home become our home again. I’m behind you.”

He paused. “But how do you know you are part of God’s plan?”

Jonathan looked toward the light before answering.

“I never thought about it before,” he said. “Not like this. But look around. They are tired. Tired of paying, tired of bowing, tired of pretending Rome will leave us alone if we endure long enough.”

“They chose me,” he added. “Not because I asked. Because someone had to stand.”

Judas leaned forward. Outside, voices and movement passed, ordinary life continuing.

“Men choose leaders for many reasons,” Judas said. “Anger. Fear. Hunger.”

“Yes,” Jonathan replied. “All of it.”

“They are tired of Roman boots in our streets. Tired of soldiers who mock our laws. Tired of taxes that take bread from children and wine from fathers. Tired of calling this land holy while living like guests in it.”

Judas said quietly, “Tired men can become dangerous men.”

Jonathan nodded. “Or faithful ones.”

“And if God does not choose you?” Judas asked.

Jonathan’s gaze remained steady.

“Then God will correct me. But if He is silent while Rome rules us, silence itself becomes a command.”

The afternoon light lingered between them, unmoving.

Chapter 2

The hall in Texas was bright with white lights and quiet expectation. Rows of chairs filled the room, occupied by students, pastors, skeptics, and those who came only to question. At the front stood Alex Flanders, the lecture finished, the floor now open.

A man in his mid-thirties rose from his seat. His voice was polite, but restless.

“Hello, Mister Flanders,” he said. “I want to ask something.”

He paused, then continued,

“If salvation was predestined before we were born, then God is already choosing people according to His will, right?”

A murmur spread across the room.

“And what about people who never had a chance to hear the Gospel? Are they in hell forever?”

The room went still.

Flanders did not answer immediately. He stepped away from the podium and looked at the audience, as if weighing the question against every face before him.

“That’s an important question,” he said at last. “But it is not as simple as that.”

He folded his hands.

“Heaven and Hell belong to God,” Flanders said. “Not to us. We speak about them too lightly, as if they were judgments we are allowed to pass.”

He lifted his head.

“We must understand the common grace of God. God is not confined to churches, denominations, or borders.”

He paused.

“The Holy Ghost is everywhere. Omnipresent.”

The audience listened closely.

“Now imagine someone born in a rural village in Africa. Or Asia. Or the Middle East. A place with no church. No evangelist. No Christian neighbor.”

Flanders’s voice grew steadier, firmer.

“What if that person encounters the Gospel through a book, through a radio, through the internet — or even if God Himself meets them personally?”

Silence.

“They recognize truth. They believe the truth of Scripture. They respond in faith.”

He spread his hands.

“But there is no church there. No pastor. No one to baptize them. No one to call them Christian.”

Flanders looked back at the questioner.

“So tell me,” he said quietly, “who is condemned?”

He answered himself.

“Not them.”

A shift moved through the hall.

“If condemnation exists,” Flanders continued, “it falls on us. On those who had the Gospel and treated it like private property. On those who were sent but never went.”

His voice hardened.

“That failure is not theirs. It is our sin.”

The man swallowed.

“In my opinion,” Flanders said, softer now, “those people are saved by the mercy of a God who is greater than our systems.”

He paused.

“But judgment — if judgment comes — rests on those who knew and did nothing.”

He returned to the podium.

“This question does not make God unjust,” he said. “It makes our responsibility unbearable.”

No one applauded.

The silence lingered — heavy, unsettled, accusing.

The moderator stepped forward and took the microphone.

“Please,” he said, forcing a smile, “let’s give a round of applause. Thank you, Mister Flanders.”

The hall responded, polite at first, then fuller, though uneven — some hands clapped out of respect, others out of discomfort.

“Thank you,” Flanders said.

“You’re welcome, Mister Bronson,” he added, nodding to the moderator.

Moments later, Alex Flanders disappeared behind the stage curtain. The noise of the hall softened, replaced by the low hum of cables and distant voices.

Georgia was waiting.

She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him, pressing a quick kiss against his cheek. The tension left his shoulders at once.

“Ready for dinner, my lovely?” Flanders said, half-smiling.

Georgia tilted her head. “What about the book-signing session?”

Flanders sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

“I already did one last month in Connecticut,” he said. “No signing session in Texas.”

She studied his face, then nodded.

“Alright,” she said gently. “Then let’s drive.”

They walked together toward the exit, past crates and cables, past posters already being taken down — words fading into routine, the weight of the evening following them quietly out the door.

Alex and Georgia sat in the car as it pulled away from the hall. The city lights passed without ceremony, familiar and forgettable.

Alex broke the silence.

“I’m hungry,” he said. “What’s your favorite tonight?”

Georgia thought for a moment. “Lamb. Or mutton. Chicken too. I want real protein. Real fat.”

Alex smiled faintly. “Alright then.”

They drove on, past places with bright signs and loud promises, until Alex turned into a quieter street. The restaurant they stopped at was small and plain. No neon. No crowd. Nothing on the outside that tried to impress.

Just a place that served meat and expected nothing in return.

They parked and stepped out, the conversation unfinished, waiting to continue inside.

Inside the restaurant, the table was already set.

For Alex, a plate of lamb, cooked medium rare.

Georgia chose hers well-done.

Steam rose quietly from the meat.

Alex looked at her and said, “Honey, are you ready for prayer?”

“My pleasure,” Georgia replied.

They bowed their heads.

Georgia prayed softly, “Thank You, Lord, for this food. Thank You for my handsome man, who helps me and guards me. But we always need the Holy Spirit to watch over us. Humble our hearts. And thank You for our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.”

They lifted their heads.

The plates waited.

Outside, the world continued — unaware, indifferent, unchanged.

Alex picked up his fork, studying the lamb for a moment.

Then he smiled.

“God plays favorites,” he said.

Georgia looked at him. “What do you mean?”

Alex nodded toward their plates.

“My favor is medium rare. Yours is well-done.”

He paused, amused by his own thought.

“Just like God chose lamb, not pork.”

Georgia raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

Alex leaned back slightly.

“Can you imagine if God had chosen the Gerasenes instead of Israel?”

Georgia laughed softly. “Yeah, I know what you mean. If God chose the Gerasenes, they’d offer pork instead of lamb.”

Alex nodded. “Exactly.”

He lifted his fork like he was delivering a lecture.

“Then the consequence would be this — the Lamb of God becomes the Pork of God.”

For a moment, they stared at each other.

Then they both laughed — quietly, carefully — the kind of laughter that knows it is standing close to something serious but chooses warmth instead.

The lamb cooled slightly on the plate, untouched, waiting.

After finishing his lamb, Alex wiped his mouth and leaned back in his chair.

“Yeah,” he said lightly, “just like our Lord Jesus Christ. He favored Peter — His beloved disciple — rather than Judas.”

Georgia paused with the last bite balanced on her fork. She considered it, then nodded.

“That’s true,” she said. “I believe we are part of the people God favors.”

Alex smiled. “Amen to that.”

Georgia finished her bite.

But inside Alex’s chest, the word amen did not settle.

Beneath the comfort of agreement, questions lingered — sharp and unresolved.

Favor and rejection. Blessing and condemnation. Choice and consequence.

They had followed him longer than he cared to admit.

And even now, in the quiet after the meal, they refused to leave him alone.

Chapter 3

The day was cold and damp.

Low clouds hung over the vineyard, and the earth was soft from recent rain. Judas stood among the rows of vines — land he had bought slowly, coin by coin. Wooden posts leaned under the weight of bare branches, stripped for winter, waiting for another season. The soil clung to his sandals.

Philip arrived on a mule, mud clinging to his feet. He carried a leather satchel and a wooden tablet. No armor. No sword. Just numbers.

“Peace to you, Judas,” Philip said.

“And to you,” Judas replied.

Philip looked across the vines. “You’ve expanded,” he said. “More land.”

Judas said nothing.

Philip opened the tablet. “This vineyard is registered now. Agricultural land is taxable.”

Judas frowned. “I already paid this season.”

“And the sheep,” Philip added, without looking up. “Your father’s flock was counted last week.”

Judas stiffened. “My father is a shepherd. The herd barely feeds us.”

“I don’t make the law,” Philip said. “I only record it.”

Silence stretched between them. Water dripped from a post. Somewhere, a bird cried.

“I don’t have enough,” Judas said quietly.

Philip closed the tablet halfway. “You have land.”

“This land is not wealth,” Judas replied. “It is survival.”

Philip hesitated — only a moment. “Rome doesn’t rest.”

Judas reached into his pouch. His fingers paused. He thought of wages. Of winter vines. Of his father’s sheep moving slowly across wet hills.

Then he counted the coins.

One by one.

Philip took them, weighed them in his hand, and nodded. “Paid.”

He marked the tablet.

As Philip mounted his mule, he said, “You’re a fair man, Judas. Fair men suffer first.”

Judas watched him leave.

The clouds remained.

The vines did not move.

And Judas stood in his vineyard, knowing that obedience did not feel like righteousness — only survival.

Judas walked slowly between the rows of vines. Winter had stripped them bare, leaving only twisted branches and damp earth beneath his feet.

Under one of the grape trees, Jonathan was squatting, cutting away dead shoots with a small knife. His hands were dirty. His cloak was worn.

Judas stopped a few steps away.

“So,” Judas said, “the chosen one still needs to work in my vineyard, huh?”

Jonathan did not look up at first.

“My supporters are poor shepherds,” he said, “fishermen, laborers. Men like me.”

He straightened and met Judas’s eyes. “No one else works for us.”

Judas nodded slowly. “Oh. I see.”

Jonathan wiped his hands on his cloak. “You saw Philip today.”

“Yes,” Judas said. “He counted what Rome thinks belongs to it.”

Jonathan’s jaw tightened. “They count breath if they can tax it.”

“They take from the vineyard,” Judas said, “from the sheep, from the hands that work the land.”

“And then they call it order,” Jonathan replied. “They never touch soil. They never feel winter. They only write.”

Judas looked down the rows of vines. “Hatred grows easily here.”

Jonathan said quietly, “It grows because it is planted.”

“They smile,” Judas said. “They say ‘peace’ while emptying our purses.”

Jonathan nodded. “That’s why men curse tax collectors more than soldiers. Soldiers take by force. Tax collectors pretend it is law.”

Judas exhaled. “And yet, if we refuse, Rome returns with boots.”

Jonathan’s voice lowered. “That’s why they follow me. Not because I promised victory — but because they are tired of paying to be owned.”

The wind moved through the bare vines.

Neither man spoke.

The hatred did not shout.

It waited.

Judas walked until he reached the edge of his vineyard, where the rows ended and the land fell away toward the road.

From a distance, Eleazar’s voice called out, urgent but respectful.

“Lord Judas!”

Judas turned and walked toward him. “What is it?” he asked.

Eleazar bowed his head slightly. “There is a Greek man who wishes to meet you.”

Judas paused. “How do you know he is Greek?”

Eleazar answered without hesitation, “By his accent, of course.”

Judas nodded once. “Very well. Let me speak with him.”

Then, softer, he added, “Go back to your work. Or rest — even run and play if you wish. I don’t mind.”

Eleazar’s face brightened. “Thank you, my lord.”

He turned back toward the vineyard, while Judas continued on, already wondering what a Greek would want with him.

A man stepped forward from the roadside. His cloak was cut in the Greek style, lighter, cleaner than those worn by Judeans.

He spoke in Greek.

“Are you the landlord?”

Judas answered in the same tongue. “I am.”

The man smiled faintly. “My name is Leonidas. I have come with an offer.”

Judas folded his arms. “Say it.”

Leonidas glanced toward the vineyard before lowering his voice. “I have gathered many barrels of wine. But I need a place to keep them. A discreet place.”

He hesitated, then added, “Hidden. You understand.”

Judas felt a surge of relief, sharp and sudden.

“Thanks be to the Lord,” he murmured. “God is with me today.”

He lifted his eyes. “Yes. We should speak seriously about this.”

The thought came to Judas suddenly, sharp as a blade finding its mark.

Leonidas needed a place.

Jonathan needed money.

Wine could move where men could not. Barrels passed hands quietly, slipped through villages, hidden beneath straw and silence. Coins followed.

Judas felt his pulse quicken.

Jonathan’s followers were poor — shepherds, fishermen, laborers — men who knew paths beyond Roman roads, men who feared hunger more than law. Leonidas had wine. Jonathan had movement. Judas stood between them.

More pennies. Many more.

Enough to pay wages. Enough to answer taxes. Enough to keep Rome from pressing closer — for now.

It was a brilliant idea. Dangerous, yes — but brilliant.

Judas lowered his eyes, steadying himself.

“This could work,” he thought. “Too well.”

He did not smile.

But he did not turn away either.

Judas arrived home before night had fully settled. Nothing about his entrance was unusual. He washed, greeted his family, and took his place at the table.

Dinner passed quietly. Bread was broken. Bowls were shared. Judas ate in silence, listening more than speaking.

When the meal was finished, he stood at once.

His father looked up. “You leave already?”

“Yes,” Judas said, reaching for his cloak. “There are matters I must attend to.”

His mother frowned. “After dinner? You usually stay.”

“It will not be long,” Judas replied, though his voice carried no certainty.

His sister tilted her head. “You didn’t even wait for the stories,” she said. “Or the prayers.”

Judas paused, his hand on the door. “Forgive me,” he said. “Tonight, my thoughts won’t sit still.”

His father studied him carefully. “Be careful where restless thoughts lead a man.”

Judas nodded once, then stepped outside.

The door closed.

Inside, his mother sighed. “Something has taken hold of him.”

His sister whispered, “Or someone.”

No one answered.

The lamp flickered, and the house fell quiet again.

The night was cold.

Judas stepped out from his house and lifted a torch, the flame trembling in the winter air. His breath clouded before him as he walked, the ground hard and damp beneath his sandals.

He moved quickly, faster than he should have, the torchlight leaping across stone and vine. The road to the vineyard was familiar, yet tonight it felt longer, narrower.

He did not slow.

Each step carried him farther from the warmth of home and deeper into the quiet of the fields, where only the wind answered his thoughts.

In the vineyard, two donkeys stood waiting, their heads lowered beneath the weight of wine barrels strapped to their sides. The leather bindings creaked softly when they shifted, the scent of fermented grapes lingering in the cold night air.

Leonidas tightened one of the straps and looked toward Judas. “They are ready,” he said. “Show me the way.”

Judas lifted his torch. The flame flickered, briefly illuminating the rows of vines before them.

“Follow closely,” he said.

They moved out, leading the donkeys between the vines and beyond, away from the open paths. The road narrowed, turning into a trail known only to those who worked the land and those who wished not to be seen.

No one spoke.

Only the sound of hooves against damp earth followed them as they walked toward Jonathan’s hidden place, deeper into the hills, where fires were kept low and names were spoken carefully.

Judas did not look back.

They finally arrived.

The place was hidden well — tucked into the hills, shielded by rock and low trees. A fire burned faintly at the center, kept small, its light carefully controlled.

Jonathan was already there, surrounded by his men — about twenty-five in all. Laborers, shepherds, fishermen. Broad shoulders, scarred hands. Jonathan stood tallest among them.

Jonathan looked at Judas and smiled faintly. “It is a surprise to see you here, my lord.”

Judas answered quietly, “That is why we need you. But be careful.”

Jonathan gave a short nod and stepped forward. Without hesitation, he bent, gripped one of the wine barrels, and lifted it with ease, as if it weighed little more than air. The others followed, taking up the remaining barrels, moving them quickly into the shelter.

Leonidas watched, impressed. He leaned toward Judas and said in Greek, “You have a man like Hercules among you.”

Judas answered just as quietly, “We call him Samson.”

Leonidas smiled, but said nothing more.

The barrels disappeared into the shadows, and with them, the last chance to turn back.

When the last barrel had been carried inside and the work was finished, the noise faded into quiet.

Jonathan sat down first, lowering himself onto a flat stone near the wall. Judas and Leonidas followed, the three of them forming a small circle in the dim shelter.

Eleazar was already there. Without a word, he set down a clay wine jar and three simple cups, their rims rough and uneven. He poured carefully, filling each cup just enough.

The smell of wine spread through the place, sharp and familiar.

No one spoke at first.

The men around them kept their distance, busy with small tasks, pretending not to listen. The fire burned low. Shadows leaned against the walls.

At last, Judas lifted his cup, feeling its weight, knowing it marked more than rest.

The work was done.

Now came what followed.

They began to drink.

Jonathan tasted the wine first, then looked at Leonidas with a half-smile.

“I am sorry if our wine does not match your imagination, mister.”

Leonidas laughed softly.

“It is fine, my friend. I was born on the island of Crete, but I have spent almost my entire life in Jerusalem. My tongue knows all kinds of wine—from the cheapest jar to the most expensive cup.”

Jonathan nodded.

Judas lifted his cup, sniffed the wine before drinking.

“I do not know why,” he said, “but every Greek wine I have ever tasted—brought by merchants from your land—makes my head light too quickly. The taste feels strange on my tongue.”

Leonidas smiled knowingly.

“I will tell you the truth. Perhaps after this, you will never wish to taste Greek wine again.”

Judas waved a hand.

“Do not worry. We are not like the Pharisees.”

Leonidas leaned forward.

“Before we plant the vine, before the grape ever becomes wine, we pray. We ask blessing from Dionysus—the god of wine.”

Jonathan frowned.

“How many gods do you have?”

Leonidas shrugged.

“Too many to count. But if you ask me, I know only a few—Zeus, Poseidon, Apollo, Hermes, and Dionysus.”

Judas tilted his head.

“Tell me about Dionysus.”

Leonidas spoke at length—of Dionysus, son of Zeus, born of loss and madness, wandering among men, teaching them the vine and the press. He told how the god brought joy and ruin, how wine could lift the soul or break it. And in one tale, Dionysus stood before those who doubted him and turned water into wine, proving that the divine could hide among mortals.

Judas and Jonathan listened, astonished.

When Leonidas finished, he asked, “Do the Jews have stories about wine?”

Judas answered slowly.

“Yes. Wine becomes dangerous when it rules a man.”

He told them of Lot—how the cities burned, how his wife was lost, how his daughters believed the world had ended. Out of fear, they made their father drink until his mind failed him, until he did not know what he did. From that night came children, nations born from shame and desperation.

Leonidas shook his head.

“That is not possible. If such a thing happened, the girls should be the victims, not the father.”

Judas met his eyes.

“It is our story. Believe it or not, it is our faith.”

Leonidas sighed.

“Our myths are often illogical too. We defend them with philosophy.”

They drank again—just enough to warm their blood, not enough to break respect.

Different faiths.

Different gods.

The same silence between cups.

That night, without vows or written words, an alliance was born.

A landowner seeking order.

Men hungry for revolt.

A Greek merchant chasing profit.

No hands were raised in oath. No god was named aloud. The wine was enough.

When the cups were empty, they lay down where they sat, wrapped in cloaks and shadow. The fire dimmed. Breath slowed. The vineyard fell silent.

By morning, nothing would look different.

Yet something had already changed.

Chapter 4

After nearly a week on the road—Dallas, Austin, San Antonio—the rhythm of hotel rooms and lecture halls blurred together. Applause, questions, polite smiles, the same arguments sharpened and dulled again. Texas had been generous, loud, and warm.

Then the plane lifted.

Hours later, the sky over Philadelphia was gray and low, the kind of gray that felt intentional. When Alex Flanders stepped onto Pennsylvania soil, the air was colder, heavier. This was not a place for revival slogans or easy certainty. This was where sentences mattered. Where theology had teeth.

For Alex, it was not just another city.

It was a return.

They loaded their bags into the taxi.

Alex exhaled and smiled.

“Home sweet home.”

Georgia laughed.

“Finally. No more restaurants. No more fast food.”

Alex leaned in and kissed her cheek.

“I miss your cooking.”

She shook her head, amused, and opened the door.

They climbed into the taxi, the doors closing softly behind them as the city waited outside.

The roads of Pennsylvania unfolded one after another, familiar in a way that needed no explanation. Turns came before memory could name them.

Then he saw it.

The buildings of Westminster Theological Seminary rose quietly beyond the street—brick and order, plain and uninviting. A campus that had once sharpened his theology, taught him to measure words, to defend truth with precision rather than comfort.

Alex looked out the window as the taxi passed, saying nothing.

Some places never release you.

Alex remembered the classroom clearly.

Dr. Van de Vries stood near the front, his back straight, his voice calm but unyielding. He scanned the room before speaking.

“How do we defend sola fide?” he asked.

No one answered.

Then his eyes stopped on Alex.

“Mister Flanders,” he said, “do you believe that by faith alone you will be saved?”

Alex felt every face turn toward him.

“Yes, sir,” he answered. “I do.”

Dr. Van de Vries nodded slowly.

“Then,” he said, “by your reasoning, you may do anything you wish. You may rob a bank. Kill immigrants. Spend your days in brothels—seven times a day, without rest. And still be saved. Is that what you believe?”

A ripple of discomfort moved through the room.

Alex took a breath.

“No, sir,” he said firmly. “I do not believe in hyper-grace.”

Dr. Van de Vries folded his arms.

“Explain.”

“I believe in the perseverance of the saints,” Alex said. “A believer may fall into sin—but will not remain there. The Holy Spirit guides us. God’s grace does not abandon us.”

He paused, searching for words.

“It is like driving a car,” he continued. “We can choose to turn the wheel toward destruction. We can choose to leave the road. But when the Holy Spirit is truly present, it is impossible to keep driving that way in peace. The resistance is real. Grace does not give permission to sin—it makes sin unbearable.”

The room fell silent.

Dr. Van de Vries studied him for a long moment, then turned back to the board.

“Faith alone saves,” he said. “But the faith that saves is never alone.”

Alex remembered how confident he had sounded.

And how many years later, the certainty still followed him—demanding proof.

The taxi stopped in front of their home.

Alex paid the driver, and together they unloaded the bags onto the sidewalk. Suitcases, coats, the weight of travel—everything returned to its proper place.

At last, they stepped inside.

Jetlag dragged Alex into sleep almost immediately.

In his dream, he saw Rowan, his old friend who had died five years ago. The memory was vivid—like smoke curling from a candle.

Their last conversation in the bar replayed in haunting clarity.

“You are my best friend, you know,” Rowan said, voice low. “I should be in prison... or worse. I deserve to be executed.”

Alex frowned. “Why do you tell me this?”

Rowan handed him a small envelope.

“Take this,” he said, “but don’t open it in front of me.”

He lifted a cup of whiskey, drank, lit a cigarette, and then vanished—dissolving into shadows like smoke.

Alex staggered, the envelope heavy in his palm. Instinctively, he tucked it into his jacket pocket.

Two minutes later, just a short walk down the road, a truck barreled toward him. There was no time to react. The impact hit like destiny itself, as if someone—or something—had planned it long ago.

The table was set with care, warm light spilling over the plates. The aromas of roasted lamb, fresh bread, and herbs mingled in the air, tempting their senses despite the heaviness of fatigue. Jetlag pressed on their shoulders, clouding their thoughts and making each movement feel slow and deliberate, but Georgia moved gracefully, placing each dish with practiced precision.

Alex looked at her, admiration in his eyes. “What a wonderful dinner,” he said, his voice soft with both hunger and awe.

Georgia, still dizzy from the long day of travel, shook her head with a faint laugh. “I don’t need your compliment right now,” she said, swaying slightly as she adjusted a plate.

Alex understood immediately. He set his fork down and bowed his head over the table. “Ok, let me pray... Thanks, God Almighty, because of Your grace, we can still be together in the faith of You. Oh my Lord Jesus Christ, please rebuke our dizziness, and may the Holy Spirit guide us always.”

The flickering candlelight reflected in Georgia’s eyes as she joined him, closing her own eyes and whispering, “Amen.”

A quiet settled over the room, the weight of travel and exhaustion tempered by warmth, love, and the steady pulse of their shared faith. The clinking of cutlery, the soft hum of the city outside, even the fatigue in their limbs — all were embraced, sanctified by their prayer, and for a brief moment, the world outside ceased to exist.

Dinner ended quietly. The last plates were cleared, the warmth of the meal slowly fading into exhaustion. Georgia carried the dishes back to the kitchen, the soft sound of running water following her as she began to clean.

Dinner ended quietly. The last plates were cleared, the warmth of the meal slowly fading into exhaustion. Georgia carried the dishes back to the kitchen, the soft sound of running water following her as she cleaned.

Alex walked down the hall to his office. He closed the door behind him. The room was dim, lit only by a desk lamp. He opened the drawer of his desk. Inside lay the envelope — old, creased, opened and closed so many times that the paper had softened at the folds. The same envelope Rowan had pressed into his hand that night, minutes before the accident.

Alex took it out carefully, as if it might still be warm. Inside, everything was still there. Preserved. Untouched by time. Not only the letter, but also the jewelry — a platinum cross pendant, heavy and cold in his palm. Simple. Expensive. Confessional.

He unfolded the letter again. Every line struck him anew, brutal in its honesty.


›  Alex,


I killed Laura.

I was the one who killed her.

The words burned like fire. Laura — Rowan’s secret affair. Anna — his wife, innocent and unaware. The betrayal layered on betrayal.


›  I cheated with her. I wanted to keep my marriage. I love Anna. But my desire for Laura was unstoppable. She threatened to tell Anna everything.


Alex swallowed, feeling the weight of Rowan’s confession.


›  I panicked. I told myself it would only be a threat, just fear. Just silence her. But my hands did not stop. I did not stop.


The letter grew darker, fractured with guilt.


›  I must kill her, because she would destroy everything — my family, my name, my life. I told myself it was mercy. But there is no mercy in what I did.


Alex folded the letter slowly and held the cross pendant again, its cold weight pressing into his palm — a symbol of grace now bound to blood and guilt. His mind raced: How does God’s grace reconcile with such human depravity? How does judgment meet mercy?

From the kitchen came the faint clatter of dishes, Georgia humming softly to herself. Life continued outside this small, dim office. Unaware. Uncomplicated.

Alex leaned back in his chair, staring into the dim light. The envelope rested beside him, heavy with truths he could not unhear. Questions clawed at him:

Grace. Justice. Condemnation.

And somewhere deep inside, a fear he had never spoken aloud: some sins, once committed, could never truly be buried.

––––––––
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Chapter 5

JUDAS NO LONGER WORRIED about coins. Even if the vineyard failed to bring in profit, his mind was free. The numbers no longer ruled him; the endless calculations, the ledgers, the uncertain sums — they had lost their power over him.

His alliance with Jonathan and Leonidas had shifted everything. Profit was no longer the measure of success. Their partnership was built on trust, strategy, and shared purpose. Together, they navigated risks and opportunities, each aware that their victories were measured not solely in coin, but in influence, freedom, and the bonds they had forged.

The men moved in practiced coordination through the hidden courtyard. Torches flickered, casting shadows over barrels of wine. Every action, every careful step, every decision reflected a confidence that was not tied to wealth but to control, knowledge, and mutual understanding.

“We all win this way,” Judas said, watching the men work. “Not just money. Not just the vineyard. The freedom to act without fear — that is the real gain.”

Jonathan nodded, a faint smile on his face. “And the Romans? Their taxes, their oversight?”

“Part of the cost,” Judas replied. “We survive. We adapt. We outmaneuver. That is our victory.”

Even if the vineyard brought little coin, even if the market turned against them, Judas felt no panic. He had learned a greater truth: alliances, loyalty, and calculated action outweighed every silver coin. Together, he, Jonathan, and Leonidas were winners in a world that demanded cunning as much as wealth.

Judas turned to Jonathan. “Where’s Eleazar?”

Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t know. Haven’t seen him for a while.”

Before Judas could respond, Eleazar appeared at the edge of the courtyard, dust on his sandals and sweat on his brow.

“Where have you been?” Judas asked, his tone sharp.

Eleazar wiped his forehead and caught his breath. “On the road... I was heading home when I ran into a Roman soldier. He... he forced me to carry his belongings for nearly a mile.”

Judas’ eyes narrowed. “A Roman? Here?”

“Yes, my lord,” Eleazar said quickly. “I had no choice. He was angry, and the road was empty. I just... I did what I had to.”

Jonathan shook his head. “These Romans never rest.”

Eleazar finally let out a small, tired smile. “I’m here now, though. Everything’s fine.”

Judas looked at him for a long moment, weighing the danger outside their hidden courtyard. Then he said quietly, “Good. Let’s focus. Nothing else should slow us down tonight.”

Evening settled over Jonathan’s shelter, the fading light swallowed by stone walls and low firelight. Leonidas arrived again, the donkeys burdened with barrels, their hooves echoing softly against the ground.

“Shalom, my Jewish friends,” Leonidas said, his voice carrying an easy confidence.

Judas studied him. “You look pleased. Have you been drinking?”

“Not yet,” Leonidas replied. “But everything will be profitable for us. I can feel it.”

“Yes,” Judas said quietly. “That is our goal.”

Jonathan had just finished overseeing the unloading. He stepped closer, an arrow in his hand, a sword resting against his arm. He held them up and asked, “And what is this?”

Leonidas’ expression hardened. “We don’t only need houses or wine. We need an arsenal.”

The word lingered in the shelter, heavier than the barrels they had carried.

Judas’ eyes narrowed. “Then we need to talk more deeply about this.”

Jonathan nodded once. Leonidas agreed. The meeting continued — no longer about trade alone, but about preparation, resistance, and a future that would demand iron as much as silver.

The boxes were opened one by one. Inside lay bows and arrows, daggers wrapped in cloth, spears, knives, and short swords. Iron and wood gleamed in the firelight.

Judas stared at them, silent for a long moment. “I never imagined this,” he finally said.

Jonathan answered calmly, “But this is what it is.”

Leonidas stepped forward. “This is what we need, right?”

“Of course,” Jonathan replied.

Judas turned to him. “Jonathan... you and your men — have any of you ever used these weapons?”

Jonathan shook his head. “No. But I’m good with my bare hands.”

Judas gave a faint, uneasy smile. “You are like Samson, my friend. I know that. But strength alone is not enough. We need a David — someone who can use a sling, someone who can bring down a Goliath.”

Jonathan paused, then nodded. “I’ll try.”

Judas turned and pointed to the man standing closest to him. “And you?”

“I’m a shepherd,” the man answered. “My work is butchering lambs, separating flesh from fat, skin from bone.”

Judas asked quietly, “Have you ever killed a man?”

The shepherd shook his head. “Never.”

Judas looked around the shelter, pointing to one man after another. Each answer was the same — laborers, shepherds, farmers. Strong hands, honest work. No soldiers. No killers.

Judas lowered his hand. “You are not warriors,” he said at last. “You are amateurs.”

The fire cracked softly. The weapons lay untouched.

“They are not ready for battle,” Judas concluded, his voice heavy with realization.

After a couple of sips of wine, Leonidas stepped closer and clapped Judas on the shoulder. “Take it easy, my friend. Your Temple in Jerusalem was not built in one night. Everything needs a process.”

Judas exhaled slowly. “You’re right. But I’m still just a vineyard owner.”

Leonidas chuckled, the wine loosening his tongue. “Don’t worry. I’m not just a Greek merchant either.”

Judas nodded. “All right. Everything will be fruitful in the time of God.”

Jonathan lifted his cup. “Amen.”

One by one, his men followed, their voices low but firm. “Amen.”

That night, a line was crossed. Progress was made — but not the kind measured in coin or trade. The conversation no longer circled around business, profit, or wine.

What took shape in the shadows was something far more dangerous.

It was no longer commerce.

It was a coup.

Plans were spoken in low voices. Names were weighed. Risks were accepted. What began as alliance hardened into intention. The wine warmed their blood, but it was resolve — not drunkenness — that bound them.

By the time the torches burned low, they all understood: there would be no turning back.

Chapter 6

Pumpkins curved along the porch rail, their orange skins glowing softly under the porch light. Georgia had arranged them carefully—some carved, some left whole—while bowls of candy and chocolate waited by the door. It was Halloween, and the house looked warmer than it had in weeks.

Georgia stepped back and smiled, hands on her hips.

“I’m always happy during Halloween,” she said. “I love seeing their faces—so innocent, so full of joy.”

Alex watched her for a moment before answering.

“I’m sorry.”

She turned to him, confused.

“What do you mean?”

Alex exhaled slowly.

“You say the same thing every Halloween. I know what you really mean.” He hesitated. “No baby yet.”

Georgia didn’t look away.

“It’s true,” she said calmly. “But remember—it’s only been six years. I’m not in menopause yet.”

Alex forced a weak smile.

“But I’m an old man,” he said. “You were my student, remember?”

Georgia laughed softly.

“Twelve years isn’t that much. It’s normal.” Then she tilted her head. “Compared to Abraham and Sarah? They had a ten-year gap too.”

Alex raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, so you’re saying I should marry another woman?”

Georgia smiled—slow, knowing.

“I know you would never do that.”

Alex stepped forward, pulled her close, and held her tightly. He kissed her, longer this time, as if trying to press the years back into place.

Outside, the street filled with children’s laughter. Inside, the house remained quiet—decorated for life, waiting for something still unseen.

Halloween evening settled gently over the Flanders’ house. The porch lights glowed warm against the thinning cold, pumpkins carved with crooked smiles flickering like small sentinels. Bowls of candy waited by the door—chocolate, gummies, wrapped sweets piled high.

A knock came.

Georgia opened the door and laughter rushed in with the night air.

“Trick or treat!”

A small pirate stood beside a princess with a crooked crown. Behind them, a tiny ghost tugged at his mother’s sleeve.

“Oh my goodness,” Georgia said, smiling wide. “You all look terrifying.”

Alex leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Especially you,” he said to the pirate. “I can tell you’re dangerous.”

The boy puffed his chest. “I have
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