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​Chains in the Triumph
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In the seventh year of our Lord, the Temple fell.

Jerusalem’s heart—once crowned with fire at Solomon’s prayer, once resounding with the cries of Levites and the smoke of sacrifice—was torn stone by stone. Titus, son of Vespasian, left not one wall standing but the western edge that clung to the hill like a mourner refusing to leave the grave.

Men remembered the day by the bitter smell... cedar beams smoldering, flesh charred, gold melting into rivulets that trickled between the paving stones.

Among the embers ran a boy. He was twelve years of age, lean from hunger, his hair black and matted with soot. His hands still bore callouses from service in the courts: filling basins with water for priests, sweeping ash where lambs lay, fetching wood for the altar fire that never ceased.

His eyes had seen the veil sway, heavy as a storm cloud, when soldiers pressed into the Holy Place. He had hidden, trembling, in the portico while the sanctity of centuries was crushed beneath iron-shod feet.

He did not forget the sound: the trumpet that once called Israel to prayer now drowned beneath Roman horns, shrill with victory. And he did not forget the sight: the menorah—his menorah, he thought—wrenched from its stand, its branches gleaming in cruel hands. That lamp had burned in his memory since childhood, its golden light making the Temple stones gleam like dawn. Now it was borne away like spoil from a common household.

He had not died with the thousands. He had not escaped with the exiles who fled into caves. Instead, he was seized—one boy among the many who would line the streets of Rome in chains.
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The sun fell hot on his bent shoulders as he stumbled forward. Rome’s streets were thick with bodies, every balcony crowded, every arch hung with garlands. Incense swirled, mingled with the sweetness of crushed flowers. The crowd roared as wagons rolled by, groaning beneath treasures stripped from Zion: golden bowls, purple hangings, ivory trumpets.

At the center of the procession came the great menorah, carried on men’s shoulders, polished so that it caught the sun and hurled it back like fire.

The boy kept his eyes low. Iron manacles cut into his wrists. Beside him walked others from Judea—some scarred from battle, others hollow-eyed from siege. They shuffled like shades, urged forward by the points of spears.

“Raise your head, little raven,” jeered a woman from the crowd, hurling a fig that burst against his shoulder. “Be proud—you are Rome’s prize!”

He bit his tongue. His lips moved, but no answer came—only the words of a psalm whispered so faintly that only his own ears caught them:
“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion.
If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill.”
The roar of the people pressed like waves against him. They laughed when one prisoner stumbled, cheered when another was whipped to rise. Roman children perched on their fathers’ shoulders, pointing and clapping as though it were a festival of games.

Ahead, towering in a chariot, stood Titus himself—crowned with laurel, his armor gleaming. The people hailed him as conqueror, savior of Rome, bringer of peace. Behind him, priests of Jupiter chanted, and a white bull, garlanded for sacrifice, snorted against its ropes.

The boy felt the world reel. In his mind’s eye, the Temple still stood. He saw the courts alive with pilgrims, the psalm-singers’ voices rising in antiphon. He saw the smoke of morning sacrifice curling heavenward. He remembered the cool stone beneath his bare feet, the thrill when a priest once called him by name—“Quickly, child, bring water for the laver!”—as though his service mattered.

And then he saw the flames... the stones cracking, the cries of priests slain at the altar. The holy place gone. His father’s hand, torn from his, lost in the crush of bodies. His mother’s voice, never heard again.

A shove in his back yanked him into the present. He staggered, nearly falling. The chain at his wrists jerked taut as the line of captives moved on. He lifted his eyes for the first time since entering the city.

Above the avenue rose arches and marble statues, Rome’s gods cast in imperishable stone. Yet higher still, a gull wheeled in the blue sky, unbound.

His lips trembled. He whispered—not loud, but with the intensity of one who clings to life itself:
“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?
The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?”
A Roman boy on the steps of a fountain turned at the sound. For a moment their eyes met: the citizen child, clothed in a tunic of fine linen, a wreath on his brow—and the slave child, gaunt, shackled, barefoot on the hot stones. The Roman smirked, puzzled, but something flickered... curiosity, or perhaps unease.

The trumpets blared. The prisoners were driven on, toward the Circus where beasts waited, toward the prisons where chains would deepen. Yet within the boy, a fire still burned. Rome had stripped him of father, mother, city, and Temple. But it had not stripped him of the words etched in his bones since childhood.

That night, when he was herded into a dark stone cell with others, he lay on the straw, eyes closed, lips moving. No censer smoked, no altar glowed—but he prayed.

And heaven, though silent, did not seem empty.
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​Nights in the Household
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At dawn, when mist clung to the Tiber, a steward came to the pens.
He walked the captives with a wax tablet, marking scars and teeth.
When he reached the boy, he lifted his chin, turned his face to the light, and nodded. Money passed hands, and his chain was removed.
The villa stood on the city’s edge, where cypress trees rose like spears and the air smelled of figs and stone.
The boy walked behind the steward, counting not numbers but the words of a psalm.
“Blessed be the Lord who bears us up.”

An older slave whispered, “Keep your head low. Speak when asked. Quiet boys live longer.”

The house breathed with movement—water in bronze bowls, sandals over mosaics, a cook shouting, a little dog barking until lifted into a girl’s arms.
The boy felt that marble gaze and remembered another Presence that could not be carved.
The steward gave him to the woman who kept the keys, her back bent but her will intact.
“You will carry water,” she said. “When your arms forget, you will sweep. When your feet beg, you will fetch. Quiet boys live longer.”
The yoke bit into his shoulders; the buckets bruised his palms.
The path from cistern to kitchen ran beneath vines heavy with grapes he dared not touch.
The cook, a sharp-eyed man, grinned.
“Set the water there, little crow. Don’t look at the meat—I can smell hunger.”
He didn’t look.
But the firelight on the wall shimmered like the menorah’s glow, and memory turned flame into gold.
Later, while sweeping the colonnade, he heard two women’s bracelets chime.
“He is Judean,” one said.
“He will be useful,” the other replied. “Small hands, easy to replace if clumsy.”
Their words fell like dust. Just then a shadow crossed the floor.
He looked up and saw a Roman boy—brown hair, with eyes the color of honey.
“You are the one who sang,” the boy said.
“I did not sing,” he answered.
“In the street—you spoke. You were not begging.”
“I spoke to my God.”
“Your God was defeated,” the Roman said without cruelty. “Your city burned. The lamp we took was beautiful.”
The Judean swallowed.
“In our Temple, I carried water for the priests. When the smoke rose white, I stood in its shadow.”
He did not know why he spoke. Something in the Roman’s eyes—bright, curious—pulled the words from him.
“What did the lamp mean?”

“It meant that God set a light among men and would not let the night swallow it. Even when none watched, the flame waited.”

A woman’s voice called from across the hall.
“Marcus, leave the servants.”
He lingered. “I will see you again. You are not like the rest.”
“You cannot,” the Judean said softly.
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Days blurred. The boy learned the house by sound—the sigh of the baths, the hiss of amphorae. He learned names by command: Lucia, more figs. Gaius, the lamp. At dusk he shared bread with the old gardener.

“What do they call you?” the man asked.
“They have not called me,” he said.
The old man chuckled. “Then they will. It may not be what you were.”
“What did the trees teach you?” the boy asked.
“That a hand plants, another waters, a third gathers. None of those hands belong to the same man.”
He thought of the lamp—made, lit, and stolen by different hands—and his throat ached.

That night, while others slept, he crept into the courtyard.
Stars shone like pinholes in a dark veil.
He carved tiny letters into the marble by the column’s base:
The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in.
The marks were shallow, but they were his.

“Stop that.”

The voice came from the shadows—Marcus, barefoot, hair unbraiding.
“You’ll be beaten for scratching stone,” Marcus said, then smiled. “Unless you write in the storeroom instead.”
“I am only remembering.”
Marcus crouched. “Those are not our letters. Teach me.”
The Judean drew the shapes in dust, right to left.
Marcus copied them clumsily, left to right, laughing under his breath.
When they finished, the dust held a faint line of light.
“What does it mean?”
“That the One who watches does not sleep.”
Marcus grinned. “Then He may guard me tomorrow.”
“What thing?”
“My father says I must prove manhood by the spear. I think there are other ways—but I am Roman.”
He paused. “Come with me.”
“I am not allowed.”
“Ask the steward. He obeys me.”
The boy said nothing.
At last he answered, “If I go, I bring no spear.”

Morning came. The steward bowed to Marcus’s wish.
The boy worked as always, but each task hummed with expectation.
Marcus waited with a spear in hand, smiling.
“Come,” he said.
And the boy did, carrying only a staff of olive wood polished by others, and the words that would not stop burning inside him.
They left the city at the start of evening. Marcus walked first with a spear. The Judean walked beside him with a staff of olive wood.
Behind them came no guard.
They took the road that climbed through vineyards and small stone shrines. Cicadas sang. Dust lifted around their ankles and fell again like a slow tide. The air smelled of pine and dry grass. Above them the sky went from gold to brass to blue.

“What is the test?” the Judean asked at last.
Marcus did not look over.
“My father says a boy must draw blood to become a man. He says a hand learns by killing.”
The Judean said nothing. He felt the staff in his palm and the weight of words in his mouth.
He thought of the old gardener’s law: one man plants, another waters, a third gathers.
Where in that law did killing sit?
They left the road and entered a stand of oak. Shadows ran long between
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