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			Dedication

			
		
    בס״ד 
 
"If I forget thee, O Jerusalem,let my right hand forget her skill."— Psalm 137:5
 
Dedication
First and above all, to God,who gave me the mind and the wisdom to study the Bible—the history of my people, the Jewish people—and the memory to remember what I have learned,as well as the patience, strength, and integrity to complete this work.
To my ancestors of all generations.
To my paternal grandparents,and to my uncles and aunts who perished in the Holocaust perpetrated by the Nazis:Joseph and Chaya Lea,Nechama and Zelik,and their eight-month-old son.
To my uncles and aunt who survived—Salomon, Abraham, Elazar, and Miriam—whom I had the honor of knowing and loving.
To my parents,Tzemach and Chara,who instilled in me invaluable values, Jewish culture, and history,and love for the land of Israel and the Jewish people.
To my children—Yasmin, Ariel, Asaf, and Abigail—who are my pride and my joy.
To the Jewish people,to whom I am proud to belong—to their history, their cultural and spiritual values,their resilience and strength,and their love for life and for God,who has preserved us until this day.
And to my wife Adela,who gives me encouragement and love in both my joyful and difficult moments,and whose patience and strength sustain me.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Kings build empires of stone, but the faithful build their future through memory, covenant, and hope.

      

    


Author’s Historical Note

From Persia to Jerusalem is a work of historical fiction rooted in the biblical world of the Jewish exile, the rise of the Persian Empire, and the return to Jerusalem under the decree of Cyrus the Great. The novel draws inspiration from the historical and spiritual legacy of the Jewish people, as preserved in the Hebrew Bible and in the enduring memory of generations.

While many of the major events, settings, and historical figures in this book are based on biblical and historical tradition, the characters, family lineage, private conversations, and many personal scenes have been imagined and expanded for literary purposes. In particular, the story of Tzemach Bar-Daniel and his descendants is fictional, created to reflect the faith, resilience, memory, and continuity that have sustained the Jewish people across the centuries.

This book does not seek to replace the biblical text, but to honor its world through narrative. Its purpose is to bring readers closer to the human experience behind exile, return, covenant, and survival.

The symbolic objects that appear throughout the story — especially the scroll and the ring of Cyrus — are literary devices woven into the fictional family saga in order to connect generations through memory, responsibility, and hope.

Where history falls silent, imagination has entered carefully and respectfully.

Joseph Portnoj Gaj
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The Night of the Scrolls

Night settled slowly over the city of Babylon.

The massive walls of the ancient city stood silent beneath the fading colors of the evening sky. The Euphrates flowed quietly through the heart of the city, reflecting the last red and gold tones of the sunset before darkness finally embraced the land.

In one of the quieter quarters of the Jewish community lived an old scribe named Daniel Bar-Chayat.

His home was modest, built of clay brick and wood, with a small courtyard where a fig tree grew beside a stone well. The house had belonged to his father before him, and to his grandfather before that—men who had also lived their lives far from the land their ancestors once called home.

Exile had lasted generations.

Inside the courtyard, Daniel sat alone at a wooden table illuminated by a single oil lamp.

The flame trembled softly in the evening breeze, casting long shadows across the table. Spread before him were several sheets of fine parchment, carefully prepared and smoothed earlier that day.

Daniel was no ordinary man.

Among the Jews of Babylon, he was known as a master scribe, a man whose hand never trembled and whose letters were so precise that even the strictest scholars could find no error in his work.

For more than forty years he had copied sacred texts.

Torah scrolls.

Prayers.

Legal writings.

Genealogies of families who had lived in exile longer than anyone could remember.

His hands had written thousands of pages.

Yet tonight felt different.

The old man lifted his eyes toward the dark sky above the courtyard. The stars were beginning to appear, one by one.

For a long moment he said nothing.

Then he whispered softly:

“God of our fathers... guide my hand tonight.”

Earlier that afternoon a messenger from the Persian administration had arrived in the Jewish quarter.

The message had been brief, but powerful.

By order of the great king Cyrus, representatives of the Jewish people were to present themselves the following morning in the royal capital of Persepolis.

The news had spread quickly.

Some whispered that the new Persian king was different from the rulers before him.

Others feared another disappointment.

Empires had risen and fallen many times during the long exile of Israel.

But Daniel understood something deeper.

History could change in a single day.

And sometimes the quiet actions of ordinary men became the seeds of great events.

He looked down at the table.

Three scrolls lay before him.

Three pieces of parchment, each prepared with extraordinary care.

He placed his hand gently upon the first.

“This one,” he murmured quietly, “will be for my son.”

His son Tzemach had begun learning the sacred craft of writing. One day he would inherit the discipline and patience required to preserve the words of their people.

The second scroll he placed beside it.

“This one is for Ezra.”

Ezra was among the wisest scholars of the Jewish community—teacher, thinker, and guardian of the traditions of Israel.

If something important were to happen with the Persian king, Ezra would help guide the people.

Then Daniel looked at the third scroll.

This one was different.

Beside it stood a small container filled with a mixture of finely ground gold powder.

Daniel dipped the tip of his reed pen into the mixture.

The ink shimmered softly under the lamp.

Golden letters.

He had written countless scrolls in black ink.

But tonight, the words would shine.

Slowly he sat upright.

He closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath.

Then he began.

The reed pen touched the parchment.

The first letter appeared slowly, formed with deliberate care.

Each movement required concentration.

Each stroke carried centuries of memory.

Daniel whispered the word as he wrote it.

“Shema...”

The first word of the ancient declaration of faith.

He continued writing.

“Israel...”

The lamp flickered gently.

Outside, the city of Babylon grew quieter as merchants closed their stalls and families retreated indoors.

But in Daniel’s courtyard the work continued.

Line by line the golden letters appeared across the parchment.

Hours passed.

At times he paused to stretch his fingers.

At other moments he stared quietly at the words he was writing.

These were not simply letters.

They were the heart of a people.

The declaration that had carried Israel through exile and suffering.

When the final letter was completed, Daniel slowly set down his pen.

The night was almost over.

He lifted the scroll and unrolled it carefully.

Then he read the words aloud.

First, he spoke the ancient declaration in Hebrew.

“Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.”

The courtyard seemed to fall into deeper silence.

Then Daniel continued, reciting the sacred words in a language that every child of Israel could understand.

“Hear, O Israel: Adonai is our God, Adonai is One.

And you shall love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.

These words which I command you today shall be upon your heart.

You shall teach them diligently to your children and speak of them when you sit in your house, when you walk along the road, when you lie down, and when you rise up.

You shall bind them as a sign upon your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes.

You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”

Daniel lowered the parchment slowly.

These were not merely words.

They were the memory of a people.

Words carried through exile, through suffering, through generations who had never seen the land of their fathers.

He carefully rolled the golden scroll and placed it inside a small box of gold.

The second scroll he wrapped in linen for Ezra.

The third he set aside for his son.

Three scrolls.

Three destinies.

Beyond the walls of Babylon, a new empire was rising.

And somewhere far away, in the Persian capital of Persepolis, the king known as Cyrus the Great had summoned the Jewish people.

Daniel rose slowly from the table.

The lamp was beginning to fade.

In the east, the first pale light of dawn appeared along the horizon.

The old scribe looked once more at the golden box.

Softly he whispered the words again:

“Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.”

And as the first light of morning touched the rooftops of Babylon, Daniel Bar-Chayat knew that the day ahead would change the destiny of his people forever.
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The Assembly at Persepolis

The road to Persepolis wound through dry hills and wide valleys beneath a bright Persian sky.

Caravans moved slowly across the landscape—merchants, soldiers, envoys, and travelers from distant lands. Dust rose behind their animals as they followed the ancient roads that connected the vast territories of the Persian Empire.

Among the travelers were two elderly Jewish men riding quietly on small horses.

Daniel Bar-Chayat and Ezra.

Neither man spoke much during the journey.

Daniel carried a small chest carefully wrapped in cloth and secured beside him.

Inside rested the golden scroll.

From time to time his hand instinctively moved toward the chest, reassuring himself that it was still there.

Ezra rode beside him, watching the distant mountains.

“You have written something extraordinary,” Ezra said quietly as the distant terraces of Persepolis began to appear on the horizon.

Daniel shook his head gently.

“I have written nothing new,” he replied.
“Only the words that have carried our people through exile.”
Ezra smiled faintly.

“Sometimes the oldest words carry the greatest power.”

As they approached the city, the scale of the Persian capital became impossible to ignore.

Persepolis rose from the rocky plain like a monument to imperial power.

Massive staircases carved into stone led upward to enormous terraces supported by towering columns. Sculptures of lions and bulls guarded the entrances to the royal halls.

It was a city built to impress every visitor with the strength of the empire.

Soldiers wearing polished bronze armor stood at attention near the entrance to the royal complex.

Delegations from across the empire were arriving.

Men from Egypt, Lydia, Babylon, Media, and lands even farther away gathered in groups, speaking in dozens of different languages.

The Persian Empire stretched across continents.

And today its ruler had summoned representatives from one hundred and twenty provinces.

Daniel and Ezra dismounted near the base of the great staircase.

A Persian official approached them.

“You are the representatives of the Jewish people?” he asked in the language of Babylon.

Ezra nodded.

“We are.”

The official studied them briefly, then gestured toward the staircase.

“The King will soon address the assembly. You will stand with the other delegations.”

They joined the slow movement of people climbing the wide stone steps.

The walls along the staircase were decorated with carvings of foreign envoys bringing tribute to the Persian king.

Daniel studied the images quietly.

Ezra noticed his gaze.

“What do you see?” Ezra asked.

Daniel replied softly.

“Empires carve their victories into stone.”

Ezra answered calmly.

“And yet stone outlives the empire that carved it.”

They reached the great terrace where the assembly would be held.

The courtyard was immense.

Rows of delegates stood beneath the towering columns of the palace. Persian guards formed a silent perimeter around the gathering.

The air buzzed with anticipation.

Daniel held the small golden chest close to him.

Inside were the words that defined his people.

Suddenly a trumpet sounded across the courtyard.

The murmurs ceased immediately.

A procession of Persian nobles emerged from the palace.

Behind them walked the king.

Cyrus the Great moved with calm confidence, the bearing of a man who ruled one of the largest empires the world had ever known.

His clothing was royal but not extravagant.

Yet his presence commanded the full attention of the assembly.

He stepped forward onto the platform and looked out over the gathered representatives.

For a moment he said nothing.

Then he began to speak.

“People of the lands under my protection,” he said.

“You come from many nations. You speak many languages. You honor many traditions.”

The delegates listened closely.

“But every people,” Cyrus continued, “deserves respect for the gods they worship and the customs they keep.”

A quiet murmur moved through the gathering.

Cyrus raised his hand and silence returned.

“When my armies entered Babylon,” he continued, “I learned of a people who had lived in exile for many generations.”

Daniel felt Ezra shift slightly beside him.

“The people of Judah.”

The attention of the courtyard turned toward the Jewish representatives.

“They have served faithfully within my empire,” Cyrus continued.
“Yet their temple in Jerusalem lies in ruins.”
The king paused.

Then he spoke the words that would echo through history.

“I decree that the people of Judah may return to their land.”

The courtyard erupted in whispers.

“They may rebuild the house of their God in Jerusalem.”

Daniel felt his heart pounding.

Ezra stood motionless beside him.

Cyrus continued speaking.

“Those who wish to return may go. Those who remain will support them with silver, gold, and supplies.”

Then the king looked directly toward the Jewish delegation.

“Let their leaders come forward.”

Ezra turned to Daniel.

“Go,” he said quietly.

Daniel stepped forward and climbed the steps toward the platform.

When he reached the king, he placed his hand over his chest and inclined his head respectfully.

“My king,” he said calmly, “I bring you a gift from the people of Israel.”

He opened the small golden chest.

Inside lay the scroll written in letters of gold.

The sunlight reflected from the parchment.

Cyrus leaned forward with interest.

“What is this?” the king asked.

Daniel carefully unrolled the scroll.

“These are the words that define our people,” he replied.

Cyrus studied the shining letters.

“What do they say?”

Daniel spoke clearly.

“Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.”

The king listened attentively.

“And their meaning?” Cyrus asked.

Daniel answered:

“Hear, O Israel.
Adonai is our God.
Adonai is One.”
The courtyard remained silent.

Cyrus studied the scroll for a moment longer.

Then he rolled it carefully and handed it back.

“You honor me with this gift,” he said.

The king removed a ring from his hand.

It was a ring of gold engraved with the heads of two lions.

He placed it in Daniel’s hand.

“From this day forward,” Cyrus declared,
“you shall serve as Royal Scribe for the Jewish people of my empire.”
Daniel held the ring in silence.

Behind him Ezra watched in astonishment.

And in that moment, beneath the towering columns of Persepolis, a legacy began that would pass from father to son for generations.
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The First Guardians

The great courtyard of Persepolis slowly emptied as the delegations departed.

Envoys spoke in excited voices while royal scribes hurried to record the words of the decree. Messengers were already preparing to carry the king’s announcement across the vast territories of the empire.

But two men remained standing beneath the towering columns.

Daniel Bar-Chayat and Ezra.

For several moments neither spoke.

The weight of what had just taken place hung silently between them.

At last Ezra exhaled slowly.

“Did this truly happen?” he asked quietly.

Daniel opened his hand.

In his palm lay the ring.

It was heavy gold, engraved with the heads of two lions facing outward as if guarding something unseen.

Ezra stared at it in silence.

“The king himself placed that in your hand.”

Daniel studied the ring.

“No,” he said gently.

“He placed it in the hands of our people.”

Ezra’s eyes moved toward the palace behind them, where Cyrus the Great had spoken only minutes earlier.

“The exile may finally be ending,” Ezra said.

Daniel was quiet for a moment.

“Perhaps,” he replied.

“But exile does not end in a single day.”

He looked at the crowds departing the palace terrace.

“It ends generation by generation.”

They began descending the enormous staircase that led from the palace terrace down toward the city.

The afternoon sun illuminated the carved stone walls beside them. Reliefs of envoys from distant lands lined the stairway, each bringing tribute to the Persian king.

Ezra noticed Daniel looking at the carvings.

“What do you see?” he asked.

Daniel answered softly.

“Empires carved in stone.”

Ezra smiled.

“And yet stone remembers longer than the empire itself.”

Daniel nodded slowly.

The Gift for Ezra

When they reached the lower terrace, Daniel stopped.

He opened the small satchel he carried and removed a carefully wrapped object.

It was a small box made of cedar wood, polished smooth and bound with simple bronze hinges.

Ezra looked at it curiously.

“What is that?”

Daniel held it gently in both hands.

“Something I prepared last night.”

He opened the lid.

Inside rested a scroll.

The letters were written in perfect black ink.

Ezra’s eyes widened.

“The Shema.”

Daniel nodded.

“The first scroll I wrote was given to the king.”

“The second,” he continued, “was meant for you.”

Ezra looked deeply moved.

“For me?”

Daniel placed the cedar box in Ezra’s hands.

“You are the teacher of our people,” he said quietly.

“These words must live in the mouths of our children.”

Ezra opened the scroll slightly and read the first line.

“Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

“These words carried us through exile.”

Daniel smiled softly.

“And they will guide us home.”

Ezra carefully closed the cedar box and held it against his chest.

“I will guard it,” he said.

Daniel placed a hand on his shoulder.

“No,” he corrected gently.

“You will teach it.”

The Road Back to Babylon

The journey home felt very different from the journey that had brought them to Persepolis.

Now travelers along the road carried rumors everywhere.

“The Jews are returning to Jerusalem!”

“The Persian king has given them freedom!”

Caravans passed them, spreading the news across the empire.

Yet Daniel and Ezra rode mostly in silence.

At one point Ezra glanced toward Daniel.

“What will you do with the ring?” he asked.

Daniel opened his hand again.

The lions glinted in the sunlight.

“I will guard it,” he said.

“For now.”

Ezra studied him thoughtfully.

“You are already thinking about the future.”

Daniel nodded.

“The future is always longer than the present.”

Babylon Once More

Days later the familiar walls of Babylon rose before them.

The Jewish quarter was already alive with excitement.

Word of the royal decree had reached the city before they had.

Families gathered in the streets as Daniel and Ezra arrived.

“What did the king say?”

“Is it true?”

“Will we truly return to Jerusalem?”

Ezra raised his hand to calm them.

“It is true,” he said.

“The king has given permission for our people to return and rebuild the Temple.”

A wave of emotion moved through the crowd.

Some wept openly.

Others laughed in disbelief.

Some simply stood in stunned silence.

Daniel slipped quietly away.

Ezra would speak to the community.

Daniel had something else he needed to do.

The House of the Scribe

The courtyard of Daniel’s house looked exactly as it had the night he wrote the scrolls.

The fig tree cast a long shadow across the stone floor.

And waiting there was his son.

Tzemach.

The young man stood as soon as his father entered.

“Father!”

Daniel smiled.

“You have grown since I left.”

Tzemach laughed.

“It was only a few days.”

Daniel sat beside the wooden table and gestured for his son to sit.

From his satchel he removed a scroll wrapped in linen.

“This,” he said quietly, “is for you.”

Tzemach carefully opened the parchment.

The letters were written with flawless precision.

“The Shema,” he said softly.

Daniel nodded.

“The king received the golden one.”

Tzemach looked up quickly.

“You placed the Shema before the king?”

“Yes.”

“And he listened.”

Daniel then opened his hand.

The ring rested in his palm.

The carved lions caught the fading light of evening.

“What is that?” Tzemach asked.

“A gift from the king.”

The young man leaned closer.

Daniel placed the ring gently on the table between them.

“Listen carefully,” he said.

“This ring does not belong to me.”

Tzemach waited silently.

“One day it will pass from father to son.”

The evening breeze moved softly through the courtyard.

Daniel rolled the scroll again and placed it beside the ring.

Outside, the sounds of Babylon drifted faintly through the streets.

Inside the quiet courtyard, something far more important had begun.

A legacy.

One that would travel through centuries.

From father to son.

Long after kings and empires had faded into history.
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Chapter IV The Proclamation in Babylon
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Morning light spread slowly across the city of Babylon.

Merchants opened their stalls along the narrow streets. Donkeys carrying sacks of grain moved through the markets. The smell of bread baking in clay ovens drifted through the air.

In the Jewish quarter, life followed its familiar rhythm.

Children ran between the houses. Women prepared the morning meal. Men gathered near the central square where traders often exchanged goods and news.

But on this morning, something unusual was happening.

Word had spread during the night that Ezra had returned from the court of the Persian king.

People began gathering.

The small square in the center of the Jewish quarter slowly filled with families.

Some came with curiosity.

Others came with worry.

Kings did not summon foreign peoples without reason.

Near the edge of the square stood Daniel Bar-Chayat and his son Tzemach.

Tzemach watched the crowd grow larger with every passing moment.

“Father,” he whispered, “do they know why Ezra called everyone here?”

Daniel shook his head.

“They know only that something important has happened.”

Soon the square was filled.

Old men leaned on walking staffs.

Mothers held young children.

Young workers, still dusty from the morning’s labor, stood quietly beside them.

The murmur of voices spread through the crowd.

Then Ezra appeared.

He stepped onto a large stone near the center of the square so everyone could see him.

In his hands he carried a small cedar box.

Daniel recognized it immediately.

Tzemach noticed his father’s expression.

“That is the box you gave him,” the boy said softly.

Daniel nodded.

“Yes.”

Ezra waited until the murmurs faded into silence.

The morning sun shone across the gathered faces.

Men and women looked up at him with expectation.

Ezra spoke.

“People of Israel,” he said.

“Three days ago, I stood in the court of the king of Persia.”

A ripple of whispers moved through the crowd.

Ezra continued.

“I stood there with Daniel Bar-Chayat, your scribe.”

Many heads turned briefly toward Daniel.

He lowered his gaze modestly.

Ezra raised his hand for silence.

“We stood before the king himself.”

“The king spoke words that none of us expected.”

The square became completely quiet.

Then Ezra proclaimed the words slowly and clearly.

“By decree of the king, the people of Judah are free to return to their land.”

Gasps spread through the crowd.

Some people looked stunned.

Others immediately began to weep.

Ezra continued.

“The king has given permission to rebuild the House of our God in Jerusalem.”

The words seemed almost impossible to believe.

One elderly man fell to his knees, covering his face with his hands.

A woman began crying openly.

Another voice called out from the crowd:

“Jerusalem... after all these years?”

Ezra nodded.

“Yes.”

He lifted the cedar box.

“On the day the king made this decree, Daniel Bar-Chayat wrote the words of our faith.”

He opened the box slowly.

Inside lay the scroll.

The parchment caught the morning light.

Ezra unrolled it carefully.

The crowd watched in complete silence.

Then Ezra read aloud.

“Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.”

Some in the crowd began repeating the words softly.

Others closed their eyes.

Ezra continued reading from the scroll:

“Hear, O Israel: Adonai is our God, Adonai is One.
And you shall love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.”
The square was utterly silent.

Even the children seemed to understand that something sacred was happening.

Ezra rolled the scroll slowly.

“These words carried our fathers through exile.”

He looked across the crowd.

“And now they will guide us home.”

A man near the front spoke hesitantly.

“But Babylon is our home now.”

Several others nodded.

“My father was born here,” another man said.

“And my children,” said a woman quietly.

A third voice asked with concern,

“What if we return and find only ruins and enemies?”

Ezra listened to them all.

He nodded slowly.

“I know that some of you will remain here.”

He looked across the crowd carefully.

“And I know that many will stay.”

He paused before continuing.

“Those who remain will lose the glory of helping rebuild the House of Adonai and worship there once more.”

A deep silence settled over the square.

Ezra’s voice softened.

“That thought pains me deeply.”

“But I understand the fear of returning to uncertainty.”

He looked over the gathered families again.

“Still, hear this and remember it well.”

“No Jew who returns to Jerusalem later will ever
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