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Writing this story has been a journey of deep care and responsibility.

I am a Christian. I never want to hurt the sentiments of any reader, nor do I ever want to misinterpret or misrepresent the events recorded in Scripture. That has weighed on me with every page.

With that in mind, I have developed this work very carefully—but even then, mistakes may remain. For any that are found, I ask the reader's grace.

What I have tried to do:

I have attempted only to *locate* the events of the New Testament within their historical and cultural setting—first-century Judea and Galilee under Roman occupation. I have made every effort to ensure that nothing in this story contradicts the Bible.

On dialogue:

- No dialogue is given to Jesus in Season 1. Where He appears, He speaks no words that I have invented. His presence is shown, but His voice is not fictionalized.

- Small dialogues are given only to biblical characters (such as Mary the mother of Jesus, and Andreas the disciple). Even those are kept as minimal as possible and written as accurately as I can manage, without adding to or altering Scripture.

- All of John's sayings in this story are taken directly from the Gospels. Nothing has been added to his words. His voice is preserved as the Scripture gives it.

On fictional characters and events:

Certain events in this novel—particularly those involving the Anshei HaEmet (the Men of Truth), the Roman general Lucius Petronius Celer, the servant Marcus Valerius, and the various raids, killings, and movements of the resistance—are entirely fictional. These events are shown as the result of choices made by fictional characters. I do not claim any historical value for them. They exist only to serve the story and to help the reader feel the weight of what it meant to live as a Jew under Roman rule in the time before Christ's public ministry.

On the words of Roman and priestly figures:

The words given to Roman generals, priests, and other authority figures are also fictional. They do not represent any recorded historical statements. They are invented to serve the narrative and to reflect the tensions of the period.

What I have tried to honor:

I have tried, to the best of my ability, to connect this story faithfully with the biblical New Testament times. Much of what is shown—the Jewish faith and culture, the lifestyles, the ways of travel and trade, the customs, the family relationships, the religious practices—has been researched and represented with care.This is a work of historical fiction. The fictional elements are plainly fictional. The biblical elements have been treated with reverence.

My only goal has been to tell a story that honors the world into which the Messiah came—without adding to Scripture, without contradicting it, and without offending the faith of those who hold it sacred.If I have failed in any of this, the fault is mine alone.

Jaspreet Masih
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PROLOGUE

Jerusalem. 63 BC.

They came from the west, as all curses come—unseen at first, then impossible to ignore.

The legions of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus had been moving through the east like a slow tide that swallowed everything: kingdoms, cities, gods, names. The Seleucids had already fallen. The Armenians had bent their necks. Even the great Mithridates, who had bled Rome for decades, now lay in his own grave. And so Pompey turned his eyes south, to that stubborn, ancient, peculiar land where a single invisible God was said to dwell in a house of cedar and gold atop a hill of white stone.

The Jews had done this to themselves. Their Hasmonean rulers — once Maccabean heroes, once liberators — had rotted from within. Two brothers, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, both claiming the throne, both claiming the high priesthood, had sent their envoys to Pompey's camp in Damascus like desperate merchants at a market, each offering more than the other. Come. Decide. Rule us. It was the oldest of tragedies: a people that had survived Egyptian slavery, Babylonian exile, and Greek desecration, now inviting the wolf through the gate with their own trembling hands.

Pompey chose Hyrcanus. Then he marched anyway.

The siege lasted three months. The defenders held the Temple Mount — the Baris, the courtyards, the great walls — with a ferocity born of people who understood, in their bones, that some ground is not merely ground. Priests continued their sacrifices even as Roman artillery hurled stones that shook the platform. Men prayed and bled in the same breath. Sabbath was observed even under bombardment, and the Romans — cunning soldiers who learned quickly — used the day of rest to build their earthworks forward, knowing the defenders would not raise a weapon.

When the walls finally broke, the killing was brief and absolute. Twelve thousand Jews died in that final day. The streets of the Upper City ran with the kind of blood that does not wash clean—the blood that soaks into stone and stays, generation after generation, invisible to the eye but present in the memory of every child who is told, in a low voice by firelight, this is what they did to us.

But it was what came next that burned deepest.

Pompey walked through the smoldering outer courts. His officers flanked him, their armor dust-gray and blood-flecked, their sandals crunching on broken olive branches and shattered tiles. He passed the great menorah, still standing. He passed the table of showbread, still set. He passed the golden altar of incense. And then he stood before the veil—that thick, embroidered curtain of blue and purple and scarlet, behind which no man stood but the High Priest, once a year, trembling, on the Day of Atonement.

Pompey pushed it aside and walked in.

The Holy of Holies was empty.

There was no statue. No image. No gold beast. Just darkness, and silence, and a presence that even a Roman general—a man who had crushed nations—felt in the hollow of his chest like a sound too low to hear.

He stood there for a long moment. Then he walked back out.

He took nothing. He ordered the temple service resumed the following day. Perhaps it was Roman pragmatism. Perhaps it was something else.

But the damage was done. Not to stone or gold. To something deeper.

The priests who watched him walk into that chamber and walk back out alive — those priests who believed, with all their learning and all their faith, that the room held the presence of the Eternal One — stood in silence afterward with expressions no man could read.

And somewhere in the crowd below, someone whispered:

"Where was He? Where was He when that bloody Roman walked in?"

That question would echo for sixty years, passing from father to son, from rabbi to student, from exile to exile, until it became not a question of doubt but a question of fury.



PART ONE: CITY

Jerusalem. Approximately 6 AD.

Sixty years is a long time for stone. But stone in Jerusalem does not change—it only accumulates.

The city had survived Pompey, endured Herod the builder-king with his enormous projects and his bottomless cruelty, watched the tetrarchs divide the old man's kingdom among themselves like merchants sorting merchandise. Now, with Judea formally annexed as a Roman province, a governor sat in Caesarea — a man named Coponius — and the census of Quirinius was being conducted, and the whole land hummed with a low, dangerous frequency, like a bowstring drawn and not yet loosed.

The smells of Jerusalem in the early morning were always the same: stone still cool from the night; bread burning in clay ovens in the lower quarter; the distant copper-and-iron smell of the Temple sacrifices drifting down from the Mount when the wind came from the east; donkeys and their particular indignity; woodsmoke; and dried fish from the market stalls near the Pool of Siloam.

A boy named Eleazar knew these smells the way he knew his own heartbeat.

He was eight years old, small for his age but quick—quick in foot, quick in eye, and quick in the way he absorbed the world around him, which was the quality his mother valued most and which his father watched with quiet, careful pride. He had his father's jaw — too sharp for a child, people sometimes said, as though the bones knew already what the face would have to carry — and his mother's dark eyes, which saw more than they spoke.

He lived in the lower quarter of the city, in a neighborhood pressed close between the old wall and the spice market, in a house of undressed stone that his grandfather had built and his father had repaired twice since the earthquake of Herod's years. It was not a poor house, but neither was it a comfortable one. Three rooms. A courtyard shared with the family of Nachum, the sandal-maker next door. A fig tree in the corner of that courtyard, old and crooked, that bore fruit every year without fail regardless of drought or war, which Eleazar's mother Miriam took as a sign from the Holy One that the family would endure.

She was always taking things as signs.

Miriam was a tall woman, lean in the way that years of work and careful eating produce—not gaunt, but precise. She wore her dark hair under a linen covering always, and her hands were permanently stained at the fingertips from the indigo dye she worked with, doing weaving and dyeing work that she sold through a women's cooperative in the upper market. She had the face of someone who had decided, long ago, that grief was not useful and faith was and had arranged herself accordingly. She prayed three times a day with an intensity that embarrassed Eleazar when he was younger and which he now, at eight, watched with a complicated respect he could not yet name.

She spoke of the Messiah the way some women speak of a husband long away at war—with certainty of return, with patience made of iron, with a grief underneath the patience that she never allowed to surface in the light.

"He is coming," she would say, not to Eleazar directly, but to the air in front of her while she worked her loom, as though reminding the room. "He will come and set everything right. Every broken thing. A pause. The shuttle is moving. "Every broken thing."

Eleazar did not doubt her. He was eight. But he had also begun, recently, to notice the things in the street outside that were broken and to wonder, in the private way of children, what kind of man could fix all of them.

His father's name was Yohanan bar Asher.

In the neighborhood, Yohanan was known as a carpenter—specifically, a worker of wooden joints and roof beams, a man who could look at a cracked lintel and tell you within moments what had caused it and how to correct it. He was broad in the shoulder and narrow in speech, the kind of man who said three words where another might say ten and whose three words landed with more weight than the ten would have. He was not old, barely thirty, but he carried himself with an authority that did not come from age or rank but from some internal settlement, as though he had long ago concluded something about the world and no longer needed to debate it.

He loved his son with a thoroughness that he expressed largely through attention. He would watch Eleazar in the courtyard, practicing with a stick against the old wall, and say nothing for a long while. Then: "Your left side. You drop it when you step right." And he would say no more, but Eleazar would spend the rest of the afternoon correcting the drop, knowing his father was still watching even when his father was no longer there.

He told Eleazar stories at night—stories of the Maccabees, of Mattathias, who refused to sacrifice to a Greek idol and killed the man who would; of Judah, who drove the armies of Antiochus from the Temple; and of the miracle of oil that burned for eight days. He told these stories without dramatic performance, in a low, even voice, as though they were simply facts about the world that Eleazar needed to know for practical purposes.

"A man who will not resist," his father said once, when Eleazar was six and had let an older boy take his bread in the market without a word, "has already surrendered something he can never get back. Not the bread. Something else."

Eleazar had not entirely understood. But he had not let bread be taken from him again.

What Eleazar did not know—what no child in that house was meant to know—was what his father did on the nights he left after the evening meal, walking out into the dark city with his cloak pulled close and his face arranged into careful blankness, and did not return until the small hours before dawn.



PART TWO: THE ANSHEI HAEMET

They called themselves the Anshei HaEmet—the Men of Truth.

Not iron. Not daggers. Not shadows. Truth—because that was how they justified everything to themselves, and because the name, if spoken aloud in front of a Roman patrol or a Temple spy, meant nothing. There were many groups that called themselves men of truth. Religious societies, study circles, Pharisaic brotherhoods. The name was a coat that fit over any shape.

But the shape inside was something else.

The Anshei HaEmet had existed, in one form or another, since the generation after Pompey's desecration. They had no single founder—or rather, they claimed descent from a man named Pinchas bar Dov, a Temple guard who had, according to their own tradition, walked into a Roman officer's tent in 59 BC and put a blade in the man's throat before walking back out into the city and disappearing into the maze of the lower quarter. No trial. No capture. The Romans had executed three men at random in retaliation, as was their custom, and the city had absorbed the grief and gone on.

Pinchas had never been caught. He had died in his bed, an old man, forty years later, and told no one except his son, who told his son, who eventually, through the particular chain of grief and loyalty that binds men together in occupied lands, found others who felt the same weight.

By the time of Quirinius and his census — by the time Eleazar was a boy — the Anshei HaEmet were approximately thirty men in Jerusalem, organized into small cells of four to six, each cell knowing only itself and one contact in one adjacent cell. They did not operate as the proud so-called zealots would come to operate—loudly, in the countryside, in open revolt. They were a city group. Patient. They gathered information. They watched who collaborated and who didn't. They moved money and weapons through







PART THREE: THE GIRL BY THE WELL















PART FOUR: THE SYNAGOGUE AND THE HIGH PRIEST'S SHADOW















PART FIVE: THAT EVENING
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