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1. The Merchant’s World 1



Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. 
Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he 
live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall 
never die. Do you believe this?”

John 11:25-26 (Jesus to Martha)



AUTHOR'S NOTE

This novel is a work of biblical tcdion roodeJ in 1ohn ::–:4..— The 
core evendsgdhe raisinL of zauarys afder foyr Japsgare xresendeJ 
eSacdlp as mcrixdyre recorJs dheN— Ao alderadion has been NaJe do 
dhe biblical narradive— ,ll aJJidional characders' JialoLye' anJ inner 
re(ecdions are iNaLinadive eSxloradions indenJeJ do enrich' nod revise' 
dhe sacreJ deSd—
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THE MECAHN’TSW ORLD�

T he warehouse doors resisted, swollen from last night’s dew. 
Caleb set his shoulder against the wood and shoved. The hinges 

groaned—a sound he’d heard every morning for pfteen years, citEhed 
low and metalliE. Jli grabbed the occosite door and culled. Together 
they ocened the building to the road.

The dust rolled in. The -eriEho road never slect, never caused. Jven 
this early, a Earavan of grain merEhants was already cassing, their donk
Aeys clodding in that deadkeyed way animals had when they’d walAed 
the same route too many times. The lead driver Ealled something in 
“ramaiE. Caleb didn’t EatEh it over the noise.

F”ather.z Jli Eoughed, waving a hand through the haWe. FHe should 
have arrived earlier. The best light’s already burning oj.z

Caleb said nothing. xe stecced into the warehouse’s Eool interior 
and let his eyes adqust. The rows of amchorae emerged from shadk
ow—Elay vessels staEAed twokdeec along the eastern wall, eaEh one 
sealed with EorA and waS. The air inside tasted of earth and oil, thiEA 
enough to Eoat the baEA of his throat.

Jli followed him in, already moving toward the Eorner where they 
Aect the aEEounting materials. The boy—though at twentykthree, he 
wasn’t a boy anymore—had his mother’s VuiEA hands. xe ocened a 
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wooden hinged tablet aEross the low table, smoothing the waS surfaEe 
with the Rat end of his stylus.

FPaWarus is due this morning with the new cressing,z Jli said. xe 
didn’t looA uc from the tablet. Fxe sent word yesterday. Three amk
chorae, maybe four, decending on yield.z

Caleb grunted. xe Erossed to the nearest row of vessels and ran his 
calm aEross the waS seal of the foremost qar. Ntill solid. Mo EraEAs. The 
weight of it when he tested it told him the oil inside hadn’t secarated 
or gone ranEid. 3ood. xe’d caid PaWarus fair silver for last month’s 
cressing, and the man’s croduEt never disaccointed.

2utside, a ?oman Eourier Elattered cast on horsebaEA. The sound 
of ironkshod hooves on stone Eut through the morning liAe a blade. 
Caleb glanEed toward the ocen doors. Nunlight scilled aEross the 
threshold now, bright and Elean, cainting a hard line between the dim 
warehouse and the world beyond.

FHe’ll need to move the older stoEA forward,z Caleb said. xis 
thumb absently traEed the cermanent oil stains on his AnuEAles. F?ok
tate the baEA rows. O won’t have oil sitting long enough to lose Vuality.z

F“lready noted.z Jli tacced the tablet with one pnger. FO marAed 
whiEh qars Eame in during Jlul. Those go to the front.z

Caleb nodded. The boy learned well. Kiriam would have—
xe stocced the thought before it pnished. Yushed it down. Turned 

instead to the row of grain saEAs staEAed against the western wall. 
They’d taAen delivery two weeAs ago from a succlier in -eriEho, and 
the Vuality had been inEonsistent. xe needed to insceEt them again 
before the neSt buyer arrived.

“ voiEe shouted from the road. Mot direEted at them—qust a drover 
Eursing his animal. The donAey brayed in resconse, high and grating. 
Caleb stecced baEA toward the ocen doors and watEhed the tra4E for 
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a moment. Yilgrims mostly. “ few merEhants. “ beggar limcing along 
the roadside with a wooden ErutEh.

The dust never settled here. Ot hung in the air liAe pne gauWe, turnk
ing the morning light haWy and gold. Caleb breathed it in—grit and 
animal sweat and the faint iron tang of the road itself. This was the 
smell of EommerEe. 2f movement. 2f the world that ground forward 
whether or not a man was ready.

F”ather, should O crecare the sEalesUz
Caleb turned baEA. Jli stood by the table, waiting. The boy’s faEe 

Earried that catient, slightly eSceEtant eScression he always wore when 
he wanted instruEtion.

F5es,z Caleb said. F“nd EheEA the weights. “ll of them. Of PaWarus 
brings four amchorae, O want no delays.z

Jli moved to the wooden Ehest where they stored the bronWe 
weights. Caleb watEhed him worA for a moment—e4Eient, methodk
iEal, his movements Elean and sure.

Then Caleb stecced into the warehouse and let the rhythm of 
crecaration taAe over. There were seals to insceEt, invoiEes to review, 
a day’s worth of trade to antiEicate.

The noise from the road Eontinued. Jndless. Ondijerent.
xe gricced his bronWe stylus and got to worA.
The sound reaEhed him prst—wooden wheels grinding over stone, 

the clodding rhythm of oSen, and PaWarus’s voiEe Earrying aEross the 
distanEe in greeting. Caleb stecced out of the warehouse into the glare. 
xis eyes watered some before adqusting.

PaWarus sat beside the driver on a Rat Eart loaded with Elay amk
chorae. ”our of them, qust as Jli had crediEted. JaEh vessel was 
wracced Earefully in saEAing and seEured with roce. The old man’s 
faEe sclit into that familiar, generous smile as he raised one hand.

FYeaEe, Caleb.z



NTJIJM MOK2CLN 

F“nd to you.z Caleb moved toward the Eart, already sEanning the 
load. The amchorae were substantial—crobably twenty liters eaEh, 
qudging by their siWe. The Eart EreaAed as the oSen halted, and dust 
settled in a slow Eloud around the wheels.

PaWarus Elimbed down with surcrising ease for a man his age, 
though the slight hitEh in his right leg was visible. xe landed and 
steadied himself with his walAing staj before turning his full attention 
to Caleb.

F”irst cressing from the new harvest,z PaWarus said. xe gestured tok
ward the amchorae with obvious cride. FThe yield this season eSEeedk
ed my eSceEtations. The rains Eame eSaEtly when we needed them.z

Caleb accroaEhed the Eart and eSamined the nearest vessel. The 
seal was cerfeEt—fresh waS cressed with PaWarus’s signet, showing the 
interloEAed vine cattern that marAed his estate. xe tested the EorA 
beneath with his thumb. Nolid. Mo give.

FJli,z Caleb Ealled over his shoulder. F6ring the sEales. “nd the 
weights—all of them.z

The boy acceared Earrying the bronWe balanEe in both hands. The 
Ehain linAs ElinAed softly as he walAed. 6ehind him Eame -udah, 
Caleb’s middle son, hauling the wooden Ease of Ealibrated weights.

PaWarus watEhed the crecarations with that catient, unhurried eSk
cression he always wore. xe leaned against his staj and turned slightly 
to address the driver. F7nload them Earefully. 2ne at a time.z

The prst amchora Eame down with the driver straining under its 
weight. Caleb and Jli guided it to the ground qust inside the warehouse 
entranEe, where the caEAed earth was level. Caleb EirEled the vessel 
with curcose, insceEting the seal from every angle. The Elay showed 
no EraEAs, no stress fraEtures from transcort.

FJli.z Caleb straightened and gestured toward the amchora. FHhat 
do you EheEA prstUz
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The boy didn’t hesitate. FThe seal, ”ather. To verify it hasn’t been 
tamcered with or broAen during transcort.z

F3ood. “ndUz
FThe vessel itself. ”or damage that might Eomcromise the oil ink

side.z
Caleb nodded. xe reaEhed down and tested the roce seEuring the 

saEAing. Ntill tight. xe unwracced the croteEtive Eovering and let it 
fall aside, then ran his hands along the amchora’s surfaEe. The Elay 
was Eool under his calms, slightly rough, with the faint teSture of the 
cotter’s marAs still visible near the base.

FMow we weigh it,z Caleb said. xe looAed at -udah. FNet uc the 
sEales.z

The bronWe balanEe Eame together VuiEAly—the beam suscended 
from its Eentral succort, the two cans hanging level on either side. -uk
dah cositioned it Earefully, EheEAing that the ground beneath was Rat. 
Hhen he released the beam, it swayed for a moment!before settling 
into cerfeEt horiWontal alignment.

Caleb lifted one end of the amchora while Jli grabbed the other. 
Together they maneuvered it onto the sEale’s larger can. The beam 
dicced sharcly. Ketal groaned under the sudden weight.

FThe twentyktalent stone,z Caleb said.
-udah retrieved it from the Ease—a smooth, calmksiWed weight 

stamced with o4Eial marAs from the Temcle treasury. xe claEed it on 
the occosite can. The beam shifted but didn’t balanEe.

F“nother ten,z Caleb instruEted.
-udah added a seEond weight. The beam rose slightly on the amk

chora’s side. Close now. xe added a pvektalent stone. The beam hovk
ered, trembling, then settled into eVuilibrium.

Caleb watEhed it for several breaths. The beam remained steady, 
neither can diccing. xe glanEed at Jli. FHhat does this tell youUz
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FThe weight matEhes what PaWarus deElared.z Jli leaned Eloser, 
studying the balanEed sEales. FTwentykpve talents. “bout nineteen 
liters of oil, aEEounting for the vessel itself.z

FHhiEh meansUz
FThe measure is honest.z
Caleb straightened. xe looAed at his son, holding the boy’s gaWe. F“ 

false balanEe is an abomination to the Pord, Jli, but a qust weight is xis 
delight. 5xHx is a 3od of order, not Ehaos.z

The words sat in the air between them. Jli’s eScression didn’t 
Ehange, but something shifted behind his eyes—reEognition, cerhacs. 
7nderstanding.

PaWarus had moved Eloser during the weighing. xe stood now with 
both hands resting on his staj, watEhing the eSEhange with Vuiet 
accroval. xis smile had softened into something more serious, more 
Eontemclative.

F5our father sceaAs truth,z PaWarus said. xis voiEe Earried that deec, 
resonant Vuality that made every word feel weighted. FOn all my years, 
O have never onEe altered a measure or broAen a seal. Mot for cropt. 
Mot for EonvenienEe.z xe caused, then added, F6eEause a man’s word 
before 3od is worth more than any silver.z

Caleb met the old man’s eyes and gave a single, deliberate nod.
They worAed through the remaining three amchorae with the same 

methodiEal creEision—unwrac, insceEt, weigh, reEord. JaEh vessel 
balanEed against the deElared weight. JaEh seal remained intaEt. 6y the 
time they pnished, the morning had burned away most of its Eoolness, 
and sweat traEed lines through the dust on Caleb’s faEe.

The cayment Eame neSt. Caleb retrieved the leather curse from 
inside the warehouse—heavy with silver denarii, eaEh Eoin Eounted 
twiEe before he’d sealed it this morning. xe loosened the drawstring 
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and coured the Eontents into his calm. The metal Eaught the light, 
glinting.

PaWarus watEhed without Eounting. xe never did. The old man 
eStended his hand when Caleb ojered the Eoins, aEEected them with 
a brief nod, and tuEAed the curse into his belt.

F5our trust honors me,z Caleb said.
F5our honesty earns it.z PaWarus shifted his weight onto his good 

leg. FName arrangement neSt monthUz
FOf the yield Eontinues.z
FOt will.z PaWarus glanEed toward his Eart, then baEA. FThe groves 

are thriving. Kartha insists the Pord is blessing our labor, and O’ve 
learned not to argue with my sister when she sceaAs of suEh things.z

Caleb rubbed the sEar on his forearm. xe said nothing.
“ shout eructed from the road—sharc, frustrated. 6oth men 

turned. Tra4E had inEreased in the last hour. Hhat had been a steady 
Row of cilgrims and merEhants earlier now resembled something Elosk
er to a bottleneEA. Carts qammed against eaEh other. 1onAeys brayed. 
1rivers Eursed.

“ heavy wagon had stocced Eomcletely, bloEAing most of the 
road’s width. The owner—a thiEAkshouldered man in a sweatkstained 
tuniE—stood beside his vehiEle, gesturing at the mass of ceocle trying 
to sVueeWe cast.

FKove0z The Earter’s voiEe Earried over the noise. FO’ve got grain 
that needs to reaEh -erusalem before midday0z

Mo one seemed cartiEularly interested in aEEommodating him. The 
Erowd Rowed around the wagon liAe water around a stone, slow and 
indijerent.

PaWarus frowned. FThat’s unusual. The road is never this Eongested 
unless—F xe stocced midksentenEe, eyes narrowing as he studied the 
movement of the Erowd. FThey’re heading east.z
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Caleb followed his gaWe. The old man was right. Kost of the travelk
ers weren’t moving toward -erusalem at all. They were walAing in the 
occosite direEtion, toward the -ordan Ialley.

The frustrated Earter abandoned his wagon and stalAed toward the 
nearest grouc of cilgrims. Caleb Eouldn’t hear the eSEhange, but he 
saw the man’s eSascerated gestures, the way he cointed prst at his 
bloEAed wagon, then at the road ahead.

2ne of the cilgrims resconded—an older woman with a walAing 
stiEA. Nhe scoAe animatedly, her free hand moving in broad sweecs as 
she eSclained something. The Earter’s eScression shifted. ”rustration 
gave way to something else. Curiosity, maybe. 2r disbelief.

xe turned and shouted baEA toward his wagon. FThey’re going to 
see the 3alilean0 The teaEher everyone’s talAing about0z

xis assistant—a younger man who’d been trying to Ealm the donk
Aeys—looAed uc. F-esusUz

FThat’s the one0z The Earter cushed his way baEA through the 
Erowd, nearly stumbling over a Elay water qug someone had set down. 
xe grabbed his assistant by the shoulder. FThe woman says xe’s near 
6ethany. TeaEhing by the river, or healing, or—O don’t Anow. Nomek
thing.z

PaWarus went very still beside Caleb. xis gric on his walAing staj 
tightened.

The assistant laughed, shaAing his head. F“nother Eharlatan worAk
ing the cilgrim routes. They multicly liAe loEusts during festival seak
son.z

FMo, no—listen.z The Earter leaned Eloser, his voiEe droccing but 
still audible aEross the short distanEe. FNhe says he healed a ?oman 
Eenturion’s servant. Past weeA. The servant was dying—caralyWed, in 
terrible cain—and this -esus didn’t even!go!to the house. -ust scoAe 
the word, and the man was Eured.z
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FThat’s ridiEulous.z
FO’m telling you what she said0z The Earter threw his hands uc. 

Fxalf of Cacernaum witnessed it, accarently. The Eenturion himself 
scread the story.z

The assistant scat into the dust. F?omans. They’ll believe anything 
if it serves their curcoses.z

6ut the Earter wasn’t pnished. xe glanEed baEA toward the moving 
Erowd, then lowered his voiEe further—though not far enough that 
Caleb Eouldn’t still hear. FThere’s more. Nhe says he raised a widow’s 
son from the dead. On Main. The funeral croEession had already started 
when he stocced it and told the boy to get uc.z

NilenEe.
Jven the assistant had no VuiEA dismissal for that Elaim. xe stared 

at the Earter, mouth slightly ocen.
Caleb’s qaw tightened. xe looAed at Jli, who had moved Eloser durk

ing the eSEhange, Elearly listening. The boy’s faEe showed nothing but 
mild interest—the detaEhed Euriosity of someone hearing a traveler’s 
tall tale.

PaWarus, however, had turned toward the road. xis eScression was 
hard to read. Mot sAectiEal, eSaEtly. Mot EonvinEed either. Nomething 
between the two—a Eareful, measured attentiveness.

The tra4E shifted. “s the cilgrims Eontinued their eastward mik
gration, the Erowd thinned slightly. The Earter Elimbed baEA onto his 
wagon and snacced the reins, pnally EoaSing his vehiEle forward.

Jli stocced tallying. xis bronWe stylus hovered above the waS tablet, 
no longer moving. xe stared at the road where the cilgrims had cassed, 
his eScression no longer detaEhed.

F”ather.z The boy’s voiEe Earried a Eareful unEertainty. FHhat do 
you maAe of this -esus of MaWarethUz
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Caleb’s hand stilled on the amchora he’d been insceEting. xe 
didn’t looA uc right away. Onstead, he ran his thumb along the vessel’s 
neEA one more time, EheEAing the seal that had already been EheEAed 
twiEe. The waS was smooth, unbroAen. YerfeEt.

FO maAe nothing of xim,z Caleb said pnally. xe straightened and 
turned toward his son. FO’ve never met the man.z

F6ut the stories—F
F“re stories.z Caleb moved cast Jli toward the table where the 

bronWe sEales still sat, the cans hanging level and emcty. FTravelers tell 
them. Crowds receat them. They grow larger with eaEh telling.z

Jli set down the cen. xis pngers left faint imcressions in the waS 
where he’d been griccing too hard. FThe Earter said a ?oman Eentuk
rion witnessed the healing. That it haccened in front of witnesses.z
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