		Comment by Shari Nicklow: Hello! I enjoyed reading your manuscript, and I wanted to let you know that each of these comments is my own opinion. You do not have to change anything you don’t want to, but I do hope that these comments help you. 

The biggest thing I noted was there were quite a few words and phrases that were repeated multiple times throughout the manuscript. For example, pose was used over 200 times. Cntrl+F will help you find each time you use a specific word/phrase, and I would consider going through the manuscript looking at words and phrases I have highlighted below. 

The next thing I encountered was a lot of passive writing and not as much imagery connecting the reader to the characters. There are quite a few highlights throughout the manuscript where I thought it would be beneficial to add more details. 

Grammatically, a lot of your writing looks great. However, I will point out that you use semicolons multiple times for a manuscript. Most of them were used correctly, but too many of them can cause a distraction for the reader. My recommendation is to try going back through and seeing where you can eliminate some of them.

Personally, I saw a lot of sentences/phrases that could be considered breaking the wall with the reader. I’m not sure if this is intended or not, but I did highlight where I thought different phrases should be in italics or changed in order to avoid that. First person can be great to get the reader in the characters’ shoes, but it can be distracting when questions are written directly to the reader and take them out of the story.

Additionally, there were a few modern phrases that were used throughout the manuscript. It is totally up to you to change them out or leave them in. However, if you’re trying to keep a reader engaged in the Biblical time period, I would suggest changing them out. Otherwise, it will draw their attention out of the time frame and possibly out of the story.

Overall, the story is very interesting and it comes from a unique perspective. I enjoyed getting to know each of your characters and seeing the story through different eyes. Thank you for the opportunity!
The Arms of the Creator



by Taylor Funk

Prologue

	The world was carefully crafted. Formed and shaped by a creator, the Creator, to be a haven for His creation. His love for them, something incomprehensible, led Him to make each and every little detail perfect. His creation, His children, would lack nothing. 
In the beginning, He dwelt with them in this perfect world, made more perfect by His presence. The Creator in community with His creation. What more could they ask for? They not only had everything thought up in the mind of a matchless being, but they had Him right there with them. It can’t really get any better than that.
Here’s the thing about creation; they’re seldom ever satisfied. They felt they were missing something. They felt that their Creator had left something out. That He had left them incomplete. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Be careful about jumping between tenses. This will be easier to read and flow better if it’s all in the same tense. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a colon since it’s identifying the phrase. A semicolon is just reserved for separating two full thoughts.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This reads like a fragment sentence even though it’s not. I would try and connect it back with your last sentence to help it flow better. 
So one day they went searching for what they lacked. They assumed it would be found in the one thing they were told they couldn’t do. So, they did it. They disobeyed the Lord. The being who gave them life. The being who took His time with each and every fiber that made them up. The being who’d done them no wrong because wrong is not in His nature.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to One day – You repeat the word “So” quite a bit through the manuscript. If you ever run into a time when you think a word is used often, you can control+F it to find every time it is used. Sometimes you can just delete it, and not have to worry about changing anything. Other times you might need to change the sentence to accommodate for the loss of the word. This doesn’t mean delete it or take it out every time, but words that are redundant can take away from the story line.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I am suggesting coming at this as though the person reading the book has never read the Bible or heard the story about the Garden of Eden. Try explaining it as though it’s their first time hearing the story – draw them in with the drama that comes with the story. It’ll make the prologue more dramatic and give a little insight into what happened with Adam and Eve.
In that action they brought wrong into His perfect world. He could no longer dwell among them. It hurt Him more than they would ever understand, but He had no choice; they had separated themselves from Him. He went back to heaven, and His creation was alone in a world that began to sour without His presence in it. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Maybe give a little context or example here to make it draw the reader in. What is something that an average human could try and relate to in this instance? Such as a mother being torn from her child with no known date of a reunion.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing The Creator here instead so there’s not so much repetitiveness. 
The more time that went on, the worse it became. The Lord was heartbroken. He started thinking of ways He could return it to the way it was, not for the sake of the world, but for the sake of being with His creation again. For though He could start over, though He could just leave them behind, He ached to be with them again.
Wrong cannot just be erased; it must be made right. His creation couldn’t make things right. No, it would take someone without any wrong in them to fix things in this world. It would take someone who could dwell in the tainted world. It would take someone both like the Creator and His creation. It would take His Son.
Only a Man without wrong could justify creation once again. A Man so full of light that He would be able to take on all of the darkness brought in by creation’s first wrong and every single wrong after that. When this Man enters the world, He will bridge the gap between the Creator and His creation. He will save them, but only if they believe He is who He claims to be. All others will continue to be trapped, destined to remain in the chains that bind them. Forever separated from the Lord. His arms open, but empty.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If someone was reading your book that had never read the Bible, this might be a confusing sentence. Consider adding in a reference or description of hell/where they would be trapped. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These both read like fragment sentences. Consider combining them for easier reading flow. 


Chapter 1
Auran

	I’ve always had to rise early for work. There’s something about those hours when the sun barely illuminates the sky that used to bring me peace. Others are rarely up at that time. The world, normally so busy, so chaotic, is still. The bright, golden rays shine on the stone walls around me, and nothing interrupts them. Birds chirp all around me, their songs clear and complete. These hours used to bring me peace, calm, quiet; not anymore.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this sentence. It’s a little redundant because you talk about the peacefulness later on in the paragraph, and you go on in the next paragraph to explain why it’s not peaceful anymore.
	Lately the silence has been too much. The golden rays unable to distract me from problems that lie within my home. Peace and calm were fleeting before, and now, they’re completely gone. These hours that used to be the perfect start to my day now remind me of what’s been missing as of late. The laughing. The running around. Even the trouble I once longed to eradicate. It’s gone now that he’s stuck in that bed, sick with an illness that has proved to be untreatable. 
	Maxian isn’t my own flesh and blood, but he may as well be. My wife, Domitia, and I have been unable to have our own children. That bothered us once upon a time, but it seemed to matter less and less as Maxian grew. The son of two of our servants, he was always around. When he was young, his father died, and we brought him and his mother in to live with us. The three of us have raised him together since then. 
	He’s thirteen now. Old enough for me to start teaching him all the things I was taught about being a soldier at that age like he’s always wanted. He’s always looked up to me for what I do. Not the prestige of my current rank; he finds the role I play in Roman and Jewish relations fascinating. I’ve never seen things that way until he told me that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s repetitive and you go on to say why he wants to be a soldier in the next sentence	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding due to here.
	It’s a delicate system. When the Romans took over Jewish regions, we allowed them to continue to practice their current belief system. It includes tons of rules, rituals, and leadership positions that we respect as long as they follow our rules and respect our leaders. Any misstep on either side has the potential to cause serious conflict between people groups. A big part of my job as a Praetor is making sure that doesn’t happen. To do that I have to be in the know about what’s going on with the Jews. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase so you’re not repeating the word in the same sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting the job title towards the beginning of the paragraph or labeling him as Roman early on. It’s difficult to tell what he is until this sentence otherwise.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. Can you give the reader more of the picture of what’s going on or how he goes about his day in his job?
	Maxian has always loved hearing the bits and pieces I’ve learned about their culture. With a spirit like that he’d do well in my position, maybe even better than me. He has to survive this illness if he’s ever going to make it to that point though, and the odds aren’t looking very good for that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider stating that it’s the Jewish culture here to reaffirm that he is Roman and it’s an outside perspective.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider expanding more on this. Why does his aptitude for listening about the Jewish culture give him a good outlook as a Praetor?
	We’ve tried multiple doctors from many different regions, but none of them can even identify the cause of the sickness, let alone treat it. I’ve never felt more helpless than I do right now. All the power I possess, all the prestige that comes with it; none of it can fix Maxian. It can’t fix my boy.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider expanding on this. What sickness is it? What are the symptoms, or what makes it seem so deadly? 
	So, as I get ready during these quiet hours of the early morning, my heart aches. I cover myself in armor knowing that the man underneath it is weak. It doesn’t matter what I do out there. It doesn’t matter how I keep the peace. I can’t bring it home with me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider a different starter here with more detail on character feelings, thoughts, and motions. The more you humanize your characters, the more the reader will be sucked into their stories.
	I stop in Maxian’s room. I can’t tell if he’s sleeping or not. He moves just as little when he’s awake as he does when he’s asleep. I drop to my knees next to his bed and ruffle his hair. That used to make him smile. These days it’s met with no reaction.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting or rewriting this. It’s a little redundant.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. Can you give more detail to the boy? Is he pale? Is his face set in a particular way? 
	“How’s he doing?” Domitia poses, stepping into the room. I turn around just in time to see her yawn.
	“Did I wake you?” I ask, rising back to my feet. She sighs as she comes up next to me to examine Maxian.
	“You know I don’t sleep much these days. How’s he doing?” she repeats, uninterested in any form of small talk. We don’t do much of that in this house lately. We don’t talk to each other much at all.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Try rearranging this to something where you’re still getting your point across but being more active in it. “We don’t talk amongst ourselves much lately, let alone about our own sleep patterns.”
	“No change,” I answer her. She leans down and puts her hand on Maxian’s shoulder. He shifts a little in response, but not much. His eyes don’t even open to see who’s in the room with him. My heart burns as I wait for more from him that I know won’t come. “I’m going to work,” I speak up, unable to take it any longer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If Auran feels fatherly, does Domitia feel motherly? A more motherly action could work great here like a kiss to the forehead or even checking for regular breathing. Try to connect your reader to your characters. Make them feel like this could be their brother/mother.
	“I know it’s hard, but you should consider staying home with him. Sometimes he manages a few words during the day. It’s not much, but it’s more than we’ll have when he’s gone,” she tells me. When he’s gone. How can she say those words so easily? It pains me just to think them.
	“He appreciates what I do; he’d want me out there,” I shut her idea down. My eyes drift back toward the bed, but I can’t seem to make them land on him. Domitia turns towards me and puts her hand on my armored shoulder. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider giving more detail here on Auran’s movements. When did he walk away from the bed? 
	“You can’t run from this, Auran. The boy is going to die. The sooner you accept that, the better,” she declares. The idea of death doesn’t bother me. I’ve been around it for as long as I can remember. I’ve even lost friends on the battlefield back when we were at war. It hurt, but it really didn’t change my life much. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this word. It’s assumed that he’s seen comrades fall in fighting of some sort, so you don’t have to add the adverb here	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Be careful with this statement. Being a military spouse, I can tell you that when the guys lose one of their own, it hits very hard. I would change this to examine the larger weight of the loss rather than just brush it off. Compare the loss of his son to the loss of his brother in arms on the battle field to show how big of an impact it’s going to have on him.
That’s what I’m truly afraid of. Change. How different my life will look without him in it. How he won’t be there to greet me when I come home. How much I’ll miss him more and more with each passing day. The way I miss him now is almost unbearable and he’s still here. I can’t even fathom how I’m supposed to contain all of that emotion once he’s… you know.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider staying away from using second person anywhere in your manuscript if your characters are in first person. Unless there’s a reason to break that barrier between characters and the reader, it can confuse some and lose the reader’s attention. 
“I’m needed out there,” I state, turning around and walking out of the house before she can say anything else to me. Domitia’s always been straightforward. It’s one of the reasons I fell in love with her. Being in the position I’m in people aren’t always honest with me. They’re too afraid of what I’ll do if I don’t like what they’ve said. She was never like that. From the moment I first met her, she’s refused to tell me what I want to hear. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a restatement so I would consider labeling it as such.
I really wish she would just stop with that right now. I don’t want to hear about the grim truth of what’s going on in our lives right now. I want her to tell me that everything’s going to be ok. I want her to be gentle with me. I want her to fill me with hope at a time where I feel the emptiest I’ve ever been. But that’s not Domitia. Hope will never be mine. I will remain empty.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more context here on how Auran is feeling about the situation.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. Can you describe the empty feeling? What is an ache like that to someone? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding “and it never will be” here.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider deleting this if you add to the above. It will be redundant.
“Dominus,” Deslan acknowledges me, standing at attention as I walk into the building.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding to Auran’s travels from home to work. This is an abrupt change otherwise. 
“Anything happen last night?” I ask him, beginning to dissociate from thoughts of home and slip into who he expects me to be.
“A man on the temple stairs tripped a Pharisee who was walking out,” Deslan reports. I think I know the man he’s talking about. Even if it hadn’t been dark out, I’d still think it was an accident; that man is blind. He was probably just reaching out because he heard noise so he could beg for help.
“How did the Pharisee react?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“He scoffed, then he continued on his way,” Deslan answers. Figures. I take no issue with the Jewish faith, but I can’t stand their leaders. They preach about following all of the rules to a T, but last I checked, taking care of your neighbor was one of those rules. They’ve never seemed to have that one down.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: And would work better here. But suggests a contradiction.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. What gives this impression? Use the example you just gave with the blind man to reaffirm how they don’t follow their own rules.
“Anything else happen?” I check.
“No, dominus,” Deslan replies.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized – this is coming across as a proper noun, so you would want to capitalize it like you would any other name.
“Good. Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I tell him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting I order or I instruct since he is giving orders to a lesser soldier.
“Thank you, dominus,” Deslan responds, then he heads out. I continue my journey into the building and take a seat at my table where a stack of written issues is already sitting. There was a time when I hated things like this. I wanted to be out on the streets interacting with people as much as possible. Nowadays I find going through the stack of issues a more suitable task. Reading about others’ problems tends to distract from my own. It’s the closest to solace I can manage to reach.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized – this is coming across as a proper noun, so you would want to capitalize it like you would any other name.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little confusing. I understood once I read further on, but I would give more description as to what the paperwork is – what kind of issues? Payments? Taxes? Barters between two people that have not been righted? 


Chapter 2
Niemos	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Is this the Pharisee from the Bible named Nicodemus? If so, I would consider changing this to his full name to be more historically correct.

	“Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is One. Blessed is the name of the Lord our God; His kingdom is forever and ever. And as for you, you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might. And these words which I command you shall be upon your heart; teach them faithfully to your children, speak of them in your home and on your way, when you lie down and when you rise up. Bind them as a sign upon your hand; let them be a symbol before your eyes. Inscribe them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates,” I recite the prayer our people have said for generations.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good addition, but if you keep the Shema prayer here you will need a citation or footnote in your book. 
	Each and every one of my days begins with this prayer. I’ve always been insistent upon this. When I was young, boys my age would try to get out of it. They thought that their time was better spent running around like animals. They found the prayer repetitive, dull even. They were too naive to recognize its importance.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider combining these two sentences. They can accomplish the same thing in less wording.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider switching these two sentences to help the reading flow better.
	The life of God is infinite. In His time, He’s seen many young boys running around without a care in the world. They don’t stand out to Him. A young boy dedicated to reciting prayer and keeping His commands does stand out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more context here. Why does a boy like that stand out? What actions or words make him different?
	I’ve spent my whole life minding the rules. When I fall short, I make the necessary atonement. On my last day He will recognize all that I’ve done, and He will bring me into His Kingdom. The life I live, the life of a Pharisee, it may not be attractive to most, but in the end it will be worth it.
	I finish adorning myself with the garments worn by Pharisees for generations, then leave my home and begin making my way toward the temple. Merchants are starting to set up for the day, the smells from their perfumes and soaps filling the air. It’s nice, but it’s frivolous. Money should not be spent on things as trivial as these, yet people line the streets to purchase them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you expand why these are trivial purchases? Try to paint a picture for the reader on why abstaining from these purchases is so important to this character. Keep in mind, all they know about Pharisees right now is that they couldn’t care less about the people from the example of the blind man.
	These people like to try their best, but their attempts are inadequate. They make their lives about enjoying themselves in this world rather than securing their spot in heaven. Following all of the rules seems too much for them. Who am I kidding? Remembering all of the rules is too much for them. At the end of the day, they’re just too short-sighted. They need us to remind them what the end goal is. They need us to remind them to do better.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Try their best at what? Consider expanding on why in their eyes people don’t try hard enough.
	Take the man just up ahead of me for example. He’s not wearing the prayer tassels we've been commanded to wear each morning. This is one of the easiest commands, yet somehow one of the ones that’s broken most frequently. People think it’s a little thing. The little things will add up in the end when it’s time to face the Lord.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider elaborating on this – is this something that the general public needs to follow? Or just the pharisees? 
	“Where’s your prayer tassels?” I ask as I approach the man. He turns toward me, annoyance on his face.
	“It’s not exactly easy for me to get them on,” he answers, waving his arm-his shriveled arm. I wasn’t exactly expecting that, but it’s not like it’s enough to excuse him from the rules. If he really cared about them, he would’ve found a way.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of repeating what’s said, try giving more imagery. What does the arm look like? Is he wearing clothing to obscure it?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this. For example - “If he were a true follower, he would have found a solution.”
	“You could’ve asked for help. The rules still apply to you despite your misfortune,” I tell him, and he shakes his head. This is what I mean about these people. They can’t see how their every action in this world impacts their chances of being welcomed into heaven. 
If it was easy to get into heaven, then it would be overcrowded. It’d probably wind up soured the same way that this world did. That’s why God can only let the best of us in. We aren’t entitled to heaven; we need to earn it. These people miss that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding to what the pharisee is talking about here. Is it everyone? Or a specific people in general? 
	“Tell me, have you ever dealt with misfortune?” he asks me, cold eyes locked on mine. I began this conversation to help him, but now he wants to turn it into a personal attack. I don’t need to justify him with an answer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This contradicts itself in a way. The statement is followed with an answer to his question. Consider rewording or taking this out. 
	“This is not about me. I suggest you find help with your prayer tassels so you don’t have to spend any more of the day without them,” I state, then I start to walk away, but he calls to me.
	“Pharisee,” he says. I turn around, but I don’t say anything. He shakes his head again and a small chuckle escapes him. “You want to lecture me about not wearing my prayer tassels, but not once did you offer to help me put them on,” he brings up, pulling the prayer tassels out of his pouch with his good hand and holding them up. Does he not have other people who can do this for him? I need to get to the temple. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider some synonyms here – I glance back. I turn slightly, but keep my silence. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in its own paragraph line or italicizing it since it comes across as an inner thought.
His eyebrows raise as he waits for a response from me. I’m not going to dignify that look with a verbal response. I head back toward him and put the prayer tassels on quickly, then turn back around and start heading toward the temple again.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would delete this. Consider rewriting the previous sentence to flow into the next sentence. Does he hesitate? Does he give an air that helping the man is beneath him? What actions can you give the reader to build his character out? Is the reader meant to like the pharisee or dislike him?
“Did everybody see that? This heroic Pharisee saved me from my disobedience! What ever would we do without them alerting us of our every misstep?” the man shouts dramatically. He jokes as if the rules set out for us are unimportant. That couldn’t be further from the truth. We acknowledge the commands in our morning prayer, vowing to involve them in all areas of our lives. Does he really believe that saying that prayer then disobeying it will be fruitful? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider a synonym here – bellows, cries, etc.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought that can build into the character.
You know what? He probably doesn’t say his morning prayers at all. He’s just like all the boys from when I was a kid. He lets other things distract him. Excuse after excuse leaves his lips. The Lord will not hear them on his final day. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Again, careful with the second person POV words because they can throw readers off.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider connecting this back to your last paragraph since it’s a continuing thought. 
“You seem frustrated,” Carian observes as I walk into the temple. We’ve been going to temple together since we were kids. He’s the only other person who ever took things seriously, and we eventually both became Pharisees together. He probably understands me more than anybody in this world. That’s how I know he’s going to know exactly where I’m coming from with my irritation toward the man.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider expanding on your thoughts here. What things? Are you talking about the commands? The prayers? Being to temple on time? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s not necessary.
“I saw a man not wearing his prayer tassels on my way here and when I stopped to tell him he should put them on, he gave me attitude. He laughed in the face of the rules,” I share.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here. These are two full sentences connected with a conjunction word.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of share or additionally to it, can you give the reader more imagery? What does he look like/sound like while he’s recounting his story? What does irritation look like on this character?
“You care too much for the people, my friend. Their disobedience is between them and the Lord,” he responds, patting me on the back.
“I know. I just feel I should help them, but I always wind up wasting my breath,” I say.
“And you’ll continue to if you keep trying to help them. We’re here every day for the ones who want our help. The others, well, they don’t have much of a chance at seeing heaven at all,” he tells me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider words like comforts or reassures instead of tells for more variety.
“That’s grim,” I reply.
“It’s the truth, and you know it,” he declares. He’s right. Even if they correct themselves in the way I tell them to, they’re still going to fall short in so many other ways when I’m not around. I need to learn to leave their fate to them like Carian and most of the others do.
“How has your morning been?” I pose, wanting to bring my attention to other things.
“Uneventful, though last night I was tripped coming out of the temple,” he tells me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider words like admits or confesses for more variety.
“What did you do?” I ask, concerned. Though it’s not uncommon for the people to throw verbal insults at us, they don’t usually resort to violence.
“I continued on my way. His actions are between him and God,” he answers. I don’t know that I would’ve had it in me to respond that calmly. I guess that’s one of the biggest differences between us; he lets others' actions be their own.
“Well, I’m glad you’re ok,” I say.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: In phrases like these consider trying not to modernize what they’re saying. Try to keep the phrasing and words with the times they were in. For example, for this one you could say “I’m glad your good health remains untouched” or something along those lines. When writing historical fiction, this can be a factor that effects how deep readers go into the stories. The more you can keep them in the time you wrote the book, the more they will usually be absorbed and want to keep reading.
“You know it takes much more than a fall to bring me down,” he reminds me, a small smile on his face. When we were kids and the other boys used to make fun of us and push us around for our dedication, he always took the brunt of it for me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider adding to this word. Dedication to what?
He’s always looked out for me like that. He’s the one part of this world that I’ve grown attached to. Luckily his adherence to the rules will put him in heaven with me when our time comes. I look forward to the day we’re both basking in paradise as a reward for everything we’ve done with our lives here. That’s when it’ll all be worth it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider breaking this one into the two words instead of a using a contraction. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here because you take a natural pause after this word.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s not necessary	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider building on the imagery here. What is this in reference to? How hard have they had to work to get to where they are? Where they will be?


Chapter 3
Tirnan

	“Saved you a spot,” Edrik tells me as I reach the city’s center with my cart.
	“I appreciate you,” I say, unfolding the cart to convert it into my booth. Edrik whistles, still impressed by the cart’s capabilities even though he’s seen me do this for years. “These things aren’t that hard to get. Lazarus will make one for you if you really want one,” I state, and he shakes his head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow:  Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Do you know how much Lazarus charges for things these days? The soap business is not as profitable as the jewelry business, I can’t afford to put that much money into something like that,” he responds. He carries himself like someone who grew up with money, sometimes I forget that he was the first in his family to make something of himself.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Careful when breaking up different thoughts. This is a complete sentence, so it should have a semicolon or a period here	Comment by Shari Nicklow: In cases like this you can either add a conjunction word like so or change this to a semicolon/period
	We both started as merchants around the same time, but while he was starting from the ground up, I was just the next man in my family to sell jewelry to the people. I’ve done the best I can to help him. Taught him business skills that are learned from those who’ve spent their whole lives in this trade. Spotted him some money during the lows of the soap market. I’ve even run his stand for him when he had to tend to things at home. 
	“I can go in with you on it. Pay for half of it,” I offer, and he sighs.
	“Tirnan, I appreciate all that you’ve done for me, but eventually I’m going to need to stand on my own. Your charity can’t be the only thing keeping my business alive,” he replies. That’s the thing about self-made men; they don’t like accepting help. In the past he’s only done so out of necessity. 
	“It’s not charity. You always save me a good spot so I can sleep in. It’s the least I could do for you,” I bring up. He laughs a little, then he shakes his head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider bringing in more imagery here for the character so we get to know him. Do his eyes crinkle when he smiles? Does he chuckle or do any hand gestures when he laughs/shakes his head? 
	“I really do appreciate the offer, but my current table is fine. While it lacks style and ease of set up, it gets the job done,” he says, patting the table in front of him. That it does. It’s not much unlike him. Simple, but effective. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider joining these two into one statement for ease of flow.
That’s one of the big reasons I enjoy his friendship. He keeps me grounded. I don’t want to be like my father or his father before him who thought they were better than everyone else. Sure, they had more money than everyone else, but they lacked true fulfillment. Edrik has that. His business is fun for him. His wife and kids help him gather supplies and make the soaps, then he comes here during the day to sell them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would suggest biggest here instead of big.
I dream of fulfillment like that. I started in this business because it was expected of me. I go home to an empty house full of expensive things that mean nothing. I want to have people outside of this market like Edrik does. I want to feel like I’m doing this all for some sort of reason other than to appease my parents by keeping the family legacy going. I want things that money can’t buy, and therefore it seems I’ll never have them.
Often, I’ve wondered what my life would be like if I had been the one making decisions for myself when I was younger. I mean, to this day I still don’t make very many decisions for myself. The cart that Edrik loves so much was my father’s idea. My wardrobe was handpicked by my mother to draw in the wealthy. The stuff that I produce is decided by a combination of the two of them because they know what sells.
What would it look like for me to chart out my own path? Pick out my own clothes? Sell whatever I want to sell, or not sell anything if that’s what I decided I wanted to do? Find some sort of purpose outside of what’s been laid out for me? Is that something that I’m willing, or capable of doing? And if I did, would it be considered wasting the fortune I was blessed enough to have been born into?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need a comma here since it’s not a full sentence that follows it.
“You have that look in your eye again,” Edrik observes, waving to a customer walking away from his booth with a bag of soaps.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Since you have already let the reader know it’s soap that he sells, try describing the bulge of the bag or what the bag is made out of instead. This way the reader has a clearer picture.
“What look?” I pose.
“This one,” he states, trying to imitate whatever fleeting emotion he viewed in my expression, but the face he’s making is one I’ve never seen anyone make before, so I doubt it was the look that had just occupied my face. If anything, his features are saying ‘I ate something I shouldn’t have.’	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence. Is there a way you can chop it up? It’s good information, just too many thoughts in a row without a firm ending.
“That look, huh?” I ask with a small chuckle, and he sighs.
“Ok, so not that look, but something similar to it that I can’t replicate,” he responds.
“Ok,” I say, nodding, then I turn my attention to my booth. I start fiddling with things, changing their position, propping them up, but he recognizes my movements for what they are; a deflection.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of a semicolon, there should be a colon here. The words that follow it are not a full thought, but an item.
“What is it that’s on your mind, Tirnan?” he poses, done beating around the bush. Is this something that I can even talk to him about? He’s worked so hard to get his business going, and here I am complaining that I’m not satisfied with my life after everything’s been handed to me. He’s not the type to judge, but there’s no way that he would enjoy hearing that. It makes me sound worse than my father and his father before him; they may have flaunted their wealth, but at least they acted lucky to have it. “Tirnan?” Edrik grabs my attention.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Try a new word here. You use pose a lot. If you control+F it you can go through the manuscript and see where you want to trade it in for a different question or way of phrasing something. That way it doesn’t see like the word is repeated so much.
“I’m lucky to have what I have,” I blurt out. He raises his eyebrows and stares at me. “I am. I don’t think that I’m not,” I insist.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. It is assumed that Edrik is looking at Tirnan. How can you draw more imagery in this moment about how he’s moving and acting?
“Ok?” he replies, confused.
“I’m lucky to have what I have, but I want more. Not material possessions; I want more from life. I want that,” I let out, pointing to a family admiring a garment booth on the other side of the market. The little girl excitedly pulls on her father’s arm, tugging him toward a booth with wooden toys. The father sighs, whispers something to his wife, then lets his daughter lead him away. “And I want that,” I go on, pointing to a group of fishermen laughing amongst themselves as they walk down the street. They’re sweaty and an awful smell seems to be shrouding them, but that doesn’t bother any of them. Why would it? They have each other. They’re happy.
I don’t know if I can say the same thing about myself. Yes, I have Edrik to talk to when I’m here, but outside of that I have nobody to truly connect with. Nobody to truly belong to. Success tastes sour when there’s no one to share it with. No one to tug on my hand. No one to laugh with. At the end of the day, it’s just me in my big, shiny, empty house.
“I’m here for you,” he reminds me.
“And I love that, but I have nobody to go home to,” I bring up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase like confess or mumble for more variety through the manuscript. 
“You’re always welcome to come to my house for dinner if you need to be around people,” he offers. 
“That’s not the same,” I state the obvious. I appreciate his kindness, but it’s just not the same. It will only remind me of what I don’t have, and I get enough of those reminders every day when happy people come to my booth to buy jewelry that will make more happy people out of those close to them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would end the sentence here since it’s close to a run on. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I see where you’re going with this, but is there a way you can rephrase it to make it flow smoother? What makes them happy? Is it the joy of gifting jewelry? Or just gifting something to their loved ones in general?
“I know,” he sighs. “Aila has a sister…” he begins.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There seems like there would be a slight pause here. Can you describe what the character is doing or how they are moving to give more imagery to the reader?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider letting the reader know that this is his wife, since she hasn’t been introduced yet.
“I’ve met her,” I cut him off. He tried to set us up two years ago, but she was only interested in all of the nice things in my house. That was almost enough for me, but my mother told me I deserved better even though that’s how she found my father.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this. It’s a little confusing the way it’s written.
“Right, sorry,” he apologizes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more here. Does he look sheepish? What facial expressions does he have or how is he holding himself? Does he busy his hands in order to look away from Tirnan?
“It’s not your fault,” I respond. He felt bad enough at the time, I don’t need all of that coming back up right now.
“You’ve done so much for me. I just wish I could help you,” he says. Me too.
“How much for this?” a man asks, holding up a necklace. He has a sparkle in his eyes as he pictures how beautiful whoever he’s going to give it to will look with it on. I’ve seen that look in the eyes of many men. For once, I’d like to have it, or a version of it, enter my own expression.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider rephrasing and combining these two statements 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I feel I got to know Edrik really well. I wish I had learned more about Tirnan in this chapter. Can you describe his looks, personality, or clothing in more detail in this chapter? 


Chapter 4
Cato

	I let out a deep breath as I dump the last load of wheat into the barn for the day. The pile is small, though it’s not for lack of work; the fields are the emptiest I’ve ever seen them in the entire time I’ve worked here. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little redundant. I would consider deleting it or rephrasing it.
	I brush myself off, then head to the front of the barn where Jaese is doling out our payment for the day. I’m the last person to reach him, and he dumps the remaining coins from his little pouch into my hand. It’s practically nothing.
	“This is less than normal,” I state as I jingle the coins around in my hand. I’m not confrontational by any means, but the amount that I normally get is barely enough for my family to live off of as it is. Sometimes Kassia and I tradeoff who gets to eat that night to ensure that the kids get enough. The coins in my hand right now are only enough to feed one of the kids. That’s not an option.
	“You brought in less than normal,” he responds simply. His eyes tell me to be grateful for what I got and walk away, but I can’t. I can’t tell my kids to decide amongst themselves who gets food tonight.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using received or what I was handed instead for more imagery.
	“There was less to bring in,” I point out. Surely he won’t hold me responsible for the less than stellar harvest this season has proved to be. He shrugs his shoulders, letting me know that he’s absolutely holding me responsible. How is that fair? These are his fields, if they produce less, it should be on him. “I worked the same number of hours that I usually do. Doesn’t that mean something?” I pose, a desperate tone to my voice. It’s humiliating facing him like this after all the years I’ve worked for him, but it would be even more humiliating to fail my family.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a semicolon instead of a comma. It’s two full, connecting thoughts.
	“I don’t pay you by the hour,” he brings up, beginning to grow irritated with me. He’s irritated with me? He lives in splendor! He always has plenty, his kids always have plenty; he has no idea what it’s like to look them in the eye and tell them that we just can’t afford to do this or that! He can manage on less than is normally brought in. I can’t. I can’t, and I know he knows that, and I’m disgusted he has the gall to stand there and act like it’s not a big deal.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to reminds me instead. This is probably something that he has stated in the past.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this – it’s not necessary. I would also try to add in imagery here. What does the character look like that makes him seem irritated? Is his facial expression or stance changing? What about his tone?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is redundant to what you just said. I would consider taking it out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If you follow the previous comment, make sure you change this to family/kids.
	“Listen, I have a family to feed, and this isn’t enough to do that. I’d let myself starve, I’ve done that before, but I can’t let my kids go hungry. You’re a father, you have to see where I’m coming from,” I beg.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These are three complete phrases. I would consider combining two of them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in an exclamation point in one of these two and separate them as complete thoughts.
	“You were paid for what you brought in. Take up any more of my time and you won’t be given that luxury tomorrow. Understood?” he says. 
	“Understood,” I respond. He has no heart, and there’s nothing I can say to change that. Maybe the merchants at the market will take pity on me and give me more than what these coins are worth. 
	Each step I take away from the field, my anger grows. His family will probably sit down to a feast tonight while mine tries to figure out a fair way to split apart a single hunk of bread. The worst part is that it’s not even him I’m most angry with; it’s myself. Because I have no skills, I had to find a job that barely pays. My family will never know comfort. What kind of man does that make me?
	Kassia used to think there was something endearing about me doing manual labor. She said it’s made me an honest man. I’m starting to question if being an honest man is really that important. I think I’d rather be a man with a family that doesn’t go hungry. A man who doesn’t need to hope for the kindness of others to get by. A man who feels like he has any semblance of control over his life. 
	By the time I reach the market, my anger has morphed into despair. There have been times in my life where I thought I’d hit rock bottom. When I was a kid and my mom vanished one night, leaving my dad’s anger pointed solely at me. When I ran away and struggled to find work. When Kassia’s parents shunned us after they found out she was pregnant and we had nowhere left to turn. Each time I always managed to find a way out, but there doesn’t seem to be one this time. 
The pressure is higher than it’s ever been now that I have Kassia and two tiny humans relying on me, yet I can’t seem to get it together. I truly don’t know what I’m supposed to do with all of this, I’m just acutely aware that something needs to be done or everything is going to fall apart in the worst way possible.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider deleting this – it’s not necessary. I would also suggest ending the sentence here with a semicolon or period.
“What can I get for you?” the woman behind the booth asks me as I approach.
“However much you can give me for this,” I answer, dumping my coins onto the table in front of me. She stares down at the measly collection of coins that I spent all day working for, then looks back up at me, the smile that had been on her face diminished. I don’t like that. She turns around, reaches for something in a basket under her table, then turns back toward me bearing what’s probably the smallest loaf of bread I’ve ever seen.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of providing a statement, consider showing the reader what the character is feeling/doing. Does he frown? Does he clench his fists? Give the reader what he’s feeling without coming out and saying it directly.
“This is the best I can do,” she tells me, setting it down in front of me. Her gaze is stuck on the table below her, her eyes not daring to find mine. She thinks I’m pathetic. She’s not wrong. She has no business giving me more than what she’s already offered up, but I need to ask. I need to try everything I can to bring home more or I won’t be able to look my wife in the eye.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of this can you say on the table between us for more variety?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to measly portion or loaf instead to add more imagery.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: How can the character assume this? Can you give more details on how she’s acting? I thought she was being pompous before you added in that she wouldn’t meet his eyes. Does she feel sorry for him?
“Are you sure? Is there nothing stale you can give me?” I check. She sighs and finally allows herself to look up. 
“What I’m giving you is stale. I’m sorry, but there’s a grain shortage and I can’t afford to take any more of a loss than I already am giving you that,” she states, true pity in her eyes. Based on her clothing and the state of her booth, I’d say she really is being as kind to me as she can manage.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here since it’s two complete thoughts.
“Thank you,” I say, picking up the bread, then heading out. It’s not much, but it’ll feed both kids and there may even be a little bit left for Kassia depending on how we split it. It’s not the best-case scenario, but it’s certainly not the worst case either.
I make my way back through the market and begin heading home. My stomach grumbles and my mouth waters as I think about the bread in my possession, but I refuse to take even the littlest piece. I don’t know when my next meal will be, but it can’t be at the expense of my children. 
My eyes wander about the sights around me, trying to focus on anything but the bread. Women greet their husbands as they arrive home after a long day's work. Children run around shabby little houses, laughing as they go. Roman guards silently watch over it all. Some aspects of it seem like chaos, yet everything seems to fit together nicely. The noise spliced with silence. The giddiness allowing room for sensibility. The hectic nature of it all offset by the watchful eyes of the guard. It’s spontaneous, yet there’s a pattern. 
It’s beautiful, yet it also deeply saddens me. I don’t know where I fit into all of it. It feels as if no matter how much I’m a part of it, I’m somehow on the outside looking in. I exist to them, but not with them. Things have to be this way; if I were to be a part of them, then I’d throw off the balance. The somber reality of my little loaf of bread would be too much for the children’s laughter to offset. To truly be a part of it would be to ruin it.
All that’s out there for me-all that’s ever been out there for me is struggle. There’s the occasional light-hearted moment, but they never last. It’s as if God Himself doesn’t find me fit for joy. For some reason, He’s given up on me. I’m destined to always be the guy carrying the tiniest scraps of food known to man home, hoping that his family will still love him at the end of the day when their hunger remains.
I take a deep breath as I come to a stop at my front door. I shift the bread around in my hands, trying to find a position that somehow makes it look bigger, but ultimately failing. There’s nothing I can do to hide the fact that I let them all down. After another deep breath, I open the door and head inside.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There doesn’t need to be a comma here since the following phrase isn’t complete.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: It should be fail instead of failing. Failing gives the impression that he is still adjusting the bread in his hands, but when you put ultimately in there you suggest a stopping point.
“Daddy!” Viridi calls, jumping up from where she had been sitting and running up to me. Hale totters after her, and when they reach me, they throw their arms around my legs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Jumping up gives the impression that she was sitting. Consider giving the reader more detail about the home by describing where/how she was sitting.
“Hey sweetheart. Hey buddy,” I greet them, ruffling their hair. Though Hale is three years younger, he’s nearly as tall as his sister. He gets it from my side of the family, though I’m not taller than average myself. I guess it skipped a generation. 
Kassia moves toward us, eyeing the small loaf of bread in my hand. ‘Is there more,’ she mouths. I shake my head and she sighs. Somehow seeing that look on her face manages to hurt worse than I thought it would.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here because it’s a natural pause.


Chapter 5
Martha	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I loved getting a background story on Lazarus. My only concern with this chapter is really making a distinction that this is an actual family from the Bible. Almost anybody will know that Mary was Jesus’s mother, but not many will know that Mary was also the name of Lazarus’s sister, the one Jesus healed from the grave. Consider moving up the distinction that this family were neighbors or closely connected to Jesus’ family versus later on in the chapter. 

	“Where’s Mary?” Laz asks as he comes in from his workshop. He grabs the rag on the counter and wipes his brow with it as if that’s what it was there for. It wasn’t. He doesn’t pay enough attention to know these things though.
	“She’s out picking flowers,” I answer. Our mom always liked to have fresh flowers in the middle of the table to ‘liven things up.’ Mary’s been insistent about carrying on that tradition in her absence. She’ll spend hours finding the most perfect flowers that mom would’ve loved, then she carefully arranges them in the same jar that’s been sitting on that table long before even I was born.
	“It’ll be dark soon,” he states, a protective tone slipping into his voice. 
	“She knows to come home before then,” I respond. He throws the rag back onto the counter right next to the food I’m preparing, and stares out the window pensively. After shifting a few times, he sighs, then turns back toward the door.
	“I’m going to go get her,” he declares, then he’s out the door before I can refute him. He’s so overbearing. Mary’s not a kid; she’s only two years younger than him. At some point he got it in his head that it’s his job to look after us. I don’t know what gave him that idea considering the fact that I’ve been the one tending to both of their needs since mom and dad died years ago.
	That sounded a little bitter. I’m not bitter. Laz and Mary weren’t even teenagers yet when we were all orphaned. I was older. They needed me to take care of them, so I did. I had no problem with it then, and I have no problem with it now. What I do have a problem with is Laz thinking that he needs to take care of the two of us now that he’s an adult. I never asked him to do that, and I certainly don’t need him to. He should be more focused on living his own life than he is on policing ours.
	He refuses to hear any of that though. He’s the man of the house so it’s his job to protect us. It doesn’t matter that I’m the one who dealt with all of the trouble he caused as a teenager, or that I’m the one who was there every time he needed a shoulder to cry on, or even that I’m the one who spread word of his carpentry skills and got him all his most loyal customers. I need him. Isn’t that obvious? 
	I swear, putting up with him is one of the most difficult things I do on a daily basis, if not the most difficult thing. By now I’m a pro at all the cooking and the cleaning that fills my days, but convincing myself not to assault my brother is something that never seems to get easier no matter how often I do it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is almost redundant. Consider taking it out or rewriting the sentence.
“I really was going to come back soon,” Mary insists as she and Laz come through the door. The look on his face says that he’s not buying it. Cue exasperated parent comment.
“Sure you were. You girls are going to be the death of me,” Laz remarks. Are you serious?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Since this is more of a direct quote, I would consider putting it in italics.
“Us? You have at least one accident a year. You’ve practically turned Mary into your own personal doctor,” I bring up. As good as Laz is at carpentry, he’s never as careful as he should be when he’s in his workshop. Whether it’s hammering his finger, or sawing his hand, he frequently runs into the house bleeding or bruised.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using alternate words like argue, defend, or exclaim for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need a comment here since it’s not a list of three or more things.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This doesn’t necessarily make sense in context. It comes across like it’s an electric saw to me. Consider words like slicing or cutting his hand versus sawing.
“I don’t mind it,” Mary responds. She’s too sweet for her own good.
“Mary,” I comment, raising my eyebrows at her. She looks back and forth between Laz and I before what she must think is a stern expression crosses her face.
“I mean, that’s right, Laz; you’ll be the death of yourself,” she states. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of states, can you add to her facial expressions or tone by giving the reader context into the scene? – she quickly amends. Consider adding to her tone or body language here as well.
“I’ve been a lot safer lately. It’s been a long time since something’s happened,” he defends. While that’s true, it doesn’t cancel out the dozens of scars all over his body from over the years. 
“I think Mary’s point is that you should spend more time worrying about yourself than you do worrying about us,” I say, and Mary nods her head. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is confusing. From the way it’s written, it should be Martha’s point. It’s Mary that seems to be in the middle.
“I could be saying the same thing to you, Martha,” he replies, a serious look on his face. He really wants me to think about his words. Words that he didn’t even come up with; he’s just reiterating something I’ve said, but flipping it around. How is it that he thinks I need him? Nearly everything he does he’s learned from me. I say nearly because he does a lot of stupid things that I’ve never done or endorsed. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need this. You’ve already drawn that point by him saying the same could be true of her. Consider adding more context to what she’s thinking or the way he’s holding himself/looking at her.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is also confusing because a few sentences ago you just stated that she did need him. I would consider deleting this.
“Martha, look what I found,” Mary speaks up, finding an empty spot on the counter and plopping her flowers down to draw my attention away from staring down Laz. If I was as emotionally immature as Laz, then I’d continue staring him down, but I’m competent enough to know that Mary’s starting to get upset and that letting her tell me all about her flowers will bring her spirits up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence, so I would break it up by ending the sentence here, and starting the next one with “However,”. 
“These are beautiful. Where’d you find them?” I pose. A huge smile comes to her face as she thinks back to her recent adventures.
“On the edge of the river. The most beautiful things grow there,” she answers.
“Mary, there’s no soldiers over there, it’s very dangerous,” Laz cuts in and Mary’s smile falls. Not only is Laz overprotective, but he doesn’t realize how much these trips to get flowers mean to Mary. It’s not just a way to continue one of mom’s traditions; it’s something to do with her days. I’m pretty sure that’s the real reason mom did it in the first place. There’s not very much for a woman to do in our society, especially an unmarried woman. Mary would go mad without her flower runs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a semicolon or a period since they are two complete phrases.
“Let’s go put these in the jar,” I tell Mary, ignoring Laz. She gathers the flowers up and we head over to the table. I pull out the old ones that were starting to wilt, and she begins slowly adding the new ones one by one. I bring the old flowers over to the waste bin, then head over to Laz. “She needs this, Lazarus,” I seethe, and he flinches at my use of his full name. 
I only resort to it when I’ve really had it with him. Lately it’s left my mouth almost as often as when he was a teenager, which is saying something. When Laz wasn’t starting trouble himself, he was instigating it. I swear, the only reason he made it to adulthood was his best friend, Jesus.
Jesus wasn’t like any of Lazarus’ other friends. He was kind. He was respectful, even of me despite my age. The only time he ever got into trouble was when he was trying to get Laz out of trouble. He seemed incapable of creating messes himself. 
I don’t know what we all would’ve done without him and his family. His father took Laz under his wing and taught him carpentry alongside Jesus and his brothers. His sisters always welcomed Mary. His mother helped me figure out what I was doing as a makeshift parent. Then there’s the matter of Jesus himself. He always offered me a helping hand whenever I needed it. Every time I was close to my limit, there was Jesus to walk me away from it.
I haven’t seen much of him in recent years. I’ve asked Laz what he’s been up to, but as per usual Laz doesn’t know anything. I could ask his mother, but I haven’t talked to her much since her husband died. I’m not very good with the subject of death. 
With our parents, I had to force myself to be over it so I could be there for Laz and Mary. If the topic came up with Jesus’ mother, I wouldn’t know what to say, so I haven’t really gone around her. I feel bad especially after how much she was there for me after our parents, but I don’t know-I just don’t want to say the wrong thing and make things worse for her.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this to something like spoken to her about it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here because it’s a natural pause.
“How does it look?” Mary asks, pulling me out of my thoughts. Laz and I head to the table to admire Mary’s work.
“It looks beautiful as always,” Laz tells her, putting his hand on her shoulder, and she beams with pride.
“I love the color combination, they all look lovely together,” I add.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a semicolon or a period since they are both complete thoughts.
“Thank you,” she responds, her smile bright again. It makes me happy to see her happy like that. I know it’s the same for Laz, he just doesn’t know how to be responsible for somebody else. Things would be a lot easier if he just admitted that and butt out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding something different here. You already said above that she was beaming with pride.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would end the chapter on a different thought. It could be something on how they bonded or even her worrying about Laz and Mary. Consider rephrasing the “butt out” part. Even though that’s a common phrase now, it can bring the reader out of the book since it was not something that was used back then.


Chapter 6
Cato

	I had Kassia put the kids to bed by herself so they wouldn’t hear my stomach growling and feel bad that they ate and I didn’t. When she returns to our bedroom, she doesn’t say a word. I want to say something, but I don’t know what. ‘Sorry’ doesn’t feel like enough. ‘It won’t happen again’ isn’t true because the grain shortage will keep my earnings low. Not addressing the whole situation would be disingenuous. I just don’t want to make this all worse by saying something stupid. My stomach growls as I continue to wrack my brain searching for words, and Kassia sighs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this in a way that the reader was experiencing the hunger and the guilt versus just telling the reader he is to be more active in the story telling.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: “Sighs” is used a lot. I know it can be encountered multiple times in stressful or hard situations, but is there a way to bring in different words or give more – such as “and Kassia heaves a breath” or “and Kassia releases the breath that she had been holding since dinner”.
	“You’ve never brought home that little,” Kassia lets out, starting the conversation herself.
	“There’s a grain shortage,” I say, not able to think of a better response. I don’t want to bring things back to my own failure; I’m not ready for that.
	“So, this isn’t a temporary thing?” she questions, her eyes begging to be understanding this wrong. I wish she was. More than that, I wish that there was something I could do about this. That I could tell her not to worry, then go out there and make this all better. Sitting here in this moment I feel so incredibly helpless, but I can’t let her know that. I can’t let her sink in the reality of all of this like I have. My stomach growls again, and Kassia shakes her head, her eyes starting to water.
	“Kass…” I try, reaching my hand out to her.
	“Cato, don’t. You do realize how bad this is, right?” she poses, ducking away from my hand.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing the verb. This would imply that she is crouching to get away but if he’s on the bed and she’s at the door, this doesn’t make sense. 
	“I’ll find a way to do better,” I tell her, and a forced laugh escapes her.
	“How are you supposed to do better like this? The longer you go without food, the worse you’ll do at work, and the less money you’ll bring home. You have grasped that, right?” she questions, staring over at me. I hadn’t even thought about what would happen to my own body with continuous days of not eating. This is somehow all even worse than I thought. “Cato, we have to pay taxes soon, and we don’t have nearly enough money to do that. We were supposed to be setting aside a little bit every day, but clearly that’s not happening. How do you suppose we handle this?” she goes on.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using alternate words here like her glare piercing through to my soul or her steady gaze fixing on mine.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using starvation instead.
	I don’t know how to handle this. I tried everything I could’ve done today. I abandoned my pride in front of my boss. I abandoned my pride in front of the woman at the market. It wasn’t enough. One didn’t care and the other wasn’t in much of a better place. There’s not much else that I can do at this point, but I’ll never admit that to Kassia. I need her to think that I’m better than this. I need her to think that she didn’t make a mistake when she married me. I need her opinion of me to be high because it’s all that I really have left now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here since it’s two complete thoughts and a conjunction word.
	“I’ll handle it,” I assure her.
	“How, Cato? I need to know your plan here because I can’t imagine that there’s anything you can do right now,” she remarks, her words a punch to the gut. I avert my eyes from her, fixating on a spot in front of me. She has no faith in me. She shouldn’t, but somehow I thought that she could. She’d look back on everything I’ve ever done to get us out of tricky situations in the past and trust that I can do it again. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider starting the sentence “That she’d”
My stomach growls again and I squeeze my eyes closed, willing it to stop. If I can convince myself that I’m not hungry, then there’s nothing wrong, right? The kids ate. Kassia got a little bit. We may not have the money for our taxes, but that doesn’t have to matter at this moment if everything else is ok. I’m fine. We’re fine. Things are going to work themselves out. My stomach growls again, shutting that idea down before I even got the chance to find solace in it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You switched tense here. I would change this to get to stay in the present.
“I’ll go to my parents to see if there’s anything they’re willing to do,” Kassia speaks up.
“Absolutely not. They made it perfectly clear that we were to never come back to them when we told them about Viridi,” I bring up. I tried to own up to my part in everything back then. I tried to apologize. I tried to be a man. Kassia’s father made sure I was under no such illusion. He struck me repeatedly, making me the little boy just trying to survive an angry father all over again. Kassia doesn’t even know how bad it truly was because I hid as much of it as I could from her, but she knows enough to know that going back there isn’t an option. The fact that she would even suggest that is more disheartening than the little loaf of bread I brought home earlier.
“Then I’ll try to find some sort of work. Viridi is old enough to look after herself and her brother during the day,” she states, though she sounds like she doesn’t believe the statement herself. Viridi may be able to look after herself, but she wouldn’t be able to look after her brother. Hale is constantly getting himself into trouble, most of the time without even meaning to. Without proper supervision he could seriously injure himself.
“That’s not an option; you need to be at home with the kids,” I voice the concern in both of our heads. 
“I’ll come up with something I can do from inside of the house. Maybe I can learn how to make something and make a deal with a merchant to have them sell it for me,” she comes up with.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this. It reads a little awkwardly.
“I don’t want you going near merchants, many of them don’t have good intentions,” I say.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a semicolon since it’s two complete thoughts.
“I can take care of myself, Cato,” she insists, her voice fierce, but even.
“You shouldn’t have to!” I let out, and she jumps, startled by my sudden increase in volume. I didn’t mean to scare her, I just-this isn’t how things were supposed to be. “I promised you that I would take care of you. I promised you that, and if I can’t keep that promise, then-then I don’t know,” I spill. I was going to say, ‘what good am I?’ but I don’t think I can bring myself to be that vulnerable right now, even with her.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a period since it’s a full sentence.
She takes a deep breath, then scooches closer to me and puts her head on my chest. I hold her close as she rhythmically rubs my arm, working to calm the negative surge of emotions she knows lays within me. My breathing starts to even out, but I can’t completely eradicate the tears that are beginning to form in my eyes. One slides down my cheek and falls right next to her head.
“You’re doing your best, Cato. I see that,” she declares, lifting her head and looking up at me. Her soft eyes carry a strength I wish I could possess right now. 
“Daddy, is everything ok?” a small voice poses from the doorway. My head snaps in that direction and I spot Viridi cradling her little doll. I must’ve woken her up when I yelled.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to whispers or murmurs for more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here since it’s two complete thoughts
“Viridi, you should be in bed,” Kassia says as she begins to get up and head toward her. Viridi looks past her, directly into my eyes. Despite her general air of sleepiness, they pry into me, looking for an answer to her question. She may be young, but she’s not stupid. She knows something’s wrong. She knows something’s wrong, and she needs me to tell her that I’ve got everything under control. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little passive. Can you give more details on how fast she’s moving or the way she’s moving toward her?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s redundant and not necessary.
“Everything is going to be just fine,” I promise her. Kassia turns back toward me, her eyebrows raised. “I’m going to make sure of it,” I add, and despite all the hopelessness I had been drowning in just before Viridi walked in, I somehow believe what I’m saying. My daughter needs me. I won’t leave her like I’ve been left in the past. I’m going to get myself together and I’m going to make sure my family is taken care of, no matter what that entails.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider ending the sentence here and starting the next sentence with “Despite”. Otherwise it’s a run on.
Kassia leads a now satisfied Viridi out of the room. She’s gone for a few more minutes putting Viridi back to bed before she returns. She gets in bed, then glances over at me, unsure of what to think after witnessing my breakdown and assurance so close together. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little passive. Can you give details on what the characters are thinking/doing rather than just telling the reader?
“Do you have a plan?” she can’t help but ask.
“Yes,” I answer as a potential path to take begins to form in my mind.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These are both good sentences for more details. What do their facial expressions look like? What are their tones in these instances?
“Ok,” she responds, then she turns over and closes her eyes.


Chapter 7
Tirnan

	The thing about not having a family to go home to is that I can stay at the market as late as I want to. People were still buying stuff off of me long after all the other merchants packed up and went home, so I stayed. Normally I try to make a point of going home before dark, but time slipped away from me; when I finally decide to shut things down the sun has completed its descent beyond the horizon. 
	It’s not ideal, but it certainly isn’t the first time I’ve done this. When I was first getting started, I used to love walking home in the dark. The streets are virtually empty except for the occasional Roman guard. The silence stretches into peace in an uninterrupted form I’ve never experienced during the day when the hustle and bustle of people carrying out their daily routines occurs. Though I’ve aged, that peace still envelops me as I gaze up at the stars above me. Their twinkle feels like it was manufactured just for me as I stroll past the fields toward my home. 
It’s moments like these that being alone doesn’t feel so suffocating. There are no expectations on my shoulders as I stare up above. I could just stop right here and nobody would be affected by it. My decisions and their consequences are mine and mine alone. There’s a freedom to that. Under these stars I’m not anyone’s problem. Under these stars I’m not anyone’s caretaker. Under these stars I’m not anyone’s disappointment. I’m just me. My own keeper.
I hear a stick break behind me, and I whip my head around to see who made the noise, expecting a Roman guard, but finding no one. Goosebumps pepper my skin as I fixate on the darkness before me, willing my eyes to adjust faster. I might not see the cause of the noise now, but there’s no way they just disappeared. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is assumed to be what happened so you don’t have to directly state it. This can be deleted.
Maybe I should just run away. Whoever made the noise clearly hid once I turned around, and a Roman guard wouldn’t do that; anyone else out this late has to be bad news. I’ve heard stories of thieves in the night, though I’ve never come across them myself, and I don’t want to stop that streak tonight. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: The paragraph would flow easier if this was a period with a new sentence started.
I face forward again, tightly grip the handles of my cart, and start to shove it forward, moving as fast as my legs will go. Jewelry bounces around within the cart, falling away from the neat positions I had it all set in. I’m too panicked to care about that at this moment. I just want to be home away from any potential danger obscured by the fields beside me.
“Sounds expensive,” a gruff voice lets out from somewhere in front of me. There’s somebody in front of me!? Where am I supposed to go!? My eyes dart around me as I scan every possible escape route that I have, but none of them seem very fruitful. Maybe if I just continue to run forward, I can knock whoever it is over with my cart and be on my merry way.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider italicizing this since it’s more of an inner thought.
I quickly let out a shaky breath, then I start my mad dash forward again, but my leg catches on something before I get very far. The cart goes flying as I release it to try and use my hands to brace my fall. I experience a brief moment of weightlessness before my hand collides with the ground, then gives out resulting in my face crashing onto the road below. Pain rockets through my wrist and my nose and what little I can see in the darkness blurs. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here. They are two complete thoughts with a conjunction.
Rough hands flip me over and a large man with cold eyes stares down at me. I try to convince myself that this is all a nightmare, but if it was, the pain wouldn’t be this vivid; I’m living every merchant's worst-case scenario right now… A deep, maniacal laugh slowly gets closer to me until there’s another man standing before me. Fear crackles through me, and this seems to make him laugh harder.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a period instead. You usually want to use an ellipsis when you have a continuing thought, not two separate sentences. 
“Just t-take my cart. I wo-won’t put up a fight,” I get out through shaky breaths. The second man puts his hand on the large man’s shoulder as he continues to laugh.
“You look like you’ve been at this for a long time, so I’m sure you’ve heard the stories. You have to know that that’s not how this works,” the second man tells me once his laughing finally dies down. I have heard the stories, but never from the person who had the encounter; those who come across thieves rarely survive to tell the tale, especially those who come across them at night. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you give more details on the assailants so it’s not just first man and second man?
Even in the darkness it’s easy to see that I’m wearing valuable clothing. These men are going to beat me, strip me down, and leave me on the side of the road to die. And there really isn’t anything I can do to stop them. I thought I was experiencing hopelessness earlier. I thought that my big, empty house was the worst of my problems. It turns out it gets worse. So, so much worse. 
The large man leans down and I know it’s the beginning of the end. I close my eyes, surrendering before it’s even over. Endless jabs find my body, each sending a new, nauseating wave of pain through me. It’s hard to even tell when it all stops. The only indication is that I can feel the cool breeze against my now bare skin. 
I open my eyes and find I’ve been reduced to my undergarments. Blood surrounds me. My blood. The men are nowhere to be seen and neither is my cart. I’m alone once again. My eyes drift up to the stars above me as I take heavy, labored breaths. Their twinkle feels deceitful now. It reminds me of all the finer things awaiting me in a house I’ll never get to go back to now. I took all of it for granted.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. You say something along the same lines in the next sentence, so it’s redundant.
Laying here stripped of everything I had, I’m starting to realize just how much I’ve taken for granted. Edrik was the brother I never had, but I never told him that. My parents did everything they did to help me succeed, but I never thanked them for it. From the time I was little I’ve been able to make beautiful things, but I’ve never appreciated that. Maybe I deserve this. Maybe I…
I hear a noise on the other side of the road and quickly turn my head in that direction, my blurred vision getting worse with the motion. Though I can’t see well at the moment, I’d recognize those traditional black garments anywhere. I’ve never been a huge fan of the Pharisees, but I’m not exactly in a position to be picky.
“Help me…” I let out as loud as I can muster. The Pharisee turns toward me, and hope fills me. It quickly dissipates as he gapes at me, a look that I can only describe as disgust evident in his features. He faces forward again and quickens his pace. I thought Pharisees preach helping those in need! Where is that now!? “Please!” I use all of my strength to muster my last plea, but he doesn’t even flinch, though I’m sure he heard me. That was my last chance. I truly am going to die here now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here. Does it come out hoarse? Is it a crackle or a whisper? Does blood get in the way and make it sound wet? (I know that sounds weird). Can you describe how loud or how he says it?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics since it’s more of an inner thought.
Time passes strangely as life drains out of you. It feels like the attack was just a moment ago, but it also feels like I’ve been lying here for a lifetime. Opposites are companions it seems. I’ve never been in more pain, yet I feel nothing. The sky is starting to lighten, yet I’m plunging further into darkness. I was a good man, yet…
I hear footsteps again, but I’m convinced that turning in their direction will be a waste of the limited energy I have left. What am I saving it for? I’m not exactly sure at this point, I just know that calling for help doesn’t feel worth it anymore. If a Pharisee didn’t stop after spending all day lecturing people on the importance of being a good neighbor, then nobody’s really going to stop, are they? This is the reason people rarely survive these encounters. Other people don’t care. No matter how much they pretend to, they just…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this or finishing the sentence. Having an official stop will give the next line more emphasis and importance.
“What happened?” someone questions, suddenly next to me. Am I hallucinating? He looks like a Roman guard. Would a Roman guard really consider me worth his time? His hand finds my neck, searching for my pulse. I guess he does consider me worth his time.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good spot to put in more physical description of Ren. What does his hair look like? What color are his eyes? What skin tone and body build does he have?
“Thieves,” I manage to get out. He removes his hand now that he knows I’m alive.
“I’m going to get you help,” he assures me, leaning down and gathering me in his arms. I don’t know if there’s much that he can do for me at this point, but I’m not going to vocalize that. I want to have the same hope for my survival that he has. I want to believe that there’s still a chance for me. That the end isn’t as near as it seems.
The guard returns to his feet, me in his arms, and begins to run down the road in the direction of the market. A place I’m so familiar with feels foreign at this moment. There are flowers speckling the sides of the path. There’s no way I would’ve missed those, right? I can hear the rhythmic waves of the sea as we pass through the market. Surely that’s not always been the case? The guard carrying me smells of the soaps from Edrik’s booth. Have they been buying things from us?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is redundant – consider deleting it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Who is they? I would rewrite this to focus on the soldier in this case – “Has this soldier been a patron at our booths?”
“Deslan!” the guard carrying me calls as he stops somewhere near the temple. I can vaguely see the moonlight gleaming off what must be another guard’s armor beyond us.
“Ren? What happened?” Deslan asks as he nears us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good spot to add more physical description to Deslan.
“This man was attacked by thieves. I know you functioned as a medic when we were at war, can you help him?” Ren poses. Silence follows as Deslan looks me over, assessing whether or not he can do anything. My guess lies in the territory of not. Deslan must know that, right? He’s not going to leave his post to help a lost cause, is he?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period and a new sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics for an inner thought.
“I’ll do everything I can,” Deslan answers. Either I’m not as close to death as I think I am, or Deslan has no idea what he’s doing.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Why does he assume this if Ren just said he functioned as a medic in the war? I would add into Tirnan’s thought process and why he jumps to these conclusions. Was he brought up to believe soldiers weren’t very smart? Is he just doubting the soldier’s capabilities?
“Thank you,” Ren replies. Ren is thanking him? I’m the one who will owe him my life if he’s successful here.
“Th-thanks…” I manage to get out. Deslan smiles and gently puts his hand on my shoulder.
“Save your strength,” Deslan tells me, then he turns around and starts heading past the temple. Ren follows with me. I lose consciousness before I see where we’re going.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. Can you give more description on how the characters are moving, which direction the temple is in, or how fast they are working towards it?


Chapter 8
Cato

	My daily earnings are not enough to feed my family and pay our taxes. That’s a fact. The only way for us to make it through this grain shortage is for me to find another way to acquire either food or money. People are more guarded when it comes to money, so getting my hands on food should be easier.
	I don’t like the option I’ve been left with, but it’s the only one I have right now besides starving myself and eventually my family too. I need to do things I don’t like for the sake of my family. I need to steal.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Commas should go before and after eventually because there are natural pauses there.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is redundant. Consider deleting it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. Can you explain the turmoil that he’s feeling about having to steal? What thoughts might be going through his mind? Is he anxious? Upset? Even relieved that there’s a solution to his problem no matter how much he doesn’t like it? 
	I know this sounds reckless, and in all honesty, it is, but it’s necessary. I tried being an honest man. I tried playing by the rules that were set out. I tried appealing to the humanity of others. I tried, and I failed. I will not fail my family again. 
	Last night the look on Viridi’s face reminded me much of my own when I was a child. I would look to my mom, begging her to make things better. Overall, she did, but only for herself; she left me in what was once our shared nightmare. 
The entire time I’ve been a dad I’ve been insistent on not repeating the actions of either of my parents. I wouldn’t be cruel like my father, and I wouldn’t put my own needs above the needs of my children like my mom had. I was so keen on these two things that I didn’t even think about how I could let my family down in other ways. Kassia had to point out to me that giving the kids all the food would weaken me and cause me to underperform at work, earning even less than the bare minimum I was already making.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is redundant since you already mentioned it before in the story. I would consider deleting it or using the space to describe what the guilt looks like and feels like to him and what it’s doing to him mentally.
Now, I’d never be able to make my kids watch me eat, so the only solution here is to make sure there’s enough for everyone, and the only way to do that is to bring home some food that I haven’t paid for. Food that I’m going to have to steal.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little redundant. I would consider rewording it or deleting it.
I’m still trying to get used to that term. Steal. It sounds so succinct, yet it carries so much. Our people may not agree on the importance of following all the nitpicky little rules that have been set out for us, but do not steal is one that pretty much everyone can get behind. It’s also one of the rules that sits both in our law, and Roman law. Basically, what I’m planning on doing will make me everybody’s enemy if I’m ever found out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need a comma here since it’s not a list of three or more things and doesn’t add to a complete thought after the conjunction word.
But I won’t be found out. I can’t be. My family needs me to show up at home with money to go towards our taxes and food to feed us all. That’s what they need, so that’s what’s going to happen. Plain and simple.
I’ve spent the whole day thinking about how I want to go about this while I’ve been working in the field. There are periods where the market gets busy and maybe even borders on hectic. If I just wait for one of those periods, then nobody’s going to notice me taking a few things and walking away with them, right? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would consider putting this in italics for a direct inner thought or deleting the “, right?” at the end and coming to a full stop with a period.
The times I’ve seen the market at its busiest have been when I was one of the first people to collect my pay and leave. That means that my best chance at being successful with this will be to hang by the barn toward the end of the day and make sure that I reach Jaese first. He’ll probably be suspicious at my eagerness to leave after all my complaining yesterday, but I’m banking on the fact that he doesn’t care about me to keep him from asking questions.
The second I see Jaese appear at the far end of the barn, I run in with everything in my arms, drop it, then make my way to him. He eyes me curiously. Please don’t tell me that the flaw in my plan will be concern from Jaese. I wouldn’t be able to handle that after his cruel lack of concern yesterday.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics for a direct inner thought.
“Your family alright?” Jaese speaks up, sticking his hand into his pouch, but keeping his eyes on me. Do I push my luck here? Maybe I won’t even have to steal?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need a comma here because the phrase after but is not a complete thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a period in order to be grammatically correct.
“Not really,” I answer. He shakes his head with a frown on his face, then drops a few coins into my waiting hands. It’s no more than yesterday. Yeah, that seems like him. I grip the coins tight, then break into a run toward the market. People stare at me as I go. Maybe I should not be running so I don’t draw attention. Yeah, that seems like a good plan.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Usually, you go with less contractions is better, but in this case the contraction shouldn’t would flow better.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s not necessary and doesn’t build in to the story.
Slowly, I return to a normal pace and all the eyes fall away from me. Good. It’s not like there’s anything to see here. I’m just your average upstanding citizen. No plans of breaking a well-known law at all. I feel vulnerable even thinking about what I’m about to do. What if someone can look at me and know exactly what’s on my mind? I know it’s impossible, but the thought still terrifies me.
It takes me longer than I’d like to reach the market, but by the time I make it, it’s still fairly busy with the rush of people coming from work. I scan the booths, searching for one that has food and a bit of commotion going on around it. There’s a couple that seem like good prospects. I opt for one with a rowdy group of fishermen in front of it. They’re being loud and have a very distinct odor coming from them, so they’ll be distracting multiple of the merchant’s senses.
“Are you serious? Andrew and I caught more fish today than you’ve caught all week,” one of the fishermen lets out, staring down two of the others.
“Simon, they did catch a lot of fish today,” the fisherman next to him, who I’m assuming is Andrew, says quietly. Simon slowly turns to him and stares him down. “But we definitely caught more,” Andrew adds, louder this time to try to portray a confidence he clearly doesn’t possess. Simon sighs and the fishermen across from him laugh. Wait, is this interaction near its end? I need them to keep going.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: How does he know this? Is he friends or acquaintances with Andrew? Otherwise, this phrasing doesn’t make sense to the reader.
“What my brother is trying to say, but is too kind to even attempt to, is that you two fools have once again failed to beat us,” Simon declares, having more than enough confidence for both him and his brother.
“Simon!” Andrew whisper-shouts, scolding his brother’s behavior.
“You’re calling us fools?” one of the other fishermen questions. This seems like a good time for me to get to stealing. I quietly move to the other side of them where there’s some bread and fruit in baskets. I don’t want to take too much and draw a lot of attention to myself, but I want to make sure that I get enough for my whole family. These loaves are big, so I think one would suffice. A handful of figs seems fair to go alongside that. I start to reach toward the baskets when I hear a voice behind me.
“Hey!” a woman shouts, and I freeze. Was it a woman running the booth? I thought it was a man, but I was more focused on the fishermen, so I could be wrong. My heart is pounding as I fear what might happen next. “I ask you two to do one thing, and you can’t even do that without causing a stir,” the woman goes on. Oh. This isn’t directed at me. Why would it be? I haven’t even done anything yet.
“Mom, I swear, we didn’t start this,” one of the fishermen responds. Something tells me that was the wrong response, though that could just be the damaged part of me talking.
“John, I do not want to hear excuses. Apologize to your friends, then get me what I need,” the woman states.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Try using a different word here like orders or demands for more variety.
“Mom, they’re not our friends…” another fisherman tries. 
“James, don’t even. I raised you boys better than this,” the woman cuts him off. My eyes aren’t even on them, but I’m sucked in, so I know this is the best time for me to act; everybody else is undoubtedly staring at them. I grab a loaf of bread and a handful of figs, then just casually start walking away. Nobody sees, or at least nobody says anything.
It isn’t long before I’m out of the market and making my way home. I can’t get over how easy that was. I’m coming home with even more than I did yesterday and I didn’t have to spend a single coin. I’m starting to question why I spent so long playing by the rules. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description here. This is a good opportunity to allow us to see how Cato is feeling. Is he relieved? Is he excited? Is his pulse pounding that he’ll get caught? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a comma here since it’s two complete thoughts.
The rules didn’t stop my father from doing what he did to me. The rules didn’t support me when I was all on my own. The rules didn’t keep me safe from Kassia’s father. The rules didn’t feed my family. I did.
As I walk through the streets that just yesterday I felt shunned from, I feel like I’m on top of the world. The children’s laughter brings a smile to my face. Of course it does. I know my own house will be just as joyous when I get to it. Because today I’m not a failure. Today I made my family proud.


Chapter 9
Niemos

	My eyes drift out the window of the temple as I finish reading the scroll in front of me. There’s a lot more people out there than normal and they seem to be crowding around something, but I have no idea what. Carian seems too enthralled with the scroll in front of him to notice. That’s probably a good thing; I should just leave him alone. I pick up another scroll and try to start reading it, but I can’t help myself from watching the growing crowd.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: What is a lot more? Can you give more detail on how many people the temple usually sees at night and then multiply it? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Why is this a good thing? Can you expand if he gets grumpy when interrupted or if they are not friends? What kind of demeanor does he give off that makes Niemos hesitate to ask him about the gathering crowd?
	“What’s going on out there?” I pose, finally drawing Carian’s attention to the commotion. He looks up from the scroll in front of him and out the window at the crowd that’s continuing to grow. I still can’t see what it is they’re crowding around, though I can faintly hear a man’s voice.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is the third time you’re mentioning the crowd is growing. Is there a way that you can rework this to give the reader imagery versus just telling them it’s growing? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a different word such as gathering, packing, or squeezing to give more variety in your word choice
	“I don’t know,” Carian responds, craning his neck to see if he can get a better angle. Usually, when crowds form the people are angry, or they’re watching some kind of altercation go down; the looks on their faces right now don’t seem to tell either of those tales. They seem curious. Some even look delighted. Whatever’s going on out there seems like something we should be involved in. “Let’s go out there,” Carian declares, having come to the same conclusion as me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good area to remind the reader that Niemos is a Pharisee since it’s been a couple of chapters and character switches since the last time he was mentioned.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s unnecessary.
	“Let’s go,” I agree. We both set down our scrolls and make our way out of the temple. The sheer volume of people is even more overwhelming standing on the temple stairs. It takes me a few seconds to get over my shock and locate the thing everybody’s crowded around: a man. He doesn’t look very remarkable, yet all eyes are on him, thrilled to hear each and every word that he spews.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s redundant and not necessary.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. Can you describe what they’re doing instead of telling the reader directly what’s happening. You have laid the ground work to communicate where they are going and why. So, this is a good place to describe more imagery around the temple and the characters themselves. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you describe why or how? Are people pressing up against each other? Can Niemos see the entrance or the stairs yet? Is it the volume of the voices that’s making the crowd seem so much bigger?
	“What’s going on?” Carian questions a woman near us.
	“That man just healed the blind man!” she exclaims, pointing to the man in the middle. Men are not capable of healing other men. Surely, she’s mistaken.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of saying this, can you give us more detail on what the two men might be wearing and something that might differentiate them?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Are you sure the man was actually blind?” I pose, and she rolls her eyes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider a different word such as press or insist for a variety in your word usage.
	“He’s only been on these very steps for years seeking help, so yeah, I’m sure he was actually blind. I wouldn’t expect you lot to know that though; you never paid him any attention,” she remarks.
	“Excuse me?” I respond. There have always been people who disrespect us but never that blatantly right outside the temple.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good spot to add in a word like “incredulously”. This gives Niemos a little more personality – how dare someone accuse him of such things!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here. Why is this such a big deal? Can you give the reader context on why a Pharisee might feel himself so important to not be belittled?
	“Look, I told you what happened. Can you stop bothering me now? I’m trying to listen to what he has to say,” she states, then she turns back toward the man. I look over at Carian and find him fuming. He begins to push through the people, and I don’t know what to do, so I follow him. Some people give us dirty looks, but most of them are too enthralled with the man in the middle to even notice that we’ve brushed by them. Soon we reach the front and the man’s eyes shift to us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need this word here. It’s a little redundant, so I would consider deleting it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Same thing – a little redundant and not necessary.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There are two different verbs here. One says the man is pushing past them which would indicate an aggressive approach while this one indicates a gentle approach. I would consider changing one of the two so they reflect the same image throughout the paragraph. Are they forcing themselves through the crowd or able to slip past?
	“Some will have you believe that you must be perfect to enter the kingdom of heaven, but I’m here to tell you that that’s not the case. Man cannot achieve perfection no matter how hard they try. That’s why God has sent One greater than man to atone for their imperfection,” the man declares, staring at Carian and I throughout the entire statement. It sends shivers down my spine, but it seems to have a very different effect on Carian.
	“You must stop at once!” Carian lets out, jutting his finger in the man’s face with fury. There are calls to let him continue from the crowd, but the man himself doesn’t seem to be having much of a reaction to Carian at all.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place to put in more description of Jesus. Consider adding what he looks like for those that are new or haven’t read the Bible.
	“I’m under no obligation to listen to you,” the man says simply. No obligation? Who does this man think he is?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics to reflect a direct inner thought.
	“I am a Pharisee and we are within the temple courts, so I have authority over you!” Carian shouts, enraged by the man’s calmness. The crowd goes silent as they wait to see what happens next. I too find myself anxiously awaiting what the man will say next. Surely he won’t deny Carian his authority as a Pharisee. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider a different word here like undoubtably or He couldn’t possibly deny Carian for word variety.
	“There is only One who has authority over me,” the man states, a slight grin on his face. He finds this all funny? Does he have no respect for our way of life?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics for direct inner thoughts.
	“Who!?” Carian demands.
	“My Father,” he answers, that grin still there. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is another good place to add physical attributes. What does his smile look like? What does his face look like? What skin type does he have? 
	“Who is your father!?” Carian interrogates, clearly annoyed with the fact that this man is leaving out information with each response. Carian’s annoyance only seems to further amuse the man.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here. How is he reacting? How is his body language? What is going on with the crowd?
	“I think you know,” the man responds. What’s that supposed to mean? I expect Carian to question him again, but he seems frozen in place. “The time is coming where creation will be reunited with their Creator. You must only believe,” the man adds, then he turns and starts to walk through the crowd. I try to follow him, but he doesn’t appear to be in the mass of people. How did he do that?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner quote.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	People chatter amongst themselves as they disperse. Before long, Carian and I are the only ones left. He still hasn’t said anything. It almost scares me; he’s always had an answer to everything I haven’t understood, and I certainly didn’t understand much of what just happened. I need him to explain it all away for me.
	“Carian, what do we do?” I ask him. He looks up at me. It’s his first movement since the man last spoke. His face is a jumble of various emotions I can’t seem to identify, though confusion doesn’t seem to be among them. He shakes his head, takes a deep breath, then looks right at me.
	“We need to go to the Sanhedrin and tell them that a man is out here performing false signs and claiming to be the Son of God,” Carian declares. 
	“That’s who he was referring to?” I pose, unable to hide my shock. Usually I try not to seem this clueless around Carian, but I can’t contain my reaction to this news. Our people have been waiting for the Son of God for countless years. I never imagined we’d even come close to His arrival in my lifetime.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a different word like gasp or hiss to give more context into what the character is feeling right now.
	“He supposedly performed a miracle, then he said that I don’t have authority over him, who else would he be talking about?” Carian questions, irritated. I’ve never seen him this thrown off. Not when we were kids getting pushed around. Not when his parents questioned his choice to become a Pharisee. Not even when Izal got the temple leadership position that he should’ve. This man has managed to get under his skin in a way that no one ever has. I’m not quite sure what to make of it yet.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a full stop, so it should be the end of a sentence and beginning of a new one.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a different word like demands or challenges to give more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of ending the sentence with the contraction, can you tell the readers why he was more qualified to become the leader?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting Carian’s name here instead for ease of reading.
	“If this man was claiming to be the Son of God, how do we know he’s not?” I pose. He didn’t seem like much, but I never really had a picture of the Son of God in my head. Well, I did when I was much younger. I thought He’d be tall. Well-built. Flames would surround Him. His strength would be evident well before He ever uttered a word. That wasn’t a completely realistic expectation, but I can’t get over how average the man I saw earlier was. He was nothing special, yet the crowd couldn’t have been more captivated. Could that mean He is who He says He is?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“How do we know he’s not? Would the Son of God disrespect a Pharisee? Outside the temple no less? Would the Son of God be trying to convince the people that their actions don’t matter? Telling them that someone, presumably him, would pull them into the kingdom of heaven with him? Think Niemos; everything he did was in direct opposition to what we’ve been taught and have lived out our whole lives. He certainly wasn’t the Son of God. He was a fraud trying to lead the people astray,” he remarks, distaste encompassing each and every word.
	“Right,” I respond, and he raises his eyebrows. “What?”	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using different phrasing such as nodding along or shrugging to give the impression that Niemos really isn’t sure if he agrees with Carian but is agreeing with him for the sake of the argument. 
	“Please don’t tell me there’s a part of you that wants to believe him,” he says. What Carian said makes sense; that man clearly isn’t the Son of God, but the prospect of Him being here was kind of exciting. How cool would it be to walk among Him? It’d be like the beginning of time; except I wouldn’t screw it up like the first humans did. I would bask in His presence, soaking up everything He had to offer. It would be paradise before heaven. “Niemos?” Carian questions, bringing me back to the here and now.
	“No, I don’t believe him. He definitely was a fraud,” I finally answer, and he nods his head.
	“A dangerous fraud, too; he had those people convinced he was their savior. That’s why we need to make the Sanhedrin aware of him so we can find a way to move forward before he draws in any more of the simple-minded,” he tells me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider giving more detail here – is he trying to make sure that Niemos is on board with him? Or is he devising the plan with or without his help? Is it a direct order vibe or is it a I’m letting you know what I’m about to do and you should follow along vibe? How close are these two? Are they friends or just coworkers? Try to add more so the reader understands the seriousness of the situation.
	“You’re right,” I agree. That man is a danger to our way of life. We need to find a way to convince the people of that.


Chapter 10
Auran

	“Dominus, I’m glad I caught you,” Deslan lets out, running over to me from the direction of the temple. I was just on my way home for the day, but I don’t mind staying a bit longer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. Maybe you can describe what plans Auran had coming up or dinner he was looking forward to having or even the way the sun is in the sky?
	“Is everything ok?” I check.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you add more description to this? How does Deslan look? Is Auran worried about him or just curious? What kind of facial expressions or even clothing descriptions can be added here to make the image come to life in the reader’s mind?
	“Yes, I just wanted to apologize for not being around to give you the nightly report this morning. I was with a merchant who was attacked by thieves last night,” Deslan explains. I will admit that Deslan not being there this morning threw me off, but as soon as Ren told me where he was I completely understood. While we’re primarily here for the interests of our own people, we’re also here for the Jewish. That man needed him and he showed up. I’d never condemn him for that.
	“You don’t need to apologize, Deslan; you did the right thing taking care of that man,” I tell him, and he smiles. 
	“Thank you, dominus,” he responds, and I nod.
	“How is he?” I ask. Attacks like this used to be few and far between, but lately it seems that the thieves are getting bolder. Part of me wonders if I’m to blame for that. Somehow, they’ve sensed my distraction and they’ve decided to capitalize on it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description here. What distraction? Can you remind the readers here what’s happening in Auran’s life to remember why things may be a little out of control right now?
	“He was in rough shape, but he pulled through. He described the attack to me when he was more with it. There were at least two attackers. They had been hiding in the field next to the road. He doesn’t know if they had been waiting for him specifically, or if they just got lucky,” he details.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for coherent or awake for more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of ending a sentence here, it would make it flow better if you combined these two “There were at least two attackers who had been hiding in the field next to the road last night.”
	“What do you mean got lucky?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of using this word again, consider adding in more detail or words like curiously to give more depth to the scene.
	“He sold jewelry. Everything they took from him was worth more than you and I make in a year,” he answers. If they had known he was that rich prior to the attack, they probably would’ve followed him home instead of attacking him on the side of the road. The thieves were waiting for anybody, and they had no issue carrying out their attack once this merchant was unlucky enough to stumble across them.
	“We need to do more to stop things like this from happening,” I state. Deslan seems confused that I’ve chosen to have this conversation with him. If I’m honest, it has nothing to do with him, I just need to get these thoughts out now before other things get in the way of this. I’m powerless in the things happening in my own home, but maybe, just maybe, I can do something about the things happening on the streets.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s not necessary and a little redundant.
	“What are you thinking?” he poses.
	“Stationing more guards out there for starters. Even with more guards the darkness would still give the thieves an advantage. Maybe we need to impose some sort of curfew for the merchants to make sure they make it home before nightfall? They may complain about that, but I don’t know how else to keep them safe,” I think out loud.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These two contradict each other in a way. Maybe consider deleting the first sentence or rephrasing what you’re saying.
	“We could make an example of the next thief we catch. Make sure the rest of them think twice about stealing after that,” he suggests. That would be an easier sell to my higher-ups should they catch wind of this. It also puts the punishment on the right group of people, rather than the people who are being targeted.
	“I like it,” I tell him.
	“Thanks, dominus,” he responds. He starts to walk away and I can feel the pit in my stomach begin to form at the idea of going home. I know it has to happen eventually, but I want to put it off longer. I’m not ready for the silence. For Domitia’s harsh glances. I need to find something else to talk about so I can be here longer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Be careful with wording like this – between these two it seems like a very formal relationship. I would consider changing this to a full thank you or something more formal.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized since it’s being used as a proper noun name.
	“Deslan, why were you coming from the temple?” I pose, and he turns to face me, his eyebrows raised.
	“You didn’t hear about what just happened over there?” he asks.
	“No,” I answer. This could be troublesome. Things involving the Pharisees tend to be.
	“You know the blind man who sits on the temple steps?” he begins, excitement seeming to pour out of him at the chance to explain whatever happened. What about the blind man could be making him this excited?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“I’m familiar,” I confirm.
	“He’s not blind anymore,” he lets out excitedly.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider a different word like enthusiastically or trading the phrase out for exclaims so there’s a variety in word choice. 
	“What do you mean?” I immediately question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to interrogate or inquire for word variety. 
	“The man was blind, but now he can see. I didn’t see the miracle itself take place, but I saw him after the commotion, so I know that much,” he declares, a smile on his face as he relives the memory.
	“What commotion, Deslan?” I ask, my confusion somehow greater than before.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you add into this facial expressions or body movement? That would give the character more depth and paint a better picture of the character for the reader.
	“The man that healed the blind man started speaking afterwards and people crowded around him to listen. It might be the biggest crowd I’ve ever seen by the temple. That must be why the Pharisees noticed. Two of them came out of the temple and forced their way toward the man. Words were exchanged, then the man disappeared and the crowd dispersed. The Pharisees didn’t seem very happy, but I’m not sure there’s much we can do about that,” he details. 
	I don’t even know where to start trying to comprehend all of this. I’ve passed by that man on the stairs day after day, and so has Deslan. I know he was blind. There’s no question about that. I also know that Deslan wouldn’t mistake him for someone else. It’s just like he said: the man was blind, but now he can see. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of writing this as a statement, consider Auran questioning what he’s being told. Would he not want to see the miracle himself? Is he that ready to believe something so unbelievable could happen without bearing witness to it himself?
	Miracles are possible. It’s a short statement, but it has the potential to change lives. It can change my life. Medicine has fallen short in treating Maxian, but miracles don’t fall short. The simple fact that miracles are possible and that one has occurred on these very streets means that Maxian’s fate isn’t sealed.
	I know I should be more focused on what happened with the Pharisees given that it has the potential to complicate my job, but I can’t get my mind off of this mystery man and what he did. Nothing seems to matter right now except for finding out more about him. I don’t care what problems the Pharisees found with him; he did something I’ve never seen them even come close to doing in all their self-righteous glory.
	“What can you tell me about the man who performed the miracle?” I pose, surprising Deslan after being quiet for so long.
	“Not much. He was pretty average. Dark hair down to his shoulders, tall, but not super tall, probably in his early thirties. I don’t know his name; he didn’t give it. He didn’t seem to want the focus on him just yet, but I have a feeling this isn’t the last we’ll see of him. I think he’s here to start something. I don’t quite know what it is, but I know it’s going to be big,” he shares. Again, I should probably be worried about some man showing up to start something, but all I can think about is finding him. If he’s not finished, then maybe he’ll consider my family worthy of one of his miracles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this – even though we know what’s going to happen, it’s early on in the story to know that more is coming from Jesus.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s redundant and not necessary. 
	“Thank you, Deslan,” I respond.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you add on to this more to give more depth to the character? Is he relieved or even excited to find a possible solution to his dying son?
	“You’re welcome, dominus,” he replies, then he heads into the building to find out his assignment for the night. His words replay in my head as I begin to walk home. ‘The miracle.’ ‘The man that healed the blind man.’ ‘This isn’t the last we’ll see of him.’ The world itself has changed with the arrival of this man. The impossible is possible.
I don’t know how it is that I’m believing so strongly in something I haven’t seen. It’s all so hard to process and even harder to describe. It feels as if all that I am is tied to all that he is. This mystery man. Average yet not average at all. Someone who can draw a crowd but wouldn’t stand out in one. Causing problems with the Pharisees, yet also being in and of himself a solution to problems deemed unsolvable. I don’t have a very good description of him, but I know I need to find him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: It feels a little early in the story for this to be a thought process. He hasn’t seen the one miracle that has been performed so far. Maybe consider taking it out or moving it down later in the story.
As soon as I walk through the door I head to Maxian’s room. He’s no different than he was this morning, yet everything is different than it was this morning. This bed won’t be his prison for much longer. I kneel down next to him and put my hand on his shoulder.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing the phrasing of this so it’s not redundant. Example: …yet it seems as though the world that had been black and white has suddenly exploded in color for all the change the day has seen. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Since this character can’t know this for sure yet, I would consider adding in “Hopefully” to the beginning of this sentence.
“Hold on. Just for a little bit longer,” I tell him.


Chapter 11
Mary

	I feel as if I’m about to explode. I have information that I have to share immediately, but home seems like it’s too far right now. My feet move as fast as I can make them, but that still doesn’t seem fast enough. I need to be home with Laz and Martha, letting everything I just learned out so that I’m not the only one mind-blown by it all.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a great starting sentence, but then it feels as though you say it three different ways. Consider rephrasing it or giving the reader more detail on where she is or what her surroundings look like and how fast she’s moving to give more depth to her character and the story line. 
Let me back up. I was at the market searching for fruit that Martha told me to pick up, which I’m now realizing I didn’t pick up, but that’s not the point. I saw everybody leaving the market and heading toward the temple, so naturally, I followed. There was a massive crowd around something, but I had no idea what from my vantage point, so I pushed forward until I could see. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Be careful with breaking the fourth wall with readers. It can sometimes be confusing and a little disorienting unless the whole book is that way from each character’s perspective. Consider taking this first sentence out. 
At that point I was pretty confused. Everybody was surrounding a man, but it wasn’t just any man: it was Jesus. The same Jesus from my childhood who I played chase with in the clearing behind our houses. Well, He looks a lot older now, as do I, but it was definitely Him. There’s no mistaking those kind, amber eyes, and that warm, yet sometimes playful smile. The thing that everybody was crowding around was most definitely Jesus, but why?
I asked someone near me, and I was told He healed a blind man. My Jesus healed a blind man. Just as I was trying to process all of that, two Pharisees reached Him and the one started arguing with Him, though it wasn’t really an argument; the Pharisee was shouting, but Jesus was having fun. It was the most like my brother I’d ever seen Him, and it took everything in me not to laugh.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. Instead of telling the reader what the character did, try adding some dialogue here and how she phrased it/what kind of volume she used. This will help add depth to Mary’s character.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider ending this sentence here. Even though you add in a semicolon, it is pretty close to being considered a run on.
The next part is the real kicker though. Jesus claimed that the only One with authority over Him is His Father, and He said the Pharisees should know who He was talking about. That confused me at first. His father is dead, and a couple of random Pharisees wouldn’t have known who he was. Then it hit me; He wasn’t talking about the father that we knew.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is another more modern phrase. Consider changing this phrase to help with the flow of reading.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding some sort of transition sentence here so it’s not such an abrupt change of scene. This will also enhance the flow of reading.
“Did you get the fruit?” Martha asks as I rush into the house. She’s so focused on preparing dinner, that she didn’t even look up when she asked the question.
“I come bearing something way more important than fruit,” I answer, my voice just as manic as my journey here was. This draws her eyes right to mine, and she raises her eyebrows.
“Care to explain,” she requests.
“Laz needs to be here for this,” I state, and she rolls her eyes.
“He’s in his workshop. Don’t scare him when you go in; we don’t want to risk him hurting himself again,” she comments. There was only one time that he hurt himself because I barged in and scared him. We’ve both been better about things since then.
I rush out of the house, but slow to a walk once I reach Laz’s workshop. I can hear him sawing away at something, so I wait a second for those noises to cease before I open the door and head in. He’s blowing sawdust off of his table when he spots me.
“Mary,” he greets me, a smile on his face.
“Laz,” I return, giving him a smile of my own.
“I’m just finishing up in here for the day. Do you need something?” he poses, noticing my antsiness. 
“I need you to be done now and come into the house with me so I can update you and Martha on the insane thing I saw today,” I let out. He tilts his head at this, his interest clearly piqued. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I see where you were going with this word, but consider using a different word that works better with the time frame the book is set in such as miraculous or wonderous.
“Can I clean up first?” he asks.
“Why would you waste time asking a silly question like that?” I pose. He laughs and shakes his head as he heads over to me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a similar word for word variety throughout the manuscript.
“You really are something, Mary,” he tells me, patting my shoulder. He’d be reacting the exact same way if he was the one privy to this information. We head to the house and as soon as Martha’s eyes meet mine, I just let it out.
“Jesus is the Son of God,” I declare. Martha just blinks a few times as she tries to take this in. Laz on the other hand, immediately starts asking questions.
“Jesus, like the kid we grew up with, Jesus?” he begins.
“Yes,” I confirm, the excitement spilling out of me.
“And you know this how?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in more detail here. How is he reacting? How is Martha reacting? Can you give more detail on facial expression or body language here?
“Because He healed a blind man, then He told a Pharisee that His Father is the only one with authority over Him, and the only being with authority over a miracle worker would be God,” I spill as if it’s obvious even though it took me a while to get it myself. Now Laz goes quiet as he stares off at the wall contemplating this. Ok, I wanted them to be mind-blown, but I can’t handle this silence. “Somebody say something,” I prompt them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this to make it a direct inner thought.
“This actually kind of makes sense,” Martha finally speaks up, her gaze shifting around as she continues to think this over.
“What about any of this makes sense? We’ve known Jesus forever. He was just a kid like the rest of us,” Laz counters. This feels like it has more to do with disagreeing with Martha than it has to do with what I’ve said. I’d say something to him, but I want to hear Martha’s response. I want to hear how this has been right here in front of us the whole time so I know I’m not crazy jumping to this conclusion now.
“He was not just like the rest of you. He only ever got in trouble when you got Him in trouble, He was extremely empathetic and helped me out without me even having to say anything, and He always seemed to know things that a boy His age wouldn’t. All of those things on their own wouldn’t be enough to convince me, but now He’s healed someone, Laz. There’s no doubt in my mind that Mary’s right about this,” Martha states, the words still washing over her even after they’ve left her mouth. I get that. This is a lot.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this to make it a direct inner thought.
“So, you’re telling me that all those times I went to temple as a kid and learned about the Lord, His Son was sitting right next to me?” Laz questions.
“Yes,” Martha and I answer at the same time. Laz’s glance falls on the wall again as he tries to think this over. I don’t know what the hold-up is for him; you can’t argue with the fact that Jesus just performed a miracle. I don’t know why He never said anything to us when we were younger, and it’s not really my place to know that. What matters is that I know now, and that, that changes everything.
“I need some time,” Laz declares, then he walks out before either of us can say anything.
“What’s his issue?” I ask, and Martha shakes her head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is another modern phrase. Consider changing it to keep with the times they are in so it keeps the reader engaged in that time period. 
“I don’t know,” she responds, though based on the look on her face I can tell she definitely has some theories. I’m about to ask her about them, but she speaks up again. “How do you feel about all of this?”
I hadn’t stopped for long enough to fully consider that. I believe it-wholeheartedly-I just… I don’t know, it’s all very weird to me now that I put more thought into it. It wouldn’t be weird if it was anybody else, but this is Jesus. I’ve been to the house of the Son of God. I’ve had meals with the Son of God. I’ve had conversations with the Son of God while we were hiding during hide and seek.
“He was one of my best friends growing up. Not even just that; there was a time I had a crush on Him. I had a crush on the Son of God,” I let out, and goosebumps pepper my skin at the thought. Martha starts laughing and I shoot her a look. “It’s not funny!” 
“Right, sorry,” she apologizes, throwing her hands up in surrender. “I don’t blame you though; He was the only one of those boys you grew up with who was kind and polite.”
“I guess that was just the Lord in Him,” I comment, embarrassed.
“It wasn’t. He got those things from His mom. He may be God’s Son, but that doesn’t change the fact that He’s Mary’s Son, or James’ Brother, or Laz’s Friend. Jesus is still Jesus, there’s just more to Him than we’ve ever known,” she says. That feels like the biggest understatement imaginable. 


Chapter 12
Auran

	As soon as Deslan was done giving me last night’s report, I began scanning all the written issues looking for any mention of the man that healed the blind man. It’d be a lot easier to find him if I had more to go off of than just a description that dozens of men in this city fit. Unfortunately, I don’t find any issues mentioning him. Not even one from the Pharisees. 
	They don’t tend to come to us with their issues unless their issues are with us. It’s not hard to see that they resent our oversight. I understand that it must be hard for them having another people rule over them, but we’ve been more than tolerant. The fact that they still have their temples and their positions shows that. That doesn’t seem to matter to them; we’re the enemy and we always will be.
	Whatever. I don’t think the Pharisees would have had much more information than Deslan anyway. I’m not exactly sure who would. There has to be people that know this man somewhere, but I wouldn’t even know where to look. I could try to find the former blind man and see if he has any information, though I’m sure he was a lot more focused on the world around him than the man in that moment. It’s the only lead I have right now, so I might as well chase it.
	I leave the written issues scattered all over my table, and leave the building. Soldiers eye me curiously as I head toward the temple, but they don’t say anything. Some of them seem happy to see me out and about. I guess it has been a while since I’ve really taken to the streets like I used to. That’s going to change. No matter what winds up happening with Maxian, I need to go back to being the man that he and all those under my command have looked up to.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to exit or rephrasing this last part so there’s more word variety instead of the same verb repeated. 
	The former blind man isn’t on the temple stairs, which makes sense since he isn’t actually blind anymore. Where would he go? I always assumed he had no family and that’s why he stayed on those steps day in and day out. I wrack my brain trying to come up with each and every detail I have about him. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this to be a direct inner thought. 
There were people with him at times, weren’t there? Not family, but other people with physical afflictions would keep him company sometimes. Maybe he’s gone to find them and give them company now? This could be a long shot, but I know there’s a pool a few streets over that some believe has healing powers; he could be looking for people he knows over there.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a break of the fourth barrier again. While it can enhance the story, sometimes it can distract and take away from it. Possibly try changing this into an inner thought or rephrasing it. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this to make it a direct inner thought.
I start heading in that direction, hope beginning to bubble up in me as I go. It feels odd after being estranged from it for so long. Almost as if I’m floating, possibility just within my grasp. It’s vulnerable. At any moment, reality could grab my ankle and yank me down, anchoring me in the hell that’s overtaken my days since Maxian first fell ill. Part of me screams to just let it; it’ll hurt less if I give up on possibility now, but I refuse. A man was blind and now he can see. Possibility has been expanded far beyond my comprehension. 
Once I reach the pool, I begin searching for the former blind man. Would I even recognize him? I’ve only ever seen him on those steps in ratty clothes. He’s probably upgraded by now. I also haven’t been by the temple recently, which doesn’t help.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is another modern term. Consider changing it to a similar word like gone to market or acquired different clothing in order to keep the reader engaged in the past.
I continue scanning the people before me and my eyes widen as they fall on a man who matches the description that Deslan gave me. He’s standing in front of a lame man, a smile on his face that I can only assume has formed because of what’s to come. It seems I’m about to witness a miracle.
“That mat looks a little worse for wear,” the miracle worker observes. The lame man looks up at him, confused.
“I’ve been this way for thirty-eight years and this mat has been with me the whole time,” the lame man states. The miracle worker nods and goosebumps pepper my skin as I wait for the moment I’m sure is coming. The lame man has no idea how much his life is about to change.
“It seems it’s time for you to leave it,” the miracle worker declares.
“I don’t understand what you mean. I have no means of acquiring another mat, and I can never make it to the pool in time to find healing,” the lame man brings up. He doesn’t know what this man is capable of. He doesn’t know that the very order of things has changed.
“You don’t need the pool; the work has already been done. Pick up your mat and walk,” the miracle worker tells him. The lame man gapes at him, but his expression doesn’t waver. Has he really healed this man already without him knowing it? “I mean, you could stay here, but that seems a little silly now that you can walk,” the miracle worker goes on.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. I would consider deleting it to keep with the time period for the reader. 
The lame man looks down at his legs, then starts wiggling his toes. His eyes nearly pop out of his head at the sight. He looks up at the miracle worker as if to ask if this is real and the miracle worker nods. The lame-former lame man braces himself using his hands, then begins to push himself up. His knees bend, then his legs taske over the motion and he’s on his feet. He stares at the miracle worker, dumbfounded, and the miracle worker smiles at him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would just state this as “The former lame man” instead of having the inner correction to thoughts. This can unintentionally draw the reader away from what they are experiencing to focus on the wording.
“I told you,” the miracle worker says. The former lame man throws his arms around the miracle worker, and the miracle worker pats his back.
“I want to thank you, but I know that’s not enough,” the former lame man lets out as he releases the miracle worker.
“It’s not, but it doesn’t need to be. I didn’t come for personal gain, but for the gain of all who chose to believe in me,” the miracle worker responds. His statement started with a smile, but it’s dampened by the end of it. Those words seem to carry a heavy toll for him. Do they have to do with what he’s here for? I’m still none the wiser as to what his grand plan is. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Be careful with your tenses and when they are changing. This should be present tense since He is talking about following Him now and into the future, rather than if they followed Him in the past.
A crowd begins to form around the former lame man as he bends down and picks up his mat. The miracle worker heads into it and I try to follow him, but he seems to disappear. My eyes dart everywhere looking for him, but he’s nowhere to be seen. The former lame man also seems to be looking for him until a Pharisee obstructs his sight.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more to this sentence. Where is He heading?  
“What are you doing? You know you cannot carry your mat on the day of rest,” the Pharisee scolds the former lame man, but instead of obedience, he’s met with laughter, which makes his face redden.
“Do you not realize what me carrying my mat means? I’ve been healed! The man who healed me told me to pick up my mat and walk. The idea was unfathomable, yet here I am doing it!” the former lame man lets out, the joy that comes with such a miracle radiating off of him. I add that joy to the things waiting for me along with possibility. 
“Who healed you?” the Pharisee questions him.
“That’s what you’re choosing to focus on?” the former lame man poses, his eyebrows raised. The Pharisee’s eyes remain locked on him, waiting for an answer. “He didn’t identify himself, and he’s not here anymore,” the former lame man tells him, clearly disappointed about the Pharisee’s focus. The Pharisee scoffs, then he walks away. 
The former lame man rolls his eyes, then heads off in the other direction, his mat in his hands. I decide to follow him. I could sense that there was something he wasn’t saying to the Pharisee that he may be more willing to tell someone who doesn’t start the conversation by accusing him of something.
After following him down a couple of streets it occurs to me that I have no idea where he’s going. Should I just give it a rest? Am I wasting my time? No, right? He knows something more about the miracle worker. I can feel it. I continue to follow him, and I’m soon rewarded; the miracle worker steps out from a side street and greets him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this as a direct inner quote to build the character and to keep away from breaking the fourth wall barrier.
“I see you’re well,” the miracle worker states, and the former lame man laughs.
“It seems you knew I would be the whole time,” the former lame man says, and the miracle worker nods. “You know much more than the average man, don’t you?” he goes on.
“I do,” the miracle worker confirms. Two words. That’s all he uttered, yet the atmosphere seems to have shifted with them. “I was going to tell you this earlier, but I knew the Pharisee was coming…” he begins.
“Did You sense him?” the former lame man questions, wonder in his expression.
“I saw him over your shoulder,” the miracle worker laughs, and the former lame man nods, semi-embarrassed. “I was going to say go and sin no more. That would please my Father,” he finishes his original thought. His father? I have no idea what he’s talking about, but the former lame man’s entire posture changes in response to that statement.
“Of course,” the former lame man immediately agrees. The miracle worker puts his hand on the former lame man’s shoulder, a smile on his face. “Can I ask You a question?” the former lame man poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: To help take away from the repetitiveness of using these same words over and over, since it’s a work of fiction, you can always give these random or outside characters names as well. Especially if you’re going to continue their story on a longer line like you did with the lame man. This will get readers more engaged with the story and help them relate to the characters as actual people.
“You just did,” the miracle worker jokes.
“Right. Can I ask You another?” the former lame man responds, and the miracle worker raises his eyebrows. “Right, I just did again… I’ll just ask the actual question now. Did You choose to heal me on the day of rest on purpose?” the former lame man poses, and the miracle worker chuckles. I forgot that it’s the Jewish day of rest. If the miracle worker is Jewish, then he just broke one of their rules by ‘working’ on the day of rest. Now I get why he left before the Pharisee could bother him about that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to the Sabbath so it’s a little less repetitive in this paragraph.
“Would you rather I have waited?” the miracle worker checks, a smirk on his face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be changed to the past tense since it was an action that happened in the past. 
“No,” the former lame man responds with a knowing smile.
“There you have it. I have to go now; there’s somebody I need to talk to,” the miracle worker says.
“Ok. Thank you again,” the former lame man reiterates, and the miracle worker nods. The former lame man continues to head in the direction he was going and, I expect the miracle worker to walk away as well, but to my surprise he looks directly at me.


Chapter 13
Auran

	“You’ve been looking for me,” the miracle worker speaks up, his eyes still on mine. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know if I’m worthy of standing in his presence, yet here I am, his sole focus. I try to find words or move closer to him, but I seem to be frozen at this moment. Despite my apparent lack of effort in this interaction, he smiles and makes his way over to me. “I’m Jesus,” he introduces himself, holding his hand out to me.
	“Auran,” I return as I shake his hand, my brain finally operating again.
	“It’s nice to meet you, Auran,” he tells me, his smile still shining bright.
	“You too,” the words immediately tumble out of my mouth, though those words obviously don’t convey how honored I am to be standing across from him right now. Silence fills the air between us, but he makes no sign of leaving. I get the feeling that he knows exactly what I’m going to ask him and he’s just waiting for me to do it. 
	I want to ask, but I’m struggling for words again. He really does look normal up close, but I know that he’s anything but that. This man granted sight to the blind. He struck movement into dead legs. Those are just the things I know about. I know without a doubt that he can heal Maxian too, but will he bestow his kindness upon me? I’m not even of the same people as him. Yet here he is, smiling at me, just waiting for me to say the words.
	“My boy is sick. I know you can heal him,” I state. It’s a crazy statement, yet I’ve never been surer of anything.
	“I can,” he confirms, nodding. Those words nearly stop my breathing as his majesty clouds my head. This is all actually going to happen. Maxian is going to be up and moving again, and it’s going to be all because of this man before me. I can’t even express the amount of joy rushing through me right now.
	“I uh-I’m not worthy to have you come to my home, or take up much more of your time, but I know if you say he is well, it will be so. I mean, with my limited authority, I’m able to make soldiers come and go using just my words, and your authority far surpasses my own. Yeah, you just need to say the words,” I let out, looking over at him, anticipation gripping every inch of me. He looks back at me with admiration. 
	“I haven’t even seen this level of faith in my own followers or anyone else in this region. Your boy will be better just as you’ve said,” he tells me, putting his hand on my shoulder. All the anguish that had been built up in me since Maxian first fell ill begins spilling out at once. My chest heaves and tears leak from my eyes as I try to process it all.
	He pulls me closer to him and I start to sob into his chest, unable to contain all of the swirling emotions within me. He pats my back wordlessly, impatience absent from his demeanor. I’d be embarrassed if I wasn’t overtaken by so many other emotions. He holds me until my breathing evens out, then he releases me, that kind smile on his face as he looks at me.
	“Thank you,” I say, knowing just as the former lame man did that it’s not enough. No words could ever be enough for a gift of this magnitude.
	“You’re welcome,” he responds anyway. There’s so much else that I want to say to him, but I don’t know where to start. It’s not every day you come across someone like him. I’m not sure that there really is anyone else like him. “You should go see your boy,” he tells me.
	I want to see Maxian more than I can express, but I also don’t want to walk away from him just yet. He has this invigorating presence about him that seems to fill me with purpose and potential just by standing near him. Deslan was right; whatever he’s here to do is going to be big. I don’t know if I have any business knowing this, but I have to ask.
	“What are you here for?” I pose.
	“One day you’ll know,” he answers, his smile wavers as his gaze leaves mine. It’s the same reaction he had earlier when he told the former lame man that he was here for the gain of those who choose to believe in him. What does that mean? “Give Maxian my best,” he speaks up, the smile back, then he walks away. 
	I never told him Maxian’s name. I’m starting to question if this man is even a man at all. His capabilities seem to go far beyond those of any man I’ve ever come across. He knows things. Not just Maxian’s name; he also knew that I was looking for him, and exactly what I was going to ask him about. He heals. Nothing seems to have power over him. Whoever he is-whatever he is, he has my utmost respect and loyalty. 
	I turn around and start heading back toward my house. It’s hard not to stop and tell every person I pass about what has just been done in my life. I want to shout it from the rooftops! My boy was plucked from death’s doorstep! The only thing stopping me from letting everyone know is my desire to get to Maxian. I’m practically running through the streets to get home, which seems to be scaring a few people, but I’m not worried about that right now. I’m actually not worried about anything right now. The joy in me is too radiant to coexist with worry.
	As soon as I turn onto our street, I spot Maxian outside with Domitia. She still seems dumbfounded, which is fair; it’s a lot for me and I know what caused this miracle, or rather who did. Once Maxian spots me, a smile overtakes him, and he runs over to me, closing the gap between the two of us. He throws his arms around me and squeezes me tight, something that I never would’ve dreamed was possible back when he bedridden. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’re just missing the word “was” here. 
	“I held on, dad,” he tells me. 
	“You heard that?” I pose, letting go of him and looking down at him. I intended for him to, but I had assumed that he didn’t because he didn’t respond in any way.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this up for a similar word for more word variety in the manuscript. You can also try adding details like shock and amazement to these situations to give more depth to the action happening.
	“I heard everything. I wanted to answer you all. To talk to you. To hug you. I never really had the energy… I’m sorry,” he apologizes, his face downcast. There’s no cause for downcast faces on a day like this. He was going to die, yet here he is, alive and well in my arms as if the illness had never existed! There’s only cause for celebration!
	“Maxian, do not apologize. You’ve been healed! A man cured you without even being in the same room as you! That’s all that matters right now!” I let out. He smiles and I ruffle his hair. His smile grows, and somehow the joy inside of me does too. I put my hand on his shoulder and we start heading back toward the house.
	“I heard him, you know,” Maxian says.
	“Who?” I pose.
	“The man who healed me. I heard his voice. He said, ‘Get up, child,’ and suddenly I had the energy to do just that. It gave Domitia quite the scare,” he tells me. It baffles me that Jesus could have spoken to him while being with me, but I guess nothing about him should really every day surprise me at this point.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It doesn’t quite make sense in this context.
	As we reach the house, the second part of what he says starts to hit me; Domitia still has no idea what happened. She had already accepted the fact that Maxian would be dead, yet here he is, up and active just like before. I should probably talk to her.
	“Why don’t you go find your mom, and spend some time with her for a bit,” I say.
	“Ok,” Maxian agrees, heading in the direction of the stream where his mom is probably washing clothes. I walk up to Domitia. She has a faraway look in her eyes.
	“I know this is a lot…” I start, and she snaps her head toward me with her eyebrow cocked.
	“A lot? He was practically dead, and now it’s as if nothing has happened! How are you even thinking straight right now?” she questions, more flustered than I’ve ever seen her. Domitia is a woman who finds comfort in facts. She can count on them; they’re regular. There’s nothing regular about what happened in our home today.
	“Because I believed in this miracle wholeheartedly. In fact, I asked for it. A man did this for us, Domitia. A man who transcends everything I’ve ever known,” I report. She gapes at me. That’s understandable. Just a few days ago I would’ve had a similar reaction if she was the one telling me this. At once, she starts laughing, surprising me.
	“I hope you thanked him,” she says, her chuckle continuing through her words.
	“Of course I did,” I assure her. She takes a step closer to me and sets her head on my chest. I put my hand on her back, holding her close.
	“He’s ok,” she lets out, a deep breath following the proclamation. 
	“He’s ok,” I confirm. Miracles are possible. There’s absolutely no denying it.


Chapter 14
Tirnan

	A year ago, I went through every merchant’s worst nightmare. It nearly ended my life. The first few days, I was still convinced that it would. Deslan was able to patch me up, but pain continued to torment me. He came to check on me every day for a week, but there was nothing he could do about the pain. It’s all kind of ironic; I complained of being lonely, and now here I am with this unwavering ache as my constant company. 
	Edrik has visited me every day without ceasing. He had been worried about me when I didn’t show up at the market the day after the attack, so he came here and had quite the shock when he saw me. He blamed himself at first. Said it was his fault because he wasn’t with me for longer that night, but that wouldn’t have made a difference; I still would’ve walked home alone because he doesn’t live near me. There’s also that fact that we live very different lives outside the market. He has people expecting him to be home. I don’t.
	Edrik went and got my parents after he found me. They used all of their connections and a considerable amount of their money trying to fix me. Doctors from the highest places were brought in to get me back on my feet. The pain isn’t everywhere anymore, but it won’t leave my right leg. Every step is excruciating. Nothing has been able to change that. I am the way that I am now. Unfixable. 
	So, as someone who has a particularly hard time walking, the life of a merchant isn’t really for me anymore. I sat here in this giant, empty house for a long time, slowly losing my mind, then I got to thinking. Before the attack I had bright spots in my life, but I was unhappy. Was part of that because I was too caught up in my feelings to recognize what I had? Yes, but there was more to it too. I’ve been coasting through life on decisions made for me. That much I already knew, but before I wasn’t willing to do anything to change that. Things are different now.
	My parents would have me continue making jewelry and partner with someone like Edrik to have him sell it every day. Edrik himself would probably also encourage something like that, but I don’t want that. I don’t want to sit in this house surrounded by all of these things. I don’t want to live a life that was handed to me. I want to forge my own path. I have no idea what that really looks like for a former merchant with a limp, but I’m committed to figuring it out.
	Part of building a new life is breaking down the old one. I don’t want something to fall back on. I’ll never truly be able to go off on my own with a safety blanket within my grasp. This house. This stuff. This fortune. I need to shed all of it. I’ll take some money with me, but only a reasonable amount, not enough to go out and start another business somewhere else.
	My parents aren’t going to be happy with this decision, which is exactly why I’m not going to tell them. I’m going to make Edrik do that part. Is that the move of a coward? Maybe, but it’s the least Edrik can do for me; I’m leaving him everything. He’s always said that his house is too cramped. He doesn’t have enough money to do this or that. He won’t have to worry about that anymore. I’ve reflected. I know I took his companionship for granted all these years. It’s about time I repay him for being the one part of my life that I actually enjoyed.
	“Tirnan, have you eaten yet today? I can make you something if you haven’t,” Edrik offers as he comes into the house. He’s learned not to knock because it takes me forever to get to the door and he knows I’m home anyway.
	“I’m fine Edrik,” I tell him. He doesn’t seem convinced by this answer. “Come sit,” I say, gesturing to the seat across from me.
	“Is everything ok?” he asks, hurrying over to the chair, his full attention on me. Are my nerves that obvious? I’m not nervous about going off on my own; I’m nervous about how he’s going to take it. I don’t want him to think that this is about leaving him because it isn’t at all. I just need to leave here. Leave the shell of my old life that I could never return to even if I did want to. I hope he’ll get that. “Tirnan, you’re worrying me,” he speaks up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I need to tell you something,” I start, still searching for the right way to put this. You’d think I’d have it after all this time alone, but I never landed on one. 
	“I assumed that’s why you told me to sit,” he responds.
	“Yes, it is,” I confirm. He stares at me, waiting for more. Where do I start with all of this?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Tirnan,” he prompts me, concern shrouding his features.
	“I’m leaving,” I let out.
	“You’re leaving?” he poses, confused.
	“Yes,” I state.
	“Where are you going? And are you sure this is the best time? Maybe you should wait until you’re feeling better,” he suggests, taking the tone I’ve seen him use with his children. Does he really think I’m acting like them right now?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to heard instead. If you put it into context, you can’t see sounds, so it makes the phrase more relatable for the reader. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Edrik, I’m not going to feel better! It’s been a year!” I shout. He jumps, shocked by my raise in volume. “I’m sorry. It’s just-I can’t sit here and pretend that things will go back to the way that they were because I know they won’t, and I don’t want them to. I never wanted to be a merchant. I just did it. I’m glad I did because it’s how I met you, but there’s something about getting the rug pulled out from under you that really makes you think. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life fitting into other peoples’ plans for me. I’m done with that,” I messily explain. His eyes drift over to the wall as he thinks about what I’ve said. His silence is comforting; I know he’s actually taking me seriously now.
	“Where will you go?” he asks. It’s a similar question to before, but his tone has completely changed. He trusts my judgment. That brings me more comfort than I thought it would.
	“I don’t completely know yet. I want to leave the city. Find somewhere that I can start a new life for myself. I don’t have many ideas as to what that might look like, and to be honest that intrigues me. It’s about time I face some uncertainty,” I state.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a different word here like explain or voice for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“You’ve faced a lot of uncertainty quite recently,” he comments.
	“Good uncertainty that doesn’t surround the question, ‘Will I make it to tomorrow?’” I clarify. He nods, his eyes on the wall again. “You have doubts about this,” I observe.
	“I do,” he confirms. He pauses a beat to collect his thoughts, then he returns his gaze to me. “A year ago, I came here and found you nearly dead. I can’t help but worry about you after that. I don’t want to see you hurt, Tirnan. Not just because of all you’ve done for me, but because you’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had,” he sighs, then continues. “But you seem really sure of this. Surer than I’ve ever seen you about anything. If this is something that you want to do, then I think you should do it no matter what doubts I might have.”
	I am sure about this. I’ve needed to make a change for years, and it’s kind of sad that it took getting jumped for me to realize that. I’m not going to waste any more of my life pushing this off. It’s time for me to take a leap.
	“I appreciate your support,” I tell him.
	“Of course, Tirnan. You’ll always have my support,” he declares.
	“I know. That’s why I’m leaving you everything,” I reveal.
	“You’re what?” he questions, eyes wide as he tries to figure out if he’s understood me correctly.
	“You need the extra space that this house has. The money will help you get more creative with your business. You can sell the stuff or keep it, I don’t care. I just want you to have all of this for everything you’ve done for me-everything you’ve been for me,” I explain. He gapes at me as he tries to process this gesture. I know it’s a lot. Anything less wouldn’t really be adequate considering the type of friend he’s been for me.
	“Shouldn’t it all go to your parents,” he finally says.
	“They have more than I do; they don’t need more,” I respond.
	“Then you should keep it. Maybe you’ll want to come back to it all,” he points out.
	“I won’t, Edrik. I want to move on from all of it,” I reply.
	“It’s too much, Tirnan,” he finally lets out what he was truly thinking. I had a feeling he’d do this. He has an easy time bestowing kindness on those around him, but a hard time accepting it himself. 
	“You said you’d support me,” I bring up.
	“I support what you want to do for yourself,” he counters.
	“I want to give you this. I want you to have plenty because over the years I’ve known you, you’ve given me something I never had before; you gave me companionship. I can’t even imagine what my life would’ve been like without you in it. In my opinion, everything I have isn’t enough to thank you for all of that,” I declare. His defenses begin to fall as he takes in the sincerity of my expression.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a similar word here such as proclaim or disclose for word variety in the manuscript.
	“Are you sure?” he checks.
	“I’m sure,” I promise him. 
“Thank you!” he lets out, heading over to me, and wrapping me in a gentle hug. I laugh as I feel his breathing pick up from the excitement of all the doors I’ve just opened for him. Nothing could make me happier than knowing that I caused this joy for him. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a similar word or phrase for word variety in the manuscript.
“You’re very welcome,” I respond. “How are you going to tell Aila?” I pose.
“Hopefully better than how you told me,” he responds, and I laugh. That’s fair. “You’re going to do great out there, Tirnan. And if you ever need anything, do not hesitate to ask me,” he adds, remembering how all of this started. 
“Thanks,” I reply. I don’t know what my future looks like, and to be honest I don’t really care. It’s not guaranteed anyway.


Chapter 15
Tirnan

	The unknown is the most enticing thing I’ve ever experienced. I could go anywhere. I could do anything. Well, not anything now that I have a busted leg, but there’s still more possibilities than before when I was just following the path my parents set out. For the first time in a long time I actually feel like my life is going somewhere. I may not know where it’s going, but it’s somewhere new. Somewhere exciting. Anywhere I want.
	Traveling isn’t exactly easy in my current state. It’s not deterring me at all, but it’s definitely worth noting. Edrik made me wait to leave until morning because he didn’t want me all by myself on a random road at night. I didn’t give him much pushback on that given recent events. Anyway, I’ve been using a walking stick that Lazarus made for me, and I’ve just barely reached the next city over by the time the sun starts going down.
	It’s weird being in another city that looks so similar to my own. I can almost picture myself wheeling my cart along these streets toward the market. Am I really already thinking about the habits of my old life? How am I supposed to move forward like this? I need to be thinking of things I haven’t done and run toward those things-well, not actually run, but I need to excitedly pursue them however that looks for me now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of using a hyphen, this should be a full stop sentence. It will help the reading flow easier and puts importance on why he’s hesitating and restating things given his predicament.
	I continue heading through the city. There are not many people around. It sends shivers down my spine as I think about the last time I thought I was alone on a road. I didn’t even think about how it would feel to be outside my house again; I was too focused on actually getting out of the house.
	It’s fine. I still know I’m doing the right thing. My life wasn’t just going to magically get better from inside the house. Leaving was necessary, no matter how fast my heart is beating right now. Hold on, I don’t think it’s ever beat this fast before. Am I dying? Did I survive an attack by thieves just to keel over on some random street a city over?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“The sunset is breathtaking tonight,” a woman says somewhere near me. I clutch my chest, shaken by the sudden break in the silence. Once I recover from the shock, I process what was actually said. Was this woman talking to me? I don’t even know where she is. I start to look around for her, but I don’t see her.
	“Tell me about it,” a man responds. Ok, so she apparently wasn’t talking to me. I’m about to continue on my way, but then she speaks up again, and I can’t help but listen.
	“The sun looks like it’s dropping into the water, bringing a shroud of deep orange with it that’s reflecting over the water,” the woman starts. Water. I turn in the direction of the river behind me, and I find two people sitting at its edge; a woman with no arms and a man with cloudy eyes. His hand is on her shoulder as she looks out ahead of her. “Looking at it gives off the feeling of taking a deep breath after you’ve just accomplished something small, but meaningful. There’s also a rich blue that somehow blends into the orange despite the fact that they’re contrasting colors,” she continues.
	“It sounds like you and I,” he interrupts.
	“Only if you’re the blue,” she responds.
	“I can’t tell if that’s an insult or not,” he says.
	“The orange is fiery. It commands your attention, but hurts your eyes at the same time. It’s what makes the whole thing unique, but it wouldn’t be the same without the blue. The blue is what makes the experience serene. It’s what brings calm to the whole ordeal of a giant ball of flames making its last blaze of glory for the night. The orange can’t function without the blue and the blue is made more magnificent by the orange,” she explains, and he smiles.
	“I guess it’s not an insult,” he states.
	“You guess?” she questions.
	“I know,” he laughs, kicking a little bit of water in her direction. She laughs as she kicks some back at him. “You make me magnificent,” he adds, turning his head toward her. His eyes are pointed too high, but she doesn’t seem to mind.
	“And you keep me sane,” she tells him.
	“Ah yes, the hardest task I’ve ever had to tackle,” he teases, and she kicks water at him again as she tries not to smile. Her gaze shifts past him; directly toward me.
	“Hello,” she calls to me.
	“Hi,” the man responds, confused.
	“Not you. There’s a man just beyond us with a fairly large bag and a walking stick,” she explains to him. I didn’t know it would feel so weird to hear myself described by someone. She boiled me down to the most basic observations. It’s kind of freeing. She didn’t tell him that I’m a merchant. She didn’t tell him that I come from money. She doesn’t know those things. I’m just a man on the street to them. 
	“Hello,” the man greets me, waving in the completely wrong direction.
	“You’ll have to excuse him. As you can tell, neither of us are exactly whole,” she apologizes on his behalf.
	“Not on our own,” he corrects, and she smiles.
	“Yes, not on our own. Together we basically make a complete person. I’m his eyes and he’s my arms,” she tells me. He smiles at this. Neither of them seems to feel slighted by what they’re missing. He doesn’t need to see the sunset when she’s there to paint a picture of it with her words, and I haven’t seen it yet, but it sounds like he does similar things for her when she falls short. They’re each broken, but together they’re whole.
	“I’m Jahre by the way, and this here is Ruriel,” the man introduces them, putting his hand back on her shoulder.
	“I’m Tirnan,” I return.
	“I’ve never seen you before. What brings you around, Tirnan?” Ruriel asks. How honest do I want to be here? I was enjoying the fact that they knew nothing about me, but I really have no reason not to tell them the truth.
	“I was a merchant a city over, but I got jumped. I’m looking for a fresh start now,” I summarize everything.
	“Do you know what that fresh start will be?” Ruriel poses.
	“No clue. I’m playing things by ear,” I answer. She studies me. It’s kind of unnerving. 
	“Jahre, sidebar,” she declares suddenly, speaking to the air behind her. Jahre takes that as a sign to turn in that direction. They exchange hurried whispers for a while before Jahre nods and they both turn back toward me. “If you would like, you can hang around with us. We have a place not far from here. It’s not much, but it’s shelter for the night, or for however long you need,” she offers.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern term. Consider changing this to something similar that would be said in that time period so it keeps the reader engaged in that time frame. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to stay or room instead to keep with words that would have been said in that time frame.
	She’s offering me a place to stay? The offer is surprising, but what’s more surprising is how much I want to say yes. I was just going to stay in an inn tonight and decide my next move tomorrow. Standing here across from them I feel like I know my next move. There’s just one thing I need to know first.
	“Why are you offering me this when you barely know me?” I pose.
	“Because I do know you, Tirnan. I am you. Jahre is too. We know what it’s like to be different out there all on your own. People see what’s wrong with you before they see anything else, if they ever do see anything else. We aren’t like that. To us you’ll be a piece of our whole. Any weakness you have will be filled in by us, and all we’ll ask for is the same in return,” she answers. 
	This is it. I know it’s barely even begun, but I can already tell that this is what I’ve been looking for this whole time. Companionship that looks beyond what I bring to the table. A family.
	“I’d love to hang around with you guys,” I declare.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to something like accept the invitation or something similar that would be said in that time frame to keep the reader engaged in the time period.


Chapter 16
Niemos

	For over two years the Pharisees have been trying to figure out what to do about the false Son of God. His words are blasphemous, that much is obvious, but he’s always been careful about how he says them. He leaves room for deniability. Not just that, we need to be able to identify him and his crimes if we’re to level any sort of punishment at him, and mine and Carian’s testimony isn’t enough for that; we need three witnesses. Because the people are so enthralled by this hack, they’d never be a part of anything that could get him in trouble. It’s going to have to be three Pharisees.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is close to a run on sentence. Is there a way you can break it up or rewrite it to be shorter?
	We’ve all been trying to find him and watch him perform another false sign, but we’re always too late. We arrive as people speak of a man that healed them, but they never say who he was, and he’s nowhere to be found at that point. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s not necessary here and doesn’t add to the story line.
It absolutely infuriates Carian, and I happen to find it fairly frustrating too. Nobody’s really been able to focus on their temple duties with this guy out there, and even if they could, the people come to the temple much less now. Carian was spot on with his assessment that this man-this fraud-is dangerous.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This doesn’t necessarily line up with historical events. Jesus felt the temple was a place to go and seek God, and believers back then saw him as a sign to continue going to temple. I would consider taking this out or rephrasing it to say that there is a lack of support behind the Pharisees over the lack of going to temple.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing these to commas instead of hyphens. Hyphens are normally only used in hyphenated words or to show joint ownership of something.
	The people have never been very committed to the rules, and now they use this man’s words as an excuse to leave them behind. It’s an insult to our ancestors who have been dedicated to these practices for generations. And for what? Because this man has supposedly healed people? 
Even if it’s true what they say of him, his lawlessness overshadows these signs. I mean, he’s done them on the day of rest. How can the people not see that that’s a slap in the face of centuries of tradition that started with the Lord Himself. My heart is burdened by how easily these people have swayed.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Since the sentence starts with “How” the end punctuation should be a question mark. 
I’ve given more thought to the Son of God since all of this started. I’m still not quite sure what I expect him to be. We don’t often talk about the texts that refer to Him. Our religious leaders have always been more concerned with studying the rules than the distant prophecies foretelling a Savior. I’ve always been more concerned with the rules than those prophecies. I’m starting to wonder if I should spend more time with them. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little repetitive. Consider changing this to explain why he had given the other texts more concern than the prophecies.
“Are you ready, Niemos?” Izal poses, walking up to me with Amon by his side. 
“Yes,” I answer, and we begin walking through the city. One of the latest strategies we’ve employed along with stationing Pharisees at random points throughout the city, is that Carian and I have been taking two other Pharisees around the city with us looking for the man we saw. We’re hoping that if we can find him, we’ll be able to get him to perform one of his false signs for us. It’s a long shot, but it has a better chance of success than just waiting and hoping we stumble across him performing a sign.
Izal stares disapprovingly at every man we pass as if they’re all the fraud. While they’re not, any one of them could be buying into all his lies, and there’s not much we can do to remedy that. Not when this fraud is still out there drawing crowds with nearly every appearance. It boggles my mind how he always manages to slip away before we can see him. I think back to the first time I saw him outside the temple; he walked into the crowd, then he was nowhere to be seen. Who does that?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern term. Consider changing it out with a similar term that would be used in that time frame.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought and to keep from breaking the fourth barrier.
“You’re paying attention, right Niemos?” Izal checks, looking over at me with stern eyes.
“Yes,” I confirm, forcing my mind back to the task at hand. We continue through more of the heavily populated areas of the city to no avail. That doesn’t really surprise me. The fraud makes an effort to avoid us after each sighting, of course he’s not hanging out where we’d easily stumble across him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a full stop here, so you should use a semicolon or a period to end it instead of a comma. 
Izal gets visibly impatient as we get closer to the edge of the city. Part of me wants to apologize until I remember that it’s not my fault we haven’t come across him. He’s hiding because he knows exactly what he’s doing and what he should be facing for it. We come across the sea, and suddenly, I stop.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This doesn’t make sense here. Are you talking about how they came to the land? Are you talking about a sea of people?
“That’s him,” I declare, pointing to a man sitting on a rock with about twelve others around him. They all appear to be busy with various tasks, including the fraud; he’s carving something onto a plank of wood. “How are we going…” I start to ask, but Izal is already closing in on the fraud before I finish my question.
“What do you think you’re doing?” one of the twelve questions, cutting off Izal before he can reach the fraud.
“Peter, back down,” the fraud speaks up, setting his plank and knife down and getting to his feet.
“Are you sure?” Peter poses, sizing us all up. As my eyes drift to the rest of the men, I realize that he’s not the only one doing it. I never even imagined that approaching the fraud could be dangerous…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a similar word for more variety throughout the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a great place to add in some more description of what’s going on. Since you add in the next sentence that it seems dangerous, give the reader a description of why it would look that way. Are they protectively surrounding him or looking menacing? Are they all standing or are some of them sitting yet? Paint it for the reader so they can see what you’re seeing.
“I’m sure. I’ve been expecting them,” the fraud states, putting his hand on Peter’s shoulder. Is he saying that he knew we were coming today, or he knew he’d see us eventually? Peter gives us one last death stare, then steps to the side so we can talk to the fraud. “It’s a beautiful day today. The heat finally seems to be giving us a break,” the fraud says, a friendly smile on his face. Is he really trying to have small talk with us right now?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more character development.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought and building character depth.
“We’re not here to speak of the weather,” Izal remarks, glaring at the fraud.
“No, you’re not,” the fraud states as if he knows exactly what we’re actually here for. The certainty of his tone sends shivers down my spine.
“My associate here saw you heal a blind man and there’s been word that you’ve performed several other signs since then,” Izal begins. Peter shifts uncomfortably, but the fraud seems unfazed just as he was with Carian.
“I’ve heard that chatter as well,” the fraud responds. Again, his words leave room for deniability. Izal doesn’t look too pleased with that.
“Forgive me if I don’t believe the chatter without having seen it myself,” Izal goes on, still managing to be somewhat cordial despite his annoyance.
“You’re forgiven,” the fraud replies, that aggravating smile on his face. He’s doing exactly what he did to Carian. Only giving the bare minimum of what’s required in his response. He knows there’s going to be follow-up, but he does it anyway, all with that smile on his face. What exactly is it that he’s trying to accomplish?
“I’m looking for a little bit more than forgiveness,” Izal comments, his patience thin.
“Ask away,” the fraud replies. He knows exactly what will be asked of him. That much is obvious. Whether he’s going to do it or not, I’m still unsure of.
“I would like to see one of your miraculous signs. To truly understand what all the chatter is about of course,” Izal requests, barely keeping his composure.
“This generation,” the fraud remarks with a sigh, then he turns to Peter. “Peter, what is faith?” he poses.
“Believing in something without seeing it,” Peter answers, still glaring at us.
“Exactly. Belief is all I ask for, but this generation is almost incapable of that without seeing a sign first. I did not come to impress the masses with neat tricks. Truly, I tell you, no sign will be given to those without faith,” the fraud declares. He shakes his head at us, then turns around. “Let’s go,” he says to the twelve. They all begin gathering up the things they were doing and bringing them to the boat. The fraud is almost to the boat when I realize something.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Since there’s no mention of a boat before this, I would consider changing this word to “a” instead. 
“Wait!” I call. He turns around and faces me, his interest piqued. “Why did you come?” I ask. He said it wasn’t to impress the masses with neat tricks, but he never said the real reason for why he’s here. Having this piece of information could help us learn more about who he is and how much he plans to shake things up.
“That will all be revealed to you eventually,” the fraud answers. I expect to see his little smile, but humor is absent from his face. He turns back toward the boat and gets on it along with the rest of the twelve. They depart, leaving Izal, Amon, and I behind with what feels like even less than we came here with.
“That man is definitely dangerous just as you and Carian reported. We need to change the way we’re approaching all of this,” Izal states, his eyes on the boat as it gets further and further away. He turns around to leave, but Amon speaks up, stopping him.
“He left whatever he was working on,” Amon observes, pointing to the rock where his plank still sits. We head over to the rock to inspect it further. At the top of the plank the word ‘MIRACULOUS’ had been carved in large letters, then below it in smaller letters, ‘is this what you were looking for?’ 
“A miraculous sign,” I let out as I process it. Izal snatches the sign up and breaks it over his knee in a fit of rage.

Chapter 17
Cato

	Everybody in my family has gotten food every day for years now. It’s a statement I take great pride in. I went out there and I made things better. So much better in fact, that we’re better off than we’ve ever been. 
	I stopped stealing food about a week after I started. I had gotten good at it, but I also realized a couple of things. First off, stealing food from people during a grain shortage will hurt what little profit those merchants were bringing in at the time. My goal has never been to pull my family out of poverty at the expense of someone else’s family. Secondly, while stealing food went toward ensuring my family ate, it was also kind of low risk, low reward. I don’t just want my children to not starve; I want them to have everything they want.
	These realizations led me to change my strategy. I switched to stealing money from wealthier merchants. It’s not even enough that they’d notice, but it’s enough to make a huge difference for my family. My kids have toys now that aren’t worn from years of use. We actually have variety in our meals now because I can buy all different kinds of food. And today, on Kassia’s birthday, I’m going to bring her home a gift for the first time in years.
	Life is looking up. All I had to do was bend the rules a bit. In the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t really matter. The people I steal from now have clothes more expensive than my property. They can spare a generous handful of coins to brighten the lives of me and my family. Who knows? Maybe they would even be happy about the fact that they’re putting a smile on my kids’ faces? Of course, they’ll never actually know, but it’s worth noting.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This reads more as a statement than a question, so I would consider changing this to a period. 
	Today my target will be a booth that sells jewelry. I’ve been watching it for a while, as soon as I got it in my head that I would get something for Kassia for her birthday. The booth had exploded in popularity over the last couple years because another booth that sold jewelry isn’t here anymore, or so I’ve heard. The reason doesn’t really matter to me; all that matters is that busy booths make great targets, especially busy booths with merchants that aren’t that used to being busy. 
I’ve watched this merchant walk away from the pouch where he keeps his coins for long stretches of time while he talks with his customers. I would’ve already stolen from him if I hadn’t decided his booth is where I’m going to be getting something for Kassia.
I head through the market, stopping at a few booths, pretending to look at things. It’s best to do that first so it actually looks like you’re here to buy things. I found that the only times I’ve ever noticed eyes on me is when I’ve quickly made my way to the booth I’m targeting for the day. I had to play it cool until people weren’t looking again, and that was a whole thing. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These are more modern phrases. Consider rewriting or rephrasing this to fit with the times your reader is engaged in.
I scope the jewelry booth out for a while before I actually head over to it. I had to decide what I was going to take for Kassia before getting there so I can make a quick exit once it’s time for that. There’s a necklace near the pouch made with gold and orange beads that Kassia would love. She’d probably love anything I could grab since the only piece of jewelry she currently has is the ring I got her when I married her, but I really do think she’ll be pleased with this specific piece; orange is her favorite color.
“You seem a bit lost,” the merchant says to a man at the far end of the booth.
“Is it that obvious?” the man asks sheepishly, and the merchant laughs.
“Don’t worry, I’ve been at this for years, I can help you. Who are you buying for?” the merchant poses. This is my window. I quietly slip my hand into the pouch, pull out a handful of coins, slide my hand out, grab the necklace with my other hand, then I’m off. As usual, nobody sees anything.
I’ve found that people tend to be too caught up in their own lives to pay much attention to the actions of others. I’m not saying that as if I’m better than everybody else; I’m sure people could’ve been doing exactly what I’m doing now back before I was and I wouldn’t have noticed. Life throws us enough of our own troubles that we subconsciously block out others’. Before I was so worried about feeding my family that I could care less if a merchant was being robbed. Even if I had seen it, I probably wouldn’t have said anything.
I sound bleak. I know that. A lifetime of struggle will do that to a person. I’m actually surprised it took me this long to be honest with myself about the world. Even after everything I went through for the majority of my life, I still tried to have hope that things would get better. I clung to that hope. I was stupid. Things didn’t get better until I let go of that foolish little emotion and made things work myself. The world has always been a cruel place that preys on those who try to navigate it with care. 
My life would be a lot different if I had learned that lesson earlier. That doesn’t matter now. I have a beautiful family that I love and I now have the gall to go out there and provide for them without relying on anybody else. It’s a pretty good place to be in.
We already have enough food at home for tonight, but I stop at a booth with all different kinds of fruit and buy a pomegranate anyway. They’re Kassia’s favorite, and I really want to make today special for her after years of it just being a normal day in the past. She deserves even more than the treasures I’m bringing home today, but I can’t steal the whole world, so what I have in my arms right now will have to do.
I leave the market with no issues as always. The walk home is peaceful despite all the craziness around me. I breathe it in, thinking back to all those days I felt like I was on the outside of all of this. I’ve come a long way since then. I’m a part of things now. A part that refuses to be swallowed up by misfortune again. I reach my house and head in.
“Daddy!” Viridi lets out, running up to me.
“Hey sweetheart,” I greet her, patting her head. She smiles, then she notices the necklace in my hand and her eyes widen.
“What’s that?” she asks.
“It’s a birthday gift for your mom. Do you want to give it to her?” I pose. She nods her head over and over. I laugh as I stretch the necklace out to her. She takes it, then carefully carries it to the kitchen where Hale appears to be ‘helping’ Kassia with dinner.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Try using a different, similar word here for more word variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here and describing the nod instead of just stating it. 
“Happy birthday, mommy!” Viridi exclaims when she reaches Kassia, holding the necklace out. Kassia smiles as she looks down at Viridi, then shock enters her eyes as she spots the necklace. Her eyes find mine, seemingly searching for something. “Are you going to put it on?” Viridi questions, and Kassia returns her attention to her.
“Of course,” Kassia tells her, accepting the necklace with that warm smile back on her face. Viridi beams as Kassia unclasps it, then clasps it around her neck.
“It’s so pretty!” Viridi declares excitedly, looking up at her mom in awe. It’s certainly pretty, but Kassia’s beauty was awe-inspiring even before the necklace adorned her neck.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place for Cato to say something along the lines of “Not as pretty as your mom” just to add more character and development of love between the two.
“It is,” Kassia agrees. She bends down and gives Viridi a hug, then she begins collecting some of the things on the counter. “Why don’t you and your brother start bringing the food to the table,” she requests, passing things to the kids. They scamper away, doing as they were told. I head over to Kassia, stretching out the pomegranate.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a similar word like offering or extending for some word variety in this context.
“Happy birthday, my love,” I say. She takes the pomegranate, a hesitant grin finding its way onto her features. She’s probably just a little overwhelmed by the gift. I pull her close to me and give her a kiss. “Thank you for the grace you’ve shown me these past few years and all the years before those. This family wouldn’t be what it is without your kindness and your love,” I tell her, giving her hand a squeeze. She seems to be searching for words to say in response to me, but her thoughts are interrupted.
“Done,” Viridi lets out.
“Let’s go eat,” Kassia states, letting go of my hand and heading to the table. Ok, that was definitely weird. Did I do something?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought to give depth to Cato.


Chapter 18
Cato

	Kassia was weird all throughout dinner. She basically only talked to the kids. I mean, she would answer me if I asked her a question, but other than that, she made no effort to have a conversation with me. The entire time I cleaned up the table, I wracked my brain trying to come up with what it is that I did wrong. 
	I feel like I did everything right. I got her jewelry. I got her favorite fruit. I was home on time despite lingering at the market for longer than usual. I got the kids excited about the fact that it’s her birthday. I offered to clean the table and I’m now following up on that offer. This is all commendable husband behavior. I don’t get it.
	After I finish up in the kitchen, I head to the kids’ room to help Kassia finish tucking them in. Hale’s already conked out as usual, but Viridi is doing everything she can to fight going to sleep.
	“How old are you today, mommy?” Viridi poses, a yawn following the question.
	“Viridi, you never ask a lady how old she is,” I tell her. I look over at Kassia, expecting a chuckle, but her expression remains neutral. Seriously, what did I do?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Fine. What were you like at my age, mommy?” Viridi asks.
	“I spent a lot of time in my imagination. I used to run around the field behind my friend’s house with her and we would pretend we were somewhere else,” Kassia details. 
	“Where’s your friend now?” Viridi poses. Kassia looks down to try and hide her sigh. I know what friend she’s talking about. She cut contact with Kassia because of Viridi, just like her parents did. She had claimed that her parents were making her do it because they didn’t want Kassia’s bad choices rubbing off on her. She looked right at me when she said that. She wanted me to know that I was the bad choice she was referring to. That was after I faced the wrath of Kassia’s dad; I was already aware that people saw me as a bad choice.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety in the manuscript. This is also a good spot for descriptor words. Viridi seems very bright. Is she curious or just asking so she doesn’t have to go to sleep yet?
	“She’s probably off somewhere with her own family now,” Kassia comes up with. A neutral response for a situation anything but neutral. 
	“What about you, daddy? What were you like at my age?” Viridi asks, turning to face me. What was I like? She’s not old enough to learn of the events of my childhood. I’m not sure I’ll ever tell the kids how I grew up. That’s all behind me now and I want to leave it there. As far as I’m concerned, my only family are the people in this room.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Even though he won’t verbally give the background to the kids, consider inviting the reader into his world by giving details of his childhood. Why doesn’t he want to talk about it?
	“I was certainly better about going to bed than you,” I tease her, ruffling her hair, and she smiles. “One more question, then we’re going to head out and go to bed because we’re tired too,” I tell her.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Maybe add a descriptor word like giggles or snickers for a little more word variety and to show more childish behavior in her.
	“Ok, ok,” Viridi responds. She looks off toward the wall, thinking hard about her last question, then a smile comes to her face and she turns toward us. “What did you think about mommy the first time you saw her?” she poses. Well, that’s an easy one.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I thought that I was lucky a woman that beautiful was even looking in my direction, then I learned I was beyond lucky when she decided I was worth more than just a glance,” I answer. Viridi smiles as she looks back and forth between the two of us. Kassia smiles too, but it seems like it’s more for Viridi’s sake than for mine. I definitely need to talk to her. “Bedtime,” I tell Viridi. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a full stop, so it should come to an end with a period or semicolon instead of being extended by a comma.
	“Fine,” Viridi agrees. I kiss her forehead and Kassia does the same, then we head out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. Instead of explaining the next steps, can you describe them in more detail? Are Kassia’s shoulders tense? Are Cato’s shoulders stiffened with anxiousness? Is it a hurried walk out of the room or like they are procrastinating the inevitable?
	“Is everything alright?” I ask Kassia when we get to our bedroom. She doesn’t look at me. Instead, she stares at the necklace which she’s taken off and set on the dresser in front of her. “I’m sorry if it’s too much, but you really deserve much more than that. I meant it when I said that I’m lucky to have you,” I tell her, coming up behind her and putting my hands on her shoulders. She pulls away from my grasp and turns to face me, a serious look on her face.
	“Where did it come from, Cato?” she questions. That’s what this is about?
	“I got it for you,” I answer vaguely. I haven’t told Kassia what I’ve been doing, and I don’t want to do it right now. I don’t want her to worry about me. I’ve got everything handled. 
	“How? We’ve never been able to afford something like this,” she brings up.
“Things change,” I respond, trying to get her to drop this.
“What changed, Cato? We’ve been in a grain shortage for years, yet you’ve been bringing home more food and money than ever. I know your daily wage didn’t increase, so where is this extra money coming from?” she interrogates. I knew she would notice that we’ve been better off lately, but I was hoping she wasn’t going to question it. I really don’t want to tell her about everything.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You already stated this earlier on so I would consider deleting it since it’s a little repetitive.
“I told you I would handle things,” I remind her.
“Why won’t you tell me where the money is coming from, Cato?” she asks, fear creeping into her eyes. This is exactly why I don’t want to tell her. I don’t want her to freak out like this. Why can’t she just let it be? Trust that I’ve got this?
“You don’t need to know where it’s coming from; all you need to know is that we won’t be starving again,” I declare. Her breathing picks up and she puts her head in her hands. “Kass,” I try, reaching for her, but she shakes me off.
“You’re stealing it, aren’t you?” she poses, her big brown eyes boring into mine. I sigh and look down as I search for a gentle way to respond to her. If I’m honest, I’m really looking for a good way to deflect the question. “It’s a yes or a no, Cato,” she lets out, her voice nearly breaking.
“Yes,” I say, meeting her eyes again. My admission causes tears to well up in them. I go to put my hand on her shoulder again, but she slaps it away. “I’m only taking from people who don’t need it, Kass. I doubt they even notice,” I tell her, and she gapes at me. “What?” I ask.
“Do you even hear yourself?” she questions. I’m starting to grow frustrated with this conversation. We were in a bad spot and I got us out of it the best way I could. Why can’t she see that?
“Kassia, our family is finally going to bed full. This is a good thing,” I point out.
“Stealing is a serious crime both to our people and the Romans, Cato,” she brings up, tears continuing to drop from her eyes.
“You think I don’t know that? I’m being careful, Kassia. I’m not an idiot,” I remark.
“Well, you could’ve fooled me,” she comments, her tears beginning to slow down as her fear starts to make way for anger. Why is she angry? I’m going out of my way to provide for my family and she’s refusing to acknowledge that! I should be the one who’s angry right now!
“I’m doing this for you! For the kids!” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using a similar word or phrase here for word variety like explode or cry.
“Don’t you put that on us! What do you think happens if you get caught, Cato?” she questions.
“I won’t get caught!” I insist.
“You can’t be sure of that! This is your problem, Cato; you get tunnel vision and you don’t think about the consequences of your actions! If something happened to you, the kids and I would have nobody! We’d waste away and it would be all your fault,” she declares, her chest heaving as her mind gets stuck in the grim possibilities she’s suggesting. 
Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. I thought I was making my family proud, but according to her I’m just as much of a failure as ever. If I keep stealing, the consequences of my actions could bring my family down with me, but if I stop, then we’ll all probably starve anyway. There are no good options for people like us. At least the way I’ve chosen to do things I’m not leaving our fate up to the whims of the harvest.
“What would you have me do, Kassia?” I question.
“Stop,” she answers, her eyes pleading with me to heed this advice. 
“That’s not an option,” I respond.
“It is,” she tells me.
“It’s not,” I counter. I won’t roll over and let my family starve. That’s not who I am.
“It is, Cato; you’re just too prideful to take it,” she insists. Does she really think pride is the main thing driving me right now? Sure, I might find a little bit of pride in what I’m doing, but it’s only because I’m finally able to provide for my family. That’s what’s driving my actions. I’ve never been provided for. I hated that. I vowed that I wouldn’t continue that cycle with my own family. That they would always be the first thing on my mind when I made any decisions. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.
I get that what I’m doing right now is dangerous. I really do get that. I get that I’m a letdown. I’m sure I’m not the type of man that Kassia dreamt of marrying as a little girl. It would honestly be embarrassing for her if I was. I just don’t know what else I can really do here. I am who I am. I’m not a man with a handful of paths set out for him. If another option presents itself, I’ll take it in a heartbeat, but I just don’t see that happening. I have to do this. I have to do this, and she’s just going to have to find a way to make peace with that fact.
“Kass, I can’t stop,” I speak up, and she sighs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out for a different phrase like I say with finality. It should sound like the end of an argument instead of a continuation.
“Is that what I’m supposed to tell the kids when you're dead or in jail? Sorry, daddy couldn’t stop. He had to keep going. He knew things would end like this, but he just couldn’t stop,” she goes on. I close my eyes as I try to keep my composure. This conversation is going nowhere. It’s best if we just stop here.
“I’m going to go to bed before either of us says anything else we don’t mean,” I state.
“I meant it, Cato,” she declares, then she slides past me and gets into bed.


Chapter 19
Lazarus

	Though I’ve had time to mull over the fact that Jesus is the Son of God, I still haven’t quite gotten used to it. How is one supposed to get used to something like that? I had other friends growing up, but Jesus was the best friend I ever had. No matter how troublesome I could be, no matter how annoying I could be, no matter how overcome by emotions I could be, there was Jesus, right by my side as always. 
	Maybe Martha was right and we should’ve known He had the Lord in him based on how He always knew what to do. When my parents died, Jesus was the one who got me through that. I was horrible to be around, but He never left. Leaving someone in crisis has never been in His nature.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Just missed a capitalization here.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a great spot to show what kind of person Jesus was. Consider adding a flashback here to a memory of him comforting his friend or have Laz explain this in more detail.
	It doesn’t matter if we should’ve seen this coming or not; it’s still weird to think about. When we went to temple as kids, He sat there and let the teachers read scrolls about Him and give their take on it all without a peep. I would’ve never been able to stay silent in those moments if I was Him. Well, maybe if I had the Lord in me things would be different, but as I am right now, I would’ve schooled them instead of the other way around.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern term. Consider changing it out for a similar phrase that will keep the reader engaged in that time period.
	“Guess who I saw?” Mary lets out as she runs into the house. She said she would be out for the majority of the day looking for flowers, but I’m definitely glad she’s back early because I feel like Martha’s been waiting to scold me about something for a while. She’s said practically nothing to me all day, but she keeps looking in my direction.
	“Who?” I ask.
	“Jesus! He’s going to come over with all of His followers!” Mary answers excitedly. Perfect; Martha won’t scold me with people here. It will be a little odd seeing Jesus though. We’ve heard nothing from Him since Mary told us He was the Son of God, though we’ve heard many stories of His miracles.
	“How many followers does He have and when will He be here?” Martha questions, already starting to tidy things up around her.
	“He didn’t introduce me to them, but there were somewhere around ten. Maybe twelve? Also, He said He’s stopping to see His mom first, then He’ll come here,” Mary details.
	“Come here when? Soon after seeing His mom, or later?” Martha interrogates, her cleaning frenzy already in full swing as the words leave her mouth.
	“I don’t know. Trust His timing,” Mary responds with a wink. Martha stops her hurried movements and gapes at Mary. I feel I should step in now.
	“Mary, let’s go to the market and get some fruit for everyone,” I say.
	“Ok,” Mary agrees. We head out of the house and through the streets to the market. Mary seems to be in her own world as she thinks about the coming visit with glee. People wave to me as we walk through the market and I wave back. Usually, I would go over and talk to them, but I’m trying to keep an eye on Mary right now. I’m sure they understand that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of telling the reader about what feeling Laz thinks she’s having, can you give us details about what she’s doing or how she looks that would indicate it? Is there a twinkle in her eye? Is there a bounce in her step?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you give us more detail on the market? It doesn’t have to be JR Tolkien style, but can you layout a general map of the booths or what they are selling or even describe the merchants themselves?
	“Twenty servings of berries please,” I request as we reach one of the booths. The merchant cocks her eyebrow, but she doesn’t say anything.
	“We should get Him figs; He loves figs,” Mary brings up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching out this phrase for suggests or another similar word.
	“And one serving of figs,” I add. Those can be just for Him. He is the Son of God after all; He does deserve special treatment. The merchant hands me a container with all of the requested fruit in it, and I dump a handful of coins on her table. She quickly counts them, then smiles at me and Mary and I head off. 
As soon as we get back home, she takes a seat near the window so she can see Jesus as soon as He gets close. I put the fruit on the counter where Martha’s already begun making something, then I back out of the kitchen to make sure I don’t get in her way. I take a seat near Mary, but I don’t attempt conversation because I know she’s too apprehensive for that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Apprehensive is normally used in situations when people are expecting bad things to happen. Consider switching this out with another word that would still carry your point that Mary is excited to host Jesus in her home.
	“He’s here!” Mary lets out after a while, jumping up and running out the door. I follow her out, but Martha stays where she is, furiously trying to finish preparing food for everybody before they come inside. I’d tell her to come out with us to greet Jesus, but I don’t want to get killed.
	Jesus smiles as soon as He sees us. He holds His arms out and Mary runs right into them, squeezing Him tight. He holds her until she lets go, then He heads over to me and I give Him a hug. It’s no different than when we were kids and hadn’t seen each other in a while.
“Boys, this is Mary and Laz, and Martha should be around here somewhere,” Jesus introduces us to His followers. He cranes His neck to try and spot Martha in the house.
	“She’s preparing food for everybody,” I fill Him in.
	“Ah, finally, something to make these boys stop complaining,” Jesus jokes. Some of them laugh, but others definitely just want to get inside and find out what Martha’s making. “Martha, come out here for a second,” Jesus calls. There are a few scattered noises inside, then Martha appears, slightly disheveled. 
	“It’s very good to see you, Jesus,” Martha says as she straightens her clothes.
	“You as well,” Jesus returns, giving her a warm smile, then He gestures to His followers beside Him. “There’s a lot of names to say, so I didn’t want to do introductions twice. From left to right, we have Peter, Andrew, John, Big James, Philip, Nathanael, Thaddaeus, Matthew, Little James, Thomas, Simon, and Judas,” He stops and takes a breath. “I know that’s a lot to remember. Luckily, they all respond to ‘hey you’ if need be,” He assures us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a full stop, so I would consider adding a period here and starting a new sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to Bartholomew. There has been research backed by scholars that say they may be the same person, but there’s no cemented proof.
	“Nice to know,” I respond, knowing most of those names have already slipped my mind.
	“Someone mentioned food,” Big James brings up, staring at Martha. I’d say something to him about staring at my sister if I thought it had anything to do with her, but it’s clear he’s just interested in a meal after what’s probably been a long time without one. It can’t be easy feeding all of those mouths, and none of them look rich.
	“Go inside and make yourselves comfortable. We’ll bring the food to you when it’s ready,” Martha responds, then she rushes back in first so she can finish everything up. Everybody files in and finds somewhere to sit. Jesus takes the seat next to me, then turns to face me with a kind smile.
	“How’s carpentry going?” Jesus poses. I hadn’t expected to be talking about myself when I heard the Son of God was coming.
“It’s going well. I’m using every little trick Your dad taught me,” I answer, thinking back to the days when my current workshop was his and the three of us were in there for hours on end. “I actually always imagined that’s what You’d be doing right now too. You were good. Better than me. If You were still in the game I’d have no business,” I admit, and He laughs.
	“That’s why I had to stop. You need all the help you can get,” Jesus teases me. 
	“What have You been up to? You know, besides healing people and amassing a following,” I say. He smiles, but it doesn’t linger as long as His smiles normally do.
	“My current pastimes seem to involve a lot of making powerful people angry,” Jesus responds. That seems like the sort of thing that I was destined for, not Him. Martha begins bringing out little trays of food for each sub-group of people in the room, starting with Big James and the two others sitting with him.
	“Tell them about the miraculous sign,” John lets out through a mouthful of food.
	“I’ve heard of the miraculous signs,” I state.
	“Not this one,” Peter comments, a grin on his face. I turn to Jesus curiously.
	“As I’ve alluded to, the Pharisees aren’t very happy with me. I knew they were going to come ask me for a miraculous sign, so I carved the word miraculous on a plank of wood,” Jesus shares, matter-of-factly. Again, that screams me.
	“That’s not all it said,” Philip speaks up, a big grin on his face.
	“What else did it say?” I pose, my eyes on Jesus.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this word out for a similar one. This is also a good spot to add in details about his curiosity. 
	“‘Is this what you were looking for?’” Jesus quotes. No way.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought. You can also add more emotion into it by separating the two words like this: No. Way.
	“I guess I really rubbed off on you, huh?” I say, and He sighs.
	“Just a little bit,” Jesus responds, His smile finally showing through again. Again, it feels just like when we were kids and His mother was scolding us for something I dragged Him into. He was always quiet and took it, knowing I was the one at fault. Come to think of it, He really never did anything wrong when we were kids; He just stood by me after I didn’t listen to Him when He tried to talk me out of something. I guess if the scrolls are correct, He’s incapable of wrong. He has to be to save our people.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve mentioned his smile a couple of times. Can you give us more details on what it looks like when it’s genuine/kind/bigger/smaller? What do the other features of his face do?
	“Why now?” I can’t help but ask. He’s been around for years, but He hasn’t made Himself known until now, and I know there has to be a reason for that. Jesus sighs and looks down. I don’t know if He’s searching for something to tell me, or just straight up ignoring me. Martha places a tray in front of us, and that’s when I realize that Mary’s been sitting on my other side this whole time. She reaches for something on the tray and Martha scoffs.
	“Seriously, Mary? You left me alone to cook and clean all day, then you left me alone to serve next. Now you want to just sit there and eat? You should be helping me, right Jesus?” Martha poses, turning to face Him. He looks up at her, compassion in His eyes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a word or phrase with frustration or anger behind it since that’s the scene you’re setting for Martha right now instead of using this word.
	“Martha, you worry about so many things, all of which could’ve waited. I don’t need to walk into a spotless house. My followers don’t need to be immediately fed,” Jesus begins. A few of His followers look like they’re about to say something, but He shoots them a look and they all stay quiet. “Mary has picked up on what’s important. I’m not going to scold her for that,” He finishes. Martha looks hurt, but she does her best to reign her reaction in.
	“What is it that You need?” Martha asks.
	“You,” Jesus responds. A tear falls from her eye, and He gets up and pulls her into His arms. “All I really want from any of you is your heart,” He declares, His eyes surveying those gathered around Him from over Martha’s shoulder. I know there’s a lot I still haven’t processed about all of this, but I can be sure of one thing.
	“You have it, Lord,” I declare, and He smiles at me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of reusing this word, consider replacing it with a similar word like promise or verify.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If you want, this is a good chapter to take advantage of adding in when Mary anointed his feet. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This statement would cause immense joy in Jesus. Consider adding more detail to this phrase to help the reader understand that.


Chapter 20
Niemos

	After the whole miraculous sign fiasco, Izal immediately insisted we update the Sanhedrin and come up with a new plan. I’d never seen him so worked up before. Supposedly he was picked for his position because of his ability to separate himself from the aggravations we face daily, but he certainly didn’t do that by the sea.
	I was angry too of course, but the miraculous sign has remained on my mind for other reasons. The fraud had carved it before we had even gotten there. He also said he had been expecting us. That tells me that he chose to make the sign because he knew he’d see us eventually and he got lucky with the timing, or he knew exactly when we’d show up and exactly what we’d ask for. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If too is in the middle of a phrase like this there should technically be commas surrounding it. Consider either adding the commas or switching the phrasing around for easier readability.
	There are little things that make me think it’s the latter. He knew we would specifically use the word miraculous. We could’ve just asked for a sign, then it wouldn’t have worked. He also had an air to him that made it seem like he was in control of the conversation the whole time. He wasn’t thrown off at all. The sign was already finished by the time we got there. The boat was right there giving him a quick escape. 
I’m honestly ashamed to have found this much sense in the matter. I want to be able to explain these things away to myself like everybody else does. This man is not the Son of God. I know that. I just don’t know how he keeps pulling things like this off. I like when things have explanations, and there aren’t really any here that don’t make him seem legit. I’m just naive. That’s what Carian would say. I like the idea of the Son of God, so part of me just wants to abandon what I know and believe it’s Him. But it’s not. I’m sure of that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern way to use the word. Consider elongating it to legitimate or switching it out with another similar word to keep the reader engaged in the time.
Right now, it’s time to leave these thoughts behind and head into the meeting Izal called with the Sanhedrin. I walk in and take a seat next to Carian. He’s quiet. I told him about what happened with the miraculous sign and he got even more worked up than he did when he was face to face with the fraud himself. Now he’s eagerly awaiting what Izal has to say about all of this despite their differences.
“Thank you everybody for being here. We have matters of great importance to discuss,” Izal announces once the last of us have come in and found seats. All eyes fall on him, and he continues. “As you all know, there’s a fraud among our people claiming to be the Son of God,” he begins.
“This again? Don’t tell me you want to pour more of our resources into the hunt for this man,” Joseph butts in, and murmurs spread throughout the room. I turn to Carian and find him shaking his head disapprovingly. He may not be the biggest fan of Izal, but even he can see that Izal is right in going after this fraud.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. Consider changing this out for a similar phrase such as interrupts.
“This fraud is turning our people away from centuries of tradition. He makes blasphemous claims and shows no respect for our authority. We don’t even know the extent of the damage he’s causing because he always manages to slip away before we show up,” Izal lets out, the uncontrolled side of him I saw yesterday peeking through. It causes more murmurs to sound around us, and earns a laugh from Joseph.
“Can’t you see that you’re contributing to the damage he’s causing? You’ve let him get under your skin and turn all of your attention away from your duties and toward him. As I’ve repeatedly said, the best way to handle this situation is to ignore this man instead of giving him more attention,” Joseph states.
“Get out!” Izal exclaims. His outburst shocks everyone. For once, it’s dead silent.
“Excuse me?” Joseph questions.
“If you refuse to take this threat seriously, then you’re no longer welcome at this meeting,” Izal declares, glaring at him. Joseph looks to Caiaphas for help since he’s the ultimate leader here, but he says nothing. Joseph shakes his head, then looks around the room, eyeing each and every one of us. It’s almost as if he’s asking ‘This is the man you’re choosing to listen to?’ I stop breathing when his eyes fall on me. 
There are parts of what he’s said that I agree with. We have neglected our duties in an attempt to handle this situation. I wish that wasn’t the case, but I do agree with Izal that we have to do something about this. I’ve seen this fraud twice now and left both interactions confused; if I’m faltering after being around him, then the people who have far less discipline stand no chance at turning away from his foolish teachings.
Joseph finishes surveying the room, then he shakes his head again. He looks like he’s about to say something, but then he decides against it. He walks out of the room just as he’s been told to do, and now the murmurs start up again.
“He didn’t belong here anyway,” Carian remarks.
“Right,” I agree, keeping my response short so he doesn’t pick up on the fact that I don’t completely disagree with Joseph.
“Is there anybody else who’s ok with the fraud continuing as he is?” Izal poses, bringing everybody’s attention back to himself. Nobody says anything. “Good. As I was saying, this fraud needs to be stopped. His teachings may be foolish, but he is not; our current strategies are falling short. We need a new one. One involving not just catching him, but exposing him for the fraud he is to the people. We need to trip him up in his own words,” he states.
“How do we do that? You just said that he’s smart,” Amon points out. I was thinking the same thing, but I never would have asked the question myself in front of this many people.
“His teachings go against our scrolls, that much we know because we have spent a considerable amount of our lives in the scrolls, but the people have not. We need to question him until he starts going against things that even they know to be true,” Izal explains.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop here. Otherwise, it’s a run on sentence.
“We would still have to run into him,” Carian brings up. I hadn’t expected him to speak today; he usually only pokes holes in Izal’s policies in private. He knows the position should’ve been his, but he still has respect for Izal since he’s the one who got it.
“We’ll make it impossible not to. Stopping this fraud is our number one priority right now. Because of that, I’m proposing a strategy that involves everybody in his region spending time in the streets waiting for him to show himself. There will be no more taking shifts and leaving gaps; all of us will be out there all day, including myself,” Izal details. It’s a good thing Joseph wasn’t here to hear that…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to present for easier readability.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should just be a full stop with a period. It’s best to use an ellipsis when it’s connecting two thoughts in the same sentence. 
This is a really extreme strategy. He’s suggesting that we neglect reading the scrolls. Neglect being in the temple to guide those who come to us. Neglect everything we’re expected to do in order to catch this one man.
I wait for someone to say that this is too far, or to even call it crazy, but nobody does. There doesn’t even seem to be hesitancy in the faces of those around me. Everybody wants this guy gone. Everybody is willing to do anything it takes to make that happen. I guess I just have to get on board with that. This man is not the Son of God. The people need to know that.
“We will proceed as you have suggested,” Caiaphas declares after thinking it over, and Izal nods his head.
“We’ll start with this strategy tomorrow, meeting at the temple to decide who will stand where. Each morning we’ll meet up to give updates on the prior day, then we’ll go back out to our spots. We won’t stop until the people see him for what he is, or until we have grounds for a stoning,” Izal declares.
A stoning? This man is a nuisance, yes, but again this seems far, yet again nobody’s questioning his words. There are nods around the room, then people begin to disperse. It’s been decided; this man will die if we don’t manage to discredit him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop here. Consider changing this to a period and starting a new sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider either deleting again or yet to add more weight to the sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this phrasing up. Instead of saying that there are nods, what else are the people doing/saying to confirm that they agree with this plan?


Chapter 21
Cato

	After years of being a nobody, I finally thought that I was worth something. Sure, I’d never have been able to tell people what I was doing, but that wouldn’t matter; they’d look at my family and the things we had and think, ‘Wow, he must be a good father.’ That’s all I’ve ever wanted as soon as I found out about Viridi.
	I was young at the time. Kassia and I first met when I got a job working in the stables across from her house. She kept coming up with excuses to come over and it took me a few weeks to realize she was actually coming over to see me. The idiot that I was, I just thought she was really into horses.
	Once I did realize that she liked me, I invited her over to my house after work, which was actually just a tiny shack near the stables that the owners had given to me because they felt bad for me. We hit it off and she kept coming back every day for months, always making sure that she returned home before her father.
	About half a year in, she decided she wanted to introduce me to her parents. While she had always respected me for the manual labor I did, her father didn’t. He wanted her to be with someone more like him. Someone rich. Someone with power and status. Someone my polar opposite. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you elaborate more here and give us a little insight into what kind of life Kassia came from and why this builds insecurity in Cato? This would also help the reader build a stronger relationship with the characters.
	That was the real turning point in our relationship. Things had been pretty innocent before that, but after we found out that her father would never let someone like me marry her, we decided to skip a few steps. One thing led to another, then about a year into our relationship, Kassia found out she was pregnant. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you elaborate more to the reader how bad this was at this time in the past? In that period, relations outside of marriage weren’t just scandals or frowned upon. They were something that could get you ostracized from a whole community.
	I never had my sights set on being a dad. I didn’t think I’d be any good at it. Not only did I not have a good example of a father, I also didn’t have a good example of any parental figure. I wouldn’t say that I was actively avoiding becoming a dad, obviously I wasn’t, but I never really thought about it being a thing in my future.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider diving into character history here. This is a good place to deep dive into Cato’s story and tell why he’s an orphan.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period and the start of a new sentence here instead of a comma.
	Kassia had been afraid to tell me at first. She was really just afraid in general. One night she just broke down crying and let it out. When I heard those words leave her mouth, my entire view on the subject changed. I wanted kids. I wanted kids with her. I wanted to do everything that had never been done for me and show her that being with me wasn’t a mistake. I would be the best father, and she would love me for it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This isn’t necessary here and doesn’t add to the sentence. I would consider deleting it.
	I decided that I’d be the one to tell Kassia’s father about everything. She was sick with worry over what he’d say to her, and this option made her feel better. As you know, that didn’t go very well. I was beaten, we were shunned, and I lost my job and my home because of the influence Kassia’s father had with the owners of the stables. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider taking this out. Breaking the fourth wall is very rare in books because it detracts from the story being told. 
	The following months weren’t easy, but I made them work. By the time Viridi was born, I had a job again and we had a home. From the very first moment I held her tiny form in my arms, I vowed that I would never let things get bad again. She was never to know the struggle that Kassia and I went through before she was around. When Hale was born, I doubled down on that vow.
	I wasn’t naive enough to believe that I could control everything around me, but I believed that I could navigate life no matter what it brought. And for a long time, I was successful with that. We didn’t have much, but we had enough to get by, and we had each other, which is more than I had when I was growing up. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was enough.
	Until recently. Things spiraled out of control and I did my best to navigate it, but Kassia’s right; I’m still a letdown. Our family might have stuff now, but at what cost? If I’m caught, they’ll be in a worse position than Kassia and I had been in all those years ago. I’ve been careful this whole time, but there’s only so long I can go undetected. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for more descriptive phrasing. Do they have wealth? Do they have nice furniture and full bellies? What does stuff mean here? 
	Kassia may be right, but I was too. Although what I’m doing is bad and, in all likelihood, probably won’t end well, I have no other option. Even with the extra money I’ve gathered during this time, we’ll still starve probably within a month of me making my normal wages. The odds aren’t great for me when it comes to the whole stealing thing, but they’re even worse if I abandon it.
	So, not only am I still a failure, I’m also a common criminal now, and I can’t change either of those things. This is the dung pile that life has dropped me into, and I just need to learn to live in it now.
	I am going to be changing the way I do things a bit. I’ll always know I’m a failure, but Kassia doesn’t have to know that. I’ll still be stealing coins and using it to buy food, but I’ll buy less than before. Just enough for all of us to eat and no more. I’ll hide the rest of the money I take so that Kassia has some money to keep the family afloat if I ever were to get caught. For now, the hope is that she’ll think that I stopped and then I can at least pretend that I’m not going out there letting them down every day. 
	Today, I linger in the market for a while, making sure to avoid the eyes of a couple of Pharisees who seem to be looking for something or someone, then I grab a handful of coins from the pouch of a merchant selling extravagant fabrics. Quick and easy. I buy a bit of food, pocket the rest of the coins, then head home.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a full stop here. Otherwise, it’s a run on sentence. 
	I feel as if I’m being mocked by the strange amount of Pharisees I pass on the way home. They don’t know what I’ve done, if they did, they wouldn’t just be standing there leaving me alone, but passing them reminds me of every wrong I’m committing. From the act of stealing itself, to the lies I’m about to tell my wife, it seems I’m the poster child for sin.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should come to a full stop here and start a new sentence. Otherwise, it’s a run on sentence.
	I know what the Pharisees would say about it all, but I wonder what God would say to me right now. He’s never really shown up for me in the past, and that was before I was a criminal. I’m sure He hates me. How could He not? I’ve explicitly ignored major commands that He’s set out for our people. There’s no way I’m ever going to see heaven; He won’t want to spend eternity with me. I’m surprised He hasn’t smote me already for my crimes like He’s done to people who have disobeyed Him in our people’s past.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of saying this, it would be a great opportunity to talk about examples from the Old Testament. Proof that God is vengeful and does get angry for people doing the wrong thing.
	I’d deserve it if He did that. I’m not the type of creation to be proud of. I never really have been. My father tried to convince me of that early on, but I managed to convince myself he was wrong. I thought I’d escape from him, then I’d amount to something, but all I did was find Kassia and manage to drag her down with me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: How so? This is another great opportunity to input a past memory. Why does Cato have such strong feelings on this subject? Did his father abuse him? Where was his mom? 
	I reach the house then head in. I’m immediately greeted by both Viridi and Hale, and I pat their little heads, trying not to think about what they’ll do if I ever don’t come to the door one day. Will they wait up for me? Will Kassia let them? I know she’ll know what happened. She’ll probably tell them that I’ll be back in the morning just to get them to go to bed, then she’d break the news to them the next day. ‘Sorry, daddy couldn’t stop. He had to keep going. He knew things would end like this, but he just couldn’t stop.’ 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve had a couple of similar phrases like this. Can you rephrase this to still get the same point across, but maybe describe the entrance to the house or what he feels as he extends his hand to the door. Does his hand shake?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: It feels a little weird that this is the most affection he has shown them so far. Does he hug them or kiss them regularly? 
	“This is less,” Kassia whispers, coming over to me and taking the food I’ve brought home out of my hands. She hands it to the kids, then they run toward the table with it.
	“It is,” I confirm.
	“So, you’re not doing it anymore?” she poses, knowing fully well that we both know what ‘it’ is. I still have a chance to tell the truth right now. She’ll know I’m a failure, but at least I’d be an honest failure like she’s always appreciated.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of using this word, try describing to the reader what she looks like in this moment. Is there relief? Is there a steady gaze that’s looking for lies? 
	“No, I’m not,” I tell her, giving into my need for her to see me as more than what I am. More than what I’ve ever been.
	“Thank you,” she lets out, throwing her arms around me. I return the hug, patting her back as she takes deep breaths of relief. In her mind I’m safe now. As if safe is something I’ve ever been.


Chapter 22
Martha

	I was an idiot earlier obsessing over all the details of this visit. From the moment Mary told me about it, all I could think about was getting the house ready and being the perfect host. I hadn’t seen Jesus in years, yet I didn’t go out to greet Him until He called me out. I felt really bad about it all after He spoke to me in front of everyone, but He didn’t seem to be holding it against me. That’s the thing about Jesus; nothing you do could ever push Him away.
	His followers made sure to thank me over and over again after my little outburst. I think some of them did it because they knew that’s what Jesus would want, but there were some that seemed like they actually meant it. I didn’t really care either way; I didn’t do it for them, though I’m glad I was able to give them a meal. Apparently, Jesus has them on the move a lot, so meals aren’t really a constant for them. Part of me feels bad, but the other part of me reminds me that they get to learn from the Son of God every day. There are so many figures in our people’s history who would’ve loved to be walking in their shoes.
Overall, they’re an odd group of people, but I don’t think I could see Jesus walking around with anyone else. He’s always been welcoming to everyone He’s come across, so it’s no surprise that they all come from different backgrounds. The only thing that they all have in common is their desire to follow Him. It’s actually kind of beautiful.
There were a couple times throughout the day where a few of them tried to talk to me or Mary one on one, but Laz was quick to shut that down. The furthest I got in an individual conversation was finding out that John was a fisherman before he joined Jesus. He asked what I get up to, and that’s when Laz butt in. He was clever about it too; he told John that Peter was talking about him, and that made John immediately walk away. Laz was so proud of himself for that. Honestly, I found it more funny than annoying. I was only humoring John and Laz gave me an out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Both of these are modern phrases. Consider switching them out for phrases they would have used in that time frame to keep the reader engaged in the past. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting these two words. They’re not necessary for that sentence to get the point across.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is another modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what would have been said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
The day was filled with fun and laughter. It was good to see that revealing himself as the Son of God didn’t really change Jesus. Slowly, people began peeling off to go to bed. Mary went in the first wave, then Laz in the second, until it was just Jesus, Peter, and I. Peter has been yawning incessantly for the last ten minutes while Jesus has been telling me about the years between the last time I saw Him and His first miracle.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Grammatically speaking this should technically be me. A good way to find out if you’re using the correct first person is by omitting all the other subjects that were being talked about. For example, this sentence would read “…until it was just I.” if you left it the way it is. 
“Peter, go to bed,” Jesus finally says.
“I’ll just go when You go,” Peter responds, barely getting his statement out without another yawn.
“Peter, go,” Jesus repeats. 
“Ok,” Peter reluctantly agrees, then he heads off. Now that Jesus and I are finally alone I can apologize to Him for my behavior before.
	“I’m sorry about earlier. I just wanted everything to be perfect,” I tell Him, and He sighs.
	“Because I’m the Son of God?” He poses.
	“Actually, no, not because of that,” I answer, and He raises His eyebrows. I’m almost embarrassed to admit the real reason to Him. I should’ve just gone with the whole Son of God thing.
	“There’s not much you could say that could surprise me,” He brings up. I guess that’s fair. For all I know He already knows.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	“When we were younger, I was a mess. I had no idea what I was doing at all, but You were always there in the midst of things. I was out of my mind, but when You were around, I knew I was going to make it. Today, I just wanted to begin repaying the debt I owe You,” I detail, and He laughs.
“Martha, you don’t need to repay me for any of that. That’s not why I did it; you needed me, so I was there,” He says simply. None of it was that simple for me. I feel like I was always on the verge of losing it, but He never judged me for it. He was younger than me, yet so much more put together. I could never state how much all of it meant to me.
“Jesus, it wasn’t that simple and You know it. Laz, Mary, and I would’ve all drowned in the chaos had it not been for You,” I declare, and He smiles.
“I know it seemed like chaos to you, but for me it was a time to put down the burden that surrounds being ‘the chosen one’ and experience some normalcy,” He tells me. I hadn’t even thought of it like that. He knew from the time He was a kid the path that was set out for Him.
I didn’t go to temple like the boys did, but I’ve still heard a lot about the Son of God. It’s said that He’ll save humanity. He’ll reunite the Lord with His creation. I know a popular theory is that He’ll save us from our earthly rulers, but I never believed that one. That wouldn’t bring us back to the Lord. From what I understand, we can only be among God if we’re somehow made right. Jesus is going to have to make us right, and I don’t imagine that’ll be easy. The fact that He’s made Himself known now means that the hard part is probably coming.
	“You won’t be able to put that burden down again anytime soon, will You?” I pose, and He sighs, His smile disappearing.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Both of these phrases you’ve used a couple of times now. Is there something more descriptive that you can add in here that will still get your point across? For pose, similar words can be found in the Thesaurus feature here in Word or online. For sighs, I know there are not many similar phrases, but what else is going on? Does he look away? Does he sigh deeply? Is he fidgeting or sitting still?
	“The things that our people have been prophesying about for centuries in regards to me will soon come to fruition. It will bring pain, both for me and for those around me, but in the end, it will be worth it; there will be a bridge between the Lord and His people once more,” He declares. Goosebumps pepper my skin as His words wash over me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	He’s going to suffer. I’m going to have to watch Him suffer. All for my sake and the sake of those around me. How has He known this His whole life and just existed with that information? I think I’m starting to see how He was able to appreciate the chaos of my household growing up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more connection to the character.
	“Thank you,” I let out, wrapping my arms around Him. I thought the debt I owed Him from childhood was big, but with what He’s eventually going to do for me-for us all-I’m truly never going to repay it. He knows that, yet He smiles at me. He knows that, yet He hugs me. He knows that, yet He’s still here. He’s never left and He never will.
	“You don’t need to thank me. I know you can’t find words to describe how much I mean to you. It’s the same for me. At least, I can’t put it into words you’ll understand,” He teases, and I laugh. “You’re all imperfect, but you’re still mine. There’s no pain I wouldn’t endure to be with you in heaven,” He proclaims. I let go of Him and look Him in the eye.
	“How bad will it get?” I pose. He looks off to the side as He considers what He’ll say to me. “I can handle it,” I assure Him. In all reality, I don’t know if I can, but I don’t want Him to have to carry this alone anymore; He’s already been doing that all His life.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to “I ask softly” to give the reader more clarity on the type of situation the characters are in right now. It’s dark and late, and they are speaking of a very important subject. Changing a few phrases and adding a little more description adds to the seriousness of the situation.
	“Sometimes it’s better not to know,” He says. I’ve never seen Him look so burdened before. Somehow, it’s even more jarring than it was when I found out He’s the Son of God. I don’t want to see Him like this. I don’t want to, but this is only the beginning and there’s nothing I can do about it. I guess I can do one thing.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active with your phrasing here. Instead of telling the reader what the character doesn’t want to see, describe how he looks right now. What does that look like on a person, to be so burdened?
	“You can always come to me if You need a hug, or anything else really. You don’t have to tell me things to let me be there for You,” I point out. He lets out a deep breath and a small smile comes to His face.
	“I really appreciate you,” He lets out. I never would’ve guessed that I’d hear the Son of God say that to me, but here we are. “I should probably go get some rest. I’ve got a big day tomorrow,” He tells me.
	“Am I allowed to know what it entails?” I pose, and He chuckles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this word out for other phrasing that will still get your point across and for more word variety. Something like I question or I tentatively ask. 
	“The Pharisees have it in their head that they’re going to trip me up in my own words,” He shares. I think back to the bits and pieces I heard about the whole miraculous sign story earlier.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. Consider switching it out with another phrase that would still convey the same meaning but keep the readers in the time period.
	“You’re going to make them look silly, aren’t You?” I guess.
	“You’ve always caught on quickly,” He responds, and I laugh.
	“You’ll have to tell me all about it the next time I see You,” I tell Him. I expect Him to let out some cheeky comment in return, but instead His smile falters. What’s that about? “Am I not going to see You for a while?” I ask, and He sighs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought to add more character depth.
	“Goodnight, Martha,” He says. He gets up and puts His hand on my shoulder. I can almost feel the weight of the world trickling down until He removes His hand and walks away. I’m starting to get the feeling that whatever’s in His future is far worse than I could ever imagine. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider extending this to “says instead of answering my question.


Chapter 23
Tirnan

	I’ve been staying with Jahre and Ruriel for over a year now, and I absolutely love it. They really do know how to fill in all of each other’s gaps. Describing things out loud is practically second nature for Ruriel, and Jahre always seems to know when Ruriel will need help, even when she doesn’t ask for it. 
	At first, I was worried that I wouldn’t really fit into everything they have going, but I was quickly proven wrong. They’ve both begun to pick up on my weaknesses and find ways in which they can help me. 
	Today my leg ached from the moment I woke up. It only seems to be getting worse as I get ready for the day. On the days where this happened at home, I would just abandon all efforts to try and make myself look like a civilized person and wait for Edrik to get there to eat. It wasn’t a great situation. 
	“Bad day?” Ruriel poses, nodding to my leg as I take a seat at the table after struggling to move from one side of the small house to the other.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for guesses or presumes for more word variety.
	“Yeah,” I confirm. I find the admission leaves my mouth much easier than it had whenever Edrik asked. “What’s the plan for today?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to “I continue, attempting to avoid that particular topic.” Or something along those lines. It’ll add to his character’s nature and also give a little more word variety. 
	“We’re going to go gather berries, then drop some off at the market in exchange for other food,” Jahre fills me in. That sounds like a lot of walking. There’s no way I’m going to be able to handle that when my leg is like this.
	“Don’t worry about it. We’ve got you,” Ruriel assures me, noticing my hesitancy. I don’t know what exactly she has in mind, but I’m not going to question it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a different phrase that would better align with the time period they are in to keep the reader engaged there. 
	“Thank you,” I respond.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description here to add to character depth for Tirnan. Is he relieved? Is he questioning? 
	“Tirnan, we’ve been over this; there’s no need for thanks. Being there for each other is what we do,” Ruriel reminds me. I almost say thank you again, but I manage to stop myself. Instead, I offer a smile. Wait, Jahre can’t see that I’m smiling. Do I narrate my smile, or am I supposed to find something to say? I’ve never had to be this intentional with my words before; Edrik could usually tell what I was thinking without me even saying anything.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought to add to character depth.
	“I appreciate that you’ve extended that promise to me, and I promise to extend it to you both as well,” I describe the reason behind my smile, and Ruriel nods with a smile on her own face. I guess I did a good job.
	“To your left,” Ruriel states. What’s she talking about? I look to my left, but realize she wasn’t talking to me when Jahre’s hand brushes my arm, then finds my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. I totally forgot that he uses physical touch to interact with the world.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more character depth.
At first, I thought that he often put his hand on her because there was something romantic going on between the two of them, but Ruriel made sure to tell me that they’re just friends when she noticed I was a tad bit uncomfortable my first night here. I was worried I was a third wheel. It became clear that she was telling the truth when Jahre started dropping his hand on my shoulder as well. I’ve never been a touchy person, but I understand why he does it, so I don’t mind.
We finish eating breakfast, then I help Jarhe pick up the table. All I had to do was hand him things and tell him what they were. At that point, he knew exactly where to put everything. Muscle memory is a more powerful tool than I ever gave it credit for.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of pick up, consider switching it for cleanup. Even though your meaning may be clear, some might be confused and wonder why a table is being picked up physically versus the cleaning association you’re using.
“Ready?” Ruriel asks.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in context for the reader to understand what Ruriel was doing. Where was she? Why didn’t she help clear? 
“I guess,” I answer. I’m still not quite sure what she’s planning in terms of helping me get around today.
“Hop on,” Jahre speaks up, turning his back to me and patting it.
“What?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place for more detail. He’s probably shocked that Jahre offered to carry him. Consider giving the reader more description here to confirm it.
“I’m going to carry you,” he states obviously. I guess his intention was obvious, but I’m not so sure about this. Not that I don’t think he can carry me; he’s remarkably strong from what I’ve seen. I just-I don’t know. I’m not super psyched about being a grown man letting another grown man carry me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s redundant and doesn’t really add to the narrative.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. Consider using a different phrase that better lines up with the time frame they’re in to keep the reader engaged there. 
It’s demeaning, isn’t it? That’s what my parents would say. Someone from my family has no business accepting that kind of help, especially when other people are going to see. But I’m not like my parents anymore, am I? If I ever even was in the first place. ‘Hopping on’ isn’t the equivalent of swallowing my pride like they’d frame it to be. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought and to add character depth.
The assistance that I’ve watched Jahre and Ruriel provide for each other has nothing to do with pride. It’s about companionship. That’s what this is too. They don’t want to leave me behind, so they’re making a way for me to come along despite my inadequacies. Hopping on is how I show them that I want to be around them too.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider using climbing here instead for more word variety.
“Ok,” I finally agree. I hop on and Jahre puts his arms under my legs, securing me, and then we’re off. Ruriel leads the way as we head towards the wilderness at the edge of the city. She doesn’t do it by giving directions. Instead, she just makes sure to keep a steady conversation going so he can follow her voice.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this to “Once I’m on his back,” instead to include more description.
“There’s flowers on the side of the road,” she tells him.
“What kind?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a similar word in order to have more variety through the manuscript.
“All different kinds. Light blue ones in clumps that are like a baby’s laugh. Bright yellow ones that pop up in random places like little globs of joy. Spindly white ones that give off the feeling of a freshly made bed,” she describes. 
The way she’s able to so quickly equate everything to a feeling or a sound mesmerizes me. It’s beautiful how her world has expanded to that level of detail just so she can pull him into everything she’s experiencing. I wonder if the world will expand the same way for me as I spend more time with them. It already feels so much brighter and more inviting than it ever was.
“The clouds are pretty today too,” she says.
“Are they puffy?” he asks.
“Some of them. There are a few different types up there right now. Some of them are like sheets, spreading out across the sky with little ripples in them that let some of the blue shine through. Then there’s the puffy ones that look like sheep. I like to imagine them as God’s own flock, prancing around up there,” she answers. Jahre’s body shakes a little as he chuckles.
Ruriel continues to describe all of the sights around us as we go. The fields are like the overlapping voices in the market. The birds like the tartness of a pomegranate. The wilderness ahead is like a cool breeze in the summertime. I find that I’m so caught up in her words, I barely process the fact that we’ve made it to where the berries are.
“And we’re here. Tirnan, Jahre can lean down so you can reach the berries, or he can put you down if you’re feeling up to it,” Ruriel says. I think back to how difficult moving around was this morning. I don’t think I’m up to trying again, and I actually feel safe enough with them to admit that.
“The first option works best for me,” I tell her. 
“That’s perfectly fine. Just tell Jahre what he needs to do,” she responds. 
“Alright,” I agree, and then it begins. The process is a little rocky at first since I’m still pretty new at giving directions like this, but eventually I get the hang of it, and we start going quickly. It doesn’t take long to fill the containers we brought.
Once that happens, we turn back and start making our way to the market. I thought Ruriel would’ve run out of things to talk about since we’re passing all the same scenery, but somehow, she manages to pick out new things and describe them to Jahre. I truly am amazed by the way she notices everything.
When we reach the market, my mind begins to drift to how I used to be just a couple years ago. Back then, I would’ve only entered the market with fine clothes and my cart. Now I’m in normal clothes and I’m being carried by a blind man. I think back to the lonely state of mind that overtook me when I was a merchant. How I’d watch people like the fishermen laughing together and wish I was that happy. Now I am like those fishermen; nothing else around me seems to matter. I’m truly happy for the first time in my life.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought. This is also a good area to add in more description on how he’s feeling peaceful. Is his body lighter? Is his heart fuller? 


Chapter 24
Niemos

	I’ve been stationed a few streets away from the market to try and spot the fraud. There’s a few Pharisees in the market, but other than that, there aren’t very many others anywhere near it. Izal thought that the market was the least likely place we’d see the fraud based on what we know about him. I can’t say I disagree. From what we saw by the sea, it seems that he and his followers do as much as they can themselves. 
All this to say that there’s not really anyone close to me right now. Most people have been stationed further out in the city near places where reported healings have taken place. I’m not thrilled to be standing out here by myself all day instead of sitting at my spot in the temple reading the scrolls, but I guess I can see why this strategy has been deemed important, so I won’t complain.
I’ve been giving thought to how I would trip the fraud up in his words if he were to walk into my zone. I haven’t really heard him speak much, so I don’t know the best way to go about this. I know that he doesn’t seem to take the commands set out for us very seriously. That’s evident by what he said the first time I saw him with Carian, and also by the way he’s reportedly healed people on the day of rest.
Bringing up his healings probably isn’t a good idea given how easily charmed the people are by that. I’ll just have to find a way to draw attention to other ways in which he shows little respect for the commands. That is, if I ever see him. Wait, there’s no way. Is that? Yup. There he is. He only has four men with him instead of twelve like last time, but I’m sure it’s him. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought to add depth to the character.
After the way all my encounters with him have ended, I could never forget his face. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about how those interactions could’ve gone differently if I’d been more confrontational. Could I have crushed his popularity before it even had the chance to grow to this level?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	The fraud’s eyes meet mine and he smiles. At this point, that smile is a regular in my nightmares. He says a few things to the followers he’s brought, then he sits on a nearby wall, and begins to speak.
	“The kingdom of heaven is like a man who planted good seeds in his field,” the fraud starts, and people nearby stop what they’re doing to listen. “However, as the plants began to grow, the man found that weeds placed among his field by an enemy had also grown. When his workers asked if they should pull the weeds, the man told them no. He didn’t want the surrounding good plants to be ruined while the weeds were being pulled. Instead, he told them to let both the good plants and the weeds continue to grow. At harvest time, the weeds will be collected first and thrown into the fire, then the good plants will be collected and brought into his barn,” he finishes.
	The people stare at him in awe as they meditate over what was just said. I look up at him and find that his eyes are on me with that stupid smile. Can’t the people see that he’s one of the weeds in the story he just told? He’s trying to corrupt all those who follow the commands of the Lord! Could that be any more obvious? It’s time I try to make it more obvious for them. Luckily, he’s given me a fairly good transition to do that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Given the way you speak of heaven, you must be familiar with the law,” I speak up, and the crowd’s eyes flick to me, many of them annoyed. They’d be a lot less annoyed if they knew that I’m just trying to help them not lose their place in heaven.
	“Yes, I’d say I’m familiar,” the fraud confirms. 
	“Then tell me, what is the greatest command in the law?” I pose. In the past he’s spoken of the commands as if they serve no purpose. Whatever he has to say in response to this question will surely go against what even the common people know of the commands set out for us.
	“The first and greatest command is that you should love the Lord with all your heart, soul, and mind. The second isn’t much different; you should love all people as yourself. Every law found in the scrolls stems from these two commands,” the fraud answers. This response does nothing to dissuade the people from him. If anything, they seem to be marveling at him even more now. How do they not see that what he just said goes against everything we believe?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“The commands of the scrolls were not meant to be rolled up into two overarching concepts; each is to be memorized and followed with the utmost reverence. Simplifying them in a way such as you just did leaves room for people to disregard the things seen as little,” I let out. I quickly scan the crowd around me, and it doesn’t take long to find exactly what I’m looking for. “Like the command to put on our prayer tassels each morning. That man isn’t wearing his. What do you have to say about that?” I ask. There’s no way the people will continue to marvel at him if he straight up approves of a command being disregarded.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve used this phrasing a couple of times now. Consider changing it to something similar or adding more description for more word variety.
	He studies me, his eyes prying into my soul. Shivers go down my spine. It feels as if he’s somehow seeing me for everything that I am, and everything that I believe all without me saying another word. I half expect his little smile to make an appearance, but just like when I asked him what he’s here to do when we were by the sea, the smile is absent. Finally, he speaks.
	“You spend your life chained to traditions, entirely missing the point of why they exist. Do you think that wearing prayer tassels makes you more holy? That lording your dedication over others is pleasing to God? Truly I tell you, He doesn’t care what adorns your body; His only focus is your heart. Tell me, Niemos, is yours as pretty as the outside?” the fraud poses, his gaze locked on mine. 
	I didn’t tell him my name. I’ve never seen him in the temple. The only times I’ve seen him he never heard my name. Yet he just said it. Not just that, he used it in an accusatory question in front of all of these people. I’m torn between shock and anger, but I will never give a fraud the satisfaction of shocking me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You contradict yourself here. Consider rephrasing this to something else that still gets your point across.
	“Your words are a disgrace to everything we’ve been brought up to believe. One of these days the people will realize that you’re a blasphemer, and you’ll be punished accordingly,” I spit out. His followers begin to get on edge, but he just shakes his head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being a little more active with this passage. Instead of telling the readers that his followers are getting on edge, describe what they’re doing. How are they moving or what are their facial expressions like that convey that action?
	“It saddens me that you view the Lord as a prison guard intent on punishment. That’s not who He is. He cares very deeply for His children,” the fraud states. His eyes finally leave mine. He scans the crowd until he seems to find what he’s looking for. “You. You’ve been sick lately, haven’t you?” he poses. The crowd parts revealing a woman with sunken eyes and pale skin.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this for more word variety. It can be something that gives the implication that he asks the question even though he knows the answer to grow his appearance/description in the book.
	“Yes,” she answers, her voice raspy. Those closest to her move further away.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this a little more unique by using rasp as a verb. “Yes,” she rasps.
	“Come to me,” the fraud tells her, hopping off of the wall. The woman stares at him, confused. He smiles at her, and nods, assuring her that he means it. She slowly moves toward him until she’s standing right in front of him.
	“What now?” she asks.
	“Now you’re not sick,” the fraud answers, putting his hand on her shoulder. At once, color floods into her face and her eyes are no longer sunken. She breathes deeply as she takes in the change that just occurred within her.
	“Thank You!” she lets out, throwing him into a hug. He pats her back, then he lets go and looks me directly in the eye.
	“This is who the Lord is,” the fraud declares. Did he purposefully heal someone and then lump himself in with the Lord right now because I’m the only Pharisee here to see it? He will not get away with that!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought. 
	“Come with me to the temple at once!” I exclaim. 
	“It’s not my time,” the fraud responds, then he begins to walk away, his followers right behind him. I storm after him, but the crowd closes in, forcing me to push through them. By the time I reach the other side, both he and his followers are gone. He’s done it again. I’m starting to question if we’ll ever be able to get the jump on this man, or if he’s about to ruin our whole way of life.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with something that may have been said during that time frame to keep the readers engaged in that period.


Chapter 25
Lazarus

	Something is wrong with me. I don’t know what, I just know that it got so bad earlier that I had to stop working. I stayed in the workshop though because I didn’t want to go inside and worry the girls. They don’t need to know about whatever this is. I’m sure it’ll pass. Tomorrow I’ll wake up and I’ll feel much better.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: What got so bad earlier? Consider giving the reader a little insight describing the pain or the lack of awareness that he may have had that we are now being made aware of.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more connection to the character.
	When I come in from the workshop, Martha’s busy in the kitchen, and Mary’s putting new flowers in the jar. They look like the ones that she goes far to get. I’d say something, but I’m not feeling very talkative right now. I head into the living room and take a seat.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a passive sentence. Consider answering questions like what do the flowers look like or is it because of a certain leaf or stem structure that he knows they are farther off.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here. Why is he not feeling talkative? Is he still in pain? Is he exhausted?
	After a while, Martha starts bringing food to the table and Mary rushes to help her. Once they put the last few things down, I get up, which takes a lot more effort than I’d like to admit, then I head to my spot at the table. Nobody talks at first as they eat and I move food around on my plate. Finally, Mary can’t take it anymore.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence. Consider breaking it up into two sentences between I get up and which takes a lot more.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you tell the reader where this is? Is the table in a dining area or in the kitchen? What kind of table is it? Where does Laz sit at the table? The head spot or in the middle next to one of his sisters?
	“It was good to see Jesus after so long,” Mary says, a smile on her face.
	“It was,” I agree.
	“His followers were all so nice,” Mary goes on. She’s clearly been reflecting on all of the details of yesterday all day. I think Martha has been too, but she hasn’t said much about it. She’s actually been a lot more quiet than usual. I’d point it out, but if I did that, then she would start paying more attention to me right now, and I don’t want that. I really am going to shake whatever this is, so I don’t need her fussing over me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in those details from above here as well.
	“Not all of them. Judas had a pretty weird vibe,” Martha brings up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a very modern term. Consider switching it out with a phrase closer to what they would have used back then to keep the reader in the time period.
	“Which one was he again?” Mary poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of using this word, try sliding in an action or a description of Mary and what she’s doing/what her facial expression looks like.
	“The one who was sitting quietly in the corner watching the rest of them,” Martha answers.
	“Maybe he’s just shy,” Mary offers.
	“I don’t know about that,” Martha responds, unconvinced.
	“What do you think, Laz?” Mary asks, and both of them turn their attention to me. Martha’s eyes drop to my untouched plate, then meet mine, her eyebrows raised.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve used this phrase quite a few times now. Consider switching it out for another phrase that would get the same point across.
	“Mary’s probably right; in a group of twelve guys there’s bound to be one shy one,” I weigh in, then I immediately shove food in my mouth so Martha will see me eating. I’m not really hungry at all, nor do I feel like maneuvering all of this food into my body, but I’m going to have to do it if I want to keep Martha off my back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You only need really or at all here, otherwise it’s a little redundant. Consider deleting one of those two.
	“You wouldn’t be saying that if he was one of the ones who tried to talk to Mary and me,” Martha points out. I was hoping she wasn’t really going to notice me conveniently breaking up every one-on-one conversation she and Mary had with the guys.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It takes away from the sentence more than adding to it so it can be distracting.
	I wasn’t trying to be controlling or anything like that. And I’m sure all Jesus’ followers are great people and all. I simply didn’t like them trying to move in on my sisters in my own home. Anyone who moves in on their host while there’s a handful of other people around is too desperate and therefore not worthy of my sisters’ attention.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern term. Consider changing it to something similar that would be closer to what they said back then to keep the readers engaged in the time period.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: In that time, it was unheard of for men to engage at all with women that were not family. Consider adding in some context for readers so they understand why this is so taboo. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is the same as above. Consider rephrasing it. 
	“You two can do better than all of them,” I say, and Martha laughs.
	“I don’t know, I think I liked a few of them,” Martha states, a sly smile on her face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to jokes or prods so there’s a variety in the words throughout the manuscript.
	“Oh yeah? Which ones?” I challenge.
	“Simon was pretty cool,” Martha answers.
	“Wasn’t he the one with those weird baggy pants?” I question. I could be wrong. There were so many of them to keep track of. I think I accidentally kept mixing up Nathanael and Thaddaeus, but neither of them corrected me. The only reason I’m convinced I got it wrong is that I kept getting looks from the other guys.
	“Apparently he’s very active,” Martha tells me.
	“Did he tell you that?” I remark.
	“Peter did. Apparently, he and Simon are Jesus’ main ‘guards.’ They’re also both technically Simon. I was told Jesus changed his name to Peter somewhat recently,” Martha shares. 
	“Simon recently called Peter and Simon still called Simon. That’s not confusing,” I comment.
	“Keeping them all straight is probably the biggest miracle Jesus has pulled off,” Mary says, and Martha chuckles. “I mean, I certainly wouldn’t be able to do it. Peter, Andrew, James, and John all dress the same. The only one that I could firmly identify was Andrew, and that’s only because he was so much quieter than the other three,” she goes on.
	“Can we all agree that John was the most annoying?” Martha poses, shaking her head just thinking about him.
	“Did he talk to you too?” Mary asks.
	“Yeah, I think I actually owe Laz for leading him away from me,” Martha answers. I really wish I was at full strength right now so I could capitalize on that statement.
	“Did he tell you that he’s Jesus’ favorite?” Mary poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this word out with a similar one for more word variety.
	“No. He said that to you?” Martha questions, and Mary nods. “That’s so obnoxious,” she comments.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This word came after Jesus’ time. Consider changing it out with a word or phrase that means the same thing that would be closer to something they would say at that time. 
	“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Mary laughs.
	“I’m pretty sure Jesus isn’t even allowed to have favorites anyway,” Martha brings up.
	“If He did, it certainly wouldn’t be John. My money’s on Matthew. He and Jesus seemed to have some unspoken connection,” Mary explains.
	“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Martha agrees.
	“What do you think, Laz?” Mary asks. I need to quickly say something that sounds like me before Martha realizes that I didn’t get far with my attempts at eating.
	“I think we all know that I’m His favorite,” I come up with. Mary laughs and Martha rolls her eyes. It seems I’m in the clear.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with another one that would be closer to what they used back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
	“I wonder when we’re going to see Him again?” Mary says. Martha’s face falls and she immediately gets up.
	“I think I’m going to go to bed. It’s been a long day preceded by a late night,” Martha states, then she heads back toward her room. She definitely knows something, but I don’t have the energy to try and find out what it is.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Preceded means to come before and in this sentence, you are talking about a long day followed by a long night. The correct wording here would be proceeded.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of telling the reader he doesn’t have the energy, consider giving them an action. For example (doesn’t have to be this one) “…but I’m so exhausted I can barely move, my bones feeling like bricks instead of the usual feathers.”
	“I’m headed to bed too,” I tell Mary. I get up and my body protests the movement. I take a few deep breaths, then start heading back toward my room one increasingly difficult step at a time. I have to stop again once I reach the edge of the living room. I look around the room to try and make it seem like I forgot something, but I don’t think Mary’s buying it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: In sentences like these try putting the subject as the body instead of the man himself. What I mean is try to rearrange your wording so there’s more variety in the structure. For example, “My body protests loudly as I get to my feet.”
“Laz, are you ok?” she poses, studying me. She’s not as observant as Martha; all I have to do is divert her focus and I should be able to dodge this.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of using this word, consider changing it to a similar one or adding an action or Mary’s facial expressions/tone. Describe to the reader how she’s worried about his movements or just curious about them.
	“Yeah, I’m just thinking about the way Martha left. Do you think Jesus said something to her after the rest of us went to bed?” I throw out there.
	“Were they the last ones awake?” she asks, looking off to the side as she considers this.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve used this phrase a couple of times. Consider changing it up for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“It was just the two of them and Peter after the rest of us called it a night,” I bring up. I’d follow this train of thought further, but all I want to do right now is lay down. “Maybe it’s nothing,” I say.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve used this phrase a few times now. Consider a different phrase or word here that would still get your point across. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place for an action from him of some sort. Is he brushing it off with a shrug? Is he steadily watching Mary for a reaction? 
	“Yeah, maybe,” she agrees, but she’s clearly still thinking about it. Good; she won’t notice the rest of my struggle to get to my room.
	“Goodnight, Mary,” I tell her.
	“Goodnight, Laz,” she returns, still deep in thought. I start slowly making my way forward, forcing myself to keep moving until I’ve made it to my room. At that point, I practically collapse onto my bed, nearly missing it. I’m starting to get the feeling that this isn’t that type of thing that’s going to go away by tomorrow…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of using “made it to my room” again, consider rephrasing to made it across the barrier or made it past the door frame. You can also give a more thorough layout of the house as well to help readers imagine that they are walking through the house with him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more here. Is he in pain? Is he exhausted? Help the reader understand why he is collapsing the way he is. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should just be a period here. An ellipsis should only be used in a sentence with a continuing thought.


Chapter 26
Tirnan

	Everything I had in my old life pales in comparison to what I have here with Jahre and Ruriel. The only thing that I miss is my time with Edrik. I’m sure I’ll visit him at some point down the road. Maybe I’ll even bring Jahre and Ruriel. I feel like Edrik would really appreciate Jahre’s heightened sense of smell. 
	I know a meet up like that is far off, but I can already feel myself looking forward to it. All of them feel like such a big part of my life, and I just want them to meet. It’s good to actually be looking forward to things. I might be thinking too far ahead. A trip like that doesn’t seem close for me unless Jahre’s carrying me the majority of the time, and although I’m not ashamed to let him carry me, I wouldn’t want to make him do it for that long.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: The first part of this “A trip like that doesn’t seem close for me” is redundant to what you said earlier in the paragraph. Consider deleting it and rephrasing the second half of it to connect back into the manuscript.
	I want to start getting better at moving through the pain. It doesn’t feel the greatest today, but it isn’t debilitating enough that I can’t walk with my walking stick. I think I’ll take a walk to the river while everybody’s finishing getting ready for the day. It’s not too far from here, so I should be able to manage going there and back.
	“I’m going to take a walk to the river,” I tell Ruriel as I get up and grab my walking stick from where it’s leaning against the wall.
	“Good for you. We’re not doing much today, so don’t feel like you need to rush,” she responds.
	“I appreciate that,” I reply. She smiles, then I head out. The first few steps almost make me turn back, but I force myself to keep going. It’ll get better the more I do it just like the quality of my jewelry did. At least I hope it will.
	I take in the sights as I slowly make my way down the path. I find that I’m paying a lot more attention to the things around me now. I’ve even attempted to describe things to Jahre a few times. I don’t think I did a very good job, but he didn’t complain. I guess he wouldn’t know if my descriptions are off; he truly has to trust every word that comes out of my mouth. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding detail here about what he’s seeing and how it’s different than before. Give the reader some insight into how his views have changed and the color and things he is seeing now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding into this how this has helped to build a bond between them. Just like Jahre is giving him trust, the same could be said of him giving his trust to Jahre to not drop him while he’s being carried. 
	As I get closer to the river, I begin to hear a lot of voices. It’s pretty early for there to be a rush of people moving toward the market. Maybe the market here just has different patterns than the one where I worked? Soon, the people come into my line of sight and I realize that they’re not moving toward the market; they’re moving out of the city. There’s also a lot more of them than I thought there was.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“What’s going on?” I ask somebody close to me. She turns toward me and I realize that she has a bandage over her arm.
	“There’s a man who said to bring all the sick and injured to him. He’s healing them! He’s going to heal me!” the woman lets out, then she hurries forward with the rest of the group.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You have used the phrase “lets out” a few times now. Consider changing this up for more word variety. Also try to incorporate more of what she looks like. Is she taken care of or has the injury caused her to fail in hygiene in some areas? Is she poorly or dressed well? Are there different varieties of people in the crowd?
	There’s a man healing people? I need to go tell Jahre and Ruriel! All of our lives will change if we get there before this man is done! Jahre would finally be able to see all of the things that Ruriel’s been describing to him, and Ruriel will finally be able to squeeze Jahre’s shoulder back, and I’ll be able to walk again without any pain!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner quote.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider taking the exclamation point off of one or both of these sentences. While it does show excitement, overusing it can be distracting while reading it. This is also a run on sentence. Consider breaking it up into two or three sentences. 
	I move as fast as I can back toward the house. While today hasn’t been the best day pain-wise, knowing that there’s an end in sight propels me forward. Once I reach the house, I burst through the door, scaring Ruriel.
	“Was the river that exciting?” Ruriel poses, her breathing returning to normal.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this word out for one that describes how she’s feeling like wheezes or finally manages.
	“This has nothing to do with the river!” I let out, unable to contain the elation flowing through me. They have no idea how big what I’m about to say is!
	“So what does it have to do with?” Jahre asks.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This would be a good spot for an ellipsis. Consider adding one here.
	“There was a massive group of people traveling along the road. I asked one of them why and she told me that they’re all on their way to see a healer!” I drop, expecting my elation to spread to them, but neither of them looks particularly excited. “The healer said to bring all the sick and injured to him. Don’t you see what this means? We fall under that description. He wants to heal us!” I elaborate, but I’m still not getting much of a reaction from them. “This is big,” I state, confused.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider numbering this so the reader has an understanding of what you consider a big amount of people. Is it tens? Hundreds? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider giving more of a description of Jahre and Ruriel here. What are they doing? What are their facial expressions that make them seem like they’re not reacting instead of telling the reader that they’re not reacting.
	“How do you even know what they were saying is true?” Jahre questions. Seriously? That’s his hold up?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I guess I don’t, but with the amount of people heading that way, I feel like there’s definitely a good chance it is. I’m willing to chase a good chance,” I declare. Neither of their expressions change. Come on! How can they not be jumping at this like I am? “We have a chance to be whole!” I exclaim, overcome by all this could mean for me. For us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought.
	“We are whole!” Ruriel lets out, then she gets up and storms out. Sure, they make things work well with each other’s help, but does she really think that’s what life is supposed to be like? There’s so much more out there for both of them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another phrase that will describe her outburst. Is she frustrated? Upset? Both?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Tell me you’re not actually going to pass this up,” I say, facing Jahre. 
	“She wasn’t wrong; we are whole. I thought you understood that,” Jahre responds.
	“I get that you don’t feel like you’re missing anything from life because of what she does for you, but come on Jahre, don’t you want to see through your own eyes?” I pose.
	“She is my eyes. That’s enough for me,” he answers without hesitation.
	“Wanting to be healed wouldn’t mean you love her any less. You guys can still be friends without needing to rely on each other to get around,” I tell him, trying my best to pull him away from this foolish notion. I know I haven’t been with them long, but I really care about both of them and I want them to get everything they can out of life. Passing this opportunity up won’t help them with that.
	“Tirnan, stop. You’re not going to change my mind. Frankly, I think it’s stupid for you to even be considering this; you know what long journeys do to you. What if you get there and you find out it’s all a lie? You’ll be in too much pain to make your way back. Depending on how far it is, it could be a journey you may never recover from,” he points out.
	He’s right. I know he is, but that doesn’t change anything for me. I came here because I was done letting outside factors control my life. I still am. I’m not going to let pain keep me away from a miracle. I don’t know where this healer came from, or why he’s doing what he’s doing, but I know in my heart that this is real. He’s real. I want nothing more than to come face to face with him and let him take my pain away.
	“I understand that, but I’m not going to let it stop me. I didn’t survive my attack just to be saddled with pain for the rest of my life. I need to go find this man,” I declare, and he sighs.
	“We were wrong to think that you belonged here,” he says, and I feel as if I’ve been stabbed in the heart.
	This was the first place I ever felt like I really did belong. I was finally getting to live in the happiness I’d watched others experience my whole life. I was the fishermen for goodness’ sake! Is that really all over because I want to be healed? Does going after what’s best for me really mean that I have to give all of this up?
	“Are you still here?” Jahre speaks up. Is he going to take it back?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Yes,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper.
	“Just go if you’re going to go,” he says harshly, and my heart sinks.
	“I really do love it here,” I try.
	“Clearly not,” he states.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description here. Is he mad? Is he upset? What is his body doing or what are his facial expressions that give it away?
	“Jahre, I feel closer to you two than my own family. I need you to know that. I need you to know that I’m not trying to separate myself from you guys,” I insist. I don’t care how hurtful what he’s saying to me is; I can’t just walk away with him under the belief that this time was a sham for me. That I only enjoyed their company because I couldn’t go anywhere else, and now I’m jumping ship the second I get the chance to. That’s not at all what this was for me. Not in the least bit. I need that to come across.
	“You should go if you want to make it to this guy in time,” he tells me. The hostility has left his tone, but I can tell I’m also not going to be able to convince him to come with me. I hate it, but there’s nothing I can do about it.
	“I’ll come back after,” I promise him.
	“Whatever,” he responds, waving me away. That’s not how this goodbye is going to be. I head over to him and hug him. The sudden contact shocks him at first. He takes a deep breath, then pats my back. I give him a squeeze, then I let go, grab my walking stick and my bag, and head out the door.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern word. Consider switching it out with something similar that would connect closer to the time period they’re in.


Chapter 27
Tirnan

	I really overestimated my stamina when I first set out on this journey. Not that I want to turn back. I won’t. I can’t. I believe in whoever it is that’s at the end of wherever this path leads. I sound like an idiot. No wonder I couldn’t convince Jahre to come with me…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics for a direct inner thought.
	No. This isn’t stupid. I don’t know how I know that, but I know it’s not. I’m going to follow these people to the end, and I’m going to get healed. I don’t care how long it takes. I’ll walk for as long as I possibly can, and if it gets to a point where I can’t anymore-well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll find some sort of way to keep going. This pain isn’t meant to be my future. I know it.
	Eventually the flow of people slows. We must be close. I peek out behind the person in front of me to see if I can get a better glimpse of what’s going on, but there's too many people in front of me for me to see much. My leg is throbbing and I want nothing more than to just collapse on the ground right now to try and alleviate as much of the pain as I can. I know I was so convinced before that there’s some sort of happy ending at the end of this line, but is it possible that Jahre was right and there’s nothing at the end? Is that why we’re practically stopped? People aren’t ready to move on after the disappointment?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s redundant because you just said it in the last sentence.
	“He’s real! The healer is real!” somebody shouts as they run back in the direction we all came from. I knew it! The pain is just getting to my head right now, but soon it won’t even be a factor in my life. All I have to do is make it to the end.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Please don’t bring this to the attention of any Pharisees!” a man calls, running after the enthused woman. Eventually he catches up to her and they exchange a few words, then the man starts heading back this way.
	“What does this have to do with the Pharisees?” I pose when he’s near me. He studies me for a second, debating whether he should divulge any information to me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this word out with an action like reaching out his hand to stop the man.
	“The Pharisees would like to see Him in chains. They know now that His time is here, theirs has passed,” he answers, his voice quiet so only I can hear.
	“Who is he?” I ask. Indecision fills his face again, and I don’t think he’s going to let me in on things this time.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it out with something similar that would be closer to what they said back then in order to keep you reader engaged in the time period. 
	“You’ll know when you meet Him,” he tells me, a smile on his face, then he walks back to the front. What does that mean? Is he going to tell me, or is it going to somehow be obvious? I’m a little unnerved by how much of this seems up in the air but also far too determined to turn back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	As the line starts to move, more and more people start walking past us in the opposite direction with joy exuberating from them. On more than one occasion either the same man I saw before, or a different man has had to run after them and remind them to make sure news of what’s happening here doesn’t get spread to the Pharisees.
	I can feel the anticipation continuing to build within me with each passing smile. It’s almost stronger than the pain at this point. Almost. The pain is still entirely too present. I’m trying not to think about it because I know it’ll be gone soon, but it’s really hard to avoid at the moment. Every time we move forward, I wind up doing this weird hopping maneuver to try and avoid putting pressure on that leg. I must look like a fool, but I don’t think any of the people around me are paying too much attention.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in some description words for the reader so they know how sharp the pain is or isn’t. This will help to connect your reader to your character and why he’s so desperate to get healed.
	As more time passes, the pain begins to encompass all that I am. I think it’s the worst it’s been since the attack. Hopping forward is doing nothing to help at this point. I’m starting to question if I’ll even be able to reach the front of the line at this point; I feel like I might actually collapse right now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use “at this point” twice in two sentences here. Consider swapping one out for another phrase that still gets your point across. 
	“Woah there,” a man says, coming to my side and holding me upright. It’s the same man I saw chasing after that woman earlier. Am I at the front of the line? I take a deep breath, then focus on what’s ahead of me. There’s a group of about seven men including the one currently holding on to me. While all of them look fairly average, my eyes are drawn to the one in the middle.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Are you him?” I pose, and he smiles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this word out with another similar word or an action for more word variety.
	“I Am,” He answers, and chills go through my body. I know who He is now. The healing. The way I feel with Him across from me right now. The way He said ‘I Am.’ He’s quoting the scrolls referring to the divinity of God. He’s the Son of God. I’m standing across from the Son of God!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner thought.
	“You’re Him,” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another word/phrase that would still convey the same meaning.
	“Yes, I believe we’ve established that,” He laughs. It’s a kind laugh. Everything about Him is kind. I mean, the fact that He’s been standing out here all day for the good of others shows that. “Tirnan,” He grabs my attention.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought or taking out “I mean” so it’s less of a direct thought.
	“Of course you know my name,” I say.
	“You actually sold me a bracelet for my mother when we were both much younger men, but yes, I do know things about you that I haven’t been told as well,” He tells me. The Son of God was my customer? How many times have I passed Him on the street and not known it was Him? “We don’t have much time now, but I want you to know that I know what you sacrificed to be here. You will be rewarded for that, but more than that, you should know that you have always belonged. My Father has called you His own from long before you took your first breath. If you find me tomorrow, you’ll hear more about that, but for now, I think I should get to your reward,” He says.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with affirms or confirms for more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	There’s so much I want to say to Him. Words catapult around inside my head and I try to make sense of them so I can find something to give to Him right now. He smiles at me and I know that He isn’t really expecting anything from me. All day He’s stood here taking away pain without question. He’s here because He loves and cares about each and every one of us even if we didn’t know who He was until today.
	“Consider me Your servant, Lord. Whatever You need, I’ll be there. You have the rest of my days,” I declare, painstakingly making my way to the ground to bow before Him. He kneels down in the dirt across from me and puts His hand on my shoulder.
	“Your faith has healed you,” He proclaims, and suddenly I feel just as I did before the attack even happened. The pain is gone. It’s really gone. He gets to His feet and I do the same, still awestruck by the lack of something I’ve been so familiar with these past couple years. “For now, make sure you don’t spread what happened here to the Pharisees. There will come a time where I’ll take you up on your offer and have you spread news of me to the people. It won’t be easy, but that doesn’t seem like it will stop you,” He guesses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It takes away more than it gives to the sentence and isn’t necessary.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“It won’t,” I confirm, and He smiles.
	“Have a nice walk, Tirnan,” He tells me, and I can’t help but laugh.
	“I will,” I respond, then I turn around and start heading back the way I came. As I walk past all the people that I was just among, I think back to how I felt standing in that line, especially when I was further back. 
The pain was so overbearing. I was close to losing hope that there was even anybody at the end of this line. I can’t just leave other people to think that. I head a bit further back in the line until I’ve reached a point where the beginning won’t be visible for a while, then I stop and face the people beside me.
“There is healing at the end of this line. I can promise you all that. I know the wait is long and many of you are in pain. I’m here to help. If there’s anything I can do for you while you wait, let me know,” I announce. Some people let out a sigh of relief, others look at me confused, and a few seem like they want to take me up on my offer. I hope they do. I want nothing more than to reflect the kindness of the Son of God until they reach Him.


Chapter 28
Tirnan

	Yesterday had to have been the best experience of my entire life. The fact that I’m not only referring to getting miraculously healed and meeting the Son of God just shows what level of amazing the day was. One of my favorite parts was getting to stand by all the sick and injured in line. I got them food and water, I physically supported those who were having a hard time standing, and I listened to all their stories.
	It was so interesting to hear where all these people were coming from. Some people were like me and had some sort of accident or attack that did this to them, while others were born this way and had never known anything different. The only thing we all had in common was this pull of sorts leading us to believe that there was healing at the end of this line.
	Getting to see all of these afflictions fall away throughout the day was so beautiful. People who were at the end of their rope suddenly had a new life in front of them after one quick interaction with Him. And though He was growing tired as the day went on, His smile never wavered. The men around Him took breaks, sitting over at a nearby campsite, eating and drinking, but He stood there the entire time. Leaving these people even for a second wasn’t something He would consider doing.
	As it got dark, less people were flowing in. He didn’t stop until the very last person was whole. At that point, the exhaustion was evident in His features. Even so, He still met my eyes and gave me a smile before He went into a tent set up at the campsite, and that was the last that I saw of Him for the night.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description here. What does exhaustion look like on him?
	There were a handful of people who had come from far away when they had heard of the mysterious healing, and they were too tired to travel back home. I gathered them together, then went to the nearest city and got rooms for all of them and myself. Some of them offered to pay me back, but I insisted they keep their money. The Son of God didn’t charge for kindness, so I won’t either. Plain and simple.
	Come morning, many of the people were ready to get back on the road, but a few of them decided to follow me back to the place where we were healed. He told me that He would be speaking today, and I intend to listen attentively to every word. By the time we reach Him, there’s already a small crowd around Him, including a Pharisee. Does that mean that He’s going to watch His words?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of ending this paragraph with a question, consider rephrasing it so it’s a statement. “I wonder if this means that He’s going to watch His words.” There are quite a few questions throughout the manuscript, and while this can be great to draw the reader in, too many of them can leave them guessing as to why the author doesn’t seem to have the answers for her characters. 
	“One who does not enter the sheep pen through the door, but rather finds another way to infiltrate it is a thief and a robber. On the contrary, the shepherd of the sheep enters through the door. The gatekeeper knows Him, and lets Him in. He calls His sheep by name, and they know His voice. When He has called them out, He goes before them, and they follow. They will not follow a stranger, fleeing instead, because they do not recognize the voice of a stranger,” He begins. 
	“Why do you speak of sheep? I was told your words hold deep meaning,” someone from the crowd says, and He sighs.
	“Truly I tell you, I am the door of the sheep pen. Those who come before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep pay them no regard. I am the door. Those who enter by me will be saved. They will go out and find pasture. The thief only does bad things. Robbery. Murder. Destruction. I am not like that. I have come to bring about life, and I will bring it without end. I am the good shepherd. For it is the good shepherd that will lay down His life for His sheep. A hired hand would not do that; the sheep are not his. He would flee and let danger close in on the sheep, scattering them. He does not care for them,” He lets out. He pauses, and I watch His eyes drift to the Pharisee. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out for teaches or lectures since that’s what most of Jesus’ speeches were – parables and other lessons.
	I take this moment to try and take in everything He’s said before He continues. We’re the sheep. He’s the shepherd. He calls us by name. He did that with me yesterday. Before He even spoke, I knew it was Him. The one here to save us all. I’m starting to get the feeling that that doesn’t mean what I always imagined it meant. He just said that He will bring about life, but He also said that He would lay down His own. He’s not going to save us through some military conquest like they always made it seem when we were growing up, is He?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I am the good shepherd. I know my sheep, and they know me, just as the Lord knows me and I know the Lord; and for my sheep, I lay down my life. This is why the Lord loves me. Because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one can take it from me, but I lay it down by choice. I have the authority to lay it down, and just the same I have the authority to take it up again. This authority I have received from my Father,” He goes on.
	He can take up His life again? I’ve seen Him do miraculous things one after another, but defying death is a whole other level. Is He really saying that He can do that? Is He going to have to? He’s spoken a lot of laying His life down. The scrolls speak of Him saving our people. I know that all of these things are connected, but I can’t quite process how. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought or rephrasing a couple of sentences so they are statements instead of questions.
	“Your mother and Your brothers are here to speak to You,” one of the men from yesterday tells Him. 
	“Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” He poses, and the man stares at Him, confused. He gestures out to the crowd, then He speaks up again. “These people are my mother and my brothers. Whoever does the will of my Father is my brother and sister and mother.”
	“And who is your Father?” the Pharisee questions, his eyes almost ravenous.
	“I believe we’ve had this conversation before,” He answers.
	“Yes, but you weren’t clear in your answer last time. Why don’t you tell these people who it is that you are?” the Pharisee suggests, gesturing out to us all. This is a trap for Him. The Pharisee wants Him to make a claim that can be used to put Him in chains. He’s kept quiet this whole time just waiting for the perfect opportunity.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Is this a Pharisee that we have already been introduced to? This is a good spot to start connecting your stories to each other if that’s something you want to do. 
	“I think these people would be interested to hear who it is you think I am,” He responds, a smirk on His face. He has a plan for this. Of course He has a plan for this; He’s the Son of God; He probably has a plan for everything.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I know you’re a fraud,” the Pharisee declares, his face red with embarrassment or anger, I can’t tell. Perhaps it’s both.
	“You seem confident,” He replies, His tone unchanged.
	“I am,” the Pharisee insists, not a hint of humor in his expression.
	“Who is it that you think I’m pretending to be then?” He poses. The Pharisee looks at Him, confused, trying to figure out if he’s now being set up instead of the other way around. I have to admit, I have no idea what His game plan is. I don’t think the men around Him do either; they keep shifting uncomfortably trying to anticipate what will be needed of them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a phrase or action that will still get your point across, like retorts or concedes, for more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider swapping it out with something similar that would be closer to what they said back then to keep the reader engaged in that time period. 
	“The Son of God,” the Pharisee finally says, and whispers start spreading throughout the crowd. 
	“And how did you come to that conclusion?” He asks, a smile on His face. Pure rage floods the Pharisee’s features now that he knows he fell into a trap. I don’t think it matters if he tries to backtrack here; he’s already associated the title ‘Son of God’ with a man who was healing hordes of people just yesterday. There’s no getting that out of people’s heads.
	“I will not play your games!” the Pharisee lets out at last, most likely coming to the same conclusion that I have.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with another word or phrase that’s similar for more word variety. 
	“It’s time,” He states.
	“Big James, find a path,” one of the men next to Him orders, getting to His side along with another one of the men.
	“Over here,” a man announces, beginning to part some of the more willing people in the crowd. 
	“That’s not what I meant,” He speaks up, and all of the men look at Him, confused. The Pharisee stares at Him, anxiously awaiting His next move. At this point, I think everybody here is on the edge of their seat waiting to see what will happen next. “You want to know who I am? Any of the hundreds of people I healed could tell you, but I’ll save you the trouble of tracking them down and getting it out of them; I am the Son of God,” He declares.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. Consider swapping it out with “…everybody here is anxiously awaiting to see what will happen next.” This is also a good place to add in some description of the crowd and what they look/sound like in this moment. Is it quiet? Is it loud? Are they biting on nails and wringing their hands or are they calm?


Chapter 29
Niemos

	This fraud may have made me look stupid multiple times, but it’s all worth it now; he just gave me exactly what I needed. It doesn’t matter how many times he’s twisted my words. It doesn’t matter how many times he’s flashed that stupid smile. It doesn’t matter that he sent his followers to distract all of us Pharisees yesterday while he performed multiple signs. He just messed up big time.
Falsely identifying as the Son of God is a serious charge. He may have been able to keep word of his miracles down, but there’s no way he’s going to be able to keep people from spreading this. Not everybody will believe him, and we’ll have our witnesses. We’ll be able to get rid of this problem once and for all.
	“You’ve made a grave mistake,” I tell the fraud.
	“If you think that was a mistake, then you weren’t paying attention to a word I said,” the fraud remarks. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this close to anger. Even when I confronted him about his disrespect of the commands, he still had a remarkable air of calm to him. Now he’s staring at me with fiery eyes. It sends shivers down my spine, but I force myself to get over it so I can capitalize on this moment.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve said this a couple of times now. Consider changing this or describing this feeling in another way so you’re not reusing the same phrase.
	“Oh, I heard what you said. You’re just not fooling me. You’re not the shepherd; you’re the thief. You’ve come here to destroy our way of life and turn our people away from generations of tradition,” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to yell or outburst or something similar for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You think tradition is what’s going to get you into the kingdom of heaven?” the fraud questions.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it is being talked about as a place in a proper noun way. 
	“Following the commands earns one a spot in heaven. You would know that if you actually read the scrolls you’re trying to claim are all about you,” I comment, and he scoffs. One of his followers starts to head toward me, fists balled at his sides, but the fraud sticks his arm out, holding his follower back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Heaven should be capitalized here as well since it is being talked about as a proper noun again. 
	“The kingdom of heaven is perfect. No matter how closely you follow the commands, you are not. Imperfection cannot be allowed anywhere near perfection. Are you hearing me clearly or do I have to state it more obviously?” the fraud poses harshly. I will not let him paint me like an idiot again, especially after making a claim like he just did.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it is being talked about as a place in a proper noun way.
	“Your words come from your own mind, not the scrolls. You’re spinning a narrative that fits the false ideals that you want these people to believe. It’s all blasphemy,” I declare.
	“You say this based on your interpretation of the scrolls. Truly I tell you, I’ve been around for longer than the scrolls. I watched them all get written. The only one who knows them better than me is my Father. I assure you, if you read the scrolls considering what I’ve said here, then you’ll see that everything lines up. Every day you do wrong. Whether it’s less than the person next to you or not, it doesn’t matter; you need to be made right in order to enter the kingdom of heaven, and you cannot do that on your own,” the fraud proclaims.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it is being talked about as a place in a proper noun way.
	How dare he!? Of course it matters if I’ve done less wrong than the person next to me. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? Heaven only accepts those that are as close to blameless as a human can get. I’ve dedicated my life to not only fitting that definition, but to guiding others towards it. I don’t need anyone to make me right; I already am.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	And does he really think that people are going to believe he’s been around for longer than the scrolls? That claim marches past blasphemy into the realm of ridiculous. He’s just a man intent on destruction just as I said before. I’m going to make these people see that.
“I suppose you want people to believe that you’re the one who’s going to make them right?” I pose.
	“I am the door to the kingdom of heaven. No man can enter without going through me. The scrolls are clear about this. Humanity screwed up their chance to dwell with God in the beginning. The Son of God is needed to justify them so that they may be in God’s presence once again. This is what I want people to believe because both the Lord and I want nothing more than to spend eternity with Our people. I’m desperate for each and every one of you to grasp this, but I can’t make you do it,” the fraud says, emotion pouring out of him alongside his words. Again, I get chills, but again, I know I can’t let it seem like he’s stumped me in front of these people.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it is being talked about as a place in a proper noun way.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with something that would be closer to what they said back in that time to keep the reader engaged in the time period.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. Is there a way that you can describe the emotions that Jesus is feeling in this moment instead of telling the reader He’s emotional?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what they would have said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 
	“Your words do nothing but convince me that you’re a fraud,” I spit. His eyes drill into mine, prying out each and every thing I’ve hidden under the surface. He’s uncovered that my attachment to the rules comes from the lack of structure from my parents. He’s uncovered my insecurities about being less than Carian. He’s uncovered that there’s a part of me that wants to believe him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little confusing. How would Niemos know this without Jesus first stating something? It’s easy to slip into an omniscient/all-knowing point of view as we are writing. I would consider deleting this or moving it down later in the manuscript if you can work it in. If you want to keep it here in the story, you would need to add “I feel as though He’s uncovered” or something along those lines.
	“Not everyone who minds the rules will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father. On the last day many will say to me, ‘Lord, did I not wear my prayer tassels? Did I not say my prayers? Did I not follow each and every little command to the best of my ability every day and make atonement when I fell short?’ And then I will tell them, ‘Depart from me; I never knew you, you creature of lawlessness,’” the fraud declares.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it is being talked about as a place in a proper noun way.
	Lawlessness? There’s no way he can equate someone who spent their entire life following the rules to lawless, right? I don’t know what to say to him right now and I’m afraid that if I do say something he’s going to respond directly to me, calling me out for everything he extracted with that one glance.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If you delete the earlier mention, this would not make sense here either. 
	I turn around and push my way through the crowd, then head back toward the city, thoughts swirling my mind. He’s a fraud. He has to be. If he’s not, that means that I’ve been going about my whole life wrong. Practically swearing off joy. Scolding others for not doing the same. That can’t be the truth. This man is a fraud. He says things that sound important, but that’s it; they’re not actually important.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	Heaven is for people like me who have lived by each and every command set out for us, no matter how small. On the last day the Lord will see our sins, but He’ll also see everything we did to atone for them. That’s the way that things work. There’s no middle man there keeping us out. That’s not how things work.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. You could also place more emphasis on this sentence by placing it in all caps, putting an exclamation point at the end, or both. This would help the reader to feel the freak out that is going through Niemos’ head.
	I break into a run, the importance of stopping this fraud suddenly hitting me. His words are dangerous. He cannot be allowed to speak to the people for much longer. If he does, there may be irreparable damage done to our way of life.
	I got him to say that he’s the Son of God among many other blasphemous claims; I just need to tell Izal and he’ll be able to proceed with that information. What exactly proceeding with this information looks like, I don’t fully know, but I’m pretty sure it ends with the fraud dead. 
There was a time where that bothered me. There was a time when I wanted to be more peaceful in the way we dealt with him. That time has passed. I can accept now that he’s too dangerous to be kept anywhere where people can still hear his ravings. If we put him in prison, his followers will just continue to spread his blasphemy, but if we make sure he ends up dead, they’ll be too afraid to even utter his name. The fraud will die. This is the way things have to be.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this word. It’s not necessary to the sentence and takes away from the reading flow.
I run into the temple, startling those around me, but I don’t care. What I have to say needs to be spread, and they would understand that if they knew the information I’m privy to. I continue on, all the way to Izal’s quarters. He looks up at me when I enter, clearly disturbed.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you be more active here? How does he look disturbed? It is in confusion? Is it in anger that Niemos just busted in without announcement? Are his clothes or hair disheveled?
“What has gotten into you, Niemos?” he questions. His eyes flash to his right where Caiaphas is seated next to him. I didn’t know he’d be here… You know what? It’s best he is; this information should be spread to the leaders with the most power immediately.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“I just witnessed the fraud tell a big group of people that he’s the Son of God,” I drop, and Izal’s eyes widen.
“That’s blasphemy,” Izal remarks.
“I know. We have grounds to stone him now,” I state. Izal seems excited about this, but Caiaphas’ expression hasn’t changed.
“How did the people react?” Caiaphas finally speaks up. That’s not what I expected.
“I wasn’t really focused on that, but from what I can gather, many of them seem to have bought into his lofty claims,” I report. Caiaphas nods his head as he takes in this new piece of information. What is there to think about here? This man is dangerous. “We need to get rid of him before they buy into any more,” I say.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what they would have said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what they would have said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 
“A stoning would not be the right move if the people are this attached to him. It could cause riots, and the Romans would not be too pleased with that,” Caiaphas states.
“Then what are we supposed to do?” I immediately ask.
“It would be best for the people if the Romans themselves killed him,” Caiaphas declares.


Chapter 30
Martha

	“Where’s Laz?” I ask Mary. I haven’t seen him all day. I had just assumed that he just got up before me and went to his workshop, but he would’ve come back for a snack by now if he'd been out there this whole time. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting the word just both times it’s used. You don’t need it in the sentence and it takes away from the reading flow.
	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to breakfast, especially if it’s insinuated that they normally eat at the same time each day.
	“I don’t know,” Mary responds, continuing to mess around with the cloth she’s trying to make clothes out of. She hasn’t even come close to being successful with that endeavor, but I’ve encouraged it anyway. She needs something to do with her time.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. Is she sewing? Is she cutting? What is she having trouble with? Consider giving the reader an image of how her hands are moving to place them more intimately in the story.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing the sentence so it doesn’t end in a proposition. 
	“He’s been quieter lately, hasn’t he?” I think aloud. I haven’t had to use his full name at all these past few days, which never happens. 
	“Maybe? He seemed a little tired the night after Jesus visited,” she tells me without even looking up. I think back to that night. He didn’t eat very much. Now that I think about it, he hasn’t eaten much at all since then.
	“Mary, what do you mean by tired?” I question.
	“He was slow walking to his room, and he stopped a few times on the way to it,” she answers. He what!? That’s not tired, that’s something much worse!
	“Why didn’t you say anything to me?” I let out, and she finally looks away from what she was doing.
	“I don’t know, it didn’t seem like that big of a deal. You were tired too, but I didn’t say anything about that either,” she defends. I wasn’t tired, I just didn’t want to tell them about my conversation with Jesus! I let all of that distract me and I missed whatever it is that’s going on with Laz right now… I need to go check on him.
	I practically run through the house toward his room. His door is shut. I usually respect that, but I can’t do that right now. I swing open the door and my eyes are immediately drawn to Laz’s bed where he’s still laying despite the fact that half the day has already passed. Laz never sleeps in this late. His work ethic is one of the only redeeming things about him. He knows that his income is our only source of money and he takes that seriously.
	“Lazarus!” I let out, going over to his side. I want to yell at him for not saying anything. I want to ask him what hurts and fix it like I did when he was younger. I want to go back and notice this all sooner so I could do something about it before it got this bad.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Martha,” he says weakly, his eyes barely open. I think he’s trying to sit up, but he barely moves. I’ve never seen my brother like this before. It takes my brain in a slew of different directions, none of which are helpful right now.
	“Is he ok?” Mary poses, walking into the room. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider giving more description here. What does she look like? Is she worried? Is she curious?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this word to a similar one for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I’m fine,” Laz tries, but nobody’s convinced.
	“Martha, what do we do?” Mary questions, her voice close to breaking.
	“I don’t know,” I answer, trying to force all of the unproductive thoughts out so I can come up with a way to make this better.
	“We have to do something,” she insists as if I’m not taking this seriously.
	“I’m fine,” Laz repeats. He tries to sit up again, but again, nothing happens.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here. How is he trying to get up? Are his arms shaking? Do his legs move at all? Does his head try to lift from the pillow?
	“You’re not fine! You look an inch away from death!” Mary exclaims, tears in her eyes. 
	“I just need… a day. I’ll be… better then,” Laz gets out. If he actually believes that then he’s stupider than I always thought he was.
	“Martha, he’s going to die!” Mary lets out, falling to her knees.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“He’s not going to die!” I let out. Mary’s body shakes as she tries to cut off her cries to hear what I have to say. To be honest, I don’t know what to say. I just can’t let the idea of Laz dying hang out in the air like that. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with argues or asserts for more word variety within the manuscript.
I’m not ready to lose another family member. I know it’s been years, but most days I still feel just as fragile as I was back then. The only thing that kept me going was taking care of Mary and Laz, and now I’ve failed at that. Laz is sick. Sicker than I’ve ever seen anybody before. I can’t fix this-but there is somebody who can. 
“I’ll get word of this to Jesus. He can fix this,” I declare. I know that He has a lot on His plate right now, but He’ll come, right? He’s always been there in the past whenever I’ve needed Him, no matter how small the situation I was in. This isn’t small. He has to come. There’s no way I can get through it without Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this from a direct question to the reader. It can disrupt the flow, and there are other ways to show a questioning of judgement without making it go to the reader.
	“Do you know where He is?” Mary asks, her voice small.
	“No, but His mom might. I’ll go talk to her,” I decide, standing up. I haven’t seen Mary in years. She has no reason to help me with this, but I know she will. She’s a lot like her Son; she shows up for you whether you do the same for her or not. Maybe that’s one of the reasons she was chosen to be His mother.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider going back and adding in more description to help the reader get to this point. You haven’t stated that she has crouched or sat down so this comes as a little surprising. 
	“What do I do while you’re gone?” Mary poses, looking up at me with watery eyes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Keep him company,” I answer, then I turn to Laz. I can tell how much he hates this. As much as I’ve always taken care of him, I can see now that he’s taken care of me too. “Please hang on,” I beg him. He gives me a weak nod. I’ll have to take that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I can see why you put this in here, but it’s not necessary and takes away from the reading flow. Consider deleting it.
	I head out of his room, then out of the house. I find that I’m running fairly recklessly toward Mary’s house, but I don’t stop. I don’t know how much time Laz has left. I need to get word to Jesus as quickly as possible. I wouldn’t even know what to do with myself if this all went wrong because I didn’t act fast enough. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider updating this with more detail. The reader has already been told she was on the way to find Jesus. Can you describe the layout of the house or how she’s moving instead of just stating that she’s moving through the house? It will help the reader feel more connected and a part of the story as Martha that way.
I’m a mess by the time I arrive at Mary’s house, but I don’t care. Her image of me is not what’s important here. My fist raises and I knock on her door so hard that it hurts. I wait a couple seconds and nobody comes, so I continue knocking, each frantic move taking a piece of my sanity with it.
“Woah there,” James says, catching my fist with his hand. He must’ve opened the door. I hadn’t even processed that. My mind is consumed by my mission to get word to Jesus. “Are you ok?” he asks me, lowering my fist, and looking at me with an eyebrow raised.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider taking this out or swapping it out with something else. It’s a little repetitive.
“I need to talk to your mom,” I state.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out for the word insist to keep the gravity of the moment. 
“What about?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this with a different word for more variety. Additionally, if Martha grew up running around with Jesus, then she is probably pretty close to his siblings. Consider adding in elements to establish that relationship with them.
“Just get her, James,” I tell him. Confusion fills his face, but he walks away from the door to go get his mom as he was told. It takes a minute, but eventually he comes back with Mary. He gives me one last look trying to find out what’s going on, then he gives up and walks away.
“Martha, come in dear,” Mary says, gesturing inside. I don’t really want to go in because I want this to be quick, but I’m not about to argue with the mother of the Son of God. I follow her inside and take a seat in a worn chair. While I haven’t been in this house before, I know this chair. I remember sitting in it in Mary’s old house the night my parents died, trying to figure out how to move forward. She was so patient with me that night, and I can see the same patience in her eyes now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this. It wasn’t noted that Mary moved since Jesus’ birth until after he was crucified. So, she would have been in the same house the whole time that Martha knew her.
“Do you know where Jesus is?” I ask her, getting right into things. She may be patient, but I don’t have the time I did that night. This all needs a happy conclusion within the next few hours, or my brother may never leave his bed again. She studies me, concern in her eyes. I don’t have time for concern. “Laz is sick. Without Jesus he’ll…” I trail off. I don’t want to say the words, and I know she can fill them in herself.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“I saw Him yesterday, but He’s moved around since then because He enraged a Pharisee. He doesn’t tell me where He goes, but James and John’s mom always seems to keep tabs on where they are. I’ll go to her and make sure she gets word of this to Him,” she promises me, her eyes blazing with empathy. 
It tugs at my heart. Her heart aches for me because she knows what it’s like to lose someone. I wasn’t there for her then even though I knew all too well what it was like. Empathy wasn’t enough to bring me to her door. Yet here she is, ready to hold me together all over again while I try to process this situation I’ve fallen into.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more here. It’s a little confusing. What is she talking about? What death was she not there for Mary for? This is a good place to give more backstory to Mary as well. 
“I’m sorry,” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for another word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“What do you have to be sorry for?” she poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for another word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.

“I’ve ignored you for years because I was afraid to talk to you about Joseph even after all you’ve done for me. I should’ve returned the favor, but instead I was a coward,” I say, and tears begin to spill from my eyes. For how I treated her. For Laz, laying still in bed. For my parents. It seems as if all the tears I’ve held inside my whole life are pouring out right now. All in front of poor Mary.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is the death that should be mentioned earlier. Consider adding it to that paragraph and using this paragraph to go more in detail of why this is so impactful in this moment. 
“I never held that against you, Martha,” she tells me, coming over to me and wrapping me in her arms. I fall into her, the tears still streaming. I didn’t realize how much that would mean to me until she said it. I want to respond, but words feel far from me right now. I just want to stay curled up in her arms forever. But I can’t. Laz needs Jesus and she needs to go work on getting Him.
“Laz,” is all I manage to get out as I start to sit back up.
“I’ll go talk to Salome,” she states, getting to her feet. I follow her to the door, trying to get myself together as I go. She stops just before we walk out. “I’m here for you Martha. Please don’t hesitate to come to me as this all plays out,” she says.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with another phrase that would be closer to what they would have said to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 
“I won’t,” I agree, and I mean it. I don’t want to continue to lock emotions inside like I have in the past.


Chapter 31
Tirnan

	It’s been a day, but I’m still mulling over everything the Son of God said. I have a feeling those words will stick with me for the rest of my life. I’m still trying to piece together what exactly it all means.
	There are things I definitely understood. For starters, He’s the way to heaven. I don’t know how it’ll work, but I know that much. I also picked up that He views us all as family. That must be what He wanted me to hear when He told me I’d hear more about how I belong. It’s really comforting to know that He and the Lord both view me like that. There were definitely stretches of time where I felt like I was alone because the Lord thought I deserved to be. I’m overjoyed to find out that was never true.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized if you’re using it as a place/proper noun.
	Then there’s the things He said that I can’t quite figure out. He’s going to lay down His life. He’s going to take it back up again. He said it as if it was simple, but I can’t seem to wrap my head around it. I’m sure I’ll understand how it all works one day, but for now, I’m at a loss.
	I’m on my way back to see Ruriel and Jahre. I don’t quite know what I’m going to say to them, just that I need them to know everything that happened to me. Maybe they’ll change their mind about everything and I can take them to the Son of God to have their lives changed. Or maybe I can get them to grasp all that He is without standing across from Him, and their lives will change due to that. That’s the hope at least.
	The trip goes much faster now that I can walk without pain. I left first thing in the morning, and the sun has barely reached its peak in the sky as I make my way down the road where just days ago I heard about a healer and decided to take a leap of faith. I finish the walk to the house, reflecting on just how fortunate I was to hear what I did when I did, then I open the door and walk in. Ruriel jumps a little from shock, then her eyes drop to my leg, and immediately widen.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. What thoughts were going through his mind? What kind of gait did he have while he was walking? Was he almost running or skipping or just taking it at a slightly faster walk? 
	“I’m back,” I announce for Jahre’s sake.
	“Tirnan?” he questions.
	“Yup. Minus the limp now. The healer is real. I watched Him heal affliction after affliction after affliction. There seems to be nothing He can’t do,” I tell them. Ruriel still looks resistant to everything I’m saying despite the fact that I’m living proof that this is all real. Jahre seems to be deep in thought. I want to give him a second to process all of this before I tell them the even crazier part.
	“How did he do it?” Jahre finally asks, and Ruriel turns to him. She seems to be upset that he’s even entertaining any of this. Not that he knows that.
	“He told me that my faith healed me, and then the pain was just gone,” I answer.
	“How did that work? Who is this guy?” Jahre questions, unable to hide his curiosity. I was waiting for this question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“He’s the Son of God,” I reply, and Ruriel scoffs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to announce to show the “bigness” of the moment. 
	“Ok, so you’re actually insane,” she comments.
	“How do you know that?” Jahre poses, taking a calmer approach, though I can still sense disbelief in his tone.
	“At first, I sensed it. I don’t know how to describe how that worked, you’d have to feel it yourself to understand, I just knew it was Him. The next day, I stuck around to hear Him speak. A Pharisee questioned Him about who He was, and after toying with him a bit, He told the Pharisee that He’s the Son of God,” I report. I get goosebumps just thinking back to that moment. The Pharisee thought that he had Him, but He quickly turned that idea on its head. He did what He did for a reason. I don’t quite know what the reason was, but I trust He knows what He’s doing.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider breaking this down into two or three sentences. This is a run on sentence as it is right now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what they would have said in that time to keep the reader engaged in the period.
	“You really just believed him?” Ruriel asks, trying to keep her reaction to a minimum. She doesn’t want to admit how intrigued she is. It hurts to see her reject Him like this. I know He is who He says He is, and I want both of them to know that too. He’s the door. I can’t let them miss that.
	“He healed multitudes with no issue, including me. Who else would be capable of that?” I bring up. 
	“I don’t know, but it can’t be the Son of God,” Ruriel responds.
	“Why not?” I pose, my eyes begging her to stop resisting. This is real. The Son of God is here and healing is the least of what He can do for us. He’s here to save us, to make us right. There is nothing more life-changing than this!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript. 
	“Because it can’t be, Tirnan. He’d be making Himself more known if He was actually here. This is just some guy that you want to believe is Him because you need to believe in something to make yourself feel better after everything that’s happened to you,” she declares, harshness lacing each and every word.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript. 
	“Ruriel, that’s too far,” Jahre speaks up, facing her general direction with disappointment on his face. She gapes at him, unable to process why he’s not taking her side here. They’ve been one for so long that it seems unfathomable to her that he could have his own opinions. Maybe he’s finally ready to listen to what I have to say.
	“We’re His sheep. He calls to us, offering kindness, and relief from the pains of this world, and a way to enter the kingdom of heaven to join Him and His Father for eternity. Please don’t turn your back to Him. He doesn’t want that, and neither do I. I want you to live in the fullness He provides here on earth and in heaven,” I tell them. I can tell my words are deeply affecting Jahre. He’s picking up on just how big all of this is. Ruriel, however, seems more resistant than before.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it is being talked about as a place in a proper noun way.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Earth and Heaven should be capitalized in this instance since they are both being talked about as proper noun places.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here and being more active. How is he showing that he is moved by this? How is he showing that he is being affected by what is being said? What are his facial features and body movements like?
	“My life is plenty full the way it is! I don’t need any of your soothing quotes about some magical man!” she exclaims, and her sudden increase in volume shocks Jahre. His face drops down to the table below him as thoughts fly around his head. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to convince Ruriel that this is real, but I know I’m close to convincing him. Pushing this could lead to Ruriel refusing to allow me to stay, which would break my heart, but it would also break my heart to know that I didn’t do everything I could to try to bring them to Him.
	“You’re clinging to your pain as if it has the ability to save you. It can’t. I don’t know how to make that any clearer. You may think that you’re living a life with everything you want, but you’re not. You need to let go of your pride, or whatever it is that’s holding you back right now and turn to the only thing that actually can save you; you need to turn to Him,” I declare. Again, Jahre deeply considers my words, but again, I’ve only angered her.
	“Get out! You’re no longer welcome here!” she proclaims. I knew that was coming. I don’t want to leave. These people really do mean more to me than I can express to them. They took me in and showed me that I was ok after my attack. They gave me a place to belong. But I was wrong when I thought that this is the only place I’ve ever belonged. The Son of God told me that much. If I have to leave here because I did everything I could to spread His words, then so be it. I just wish they could’ve been more receptive. Jahre might actually be. I can try to appeal to him one last time.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Jahre, please. I know you know this isn’t a fluke,” I say. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out for a word like plead or insist. Try adding something that conveys the emotion Tirnan is feeling and almost begging Jahre to understand where he’s coming from. Building in more with emotions will also help the reader connect to the characters as well.
	“Do I need to make myself clearer?” Ruriel questions. I have no idea what she has in mind to do that and I really don’t want to find out, but I’m not leaving without a response from Jahre. His eternity is on the line.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this. It’s a little jaunty and doesn’t read smoothly. 
	“Say something, Jahre,” I beg. He turns toward me and Ruriel glares at him, a warning in her eyes that he can’t see.
	“I’m sorry, Tirnan. I have what I want from life. He can’t give me more than this,” Jahre states. He seems to believe it; he just refuses to act on it. It makes my heart ache, but I know there’s nothing I can say to him right now to change it. Maybe I’ll come back someday after he’s had more time to think about all this and things will be different, but for now I need to respect Ruriel’s commands and leave.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more specific here. What is he believing? The words? The healing? That there’s eternity out there for him?
	“Give it some thought,” I tell him. I think about going over to him and giving him a hug before I go, but the look on Ruriel’s face tells me that that’s not an option. “I’ll miss you guys,” I say, then I head out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to my friends instead. That was a common phrase back then, and the word guys was not generally mentioned in this sort of way.


Chapter 32
Cato

	Today I’m stealing from a soap merchant. He doesn’t exactly look like the richest of the bunch, but I’ve already stolen from all of them, and I’m worried about drawing attention to myself by going to the same place too many times. I wait until He’s talking to a customer away from the pouch as usual, then I reach my hand in and grab a small handful. I feel bad; there definitely wasn’t as much in there as the pouches I usually take from.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be lowercase since you are talking about the soap merchant here.
	“Everybody gather stones!” somebody calls, and chills run throughout my body. They caught me. They’re not going to arrest me; they’re going to straight up kill me in one of the worst possible ways…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use this phrase a lot. Consider changing it to something that still conveys that he fears for his life so there’s more variety in your phrasing. “Blood rushes from my face” or “My heart starts to race” are a couple of examples.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics and combining it into one paragraph instead of two. 
	Can I run? Is that even a good idea? If I go home, I’d be putting my family in physical danger, so that’s not an option, but I don’t want to stay here and get pelted with rocks. Is there a way to play this cool? Pretend it was an accident? I don’t think I can really do that when the coins I took are sitting in my pouch. What do I do?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with a phrase that would have been closer to what they would have used back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
	“This woman is an adulterer! She is to be punished according to the laws of our ancestors!” the same person announces. This woman? That’s not me. I haven’t been caught. I haven’t been caught! 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this as a direct inner thought. 
	I turn around and see a circle of people all holding stones gathered around a woman delicately wrapped in a blanket. She trembles as her accuser begins to back away from her, leaving her vulnerable. People around me begin looking for stones, then join the circle. I have to follow their lead, or else I’ll stand out, and that’s the last thing I want to do right now. I pick up a stone, then fall in among the rest of the people. 
	“Wait,” a man calls, holding his hand up and entering the circle just as people begin to wind up. Two other men start to follow him in, but he waves them away.
	“Are you the teacher?” someone from the circle poses, lowering his stone.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“I Am,” the man in the middle confirms. The teacher? Should I know what they’re talking about? I lower my stone and wait intently to see how this plays out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Teacher, the law commands us to stone a woman who has committed a crime such as this. Why do you stop us?” someone questions, confused. The teacher bends down and begins writing something in the dirt. I crane my neck to try and get a good look, but I can’t tell what it says. “Teacher?” the man prompts him. The teacher stands up and turns toward the man.
	“She has done wrong, but she is not the only one here who has. Let any of you who are blameless in the eyes of the law throw the first stone at her,” the teacher announces, then he bends down and begins writing in the dirt again. Whispers fly throughout the circle, and one by one people begin dropping their stones and walking away.
	I look down at the stone in my hand. Was I really going to throw this at another human being? Shame overtakes me as I think about just how far from blameless I am. How evil am I that I was perfectly willing to hurt someone else when worse sins sit in my own heart? The stone feels like it’s burning in my hand, so I quickly drop it and retreat to the edge of the market, but I don’t leave yet. My shame keeps me planted right where I am.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this up. It contradicts itself a little to say that he moved and then follow it up with planting him in place.
	I watch as the rest of the people in the circle drop their stones and disperse, the youngest of the crowd leaving last. The only one left with the woman is the teacher. He stands up, looking her in the eye and she trembles before him.
	“Where’d everybody go? Have they not condemned you?” the teacher poses, and the woman stares at him.
	“No, teacher,” she finally answers.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized since it is being used as a name. If you put a name there, like Jesus or Mary, it would make sense. In this case, you’re using Teacher in place of Jesus’ name so it makes it a proper noun.
	“Interesting. I don’t condemn you either. Go, and sin no more,” the teacher responds. The woman’s trembling ceases as she takes a massive sigh of relief. She almost goes to hug him, then she seems to remember that the only thing covering her is a blanket, and her face reddens. “Let’s go get you some clothes,” the teacher says, kindness in his eyes despite her current state.
	“I don’t deserve to have You come with me,” the woman declares.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this word out with another or a phrase that conveys her shame and embarrassment in the situation. You can add in body movements here too. 
	“You have been made right today, and a day is coming where all of your sins will wash away forever, past, present, and future,” the teacher tells her. What does that mean? He’s not seriously saying that that amount of wrong can go away, is he?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider italicizing this as a direct inner thought.
	He puts his hand on the woman’s shoulder and leads her over to a booth with clothes. Now that the commotion has ended, normal activity is beginning to resume in the market. I think back to everything I just witnessed; the teacher wrote something in the dirt. An overwhelming urge to know what it was overtakes me. I run to the where he knelt down to see what it says before it gets trodden over by the market-goers. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There should be a Pharisee at this event if you’re going based off of the book of John.
	‘I am greater than the law. I know what you’ve done. I am also greater than all of that,’ it reads. Chills run through my body. These words hold a power I can’t grasp. This man is claiming to be greater than something passed down for generations, and I believe him. He just stopped a stoning by using his words. That’s not a small feat. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use this phrase quite a few times. Consider switching it out with another way to describe Cato in this situation.
The part that I’m struggling with is what comes after that first statement. How can he be greater than what we’ve done? I guess I should say what I’ve done. The extent of my transgressions keeps me up at night; surely, he’s not greater than that. This message must be meant for those who live better lives than I do. Me? I’m too far gone for a statement like this. I was about to throw a stone at a woman no worse than me for goodness’ sake! There’s nothing and nobody who can redeem that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. There’s no need for it and it takes away from the flow of reading.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. This is a good place to describe what he’s doing/what his facial expressions are as he’s thinking these thoughts. Is he wringing his hands? Are his hands going through his hair? Are his eyes wide in disbelief? Does he chew on his lip? 
I rise to my feet and head over to a booth with food. Just as I’ve been doing for the last week, I get just enough to feed my family, then I drop the proper amount of coins on the table. Just like the stone, the coins seem to burn in my hand, reminding me of all I’ve done. I try to dampen my shame as I begin to walk out of the market. If I don’t, Kassia will sense it on me, then she’ll see who I really am.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. Is there a certain food he grabs every time? Is there multiple of one thing? What do they eat? Bread, fruits, veggies? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would place this before you talk about him dropping them on the table. This doesn’t make sense the way you have it now because he’s already released the coins and I would assume the rest are in his pocket. Instead of moving the sentence, you can also change it from burn in my hand to burn in my pocket so it flows and doesn’t make you have to rearrange too much.
“Cato,” a voice says behind me, and I stop dead in my tracks. Despite how long I’ve lived here, nobody really knows me by name. Kassia and I have always stayed to ourselves because of how our experiences with people have played out in the past.
I turn around and see the teacher before me. The men who tried to follow him into the circle aren’t too far behind him, with the woman, now clothed, between them. Despite the situation she had just found herself in, she’s now smiling. How is that possible? How has she found peace that quickly?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“How do you know my name?” I question, turning my attention back to the teacher.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to returning since he has already turned physically and it’s just talking about his gaze.
“I know you, Cato,” the teacher states simply. That’s impossible. I’ve never met this man. “I know that you feel that you’re not enough for your family, and I know what that’s driven you to do,” he goes on. While that was vague, it was also extremely spot on. He truly knows the things I’ve done. I don’t know how, but he does. It terrifies me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“I have no other options,” I say, feeling the need to defend myself. If he really knows all this, then he must understand that.
“Follow me. The rest will take care of itself,” he tells me, his eyes carrying no judgment despite the things he’s somehow privy to. No. That’s not how things work. Things don’t just work out. In my experience, every possible thing goes wrong. He must’ve missed that part when he somehow gathered all this information about my life.
“I need to get home,” I declare, snapping out of all the confusion he’s stirred up in me. I start to walk away, but I stop when I hear his voice again.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a word like refuse or decide for more word variety through the manuscript.
“We will meet again, Cato. The circumstances are up to you,” he states. I don’t know what that means, but I don’t want to stand here and try to decipher it. No matter how much he thinks he knows me and my life, he doesn’t. I continue forward without so much as turning around to acknowledge him.


Chapter 33
Mary

	Over the past two days I’ve watched my brother lose more and more of himself. After the first day he stopped talking. Opening his mouth and letting words out was somehow too much for him. My whole life my brother has never let a moment sit without some sly comment, but now there’s only silence. 
	It hurt, but I could deal with it because he would still smile at me every once in a while when he saw I was by his side. He was still in there. Buried under that stupid illness, but still there. Then as this second day has gone by, the smiles have stopped. He just sits there, motionless on the bed. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is confusing. Do you mean lays there? Or is he sat up in bed?
Hurt is not enough to describe the way sitting next to him now makes me feel, but I can’t leave him. What if there is a small part of him still in there, and sitting here is the only thing that’s keeping him from slipping away? Getting up would be letting him go, and I can’t do that. I can’t lose him too.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“When was the last time you ate, Mary?” Martha poses as she walks into the room. She’s been taking the opposite approach as me to all of this. Busying herself so that she doesn’t have to look at him. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me; she had a similar tactic when our parents died. She threw everything she was into taking care of Laz and I. She’s never stopped even after all of these years. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be me instead of I. If you were to take out Laz and just said “She threw everything she was into taking care of I” it wouldn’t make sense. I use this all the time when I’m not sure which one I should use in a sentence because they get used wrong all the time in today’s world.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be one paragraph instead of two since it’s one continuing thought. 
I know they would be proud of her, but I also know that they would’ve wanted her to start living her own life at some point. Isn’t that what Laz is always on her about? She could have her own family by now, but instead she’s devoted herself to being there for us. Why have I never seen that until now? 
“Eat this,” she says, putting a plate of food down next to me.
“I’m not hungry,” I tell her.
“Mary, this isn’t healthy,” she states. I’m sorry, she thinks that the way I’m handling things isn’t healthy? Has she looked in a mirror recently?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner quote. 
“Martha, you won’t even let yourself sit down for two seconds because if you do you might have a thought about all of this, and that’s too much for you,” I spit, and I hear her scoff behind me. I turn to her just in time to catch the end of her eye roll. “What?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to demand or badger to convey more of the anger in the situation.
“Nothing,” she remarks. I might not be the most attentive person, but even I can see that there’s something she wants to say right now.
“Just say it, Martha. We’re both grown women now, you don’t need to watch your words around me anymore,” I bring up. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this. You have used it quite a few times. Phrases like snarl or snap back continues the heat of the moment through this line yet. 
“Alright. I was going to say at least I’m not watching him slowly inch closer to death with each passing moment. Do you realize how sad that is, Mary?” she asks, and my heart sinks. I know it’s sad. I’m well aware of that, but I have to stay here. There’s still a chance that Jesus will come, and I can’t have Laz thinking that we forgot about him and letting go before He gets here.
“I won’t leave my brother alone. He needs to know that I’m here. He needs to know that I love him,” I tell her.
“Do you think that that’s going to make him better somehow?” she poses, judgment in her tone.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
“No, but Jesus will,” I declare, and she sighs.
“Mary, if Jesus was going to come, He would’ve already,” she says, sitting down beside me. She goes to put her hand on my shoulder, but I jerk away from her.
“He’s going to come. Laz is His best friend, He won’t let Him go like this,” I state. We’ve known Jesus all our lives; He’s not the type to leave a friend in need. I don’t know why He’s taking so long to get here, but I know He’s coming. I’ll stay by Laz’s side until the very moment He gets here, no matter how stupid Martha thinks I am for it.
“Mary…” she starts, but she cuts off. I turn to her and find her face pale. I follow her line of sight to Laz and try to see what she’s seeing. What is it? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. The next line Mary asks what’s wrong, so this is a little redundant. If you decide to keep it, I would put it in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“Martha, what’s wrong?” I question. She stares at Laz’s chest, and that’s when I realize it; his chest has been weakly rising and falling all day, but now it’s still. “No,” I let out, refusing to believe what my eyes are telling me. Martha leans forward and feels for his pulse. I wait for her to say that she’s found it, but she doesn’t say anything. 
This isn’t real. He’s not gone. I was here. I was right here! He was supposed to hold on! Jesus was supposed to come! It can’t just end like this! My brother is too much of a loudmouth to go out that quietly. He’s just playing some horrible prank on us. Maybe the prank is just on me and Martha’s helping him with it. That’s why she’s so quiet right now. They’re trying to really sell it. Before I know it, Laz is going to shoot up and say something like ‘You should’ve seen your face.’ That’s what has to be happening here.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“We need to go get Mary. She said that she would have the boys take care of things for us,” Martha finally speaks up, letting go of Laz and getting back to her feet. There’s no humor in her tone, but this has to be a joke. Because if it’s not…
“Ok,” I agree. I bet we’re leaving so that Laz can set up some big scare for me. That has to be what’s happening right now. It’s twisted, but Laz has been known for letting his pranks get out of hand. Granted, this is more messed up than anything he’s ever done in the past, but it has to be because Jesus wasn’t here to keep him in check like He did when we were younger, right? That has to be it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and adding a period here instead of asking a question. One or two throughout the manuscript or as an inner thought makes sense, but when you start adding more questions in it can look like you don’t know what the characters are supposed to be doing, and that can lose the audience’s attention.
I get up and follow Martha out of the house. She’s quiet the entire walk to Mary’s. She must not want to give up the joke. There are tears in her eyes, but I’m sure she can fake cry, right? This is all a part of it. When we get there, she knocks on the door and it’s quickly answered by Mary. One look at Martha, and her face falls. She must be in on it too.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this one as well. 
“James, go get your brothers and meet me at Martha’s house,” Mary instructs, then she joins us and we begin heading back home. This is all really elaborate for a prank. I’m going to have a lot of notes for Laz once the ruse is up. 
The walk back is just as quiet as the walk there was. When we get home, I find everything the way it was when we left. That doesn’t make sense. Didn’t we leave so Laz could set something up? We head over to the sitting room and Martha immediately starts crying. Like, really crying. I’ve never seen her like this before. Mary cradles her close, and when I see the look in her eye, it hits me; this is real.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s not needed and leaves the end of the sentence a little awkward.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“Why didn’t Jesus come? He could’ve stopped this!” I let out, finally beginning to process everything that’s happened. Martha sits up and faces me with watery eyes. Despite the argument we got into before, she wants to comfort me now, but I don’t think she has the words. Mary rubs her back, and turns to me.
	“I don’t know why my Son does things the way He does, but I do know who’s plan He’s privy to,” Mary responds. Is that supposed to make me feel better? My brother is dead!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Why would God have Laz dying in His plan?” I question, angry tears starting to slide down my cheeks. Laz has done nothing to deserve something like this!
	“I’ve wrestled with that question myself,” Mary replies honestly. If the mother of the Son of God has wrestled with this question, then what am I supposed to do with it?
	“Did you ever get an answer?” Martha poses quietly. It’s almost as if she’s afraid of the answer. Mary sighs, and now I find myself fearing her next words.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript. 
	“No,” Mary admits. No? What am I supposed to do with that? “I actually still wrestle with it sometimes, but it’s hard to stay mad at God when you live with His Son. I’ve never understood His plan, I won’t pretend that I did, but during every low point our family has ever faced Jesus has been there to comfort us all. He was grieving too yet He did everything around the house so I could process things, and He showed up for all His brothers’ messy emotions, and He was there to hold His sisters for as long as they needed. Losing Joseph was hard, and I don’t know why it happened, but I’ve never felt the love of God more than I did during that time. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s all I’ve got,” she finishes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence. Consider splitting it into two or three sentences.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This needs commas around it since it’s in the middle of the sentence. You can also delete it since it’s not necessarily needed.
	She’s right; that’s not what I want to hear. I want my brother to be alive. I want her Son to have come in time. I want to feel that same joy that He used to spur up during our childhood with all the little things He did for us. But my brother is dead. Jesus didn’t show up. He didn’t do what we needed Him to do. And I don’t know what to do with that.


Chapter 34
Martha

	My brother is dead. The words still bring tears to my eyes when they come to my mind even after four days. This shouldn’t have happened. He was in perfect health before this illness struck, yet it took him so quickly. I needed more time to prepare myself for the sudden quiet that now fills every inch of the house. The empty chair at mealtime. The customers of his who come by asking how they can help, but only ever wind up reminding me that my brother is gone and we now have no source of income.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought to make more of an impact at the start of your chapter. 
	Jesus’ mom has been staying with us to keep us afloat while we process this. I’m really grateful for her, but at the same time her being here reminds me that Jesus never came. He didn’t even come when we buried Laz even though we got word to Him about when that would be happening. 
	I don’t understand it. I don’t understand why He would do this to us. How could He refuse to come when He knew Laz was dying? The last time I saw Him He told me that He can’t even put into words how much He loves and cares for us, but if that’s true then where is He? I want to be able to understand why He’s done what He’s done, but for the life of me I can’t make sense of it. He should’ve been here. There’s no excuse.
	“He’s coming,” James whispers to his mom as he walks into the kitchen with food from the market. There’s only one Man he could be referring to right now. I immediately jump up and start heading for the door. I need to hear what He has to say for Himself. “Martha, wait…” James tries, but his mom puts her hand up, stopping him.
	“He can handle this,” she states. At first, I get annoyed with her phrasing, but then I realize that she’s slightly annoyed. She wants to know just as much as I do why her Son let this happen.
	I run out the door and start heading in the direction of the market. I don’t know where exactly He is, but I know that this is where James came from and he must’ve seen Him on the way to our house. I spot Him in a side street about halfway to the market. It’s not very hard considering He has all twelve of His followers with Him right now.
	“Where were you?” I question Him. His followers all duck their heads awkwardly so that they don’t have to face me, but He looks right at me.
	“I couldn’t come yet,” He answers as if that clears anything up. I get that He’s the Son of God. I get that He’s probably pretty busy because of all that. But one thing I will never get is how He’s managing to justify all of this to Himself right now.
	“You’re all-powerful! You could’ve done away with his sickness, but instead You stayed away! Do You really expect me not to be mad about that?” I exclaim. His face falls for a beat, and He takes a deep breath, then His eyes return to mine.
	“Do you truly believe that I’m all-powerful?” He poses. Seriously?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“That’s what I just said, isn’t it?” I remark.
	“Then what’s limiting me now?” He asks. What’s limiting Him? My brother is already dead! He was too late! Yet He’s looking at me right now as if that’s not the case. What if it isn’t? What if healing the living is only the start of what He can do?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“It’s not too late for You to fix this,” I state. Most of His followers gape at me, but He faces me with a small smile beginning to form.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a word like realize or something similar for more variety and a way to show the reader that she is connecting the dots with everything that Jesus has done.
	“Go get your sister,” He tells me. 
	“Yes, Lord,” I agree, then I take off running back the way I came. I don’t know how all of this is going to play out, but I know that He is in control right now and that’s the best place for Him to be. Everyone jumps when I come bursting into the house.
	“You didn’t beat my Brother, did you?” James checks, and even his mom seems to have a little worry in her expression.
	“No,” I answer obviously, then I turn to the sitting room where Mary’s been stuck the majority of these last four days, staring out the window towards Laz’s workshop. “Mary, He wants to speak with you,” I say.
	“What if I don’t want to speak with Him,” Mary responds, not even turning away from the window.
	“Mary, I know you’re mad at Him. I was too, but then He said some things-you should really just come and hear for yourself,” I tell her. She slowly turns to face me, and her eyes search mine. They’re red and puffy and skeptical. It hurts seeing her this way, but I know it’ll all be over soon. Jesus is all-powerful.
	“Fine,” Mary agrees, getting up and following me out the door. James and his mom trail along behind us as we make our way through the city. Jesus is in the exact spot I left Him, and He smiles when He sees me. 
Mary heads right up to Him and stares daggers at Him. I think she wants to yell at Him, but instead, she drops to her knees and begins to sob. Jesus’ smile falters as He looks at Mary weeping at His feet.
	“Where is he?” Jesus poses, His voice shaky.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“I’ll take you to him,” I answer. He nods, but He doesn’t move. His gaze shifts from me to Mary, then sorrow that I now realize has been within Him this whole time fully overtakes Him, and He falls to his knees next to Mary, joining her in her weeping. Because though He is in control, He still just lost His best friend.
	“Did he not know this was going to happen?” Judas whispers to Thaddaeus.
	“Shut up,” Thaddaeus responds, trying to focus on Jesus and gauge how he can help Him.
	“We received multiple messages,” Judas reminds him.
	“Not the time,” Thaddaeus seethes.
	“Let’s go to the tomb,” I speak up, annoyed with the whispers. I kneel down and help Jesus up. Once He’s on His feet, He takes a deep breath, then extends His hand to Mary. She accepts it, then we head to the tomb in one muddled lump of grief, comfort, and hope. 
	As we move through the city, people eye our group, and some even join in. I don’t know if they recognize Jesus or just want to see what’s going on. Jesus doesn’t acknowledge any of them; He just stays close to Mary and I, all of us sniffling as we go. By the time we reach the tomb, our group now numbers around forty.
	“Move the stone,” Jesus instructs, wiping his eyes, then gesturing to the large stone we used to seal the tomb. My breath catches as my mind brings me back to the day we put him in there. I find reality clashing with everything I believe to be possible in my head.
	“It’s going to smell; he’s been in there for four days,” I point out, the hope built up inside me beginning to flicker. I still believe that He is all-powerful, but I can’t get the image of my brother wrapped in burial cloth out of my head. He wasn’t here for that. He doesn’t know the pain that will come with seeing it again.
	“Do you still believe, Martha?” He poses, turning to me. My eyes are drawn to the tear stains on His face. He understands perfectly the state He will find Laz in, yet He wants to continue. He is still in control.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	I nod my head and He motions to His followers. They hesitate, but eventually Peter, Simon, and Big James come forward and begin to roll away the stone. As soon as a crack has been revealed, the smell wafts out, but they continue until the stone has been fully removed. They step back, uncertainty in their eyes, and Jesus steps forward. My hope, which wavered only a minute ago, now burns bright. Jesus raises his eyes, then starts to speak.
	“Father, thank You for listening to me. I know that You always listen, but those around me tend to doubt. Show them who You are in this moment so that they will be just as confident in You as me,” Jesus proclaims, and chills run through me despite the warmth of the day. God has never felt more real than in this moment. Jesus turns back toward the tomb and raises his fist. “Lazarus, come out!” He cries out, all He is, Lord and Man, seemingly poured into those three words.
Noises stir within the tomb in front of us, and people gasp around me. I do not. I do not breathe at all as the footsteps start. I do not breathe as a form, my brother, comes into view at the mouth of the tomb where the stone separating him from the living once stood.
“What are you waiting for? Unbind him,” Jesus states. Air fills my lungs again and I rush over to my brother, once dead, now alive. I tear the linen strips away from his hands and his feet and pull the cloth away from his face. His eyes meet those of his Savior, and he falls down at His feet, weeping.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with another word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“Lord!” Laz chokes out, his voice hoarse. 
“That was quite the nap you had,” Jesus jokes, kneeling down next to him. Laz falls into His lap, and He pats his back.
“Was he actually dead?” someone in the crowd whispers.
“Yes. He died four days ago. I was there when they buried him,” someone else responds, awestruck. 
“We’ve just witnessed the greatest miracle there will ever be!” someone lets out. I couldn’t agree more! I look at Jesus and find that His smile has faltered. I think back to our last conversation before Laz was even sick. He told me that things were coming that would bring pain for Him and those around Him. I can see now that this is one of the things He was talking about, but something tells me that this isn’t the end of it. Something greater is coming, and it’s going to rip Him apart.


Chapter 35
Lazarus

	I was dead. That is a statement that’s not meant to be said seriously by any man, but here we are. I was dead. Now I’m not. I have to think about it simply because if I try to actually make sense of it all at anything but a high level, I can’t. Dead people generally don’t live to see another day. That’s kind of how it works. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought to make more of an impact at the start of the chapter.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this sentence. As it is now, it doesn’t flow well. 
Things are different for me. Not because of who I am, but because of the kid who grew up next door to me. I’ve known Him all my life, seen Him countless times, but I’ve never seen Him how I saw Him today. When the cloth was removed from my face and my eyes met His, I was overwhelmed by all that He is. It’s one thing to hear your best friend is the Son of God; it’s another thing entirely to be snatched from death by Him.
I’ve been asked a few times what death was like. It’s hard to put into words, but I’ve been trying my best. People who saw the miracle think they know all it entailed, but they don’t. They don’t know how dark it was. Darker than closing your eyes. And it wasn’t just dark, it was silent. There was nothing. From my experience, death seems to be the absence of everything. Emptiness in its purest form. 
Jesus pulled me away from that. I heard Him call my name, then the only darkness around me was that caused by being in a tomb with a cloth over my head. Everything rushed back all at once because of Him, and I’ve never appreciated it all more. Somehow that includes Martha incessantly tending to me.
It’s not even just her either; Mary’s been all over me too. Both of them partly blamed themselves for not noticing that there was something going on with me sooner and doing something about it. I’ve been slowly getting them to believe that that’s not true. My best tactic has been to reiterate that I’m an idiot and should’ve said something to them. It’s been pretty humbling.
Jesus and His followers have been here all day, and I’ve been waiting for the chance to talk to Him alone. Peter and Simon seem to be wary about leaving His side, and I’ve already mentioned how Martha and Mary won’t leave mine. I would tell them to go away, but I feel like that might be unreasonable considering I was dead just this morning.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this. It breaks the fourth wall and can take the reader out of the story. When writing in first person and wanting the reader to be the different characters, try to keep the writing as personal as possible without engaging the reader as a separate person. 
After a while, Jesus’ followers finally start peeling off to go to sleep, until Peter and Simon are the only ones left. I’m tired too, but I’m not going to bed until I’ve talked to Him. He brought me from death to life; that’s not a little thing.
“Laz, are you good if I go to bed?” Mary asks after what I think was a string of ten yawns in one minute. 
“Of course. You should probably go to bed too, Martha. You’ve had a taxing few days,” I bring up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to suggest for more variety through the manuscript.
“How would you know?” Martha challenges me, and Jesus smiles.
“Any day you have to get through without me is taxing,” I respond, and she rolls her eyes so aggressively that her head moves.
“On that note, I think I will go to bed,” Martha states, getting to her feet.
“Why don’t you show Peter and Simon to their rooms,” Jesus suggests.
“We know where our rooms are,” Peter says, confused.
“That was a hint, my friend,” Simon tells him, patting his shoulder. “We’ll leave you to it,” he adds, getting up. Peter takes one last look at Jesus, then gets up and walks out with Simon and the girls. I almost ask what Peter’s deal is, but I decide against it. There are much more important discussions to be had right now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it to better align with the time frame that the reader is in.
“I don’t want to sound like I’m complaining, but why did You wait until after I had died to come? We both know You could’ve healed me before anything happened and saved my family the pain they went through,” I bring up. I hate that I just said that to Him, but I know the question would plague me forever if I didn’t. He nods His head as if He was expecting this. Of course He was; even a normal person would’ve after how everything played out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use this phrase quite a bit. Consider changing this for more word variety through the te manuscript xt. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding to this. A normal person would’ve what? 
“It wasn’t just your family that went through pain,” He starts, His face falling as He thinks back to the state of things before He showed up. I hadn’t even thought about how it had all affected Him. I figured since He knew He could bring me back, He wouldn’t have grieved me, but the look on His face tells a different story. “The last thing I wanted was for this to happen to you, Laz, but it had to. I can’t really explain it to you in a way that you’ll understand. I guess to put it in its most simple form, it had to happen so that people would know that I have dominion over death,” He tries.
“Woah,” I let out.
“Woah indeed,” He agrees, a smile on His face that doesn’t quite reach His eyes.
“Did You always know that we’d wind up here?” I ask, the question suddenly hitting me.
“Yeah,” He confirms. I wait to see if He’s going to elaborate, but He doesn’t. I guess I should leave it there.
	“So, what have You been up to? I mean, besides raising people from the dead,” I clarify, and He chuckles.
	“Just you for now, my friend,” He jokes. For now? Should I ask about that? I feel like we’ve moved away from the serious part of the conversation, so I won’t, but I’ll definitely keep it in mind.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Personally, this answer doesn’t make sense. I can see a little what you were trying for but the way it’s phrased is weird.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I knew I was Your favorite,” I respond instead.
	“I don’t have favorites,” He denies.
	“You have to say that, don’t You?” I pose, raising my eyebrows.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Do you even want to know what I’ve been doing?” He asks, raising His eyebrows.
	“Of course,” I reply, and He smiles.
	“I healed the masses, then the day after that I identified myself as the Son of God to a Pharisee, then not too long after that I stopped a stoning,” He details.
	“What?” I immediately question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place for more detail. What does he look like in this moment? What are his facial expressions like? Is he conveying shock or disbelief?
	“A woman was to be stoned, but I got everybody to drop the stones by pointing out their own sins,” He answers. Really? He’s not going to be able to redirect me that easily like He did when we were kids.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“You know that’s not what I was reacting to,” I state, and He nods His head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Ah yes, the whole Son of God thing. The Pharisee tried to bait me and I turned it around on him. It was actually quite funny, you would’ve loved it,” He tells me. He’s still trying to redirect me. This is worse than I’m imagining, isn’t it?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These are two full thoughts so it will either need a semicolon or a period and a capital letter. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: How is He redirecting? I assumed it was about the Son of God thing as well. Consider adding in more detail to help guide the reader a little more. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a statement instead of a question so the reader stays engaged as the character instead of being brought out of the story. 
	“No Jesus, I wouldn’t have; that’s taking things too far,” I say.
	“And you’re going to explain to me why with your extensive knowledge of the world?” He poses. I know He’s making fun of me, but this is serious. The whole miraculous sign debacle was one thing, but this? This gives them grounds to try and kill Him. As someone who just experienced death, I don’t want that for Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“The Pharisees are valuable because they read and interpret the scrolls; You’re valuable because You fulfill them. One of those things is clearly better than the other. They’ll stop at nothing to stay in control,” I spell out for Him, and He sighs.
	“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” He replies, humor now absent from His tone. If He knows all this, then why is He pushing them? I need Him to see that this is a bad idea.
	“They’re going to kill You, Jesus,” I declare, and He shakes His head. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with another word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Lazarus, do you believe that I’m the Chosen One?” He asks. Did He really just use my full name? Is He mad at me?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Of course I believe that,” I assure Him.
	“What is it that you believe I’ve been chosen for?” He follows up. This seems irrelevant right now, but I guess I’ll bite.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing this to something closer to what they would have said during that time to keep the reader engaged in that period.
	“Conquest; You’re here to free us from our captors,” I answer obviously, and He shakes His head again.
	“I think you need to read the scrolls more closely,” He tells me, then He gets up and starts to walk out of the room, but He stops just short of the hallway. “It will get harder, Laz. You’re going to have to be sure about the things you believe,” He adds, then He walks away. What is that supposed to mean? It’s going to get worse than my own death?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.


Chapter 36
Martha

	Jesus and His followers left fairly early in the morning. He wanted to get to where they were going before there were any Pharisees out to spot them. Apparently, they’ve reached their limit with Him. He doesn’t seem scared about it, but I can tell it comes with some kind of burden for Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding a city in here. This sentence is very passive, and the more places you give the reader, the more they can build a map in their brain of where everything is taking place. 
	Before Jesus left, He warned us to keep a low profile. Word about Him raising Laz has apparently spread remarkably fast, and many people are starting to believe in Him. Unfortunately, that’s making the Pharisees even angrier. Jesus doesn’t want any of their anger pointed at us. 
He told Laz that he can continue to work, but that all orders will have to be taken and delivered by James. I was anticipating pushback from him on that considering that he has his own life and all, but he agreed as soon as Jesus asked. I think he’s still taken aback by everything that happened, which is fair; if I saw my brother raise someone from the dead, I would be too.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence. Consider changing this to two sentences.
I’m still pretty taken aback by it all, but for different reasons. I was mourning Laz, then four days later he was back. It’s kind of a hard thing to just move past. At least I’m not the only one going through it. Mary also winds up randomly staring at Laz throughout the day to make sure that he’s still there.
Laz has asked us for a little space, so right now Mary’s working on making clothes in her room, and I’m taking care of some things in the kitchen. I haven’t said anything to Laz, but I do keep looking over to where he’s sitting. He hasn’t noticed; he’s too caught up in whatever he’s reading. I’m actually kind of curious. I quickly prepare a snack for him, then I head over.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active in this sentence. Instead of just telling the reader things are being done in the kitchen, detail what she’s doing/making. Help the reader become Martha by giving them her eyes/hands/ears/etc.
	“You look like you’re going mad,” I say, setting the plate down next to him.
	“Jesus said I was interpreting the scrolls about Him wrong, but I can’t seem to come to any other conclusion,” he responds, scratching his head as his eyes continue to race across the words in front of him. I love my brother, but it’s not uncommon for him to interpret situations wrong, so his inability to interpret these scrolls doesn’t shock me.
	“And what conclusions have you come to?” I pose.
	“He’s going to raise an army and free us from the chains of the Romans,” he states matter-of-factly. Of course that’s how he’s reading things. Life under the Romans hasn’t always been the best, but there are things far worse than them; things an army can’t touch. There’s also a very big flaw in his theory now that we know that Jesus is the Son of God.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner quote.
	“Has Jesus ever seemed like a fighter to you?” I bring up. I have vivid memories of Him going to great lengths to avoid killing bugs. I don’t think that behavior goes with being a military commander. I mean, of course He could do it if that was the plan, but I’m pretty confident that’s not even in the ballpark of what the plan is.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern term. Consider switching it out with another phrase that would be closer to what they would say back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
	“No, but it says here that He has come to break every chain. What else could that mean?” he asks, pointing to the line he’s referring to. I don’t even have to look at it to answer his question.
	“We’re enchained by more than just the Romans, Laz,” I say, and he looks at me, confused. I swear, he’s so dense sometimes… “Laz, you should know more than most the things He’s capable of freeing us from,” I try to make it more obvious for him. He stares at me for a second, then seems to realize something and quickly begins scanning the scroll in front of him. His eyes go wide, then he looks up at me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should just be a period. Consider updating this. 
	“He’s going to die,” the words tumble out of his mouth. I hadn’t fully grasped that, but the idea had definitely been swirling around my head. There are lines in the scrolls where He’s referred to as the Lamb. In our people’s history, lambs have been sacrificed to atone for wrongs. If He is to bridge the gap between us and God-make us right-He’s going to have to sacrifice Himself. 
	It makes sense why He didn’t want to outright tell me about that when I asked. It’s hard to think about. I’m sure even though He is who He is, it’s hard for Him to think about too. It’s a lot. But it’s also necessary. And that’s probably what hurts the most about it all for Him. His people cannot be right on their own. We’re not worthy of entering the kingdom of heaven and spending our eternity with Him and His Father. It’s a fact. But Jesus. He was sent to rewrite the way things work. To make us right by being the perfect sacrifice.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized since it’s being referred to as a proper noun place. 
	“He’s known this His whole life. How does one live knowing they’ll die?” Laz poses, his eyes downcast. Is he really asking that?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“We all die, Laz,” I remind him, and he shakes his head.
	“But He knows exactly when and how He’ll die…” he trails off as something crosses his mind. “Surely He can stop it; we’ve seen Him do crazier things,” he brings up, gesturing to himself. He really doesn’t get this, does he? I don’t like it either, but it’s clear that it’s supposed to happen. Jesus wants it to happen.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and making this sentence a statement instead of a question.
	“Stopping it would mean leaving the world in chains. He could never do that,” I declare. 
	“But He has dominion over death, doesn’t that mean that it shouldn’t lie in His future?” he brings up. Wait a minute.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“The phrasing you just used. Where did that come from?” I question.
	“Last night Jesus told me that he couldn’t just heal me because people had to see that He has dominion over death,” he answers. Jesus is going to die, but that’s not going to be the end of things.
	“Give me those,” I say, snatching the scrolls from Laz.
	“What are you on about?” he asks, and I shush him. He puts his hands up in surrender, then peers over my shoulder as I scan each and every word before me. Goosebumps pepper my skin as a read about the Son of God being despised and rejected. It brings me back to my conversation with Jesus during His last visit. He told me He’s going to suffer many things. The scrolls confirm it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I think that you meant to put “I” here?
	He didn’t say anything to me about coming back though. The closest He got to that was saying that it would all be worth it in the end, but that could mean so many things. I keep taking in all the lines of the scrolls, hoping for something that points to my theory. He wouldn’t have used those words with Laz by accident. He has dominion over death. That includes His own. My eyes jump from word to word until I find it.
	“Here,” I declare, pointing to the lines, and Laz leans closer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“For You will not leave my soul in the realm of the dead nor let Your Righteous One see decay. Martha, this is a psalm of King David. What does it have to do with Jesus?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Keep reading,” I prompt him. He shakes his head, then returns his eyes to the scroll.
	“You will forge the path of life and make it known to me; You will…” he continues.
	“Stop there,” I interrupt him, and he gapes at me. “Do you not see it?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This word is normally used in shock. He’s sounding more confused right now. Consider switching this out with another word that conveys his confusion instead of surprise.
	“See what, Martha? This is a fairly standard psalm of David. We read them all the time at temple,” he states, clearly trying to portray the idea that he knows more than me because he went to temple. Their teachers didn’t even realize they had the Son of God as a student, so I’m not shocked they also missed things in the scrolls.
	“Except it’s not a standard psalm of David, Laz. Who do you think ‘Your Righteous One’ is referring to? And what do you think it means when it says He won’t see decay? And how about when it says that He’ll forge the path to life? Tell me you’re getting this Laz,” I say, excitement pouring out of me, but he just stares at me blankly. “Seriously? Nothing?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Martha, it’s just a psalm of David,” he reiterates. I can’t believe him right now.
	“Laz, Jesus is the Righteous One. He’s going to die, but He won’t see decay because He has dominion over death, just like He told you. His death and resurrection are what’s going to forge the path to life that we’re all going to get to take when we die if we believe in it,” I explain to him in a way that could not be any clearer, yet he still hasn’t seemed to have grasped this.
	“Resurrection? Are you hearing yourself, Martha?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“What would you call what just happened to you?” I ask, glaring at him.
	“I guess resurrection is a pretty good way to put it…” he starts.
	“Exactly,” I cut in.
	“But that doesn’t mean that you’re interpreting this right, Martha. It could just be a psalm of David, and you want to see it as something else because you don’t want to think about losing Jesus,” he finishes, his infuriating ‘I know best’ look on display. Is he really going to shut himself off to this revelation because he didn’t come up with it? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“You’re right that I don’t want to think about losing Jesus; I’m still trying to get over losing you and you’re here next to me right now, but that has nothing to do with this. This is about what I know Jesus is capable of. It’s about how the idea of bridging the gap between us and the Lord is actually going to work. It’s about not only Jesus’ future, but the future of all of creation. I don’t know why you can’t see that,” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Because it’s crazy, Martha,” he responds.
	“So is the fact that you’re breathing right now, Lazarus. Is that really where you’re going to draw the line?” I question. He’s quiet for a while as he ponders this. I know it’s crazy, but has anything really been normal since Jesus’ first miracle? The blind see. The lame walk. The deaf hear. The dead breathe. I wholeheartedly believe that there’s nothing He can’t do.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this as a statement instead of a question.
	“I don’t know, Martha. This is all a lot,” he finally responds, then he grabs the scrolls from in front of me and heads to his room. That’s an understatement, but it doesn’t make what I’m saying not true. If things are really as close to going down as Jesus has made it seem, then Laz will see that I’m right soon enough.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing this to something closer to what would have been said back then in order to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 


Chapter 37
Auran

	Things have been great at home since Maxian was healed. Laughter and smiles fill my house again, leaving no room for any sort of anguish like what we were steeped in before. I began training Maxian shortly after he was healed, and he’s picked up on things very quickly. He’ll make a great Praetor one day.
	I’ve been doing better at work now that I’m not shrouded in doom and gloom. Being back out on the streets among the people has been so refreshing compared to holing up in the building all day going through written requests. The sun shines down on me as I head in for the day, ready to meet Deslan. When I find him, he has panic in his eyes, and he’s tapping his side repeatedly.
	“What’s wrong, Deslan?” I pose. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this worked up before.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Pilate is here by request of the Pharisees. He got in last night,” Deslan reports. Pilate is the ruler of this entire region. He’s my direct higher up, yet I’ve only spoken to him maybe five times in my whole career. The fact that he’s here right now brings shivers to my spine. The fact that he’s here because the Pharisees summoned him makes me fear for my life. If they say anything that makes it seem like I haven’t done my job properly there’s no telling what he’ll do to me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This phrase and others similar to it have been used quite a few times. Consider adding in other details that still convey how he’s feeling.
	“Do you know where he is now?” I ask, my voice small.
	“He just left for the temple shortly before you arrived,” Deslan tells me.
	“Thank you,” I respond, then I begin running toward the temple before he’s even had the chance to respond. The Pharisees have left me no written issues. If they’re going over my head like this, this must be serious. Pilate isn’t the biggest fan of people barging in on meetings, but I need to know what’s going on.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	Pharisees eye me as I run through the temple courts, but none dare to stop me. Once I’m inside the temple, I slow to a walk. I can’t let Pilate see me acting deranged and I have no idea which part of the temple he’s in. 
	I’ve never actually been inside the temple. There’s been no reason for me to go further than the courts in the past. I’m not sure if I’m even allowed in here. The looks I’m getting from Pharisees right now make it seem like I’m not, but again, they don’t say anything to me. At first, I thought it was because they’re intimidated by my armor and rank, but now I’m realizing it has nothing to do with me. They’re up to something. I can see it in their eyes. 
	I forge ahead, gauging the panic in their eyes to tell if I’m going in the right direction or not. It’s like that game I used to play with Maxian when he was younger; calm expressions mean I’m getting colder, and wide eyes mean I’m getting warmer. I know I’m nearly there when the panic starts to spread further than their faces.
	“You can’t be here,” one of them finally lets out as I near a door. The meeting has to be happening behind it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Need I remind you who’s in charge here?” I pose, pointing to the Roman emblem on my armor. He staggers back and I open the door, revealing Pilate at a table with four Pharisees. I believe the ones in the middle are high up in their leadership.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Auran, I didn’t send for you,” Pilate states when he sees me. It’s not quite threatening, but it’s enough to unnerve me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript. Also consider adding in how he looks here since it’s the reader’s first time interacting with him.
	“I know that, dominus. I wouldn’t have come if I had not thought that my presence at this meeting was important. I oversee the day to day in this city, and I haven’t heard anything from the Pharisees, so I would like to know what was so important that they dared to disturb you,” I say, trying to draw attention to the fact that I was not consulted prior to him. I need him to know that I’m not neglecting my duties; I just wasn’t made aware of whatever this is. The Pharisees avoid looking at me, embarrassed that I’ve just called them out.
	“Very well. Caiaphas, would you mind catching my Praetor up to speed,” Pilate requests, looking at one of the middle Pharisees. Based on the way he just used my title, I’d say he wasn’t aware that the Pharisees didn’t come to me first and he’s annoyed about that. I almost let out a sigh of relief, but I hold it back, deciding that that’s not a good look. As soon as I find a seat, Caiaphas begins to speak.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with something closer to what they would have said back then in order to keep the reader engaged in the time frame. 
	“There is a man among the people who defies our ways and pulls the simple-minded to his side using false signs,” Caiaphas starts, and I immediately know that he’s talking about Jesus. Jesus, the same man who healed my boy. I know I should be quiet considering the fact that Pilate is right next to me, but I can’t let this go on any longer.
	“A man is not following your ways. How does this concern Rome?” I question, trying to make it all sound preposterous. I need Pilate to avoid getting involved in this. 
	“He has called himself the Son of God. Do you know what that means?” the other high-ranking Pharisee poses in a tone meant to make me sound stupid. I’ve heard the title a few times while trying to learn about their culture, but I have no idea what it means.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Not entirely, no,” I respond. The Pharisee turns a scroll around and pushes it closer to our side of the table, pointing to the middle of the page.
	“It’s said that the Son of God will break every chain. What do you think that’s referring to?” the high-ranking Pharisee asks as I quickly scan the scroll in front of me. The words in it carry power. The Pharisees know that. Their leadership is the only thing they’ve ever cared about; that’s why they’re so resistant to us. They won’t let a challenge to that leadership succeed. 
	“Are you insinuating that this man will incite some sort of revolution?” Pilate questions, his eyes glued to the page in front of him, dissecting each and every word.
	“That’s what we’re afraid of,” Caiaphas responds. Hold up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with something that would have been closer to what they said back then in order to keep the reader engaged in the time frame. 
	“These are your scrolls. This man is from your people saying that he’s a figure that your ancestors have waited generations for. Why would you bring this to our attention?” I ask. If I can prove that they have some sort of ulterior motive, then maybe I can pull Pilate’s focus away from what was just said.
	“Because this man is not who he says he is. He’s using a title meaningful to our people to create an army and we won’t take that lightly,” the high-ranking Pharisee replies, ready for the question. 
	“What if you’re interpreting the scroll wrong?” I pose.
	“I’ve dedicated my life to these scrolls, so that’s unlikely, and even if I am interpreting them wrong, it wouldn’t matter; he’s out there convincing people to join him, telling people that he’ll set them free. This man is a threat whether you believe our scrolls or not,” the high-ranking Pharisee declares. He’s got Jesus all wrong. I don’t know what he’s here for, but I know it’s not conquest. The only people he’s a threat to is them.
	I don’t know how I’m supposed to convince Pilate of this though. If I tell him that I’ve seen Jesus perform miracles and that I believe he’s not here for harm, then he’ll think that I’m a part of this supposed revolution and I could lose not only my job, but my life. I need to find some other way to stop this, but I can’t think of any.
	“What would you have us do about this?” Pilate finally asks, his tone neutral.
	“What your people do so well to revolutionaries like him,” Caiaphas answers.
	“You want us to crucify him?” I question, unable to contain my shock. Pilate turns to me, his eyebrows raised. “I mean, doesn’t your own law require three witnesses before inflicting any sort of punishment that drastic? We can’t just sentence a man to death without being sure that he’s guilty,” I bring up. Pilate turns his attention to the Pharisees, his eyebrows still raised.
	“My fellow Pharisee, Niemos, was there when he claimed to be the Son of God, as well as when he performed false signs,” the high-ranking Pharisee starts, gesturing to the Pharisee on his left. “And my fellow Pharisee, Carian, has also seen him perform false signs and allude to being the Son of God before he officially announced it,” he goes on gesturing to the Pharisee on the other side of Caiaphas.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider inserting this Pharisee’s name so you’re not overusing this phrase. The more you use it, the more it’s going to distract the reader from your story.
	“And the third witness?” I question, desperate for him to say that they haven’t found one yet and for this all to just be over.
	“One of his own followers who has been with him for all of his false signs and proclamations has come to us. He has identified the man as Jesus, son of Joseph, and has agreed to lead a group of soldiers to him for his arrest,” Izal states. No. This can’t be real. One of his own followers wouldn’t actually give him up like that, would they?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“This man will be arrested and tried, and if he is found guilty then Rome will sentence him to the appropriate form of punishment,” Pilate declares. The decision has been made. And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.


Chapter 38
Auran

	As soon as I left the temple, I went to the place where the population records are stored. I need to find Jesus’ last known residence so I can find him and warn him. I begin searching for a record with his name and his father’s name together to ensure I’ve found the right Jesus. It’s actually a fairly common name. I have to go back ten years before I find a record that has both names. I recognize the other names from another record I’d found with Jesus’ name earlier in my search. Joseph must’ve died in the years after this was recorded.
	I backtrack until I find the most recent record with Jesus’ name next to these others. There’s some variation that’s probably due to people moving out, and new families beginning, but there are at least three common names, which convinces me that I have the right record. I commit the location listed to memory, then I tuck the record back where it belongs and head out.
	I try to think about what I’m going to say as I go. ‘Remember me? You healed my boy. Well, bad news; your own people are trying to have you killed and one of your followers is aiding them in their efforts. Oh yeah, and they don’t just want you killed, they want you to be crucified!’ It’s not exactly the type of news you want to give to someone who changed your life.
	What if I go to him with a solution? I couldn’t stop Pilate from agreeing to this scheme, but maybe there’s another way out of this? Jesus’ arrest has been ordered, there’s no way around that, but what if he’s never arrested. As time goes by, Pilate will see that he’s not a revolutionary, and this will eventually become low priority. Jesus would have to leave here and move around to avoid Roman detection for a while, but it would keep him from crucifixion. I don’t know if I’d call it a solid plan, but it’s the best option he’s going to have.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should end in a period as a statement instead of a question mark since it’s phrased as a statement. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a question so it should technically end in a question mark. Consider rephrasing this so that it’s not a question given to the reader.
	I quickly finish the walk to his last known residence, then I knock on the door. Nobody answers. I knock again, and this time I hear footsteps on the other side of the door as someone gets closer. The door opens and a woman faces me. Based on her age, I’d say she’s his mother.
	“Hello, I’m here to speak to Jesus. Is he around?” I pose. She surveys me, her eyes pausing on the Roman symbol on my armor. I totally forgot about the fact that I’m in full armor right now… “I know how this looks,” I start.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is not the proper way to use an ellipsis. This should be just a period instead since it’s not a continuing thought but a statement going into a quote. 
	“Do you?” she questions.
	“Yes, I do. Your son has a knack for making enemies in high places, and now a Praetor has just shown up at your door looking for him, but I promise he’s not my enemy,” I state. She raises her eyebrows at me, looking for more. That’s fair. “My boy was sick a couple years back. He was going to die, but then I heard about your son. I found him and he healed my boy from across the city with just his words. I’m in awe of your son not just for what he did, but for the fact that he did it at all. He didn’t have to help me, but he did. I would never do anything to cause him harm,” I go on. Her suspicion falls, and she smiles. It’s a lot like Jesus’.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with another word for more variety through the manuscript and give more feeling to what’s going on in the moment.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Can you give more detail here? How is her smile like Jesus’? Does it reach her eyes? Is it kind? Are their eyes the same color?
	“He’s not here and I don’t know where He is, but I can take you to someone who does,” she tells me, stepping outside and closing the door.
“He doesn’t tell you where he goes?” I ask as we begin walking away from the house.
“He says it keeps me safe,” she answers.
“I’m sorry. That must be hard for you,” I respond. I can’t imagine not knowing where Maxian is, especially if I knew there were powerful people against him. 
“You don’t even know the half of it,” she jokes, though there’s no humor in her eyes.
“I’m going to keep him safe,” I declare, and she actually laughs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with another word for more variety through the manuscript.
“Good luck with that,” she tells me. What’s that supposed to mean? I’m about to ask her, but then she comes to a stop in front of a house. “Wait here,” she instructs me, then she goes inside. She’s gone for a few minutes before she returns, a large loaf of bread in her hands. “He’s camped out in a field just outside the city with all of His followers. Give this to them and tell them it’s from Salome. Also, tell Him that I love Him for me, will you?” she requests, handing me the loaf of bread.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“Of course,” I agree, and she smiles. “Can I ask you something?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
“You just did,” she responds, a smirk on her face. That’s exactly what Jesus said to the former lame man. Like mother like son, I guess.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“What did you mean when you told me good luck keeping him safe?” I ask, and her smirk wipes away. 
“I’ve tried to do what I thought was best for my Son His whole life, but He’s always seemed to know better. It’s hard to see how these situations He’s getting himself into are going to end well, but I know He knows what He’s doing, and so does He. He won’t do what you want Him to do if it’s not a part of His plan,” she explains.
“What do I do if he doesn’t listen?” I pose, thinking about everything that’s at stake here.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
“Trust Him,” she answers simply. I wish things were that simple.
“Thank you,” I tell her, and she nods, then we go our separate ways. The whole walk out of the city, I try to think of a nice way to word my idea. I need him to say yes. I need to make sure he doesn’t decide to be stubborn and reject it for whatever reason he comes up with. There’s no logical reason to stay here and let himself be arrested, tried, and crucified. He’s going to see that, right? Any man would.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a statement instead of a question.
Once I’m about a mile outside the city, I see the camp Jesus’ mother was talking about. There are twelve men doing various things, though I don’t see Jesus at the moment. I shiver remembering that one of these men has already begun to betray Jesus. Would I know which one it is if I saw him? Will Jesus know which one it is when I tell him?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“What do you want?” a man questions me as he jogs up to me with another man right behind him. He has a small knife in his hand that looks like it was just being used to cut fruit, but he holds it as if it’s as big as my sword.
“I’m here to speak with Jesus,” I respond.
“You’re not going anywhere near Him,” the man spits.
“Peter,” the other man says, poking him, then pointing to the bread in my hand.
“Where did you get that?” Peter interrogates, gesturing to it with the knife.
“It’s from Salome. She sent it for all of you,” I report. Peter stares at me, confused, but apparently that was enough for the other man.
“Peter will bring this to the campsite, and I’ll take you to Jesus,” the man tells me.
“Thank you,” I reply, handing the bread to a still confused Peter, then following the man as he heads away from the camp toward a more secluded area. After we pass a few trees, I see Jesus in the distance, down on his knees. He must be praying.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If you want to incorporate this meeting, it will have to be before Jesus prays in the garden, since he never received a roman solider visitor while he was praying in the garden. Consider changing this to while he’s in transit or just before he gets arrested instead. 
“Sorry to disturb You, Lord, but You have a visitor,” the man who brought me speaks up. Jesus stands up, then turns to us with a smile on his face.
“Auran,” Jesus greets me. Now that it’s crystal clear I know him, the man leaves my side.
“Your mom says she loves you,” I let out, all other words failing me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word/phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“I’m sure you didn’t come all the way here just to say that,” he guesses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to something more certain since it’s already been established in the manuscript that Jesus is all knowing.
“No, I didn’t,” I confirm. I was supposed to have a good way to get into this all, but I’ve got nothing. At this point I just need to say something. “I just came from a meeting where the Pharisees initiated a plot to use my people to kill you. One of your followers is going to give up your location to them, but I don’t know which one. I’ve done everything I possibly can to try and stop this, but the Pharisees were ready for everything I had to say. My direct higher up ordered your arrest, and if the claims the Pharisees are making can be proved in a trial, your crucifixion,” I tell him. I didn’t really expect panic from him, but I was expecting more than just the slightly saddened look that’s in his eyes right now. 
	“I didn’t ask you to do anything,” he responds. Is he serious? He healed my boy. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for him. Not to mention his life is on the line right now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“You didn’t have to, Jesus; I would go to any length for you, including smuggling you out of the city, which is exactly what I’m going to do. You’ll still have a target on your back, but if you continue to move around, you’ll be safe,” I say. It’s not perfect, but it’s the best I can offer him. The Pharisees were prepared at the meeting, and something tells me that they’ll be even more prepared at the trial. If Jesus stays, he’s going to die in one of the most excruciating ways humanity has thought up.
	“I won’t be doing that,” he states. What?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Jesus, I don’t think you understand how painful this is going to be. My people have mastered torture. What you will endure during your last day on earth will be worse than you could ever imagine,” I declare. The crucifixions are so brutal that I usually try to avoid going to them if I can. I’ve been in wars. I’ve watched men cut down by other men. But the slow, agonizing death that a crucifixion brings; that’s human suffering at a concentrated level that’s hard to stomach.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized since it’s being talked about as a place in a proper noun way. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“My imagination extends far beyond your comprehension,” he informs me. 
	“You know what I mean, Jesus. If there’s any way for you to avoid this, you need to pursue it,” I insist. He sighs, his eyes on the ground, then he returns his gaze to me. I’ve never seen a man look so burdened before. It’s a stark contrast from the smile that usually adorns his features.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Are you able to give more detail here? What does Jesus look like? Are his features drawn? Are his shoulders slumped? What makes him look burdened?
	“There is a way, but it would lead to separation from my children,” he tells me. I’ve looked through his records and I haven’t seen any mention of children or even a wife.
	“You don’t have children,” I point out.
	“My children are those that do the will of my Father,” he elaborates. His Father. He’s not talking about Joseph. I didn’t understand what the Son of God meant until right now. His Father made this world and everything and everybody in it. According to what I saw in the scrolls during the meeting with the Pharisees today, He was there for all of that. He has divinity in His own right. 
	Breaking every chain and freeing the people has nothing to do with us Romans. We’re not on His level. The scrolls are referring to other chains; chains only He can break. The chains of sickness. The chains of affliction. The chains of death. 
	“What is your will for me, Lord?” I pose, dropping down to my knees to acknowledge His glory. A smile that doesn’t quite meet His eyes comes to His face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Let me be God, and you just focus on being man,” He says.
	“Yes, Lord,” I respond, bowing my head.


Chapter 39
Cato

	After lingering in the market for a while, I decide that the spice booth will be my next target. I’ve never actually bought spices, but I’ve heard they can be expensive, so there should be a decent amount of money in the pouch. 
I wait for the merchant to move away, then I head up to the booth. I reach my hand into the unguarded pouch, grab a handful of coins, then walk away. The process, once automatic, now takes every ounce of me to complete as I drop the coins in my pouch. They burn just like they have every time I’ve repeated this action since seeing the woman caught in adultery.
	I feel like an even worse person admitting this, but it irks me that she gets to walk away from all of that shame and live in peace while I can’t even look at a coin the same way now. I don’t want to feel this way. I hate it. It’s every horrible thing I’ve ever thought and been told about myself all rolled into one big ball of shame, and there’s no escape from it.
	My whole life I’ve tried to be good. Good enough that my father would leave me alone. Good enough that nobody would leave me like my mother did. Good enough for Kassia. Good enough for her father. Good enough for my kids. Good enough for that stupid voice in my head that screams the exact opposite at me.
	The voice is right, isn’t it? It always has been. A good man doesn’t do the things that I do. All I’ve managed to do with this life of mine is prove everybody who ever said anything bad about me right.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a statement so you’re not breaking the fourth wall with the reader. 
	“Can I help you?” the man behind the booth asks. I’m still in front of the booth where I stole. This isn’t good. I’ve never had to interact with someone I’ve stolen from. What do I do? “Hello?” the man poses, looking at me, concern in his eyes. He’s concerned for me. I just stole from him, but he’s concerned for me. I can’t do this.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	I turn around and start running away. I don’t know where I’m going, I just know I need to get out of here. The exit is in my sight and although I didn’t buy any food for my family tonight, I make a beeline for it. Just when my escape seems sealed, something shiny gets in the way and I screech to a halt. 
	“What do you think you’re doing?” a voice questions. That voice is attached to the shiny thing. It’s Roman armor. I’ve just been stopped by a Roman soldier. This is the worst of all the worst-case scenarios that have flown through my head since Kassia found out I was stealing! I need to say something, but what do I say? The coins burn in my pouch and all sensible words have slipped my mind. I’m done, aren’t I?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing these two questions into statements to keep from breaking the fourth wall with the reader. 
	“You,” another voice says from the other side of me. It’s the merchant I stole from. I don’t even dare to turn around.
	“You know this man?” the soldier asks. My eyes drop to the ground. I can’t be a part of this interaction even though I’m at the center of it.
	“He was standing awkwardly in front of my booth, then he took off. I checked my coin pouch, and it’s lighter than it was before I saw him,” the merchant reports. I should try to deny this, but I can’t speak right now. It’s almost as if this is happening to someone else. 
In my head I call that person an idiot. I tell him that he should be doing something. He should’ve played it cool with the soldier. He should’ve talked his way out of this. And now that he’s let things get this bad, he definitely should’ve run by now. Yet he’s just standing there, letting his life happen to him like it always has. Only this time he’s given up the illusion that he has any control over it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: It’s a little confusing to place this in the third person narrative like this. Consider placing it back in first person so it continues an easy reading flow. 
“He stole from you?” the soldier questions.
“I can’t be sure that it was him, but given that he ran away, I think there’s a strong likelihood it was,” the merchant responds.
“Empty your pouch and show me your hands,” the soldier orders, but I just stand there. He stares at me, waiting for me to move, but I don’t. I can’t. Everything in me has simultaneously shut off. I’m just existing here right now with no choice in the matter.
The soldier sighs and takes a step closer to me. He reaches his hands into my pouch and forces my closed fist open. In my fist he finds the few measly coins that I earned for a full day’s work. In my pouch he finds the handful that I took just minutes ago. I couldn’t bear to put them all in the same place. The honest keep and the loot. If they were separate, then I could keep those parts of me separate too. The honest laborer and the thief. Two different men.
“Did you steal these?” the soldier questions me, though he doesn’t seem hopeful that he’ll get an answer. He sighs, then looks past me at the merchant. “Does this look like the right amount?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
“The pile on the left does,” the merchant confirms, gesturing to the coins gathered from my pouch. The soldier drops those coins in the merchant’s hand, then returns the sad, miniscule, little amount of coins that started all of this into my pouch.
“Go back to your booth,” the soldier tells the merchant, and he obliges, then the soldier turns his attention back to me. “You’re coming with me,” he declares, pulling shackles from his belt and securing my wrists with them.
He begins leading me out of the market and I shuffle along wordlessly, still processing that this is all happening to me right now. The shackles that bind me are cold, a stark contrast to how the coins felt in my hand. I wasn’t meant to have those, but these chains; they belong to me. There’s no injustice with what’s happening right now.
We head into a building that has more soldiers within. They all eye me, most likely wondering what I did. Could the thoughts in their mind be worse than my actual transgressions? Would that make me feel better or worse? Is there even a way to feel better while in chains?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“Dominus,” the soldier with me greets the Praetor sitting before us.
“Yes?” the Praetor asks, seemingly preoccupied.
“I caught this man stealing in the market. How do you want me to proceed given the new focus on theft?” the soldier poses. New focus on theft? Of course I chose the worst time to turn to thievery… 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should just be a period. You should only try to use an ellipsis when you’re separating a continuing thought. 
“Take him to the prison and find out the extent of his crimes. Report back to me before you leave today and I’ll decide what to do with him,” the Praetor answers. Prison. I guess I knew this would end there, but actually hearing the word makes my heart drop.
“Yes, dominus,” the soldier responds. He leads me out of there, and into another nearby building. We walk past people chained to the surrounding walls. Some of them avoid eye contact while others laugh as we go by them. It sends chills throughout me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use this phrase a lot. Consider describing him in fear in alternate ways for more variety through the manuscript. 
I expect the soldier to attach me to the empty shackles at the end, but he leads me past them. Instead, he brings me into a room with a table and a few chairs at one side and what I can only describe as a torture chamber on the other side. Cue the chills again.
“You have a choice here. Admit to me how long you’ve been at this,” he begins, gesturing to the side with the table. “Or I’ll find out one way or another,” he goes on, gesturing to the torture chamber. “And trust that if you lie, I’ll know,” he adds. I’m not a bad liar, I’ve been lying to Kassia for a while now, but I still believe that he’d see right through me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should end as a sentence and continue as a new sentence here. Otherwise, it’s grammatically incorrect. 
“I’ll tell you everything,” I say, my voice shaky.
“So, you do speak,” he comments as he leads me over to the table. He secures the shackles on my wrists to something on the table, then sits across from me. “Get going,” he tells me, looking at me impatiently.
“It started a couple years ago. I didn’t have enough to feed my family, so I found another option,” I begin, and the words all flow out of me after that. Every nasty detail coming to light.


Chapter 40
Cato

	I am to be crucified. I stole too many times for them to let a lower punishment slide. It’s hard to explain what it’s like finding out that you’re going to be brutally killed. There’s still a small part of my brain that hasn’t seemed to accept it yet. I’ve done bad things. I failed my family. But crucifixion? That’s for murderers and other people on that level. I didn’t kill anybody. People barely even noticed that I stole from them! Yet crucifixion is now in my future. I don’t really know what to do with that. I guess I don’t have to think about it too hard given the fact that I’ll be dead soon. 
	It was clear the soldier who brought me in felt bad for me when he came and gave me the news. He knows why I did what I did. He probably knows that he wouldn’t have behaved much differently if he were in a similar predicament. Because he felt bad, he offered to let me see my family one last time. 
I went back and forth on whether I’d accept his offer. I wanted to see my family again, I did, but I didn’t want to see their reaction to all of this. I could not possibly have let them down more. But they deserve some kind of closure. It’d be selfish for me to deny them that, so I accepted the offer.
There’s only one private room in the prison, and it’s the one with all the torture stuff in it. The soldier put a curtain up to hide all of that from view, secured me to the table, then left to get my family. My leg shakes under the table as I wait for them. I know this was the right move, but I have no idea what I’m supposed to say. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to devices instead. It will give more of a picture and weight in the reader’s mind.
Is there even anything I can come up with to make this better for them? An apology would probably help. I also need to tell Kassia where I hid the money I’ve been saving. Other than that, I really have nothing. I wish I did. I wish there were words out there that could counteract all the pain I’m about to put them through, but there just aren’t. I’m leaving them in one of the worst ways possible.
All of a sudden, the door opens and I sit up straighter. Kassia comes in and stops as her eyes drift to the shackles on my wrists. Her eyes are red and puffy, but she’s not crying right now. Instead, her expression is practically unreadable as she takes all of this in. She takes a deep breath, then continues on and takes a seat in the chair across from me. She stares at me, and I wait for her to say something, but she doesn’t.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description earlier in the manuscript – maybe when he’s shaking his leg – how he’s looking. Shoulders hunched and what his hands are doing/what his facial expressions are would help paint a picture. Then when you talk about him straightening up, it’s from a place of dejection where he’s trying to show his family strength.
“Where are the kids?” I ask.
“I wasn’t bringing my kids into a prison,” she answers harshly. Her kids? So that’s how this is going to play out. I’m already dead to her, aren’t I?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and using this as a statement, like a final nail in his coffin. It will add more weight to the moment of “This is really setting in.”
“Do they know what’s happening to me?” I pose, and she rolls her eyes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Did you really think I was going to tell them that you’re being crucified?” she questions, angry with me for even suggesting that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of stating this, consider adding imagery. Are her fists or teeth clenched? Is there any sympathy or love for the man she has been with for years? If not, that’s okay, but try adding in body language and scenery so the reader can feel the emotion in the room.
“I could’ve told them if you had brought them,” I say, and she shakes her head.
“You really don’t get it, do you Cato?” she poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Get what?” I ask.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is another good place to add in some description. Is he confused? Is he just trying to figure out how she’s feeling? Can you add in more body language and facial expressions here? 
“You’ve been sentenced to one of the worst deaths out there! The kids should never know about this!” she exclaims, and it hits me like a punch in the face. I know that I should be more focused on the fact that I’m going to be brutally killed, but what hurts the most is that I’m never going to see my kids again. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to just yesterday, but now that I know I never will, it brings tears to my eyes. “It’s a little late for tears, Cato,” she scoffs.
“I’m sorry. About all of it. Please Kassia, you have to know that,” I tell her, trying and failing to get myself together.
“What do you expect me to do with that, Cato? You said you were done! You told me you had stopped! You lied to me, and now look where you are!” she lets out, gesturing to the shackles binding me. I know this is bad and I know I don’t deserve more than what she’s giving me right now, but that doesn’t make it hurt any less. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“I’m sorry,” I repeat.
“Stop saying that!” she shouts, putting her head in her hands. When she looks back up at me, I can tell she’s pretty done with this conversation. I’m not ready for her to leave! This is the last interaction that I’m ever going to have with a member of my family. After she leaves, I’ll be all on my own. Completely alone.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“I hid some of the money,” I say, moving my hands up to try and wipe my eyes, but the shackles keep them from reaching. 
“Great,” she comments, shaking her head.
“It’s in a pouch underneath Hale’s pillow,” I go on.
“You had him sleeping on top of your spoils?” she questions. I knew it was safe there because he doesn’t move around a lot in his sleep unlike the rest of us. I’d say that to her, but she clearly doesn’t want to hear it. She doesn’t want to hear anything from me right now. I’m not done with this though.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“What will you tell the kids about me?” I ask.
“Does it really matter, Cato?” she poses.
“Yes, Kass. I want to know how they’re going to remember me,” I state. My mom left with no warning, and that’s always haunted me. I need to know that that’s not the lie she’s going to feed them. If they have to live their lives thinking that I did that to them, I wouldn’t-well, I was going to say I wouldn’t be able to live with that, but I’ll be dead so I guess that’s not really the right phrasing here. I would really hate it. I’d die being what I always promised I wouldn’t be to them. I can’t think of anything worse.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this to “them, well…I was going” instead for easier readability. The hyphen puts in a hard stop in the sentence, and it doesn’t really read as a hard stop, just a continuing thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: If you do the above, consider ending this sentence here and continuing it with a new one at But so it’s not a run on.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: What is it that he didn’t want to be to them? A coward? A thief? Consider giving the reader the rest of the thought here as a reminder so they don’t have to backtrack or step back from the story to remember. 
“I’ll tell them you died in an accident at work. That’s where they think you are right now,” she finally tells me. It’s not great, but it’ll probably be easier for them to live with than the truth.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Thank you,” I say, and she nods. Her eyes fall to my shackles again. She sighs, then she starts to get up. No. Not yet. “Kass, wait.”	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“What?” she questions, now at her feet. Her tone is so cold. So unlike the woman I married. I guess I don’t exactly look like the man she married right now. I look like someone who deserved her father’s disrespect. That’s probably what she’s thinking right now. I don’t blame her for wanting to leave, but I’m not ready.
“Please don’t go,” I beg her.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in facial expressions and body language here to put more imagery in the reader’s mind. 
“What am I supposed to do, Cato? Sit here and stare at you like this?” she poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of “like this” consider adding in a simile of dejection and sorrow or pity. “…stare at you like a dog with his tail between his legs” or “stare at you like I should be consoling you of all the bad decisions that you made?” 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Just don’t go,” I let out, my voice small. Her eyes find mine and I see the exact moment she decides she’s completely done with me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“I need to go,” she states, turning toward the door.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“I love you, Kass. I need you to know that,” I declare. She stops for a second, then she continues forward and leaves me here. Alone. That was really the last interaction I’m ever going to have with my wife… Tears sting my eyes and this time I let them fall. My life is over now, what’s the point of trying to stop them?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is not a continuing thought so consider hard stopping this with just a period.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this as “there’s no point in trying to stop them” so you’re not asking a question of the reader and pulling them from the story. 
I’m full-on sobbing by the time the soldier comes in to get me. He releases me from the table, but he doesn’t make any further movements. Does he not want to bring me back out there like this? I try to even out my breathing, but that ultimately makes it worse.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in more description here instead of a statement. This is pretty passive. Back out where? Like what? Try adding in where he’s going and what he looks like here to give more of a picture in the reader’s mind.
“I’m sorry,” he finally speaks up, and I can tell that he really means it. If only that meant anything to me.
“I don’t deserve your pity,” I respond, and he sighs.
“I shouldn’t have brought her here. I’m sorry for that,” he tells me. He couldn’t have known that she was going to react like that. Based on the way that I described her to him, I made it sound like she loved me. It turns out I was a little off in my assessment. At least, she doesn’t love me anymore.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Just bring me back,” I say. He looks like he wants to say something else, but he decides against it. He leads me back to my spot on the wall, attaching my shackles to the waiting chain, then leaves. The irony that the soldier that arrested me cared more for me than my wife leading up to my last day is enough to keep my tears streaming.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider finishing this statement “Just bring me back to my cell.” so it doesn’t leave the reader hanging. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.


Chapter 41
Auran

	I awake suddenly in a cold sweat. My sleep has been continually interrupted with images of what will happen to Jesus all night. He doesn’t deserve any of this. I don’t understand why He’s just letting it happen. I don’t understand it, but I need to go with it. He’s God. I’m man. I need to trust Him. 
That doesn’t make it easy. My people are the ones who are going to be doing these vicious things to Him. They’ll be following orders. My orders. They may originate from higher than me, but I’m going to have to be the one to tell them to hurt Him. With words, He snatched my boy from death, and with words I’ll be driving Him toward His own. It’s all deeply troubling me.
“Are you alright?” Domitia poses, sitting up next to me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“No,” I admit, knowing I can’t lie to her right now. It’s all too much. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be a part of it all. The very thought of it makes my soul ache, but Jesus said this needs to happen. I need to obey.
“What’s going on?” she asks, putting her hands on my shoulders and gently massaging them. This is what she used to do back when I returned from war and nightmares of the things I saw would plague me. Her actions do nothing to ease my mind now. The distress has to do with my future, not my past.
“Today I have to arrest the man who healed our boy,” I tell her. She stops what she’s doing and looks me in the eye.
“Why would you do that?” she questions.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Because somebody has to and I told Him I’d do it,” I answer. The only thing anybody else knows about Him is that He’s a potential revolutionary. If they were to arrest Him, they’d treat Him as such. I won’t. I know who He is. I want to keep Him from pain for as long as I can, and the only way I can do that is to arrest Him myself. He didn’t seem to care if it was me or not, but I do. I care too much about Him to let it happen any other way.
“Why is he being arrested?” she asks.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in a description here. Is she worried? Is she confused? What are her facial expressions and body language like? 
“Because He made the wrong people angry. He’s the one they’ve been reading about for generations, but they’re too caught up in their own thirst for power to accept that,” I state, and she gapes at me. “He’s the Savior prophesied about in their scrolls. The only one who can make everybody right,” I elaborate. Her eyes dart around as she thinks this over. I get it; it’s a lot to take in. We knew He was capable of physical healing because of what He did for Maxian, but we didn’t know how far it extended beyond that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“Has He done that yet?” she finally poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
“What?” I say.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a synonym of ask or question since this is not statement. 
“Has He made everybody right?” she rephrases. Has He? Not to my knowledge? I would know if He had. Yeah, I would know.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a period since it’s phrased as a statement, not a question.
“No, He hasn’t,” I reply.
“Then this won’t be the end for Him,” she declares. No, it won’t, will it? I was so focused on what He was asking me to do that I didn’t realize that. He’s not finished. I don’t know how everything will fall into place, but He still has more to do.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this as a statement so you’re not asking a question of the reader.
“Thank you, Domitia,” I say, leaning over and giving her a hug. She pats my back, then releases me.
“From the moment He healed Maxian, He chose you to be a part of this. Try to focus on that today,” she tells me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript. What feeling is being conveyed to him?
“I will,” I state. I take a deep breath, then I get out of bed and start getting ready for the day. Each and every movement feels forced. Putting my armor on. Stepping out of the house. Walking to work. All of it takes a conscious effort as I think about what I’m heading toward. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.
I have to keep reminding myself that He knows this is coming. This isn’t a shock to Him. It wasn’t even a shock when I told Him. He’s in control now even though it seems like He isn’t. I’m doing exactly what He wants me to do. Exactly what He chose me to do.
Once I reach the building, I find a man sitting at one of the chairs by my table. I recognize him as one of Jesus’ followers. His leg bounces up and down, and he toys with a pouch sitting on his lap. He’s about to completely betray the Man he dedicated his life to. It makes me shudder as I head over to my side of the desk. He hides the pouch and rises to his feet when he notices me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a little confusing. Consider adding in that he is at his place of work since so much is going on in so many story lines. 
“Praetor, I’m here to lead you to Jesus, son of Joseph,” he lets out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with another word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript. What would Judas be feeling in this moment? Is he relieved the moment is finally here? Is he calm because this is a work of Satan and Satan is in him, steadying him? 
“Let me gather my men, then you’ll do as you’ve told me,” I respond, and he furiously nods his head. I go into the other room where a group of soldiers are waiting. They were already informed of what they’d be doing yesterday. “It’s time,” I tell them. I turn to Jesus’ follower, who takes a deep breath, then begins leading us out of the building. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing yesterday after informed for easier readability. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place to input his name, or you can have him ask his name at the start of the conversation. I would identify Judas here so those that haven’t read the Bible or are not so familiar with it know exactly who it is. 
He takes the same path I took yesterday when I went to see Jesus. After a few miles, the campsite comes into view. He bypasses it before we can be spotted, instead opting to go into the wilderness. We follow a trail that leads us to the exact clearing where I spoke to Jesus.
“He’s the one in the middle,” the follower tells us, pointing to where Jesus is kneeling down. He’s praying just as He was yesterday, except this time His body trembles and blood seems to be mixing with sweat, dripping down His face. He knew this was coming, yet He’s deeply unsettled. It sends chills throughout me.
“What are you doing back here with them?” Peter questions, quickly approaching me with fury in his eyes. The guy who was with him yesterday is nowhere to be seen. Instead, two other followers flank him, both looking equally as upset with me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with demands or something similar to convey from the beginning that this is a heated moment for Peter. 
“I tried to warn Him,” I whisper, so my men don’t hear, and Peter scoffs.
“What are you here to do?” one of the other followers asks. My men start to surround the followers to make sure that they know there’s no way out of this.
“Leave them alone. You’re here for me,” Jesus declares, laboriously rising to His feet and turning toward us. He looks as if He’s been tortured already even though none of that has begun yet. I want to walk away. I want to make things better for Him. His mother’s words come back to me. ‘Trust Him.’ I do. He has some sort of plan.
“Back off. We’re only to arrest that Man,” I order, pointing to Jesus. My men back away from the followers, but they stay close behind me as I take steps toward Jesus. Just like this morning, I have to force my feet to move. This is easily the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I reach for the shackles strapped to my belt, and Jesus nods at me, reassuring me that this is what He wants. I take a deep breath as I step closer to Him.
“You won’t take Him!” Peter lets outs, suddenly advancing toward me. I turn around and see the flash of the sun reflecting off of his outstretched knife just before he brings it down on my ear, cutting it clean off. I fall to the ground, clutching the side of my head. Blood seeps through my hand, and my vision gets spotty. I barely make out my men starting to advance on Peter.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Unfortunately, this is historically incorrect and needs to be rewritten. It is noted in multiple versions of the bible that it’s a priest’s servant named Malchus that was injured by Peter’s sword. This and the following paragraphs will need some adjusting, but otherwise the story line is going well.
“Don’t!” I get out, holding out my other hand. I don’t agree with Peter’s actions, but I understand them. I can’t let them attack him for them. They stare at me, but they don’t move any further. Peter stares at all of them like a wild animal who’s been cornered. He steps in front of Jesus and waves his knife around, warning them all away.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider writing this as in punishment for defending Jesus instead. This is a little vague. 
“Peter, put the knife down. This is the cup the Father has given me. No force from here or above will keep me from drinking it,” Jesus declares, stepping out from behind Peter. Peter stares at Him, slowly bringing his knife down, but not fully convinced by what He’s said.
Jesus moves past him and kneels down in front of me. He picks up my ear off the ground, gently moves my hand away from my head, then presses my ear back where it belongs. Instantly, the pain leaves my system, and when He removes His hand, my ear stays where it is, good as new.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Historically, Jesus also did not have the time to heal the man’s ear either. This will need to be deleted. If you rewrite the above with the servant’s name and change what happens with Auran, you won’t have to worry about this paragraph being missing. You could also just add in something about the servant being helped back to town or something in place of this paragraph. 
“Who are you?” one of my men lets out, his voice trembling.
“I am the Son of God. I was sent to lay down my life for the good of those who follow me,” Jesus states, rising to His feet and holding His arms out to be bound. I get to my own feet, the shackles in my hand, then I secure them to Jesus’ wrists. He looks me in the eye, then speaks again. “Though I lay my life down, I will take it back up again. This is the plan.”
“What plan?” one of my men questions, but Jesus doesn’t answer. He’s freely heading to His death, but that won’t be the end, will it? Just as Domitia said, He has more to do. I don’t know how it will all happen, but I wholeheartedly believe it will. He is in control. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this as a statement so you’re not questioning the reader. 
“Go,” Jesus says, facing Peter. “Tell the others that the time has come.”


Chapter 42
Niemos

	Today the fraud will have to answer for his crimes, and when he can’t he’ll be sentenced to death. The Sanhedrin, along with a few other Pharisees such as Carian and myself, are gathered within Caiaphas’ courtyard where the fraud will attempt to defend himself in front of the high priest himself. After we undoubtedly find him guilty of falsely claiming to be the Messiah among other blasphemous claims, he’ll be sent to Pilate for further judgement and punishment. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would use this opportunity to name Jesus “Today the fraud, known by many as Jesus, son of Joseph, will…” By now they would know His name, and it’s a lot to continue referring to Him as this because the reader is already aware that they see Him as a fraud. 
Caiaphas is positioned above us all, facing a table where the fraud will sit. Carian is next me, and although people talk all around us, neither of us say a word. We’ve known about this fraud from his very first false sign; this is different for us.
	The buzz of conservation cuts off immediately as the fraud is led in by the Praetor. His expression is unreadable as he takes a seat at the table in front of him. It’s gratifying to see him in a compromising position without that stupid smile on his face. We finally got him, and he knows it.
	“Izal, you have accused this man of serious crimes against our people’s ways. You may now question him in accordance to the law,” Caiaphas begins things. Izal nods, then moves to the front of the room, face to face with the fraud. I take a deep breath as I prepare myself for all that’s about to come.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Historically, this should be Annas. Multiple versions of the bible state that the Pharisees brought him before Annas first and then before Caiaphas before going to Pilate. This might also mean that you’ll have to switch Izal’s name back previously in the manuscript as well. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this. You wrote earlier that they were in a courtyard. 
	“What is it that you’re teaching the people?” Izal starts. 
	“I haven’t spoken in secret. Many times, one of your own was present during my teachings as well as many other Jews. You don’t need to ask me about my words. Ask those who have heard them; their testimony should be enough for you,” the fraud answers. There is not one iota of respect within this man.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I love this word, but it wasn’t officially noted as used until the 1600s. Consider changing this word out with another that’s similar in order to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
	A Pharisee close to him jumps up and slaps him before the soldiers nearby have time to react. He continues delivering strike after strike until he’s pulled off of him by the Praetor.
	“Your claims have caused waves of harm to wash through our people! You will take this seriously!” the Pharisee lets out as he’s dragged away. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“Leave his punishment to Rome!” Caiaphas proclaims as soon as he’s gone. Silence overtakes the room, and all eyes fall on the fraud as everybody apprehensively awaits his response. He touches his hand to his mouth, then pulls it away, looking at the blood that transferred onto it. Surely this will make him take things seriously.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“If any of the things I have said have been wrong, then state exactly what they were, but if the things that I have said are right, then why do you attack me? Why do you seek to cause me harm? Who am I, and what chord have I struck that you felt the need to go to the Romans to do away with me?” the fraud questions. Of course he would ramp up after that. It’s infuriating how little he lets things get to him.
“You know exactly the things you have said, and as to who you are, why don’t you tell us?” Izal poses, and the fraud laughs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“Even now you act as if you are in control. You ask me leading questions as if you’re about to trip me up. Truly I tell you, I’ve known everything you’re going to ask me before I stepped foot into this room. I know you want me to say that I am the Son of God. I know you have been convincing the Romans that that means I am some sort of revolutionary. I know you want me to use language when I am before them that will make them fear me just as much as you do so that they’ll have just as much of a motive to kill me. And you know what? I’m saying these things of my own volition. I know what that means for me. As I’ve said repeatedly, I will freely lay down my life, and if you think that’s crazy, wait until you see what happens next,” the fraud declares.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this extra that. You don’t necessarily need it here and it affects the reading flow. 
Conversations immediately break out all throughout the room as people react to everything he’s just said, but I can’t bring myself to speak. He gave us everything we need to kill him. This man is either insane, or he is who he says he is. It can’t be the latter, right? No, it can’t be. He’s insane. That’s what this is.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this as a statement so you’re not questioning the reader.
“Quiet!” Caiaphas orders, banging the ledge in front of him. He has to do it three times to get all the voices to cease their hurried whispers. “What happens next?” he interrogates, staring at the fraud before him.
“Death will not last. You will kill me, but I won’t stay dead. I have authority over all things, including death itself,” the fraud proclaims, and chills go through me. I hate that he can cause that reaction in me so easily! He’s a liar! His words are just that: words. They will not come to pass!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider a different phrase/body language to convey what he’s feeling right now. You use this phrase quite a few times.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
Conversations break out again, but this time they won’t be quieted as easily. This man has just claimed that death means nothing to him. I’ve heard him speak many times. He usually leaves some room for interpretation, but he was very clear in what he just said. He truly believes what he’s saying, and he won’t be able to separate himself from it. He said he’s going to rise from the dead. If he doesn’t, that’s it; everything he’s said will be invalidated. But if he does…
“Everything you have said is blasphemous! You will be sent to the Romans to face the full extent of their punishment!” Caiaphas shouts to be heard over all of the noise in the room. 
“It will play out as I have said,” the fraud responds, his voice remarkably even.
“Get him out of here!” Caiaphas orders, disgust in his eyes. The Praetor pulls him up from the table and leads him out of the room with a group of soldiers following closely behind him. 
Caiaphas stares at the spot where the fraud had been sitting, his expression amuck as he tries to process everything that just occurred now that the moment is over. He’d never heard the fraud speak before. That man is more than anybody could ever put into words in the most terrifying way possible. He wows crowds. He twists words. He’s always so calm, giving the illusion of control. He’s the perfect disruptor. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I like this word too! However, this word was also not recorded as used until the 16th century. Consider switching it out with a synonym to keep the readers engaged in the time period.
“Niemos,” Carian says, waving his hand in front of my face to grab my attention.
“What?” I ask.
“What? Did you not see what I just saw? The man that we discovered turned out to be just as dangerous as we said he was. Do you know what that means for us?” Carian poses. He’s focused on what all of this means for us? A very deranged man was just sent toward his death; my own ambitions are the last thing on my mind. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“Carian, this is bigger than us,” I respond. 
“That doesn’t mean that we can’t use it for our gain. I mean, you were the one who got him to say that he was the Son of God. Even Caiaphas has to acknowledge that none of this would’ve happened without you,” he declares. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
I didn’t do this for my own gain. I thought that he was in this for the same reasons I was; to protect our people from being swayed by a false teacher. I feel as if I’m seeing him for the first time, and I don’t like it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full colon instead of a semicolon since you are continuing a thought with an answer.
“I need to go,” I say. I don’t give him time to respond. I jump out of my seat and make my way out of the room. I don’t even realize where my legs are taking me until someone speaks up.
“You’ve had your turn,” the Praetor states, right in front of me with his soldiers surrounding him. I’m not even sure how to respond because I didn’t mean to be in this situation in the first place.
“I would like to speak with him,” Jesus declares, his eyes locked on mine. The Praetor looks back at him confused, but his expression doesn’t falter.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a different word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“Let’s go,” the Praetor tells his men, still confused even as the words leave his mouth. They stare at him, bewildered, but they do walk away with him, leaving me standing across from Jesus. His gaze is somehow kind as he looks upon me, his hands in shackles that I helped put him in.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is weird unless you state His name earlier in the chapter like I suggested because you have been referring to Him as the fraud with Niemos.
I don’t know much right now, but I do know that part of what Carian said was right; this man would not be where he is if it weren’t for me. I know he’s made me look stupid in front of the people multiple times, and I know this is what I wanted not too long ago, but things are starting to feel different now. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period and a new sentence started with This.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be wasn’t because you are referring to a single entity in Niemos, not a group of people.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider elaborating on this. Is this just because his friend is more worried about self-motivation than anything else? Or is this connecting back to his earlier revelations where thoughts crossed his mind that he may be the Savior he says he is?
I didn’t do this for me like Carian suggested. I did it for the people. I care about the people, and he’s a part of the people, so that somewhat extends to him. I need to hear directly from him before he’s sent off to his death because of me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and adding the above information to help the flow of reading.
“Niemos,” Jesus speaks up, grabbing my attention. The last time he said my name he was questioning if my heart looked as good as what I portray to the world. This moment is different, but it feels like we’ve been heading here this whole time. I can’t explain it, but everything about this seems to be wrong, starting with the chains on his wrists. “This is what you wanted,” he says, holding up his bound wrists.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
“Who are you?” I ask, not realizing that those words were going to leave my mouth until they did.
“The Son of God,” he answers.
“No,” I immediately respond. Why would he lie right now? It’s just the two of us; he can tell me the truth now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“Why not?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript. This is also a good place to add a description of Jesus’ body language and facial expressions. What does he look like right now?
“Because I would know if you were,” I reply. I don’t know how, but I know I wouldn’t have missed it for this long.
“You will,” he states, and it comes out like a promise, sending chills throughout me yet again. This was a mistake. I don’t know what I thought I was going to get from this. I need to leave before any more of his insanity rubs off on me. I start to walk away, but I stop when he speaks up again. “I see you, Niemos. The Lord sees you. You are loved. You never had to earn that.”	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
His words cause tears to well up in my eyes. I quickly wipe them away, then run as fast as I can in the opposite direction. I don’t know who he is, but he’s not the Son of God. His words don’t actually mean anything.


Chapter 43
Cato

	Today they brought somebody new into the prison, but it wasn’t just anybody; it was the teacher that stopped the stoning. They took him straight to the back room and based on the sounds that came from there, they immediately started torturing him. Not too long after, he was brought out by a high ranking Roman, before being brought right back in. The whole charade repeated itself, but the Roman left by himself the second time.
	I’ve been trying to make sense of it all since it happened. It beats thinking about my upcoming death. It also makes me insanely curious. He locked eyes with me as they dragged him past me. Insanity surrounded his journey through the prison, but he still took the time to do that. It wasn’t quite an ‘I told you so’ look, though it may as well have been considering he did tell me so. I believe ‘we will meet again, Cato,’ were his exact words, followed ominously by ‘the circumstances are up to you.’ 
	He knew I was going to get arrested. He knew he was going to get arrested. Whatever’s happening to him behind that door right now is brutal. Why wouldn’t he have dodged this fate if he knew about it? I know I would’ve stopped if I knew all of this was going to happen to me. Well, I guess that’s not completely true; I had a good idea I’d be arrested, and there was even a moment I was afraid I’d be killed, but that didn’t even slow me down. But him? He didn’t seem as stupid as me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This needs to come to a full stop with a period and a new sentence. Otherwise, it’s a run on sentence. 
	Wait, what is he even being arrested for? They said he’s a teacher. How does a teacher wind up getting arrested and beaten immediately upon his arrival to the prison? They didn’t even treat me that poorly and I was stealing for years. Could this man have done worse things than me? No way. He stopped a woman from being stoned; he can’t be worse than me, someone who was about to participate in said stoning.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	The door to the torture room is thrown open, and the teacher is thrown out. Blood covers his body from a plethora of wounds, and a crown of thorns has been shoved into his head. My throat tightens just looking at him, I can only imagine how he’s feeling right now. The Praetor lifts him to his feet gently, then starts carrying him out of the prison with a few soldiers behind him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should technically be onto. Otherwise, it will read as it was literally shoved into the skull versus shoved on top of his head. It’s a minor difference, but it can make a difference how the reader interprets it. 
	“It’s time,” the soldier who arrested me says, unhooking my shackles from the wall and leading me out. Another prisoner is unhooked from the wall a few people down from me. I’ve heard whispers that he’s a murderer. I understand why he’s being crucified, and I understand why I’m being crucified, but why is the teacher being crucified?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Up until this point I had assumed it was just him in the area. Consider adding that there are more people earlier in the manuscript to make his situation seem more lonesome in his head than it already is and provide more context where these other people are coming from or consider taking the rest of the people out of the story that are in the cell.
	“Who is the man they just brought out?” I ask my soldier. He doesn’t say anything at first, but one look at him tells me it’s not because he’s refusing to talk to me. “What has he been charged with?” I rephrase.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Here and below, instead of my soldier, showing possessiveness, consider saying “the soldier escorting me”. This would indicate that he’s the one leading Cato out without indicating that Cato had known him personally.
	“Claiming to be a King,” my soldier answers. What? That doesn’t seem to line up with what I know of him. Before I can ask any further questions, we reach the outside of the building where there’s three crosses waiting. “You have to carry it,” my soldier tells me, pointing to the cross on the right. I wonder what would happen if I say no? I’m not particularly inclined to figure that out, so I do as I was told. The teacher grabs the one in the middle, and the other criminal grabs the last one, then we begin heading to the edge of the city.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should end in a period and not a question mark since it is phrased as a statement, not a question. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place to add in a description of what Jesus looks like since this is taken from a different point of view than the Bible. If the reader hasn’t known the Bible at all or for long, this is a good way to convey all the suffering Jesus went through for all of our sins. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Since this is not the criminal Barabbas who is assumed to be a murderer, I would correct the above to signal that this criminal is a thief since that is what is portrayed in many versions of the Bible. 
	I struggle to continually move my feet forward with the weight of the cross on my back. I look over and find that I’m not the only one; the other criminal takes shaky steps, and the teacher keeps stumbling. There are a few times where he falls down and we’re ordered to wait for him to get back up. He falls again, but this time he struggles getting to his feet. The soldiers look around at each other, wondering what to do. The Praetor sighs, then bends down and takes the cross himself.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should come to a full stop with a period and a new sentence at The. Otherwise, it’s a run on sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Unfortunately, this is not biblically correct. It is stated in Matthew, Mark, and Luke that Simon of Cyrene is the one that helps take up Jesus’ cross. This section will just need a minor adjustment and shouldn’t affect the manuscript too much. If you want to add in more filler here, consider the mockery and abuse Jesus suffered on His walk. 
	“Dominus, that’s beneath you,” one of the soldiers states.
	“Just keep moving,” the Praetor orders, heaving the cross along behind him. The teacher gets up and stumbles beside him all the way until we reach the hill where this is to all go down. The Praetor drops the cross, and we drop ours on either side of it. He takes a few deep breaths, then he turns to his men and nods. 
	“Lie down,” my soldier instructs me, pointing to the cross. I find that my body moves in slow motion as I fulfill his request. My arms spread out over the wood and I shiver as I think about what happens next. I don’t want to see it coming. I close my eyes.
	Pain races through me as my soldier drives a nail through my right wrist, and I let out a yelp. I hear the other criminal and the teacher let out similar noises as they face the same fate as I do. The second nail in my other wrist is just as bad as the first, and comes with the same chorus of yelps. Just when I think it can’t get worse, my feet are forced together and the last nail is driven through both of them, causing the loudest yelps. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	I open my eyes and watch as a few soldiers haul the cross up using ropes. Somehow the movement causes more pain to rush through me. I close my eyes again, until the apparatus holding me up is completely still, then I open them. A crowd of people is gathered in front of us. I search for Kassia. I know she won’t be here, but I figure I should still look. A tinge of disappointment hits me when I don’t find her. It’s quickly overshadowed by the pain that comes with breathing in my current position. It turns out the Romans don’t mess around when it comes to their execution methods.
	“Blasphemer!” someone from the crowd shouts, throwing a rock at the teacher. It hits him square in the shoulder, and he winces.
	“Where’s your power now?” more taunt, and a couple more stones fly in his direction.
	“Father, forgive them. They don’t know… what they’re doing,” the teacher lets out, his eyes upward. Father? Who is this guy?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Could not the very same man who healed multitudes save himself from this? If he is the Son of God, it should be easy for him,” someone in front of us remarks. The Son of God!? He knew exactly who I was without ever having met me. He stopped a stoning with His words. He’s apparently healed multitudes. He really is the Son of God, isn’t He? There’s no way anyone else could do all of those things.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this as a statement instead so you’re not asking a question of the reader.
	“Yeah! Save yourself! Isn’t that what you’re here to do? Be a savior?” someone else jeers. The scrolls call Him a Savior yes, but they never say how that will occur. Is that what’s happening right now? Is He saving humanity by taking their penalty? That goes along with what He was saying to the woman and what He wrote in the dirt. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“If you are the Son of God… get us all down from here!” the criminal to His left orders. You don’t order the Son of God around.
	“He is far above us… He won’t take orders from you. We’ve all been condemned to the… same sentence, but He doesn’t deserve it. He’s blameless, but we couldn’t be… further from that,” I declare, rebuking the other criminal, and he sneers.
	“Do you remember what… I wrote?” the teacher asks, struggling to get the words out. 
	“You’re greater than the law?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	“Yet you still landed here,” the other criminal comments.
	“What else?” the teacher follows up. I think back to that moment. There was a second statement. One I didn’t believe. He knows what I’ve done and He’s greater than that too. I’m hanging on a cross right now for my transgressions, that really can’t apply to me too. “It was for everyone,” He insists, somehow knowing exactly what’s on my mind. 
	“I’m a bad man,” I tell Him. My own wife couldn’t tell me that she loved me when she knew it was going to be our last conversation together. If she couldn’t give me that, then how in the world could anyone justify forgiveness for me on that level?
	“That doesn’t deter me… or my Father,” He assures me. I painstakingly turn my head toward Him. His chest heaves, and blood drips down his face from the crown of thorns. I can barely handle the pain of this process and He’s dealing with more than I am, yet He’s insisting on talking to me right now. He really does care. He really does mean what He’s saying.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner quote. 
	“You are greater… than the things I’ve done. Remember me… when You reach Your kingdom,” I say, the words more important than any other words I’ve ever uttered. His lips start to curl up as He attempts to smile.
	“Truly I say… today you’ll join me in the… kingdom of heaven,” He gets out, somehow conveying joy through the massive amounts of pain. And I feel the joy. I believe him! Once this is over, I’ll be with Him and the Lord! It doesn’t matter what I did. It doesn’t matter what everybody always said about me. It doesn’t matter what I always believed about myself. He is greater!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven should be capitalized in this instance since it is being referred to as a proper noun place. 
	“Thank You!” I let out. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.
	“You’re both crazy,” the other criminal comments. What’s crazy is that I get to go to heaven despite my sins! What’s crazy is that I’ve been made right! Me! Of all people! This is hope, isn’t it? It’s not an emotion at all and it’s not for the weak; hope is a reaction you can’t help but have when you know He’s taking care of you. It might not even play out how you imagine it will. He’s not going to bring us down from these crosses, but that doesn’t matter; He’s invited us into His embrace. That’s enough. That’s far more than enough. I’m a dirty, rotten man, but in His arms, I’m clean. That transcends words.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 


Chapter 44
Auran

	My memory of all of the events of today is cloudy. Some moments are vivid, and I know I will never forget them, while others blend together and I don’t know if I will ever truly process them. 
	First, there was the arrest. Peter attacked me, then Jesus made it as if it had never happened. Though my family has experienced His healing before, it still felt otherworldly to experience it again. A miracle is hard to process even when you already know they’re possible. For some of my soldiers, it brought awe, but for others, it brought fear. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This will need to be rewritten as well because of the earlier change suggestions.
	Next came the trial. Jesus was-well, Jesus, and that did not make the Pharisees happy in the slightest. I didn’t know that they were capable of vicious attacks until I had to drag one of them off of Him. Jesus tends to cause strong reactions within people. Whether those reactions are good or bad seems to depend on the heart of the person.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching out the hyphen for another comma. It interrupts the flow of reading and brings it to a full stop when you just want a short pause around the word here.
	For Pilate, His words caused alarm. I don’t know exactly what he believes Jesus is, but I know he wanted to wash his hands of all of this. He tried to hand Jesus over multiple times, finding no fault in Him after various conversations, but the Pharisees wouldn’t allow it. They practically threatened Pilate, telling him that if he didn’t sentence Jesus to death for claiming to be a King, then he was no friend of Caesar. While Pilate seemed to respond to Jesus in a way the Pharisees had not, he wasn’t willing to risk his career to stop their plot. So, Jesus was sentenced to death. Death by crucifixion. I knew it was coming, but it still made my heart drop. 
I just kept telling myself ‘Trust Him’ over and over again. It became the mantra of the day for me. As I watched my soldiers beat Him. Trust Him. When He wanted to talk to one of the very Pharisees who got Him into this situation. Trust Him. He is God. I am man. Trust Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more impact. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more impact.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more impact. 
Before it was time to crucify Him, He asked to talk to me. This is one of the events of today that will stick with me forever. I told my soldiers to clear out, and He took a second to catch His breath, then He looked up at me from where He was sitting in little puddles of His own blood on the ground.
“I have to go away for a bit,” He started, and I just stared at Him. He was heading toward crucifixion, of course He was going to go away. “I’ll be back. On the third day,” He continued. He coughed up blood after that statement. Despite that, I still found myself wholeheartedly believing Him. He had said that death has no authority over Him. I guess this is what He meant by that. He’s going to rise again after three days. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s unnecessary and doesn’t add to the sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more impact.
“I’ll be waiting,” I had responded. I didn’t know what else to say at the time. He tried to laugh, but just wound up coughing up more blood. “I’m sorry,” I let out, and I hid my face from Him. I did this to Him. Not physically, but it was under my orders. I could’ve tried to make things easier for Him, but instead I let my soldiers do that to Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active with the end of the sentence. Saying “torture him” or something similar would help add to the picture in the reader’s mind. 
“Don’t apologize,” He immediately told me.
“But I…” I had started.
“Auran, I need you to listen,” He interrupted me. 
“Yes, Lord,” I agreed. He took a few deep breaths, His battered form heaving. His pain was clear, yet He was insistent on speaking to me. I knelt down in front of Him, and He put His shackled hand on my shoulder.
“Take care of my sheep. I know you’ve grasped that I’ll… be back, but a lot of them haven’t. They’ll need somebody there for them. I trust you,” He declared, His eyes on mine. All day I had been telling myself to trust Him, and there He was saying He trusted me. My answer came immediately.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“Of course, Lord,” I assured Him. He let out a sigh of relief. His people mean the world to Him. That’s why He came, isn’t it? He wants to be with His people forever. He spent more time than I can process separated from them, and that tortured Him. Worse than any torture that we inflicted on Him throughout the day. That’s why He didn’t resist any of this. This was always the plan. He came because of His abundance of love for us, and looking at His blood-covered form in that moment, I saw it clearly.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and ending it as a statement so you’re not questioning the reader.
Eventually the time to crucify Him came. He tried to carry His cross like the others, but His body couldn’t handle it, His earthly form already starting to slip away. I took the cross from Him. Shouldering even a fraction of this burden is the least I could do for Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This will also need to be rewritten due to the earlier correction.
The next parts are where things get fuzzy for me. I know I put the cross down. I know I nailed Him to it. I know I was one of the ones to get the cross situated. I was there the entire time. It lasted hours, but I have no recollection of any of it until the last moment. He was weak. Weaker than I’d seen Him all day. He tilted His head up, a strenuous movement for Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This can either be rewritten or deleted altogether due to the earlier suggestion.
“It is… finished,” He got out, then His head dropped. Right after, the ground began to shake below us. The people in the crowd all started turning to each other, terror in their eyes. They called for His crucifixion. They stood there and mocked Him. They realized He was who He said He was. 
A Pharisee stood close to the front, staring at the crown on His head. I didn’t recognize him; I don’t think he came to the trial earlier that day. I moved closer to him and found tears spilling from his eyes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period instead of a semicolon. They are both full thoughts that connect but not in the way a semicolon normally would.
“I should’ve stopped this,” he let out, dropping to his knees and bowing his head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“You couldn’t have,” I spoke up, startling him. His gaze fell on the Roman symbol on my armor, and he quickly rose to his feet. “I tried to stop it,” I reveal, separating myself from my people in his mind. He gapes at me. “He healed my boy. I wanted to repay the favor, but then I realized who He is. He didn’t need my unprompted advice, or help. He is God. I am man. This was His plan. I was not going to stop it,” I told him. He stared at me a little longer, then he took a deep breath.
“I always believed Him,” he admitted, and more deep breaths followed his statement. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider elaborating more on this. Why is he taking more deep breaths? Is he hyperventilating? Is he scared? Excited?
“He knew,” I promised him, and it was as if a load had been lifted off of him. He threw his arms around me, and we stayed like that for a while, both of us reflecting on the weight of the moment.
“Where will His body go?” he finally said, letting go of me and wiping his eyes.	Comment by Taylor Funk: make sure you change Geras to Joseph
“There’s a pit nearby where we dump them,” I answered, hating the words as they left my mouth. He doesn’t belong in there.
“I have a tomb near here. Let me give Him a proper burial,” he requested. My answer was an immediate yes. I even told him I’d help him. I wasn’t sure how Pilate would react to it all, but if I’m honest, that wasn’t even a factor in my decision. 
The Pharisee stayed by my side after that. He waited patiently as we broke the legs of the criminals on either side of Jesus to speed up their deaths and ensure we were able to get Jesus down before the day of rest. I could tell it was a lot for him, but he didn’t go anywhere. Jesus is just as important to him as He is to me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding historical context here by adding that this man was Joseph of Arimathea.
“They’re all dead,” Deslan reports, coming to my side. He eyes the Pharisee next me. The crowd is long gone by now, so his presence here is odd.
“Bring the two on the ends to the pit. I have other plans for Jesus,” I declare.
“There’s something different about him, isn’t there?” Deslan asks, a seriousness in his gaze that I don’t see often.
“Yes,” I confirm, not having the capacity to add much more to the answer, though it doesn’t seem like he needs much more. He looks up at the dead body of humanity’s Savior, awe in his eyes, then he heads over to where the other soldiers are standing and repeats my instructions to them. They split up and get to work getting the two criminals on the ends down. I head to the middle cross where the Man who changed the entire trajectory of not only my life, but of the whole world hangs, lifeless.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You repeated much more in this sentence. Consider rewriting one of them for more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a full stop, so there should be a period here instead of a comma. 
I freeze. He’s dead. I know He’s been dead for hours now, but standing under Him right now it suddenly hits me. The Son of God is dead. He said this would happen. I’ve had so much preparation. He’s dead. I’m going to pull Him off of this cross as if He’s some criminal. His lifeless form will be in my arms. He’s dead.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more impact.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more impact. Also consider placing a period after He’s as well for more impact. 
I fall to my knees before Him. Last time I did this was when I realized who He was. Who He is. He’s still the Son of God. Death has no authority over Him. He said that much. He also told me that He’d be back. In three days. I’m going to pull Him off of this cross and I’m going to bring Him to the Pharisee’s tomb and in three days He’ll-I actually don’t know how it’s going to work. Will He just get up, air filling His lungs once more? Will He disappear from the tomb, then reappear somewhere else good as new? Does it really matter? He’ll be back. This is far from over.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It takes away from your story more than adds to it and is unnecessary.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be one sentence instead of two. It looks like you were trying to place emphasis on the second part, but it takes away from readability.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing an ellipsis here instead since it’s a continuing thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“I’m waiting,” I declare, getting back to my feet and looking to Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.


Chapter 45
Mary

	Jesus is dead. I wasn’t ready to hear that. James told us that He had been arrested this morning. I couldn’t do anything all day. I just stared out the window, waiting for Him to show up and say that they couldn’t hold Him, or some other Jesus comment like that, but He never came. Instead, James came back and told us He had been crucified. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought for more emphasis at the start of your chapter.
	Martha had offered to go back to his house with him to help them all process everything, but he said that it was best if we stayed here. He was worried that there would only be more animosity toward us from the Pharisees now that Jesus had been branded a revolutionary. He left shortly after he came, and we were all alone with this new piece of information that seemed to be sucking the air out of the house. Jesus is dead.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	None of us have really spoken to each other since we heard about it. The weird part is, we’ve all been in the same room. Just sitting. Staring. Lost for words. Because what can one really say after hearing something like that? Jesus is dead.
	There’s a knock on the door just after nightfall. If it was James, he would’ve done the special knock we’ve been using since Laz’s resurrection. My heart skips a beat as I think about people on the other side of the door here to harm us. Haven’t they already taken enough?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Stay here,” Laz orders, getting to his feet.
	“Not a chance,” Martha remarks, getting up herself and cutting in front of him to get to the door first.
	“At least wait,” Laz seethes as he runs after her. Well, I don’t want to be the only one sitting. I follow them to the door. Martha swings it open, revealing Andrew, Simon, Thomas, and Matthew standing there, the darkness unable to hide their sunken eyes. We stare at them, and they stare at us, nobody really knowing what to say at first.
	“Where is everybody else?” Martha finally asks, ushering them into the house, then closing the door. We reach the sitting room before any of them speak. They seem to be in a collective state of shock. I can’t say I blame them.
	“John and Big James went with their mother to support His mom,” Matthew starts, then he trails off, his eyes stuck on a random point on the wall as thoughts drift around his head.
	“I haven’t seen Peter since the sentencing,” Andrew reveals, slight panic in his tone. Simon squeezes his shoulder trying to give him some sort of assurance that I don’t think he believes himself.
	“Philip, Nathanael, Thaddaeus, and Little James are all hiding. If the Pharisees recognize us, there’s a good chance they’ll want to hurt us,” Simon continues their explanation. He says it so calmly as if we don’t all know what the Pharisees are capable of. As if they didn’t take someone that we all loved. Jesus has been a staple in my life from the time I was kid. Even during the years we didn’t see much of Him, I still felt His presence. I could go find Him if I really wanted and reminisce on the good old days. I can’t do that anymore. He’s gone.
	“Why aren’t you all hiding?” Laz poses. All of their eyes fall to Andrew. It takes him a few seconds to notice. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“There was something He was working on before… everything,” Andrew starts, reaching into his pouch. “He never told any of us what it was or why He was doing it. That wasn’t necessarily uncommon for Him, so we all kind of forgot about it. After the arrest, we all left the campsite in a rush, grabbing things, but mainly focusing on getting out of there. We just started going through things. Nobody was really in the mood to talk to each other. His bag wound up with my stuff, and I found it. Seeing it finished, I knew exactly who it was for,” he goes on, pulling something wooden out of his pouch.
	He holds it out to me. It’s a lily carved within a circle. It’s so intricate. It must’ve taken Him days to get just right. I take it from Andrew and trace each and every ridge with my finger. I picture Him sitting somewhere in the quiet between his teachings and miracles, gently carving into the wood with me on His mind despite what He knew was coming. Tears sting my eyes.
	“It’s beautiful,” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“He always was better at that than I’ll ever be,” Laz comments, admiring the lily from his spot next to me. Though it was meant to be a joke, his face falls as his mind goes to Jesus. 
“He was the Son of our world’s literal Creator, so don’t feel too bad about it,” Simon responds, and a smile edges its way onto Laz’s face.
“I guess you’re right. When we were kids, He used to put so much detail into things. He nearly made His dad cry with how beautiful His works turned out-Joseph, though I’m sure the Lord Himself was proud too,” Laz says, and Simon laughs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: The way this is written makes the sentence a little awkward. Consider putting Joseph’s name after His dad with commas on either side of it instead.
“I never imagined the Son of God as a carpenter, but I have to say, He’s made us some pretty cool things,” Simon shares.
“Like the little fig tree He carved for Nathanael,” Andrew brings up.
“Or the fish that He made for the four of you with all of those funny faces,” Simon adds, and Andrew laughs.
“Are we really going to pretend that nothing happened?” Thomas questions. I think this is the first time he’s said something the whole time he’s been here. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript and for more impact in the moment. It sounds like you’re trying to make Thomas sound mad, so try to give context into that.
“We’re not pretending it didn’t happen; we’re choosing to focus on the good moments we had with Him,” Simon replies, trying to make his words as gentle as possible, but they do nothing to wipe away the tormented look on Thomas’ face.
“You say that as if He died of natural causes. He was crucified! He was brutally tortured before that! And all of this-it all happened because Judas gave Him up! Someone who walked among us! Someone that I considered a friend. He turned on the Man we all pledged our lives to, and now they’re both dead. There’s been so much death lately,” Thomas lets out, his eyes falling on Laz, then he shakes his head and looks down. “I almost wish I never answered His call,” he admits, his voice shaky.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding context about Judas earlier in the manuscript when Laz and Martha are asking where everyone is at. 
“Thomas, don’t say that,” Matthew scolds him.
“Why not? It’s true! If I had known there was going to be this much pain and confusion, I wouldn’t have followed Him! It’s all too much!” Thomas declares, tears streaming down his face. I want to condemn him like Matthew did, but I don’t think I can. This is all too much. I just got Laz back, and now I’ve lost Jesus in one of the most brutal ways that exists. If I had known that all of this was going to happen, I can’t say that I would’ve welcomed Jesus back into my life.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“It’s a lot, but there’s a reason behind it all. You just need to trust Him,” Matthew tells him.
“Trust Him? He’s gone! What reason could there be for that?” Thomas exclaims.
“He did it for us,” Martha speaks up.
“What?” Thomas questions, turning toward her, his expression a mix of anger and confusion. I’m not quite sure I know where she’s going with this either. 
“He died for all of us. To make us right. That’s the whole reason He was here in the first place. He and the Lord both have an inexplicable amount of love for us. They didn’t want to spend eternity without us, so Jesus came here to be our sacrificial lamb. It hurts now. I know that. I know that you’re trying and failing to make sense of all of it. I just went through that when Laz died, but look: Laz is back. There was a plan for all of that. There’s a plan for what’s happening now too, and I’m not just saying that to say it. Think about your time with Jesus; He didn’t make a single move without a purpose. He knows what He’s doing right now. I can promise you that,” Martha declares. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
My eyes drop to the lily in my hand. I think back to when we were kids and Jesus would accompany me to the flower fields because Martha didn’t want me going by myself and Laz considered himself too cool to care about pretty things. One day Jesus and I came across a patch of lilies.
“It’s beautiful isn’t it,” He had said, picking one and handing it to me.
“Is it,” I responded, taking in all the little details. The way it was shaped. The way the colors blended into each other. The way it smelled. It all seemed perfect.
“Yet it does nothing to look like this. It just exists; the Lord takes care of the rest,” He pointed out. I had never thought of that. Thinking back to that moment knowing He was talking about His Father sends chills throughout me, especially considering what He said next. “The Lord loves us all infinitely more than the lilies. How much more will He take care of us?”
The lilies are made perfect without any effort on their own part. The Lord makes them perfect. The things that Martha said are starting to make sense to me. How much more will the Lord take care of us? He wants to make us perfect too so that we can be in heaven with Him. For the lilies He uses rain and sunlight. For us He’s using Jesus. His perfect Son.
“I don’t understand it,” Thomas lets out, snapping me out of my thoughts. His head is in his hands and he squeezes his eyes closed as if he’s trying to force an explanation to appear in his head.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to thoughts or mind for more variety through the manuscript.
“He loves us,” I share the part that’s most concrete in my mind. I don’t understand everything that Martha said, but that part is all I need right now. He loves me. He gave everything for me, submitting to death even though He’s greater than it. That’s what matters. I don’t need to understand His full plan as long as I understand that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“He’s gone,” Thomas reiterates. He quickly gets to his feet, then leaves before any of us can say anything to him. Matthew gets up to follow him, but Simon holds up his hand.
“Let him go,” Simon says, a sad look in his eye. He knows he can’t fix this. I think the only person who could was Jesus, and that’s not exactly going to happen right now. “We should all get some rest. It’s been a taxing day,” Simon brings up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be in the present tense since that’s what the current tense is in the passage.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“You’re all welcome to take whatever rooms you want,” Martha states, as she stands up.
“Thank you,” Simon replies, and she nods. Everybody gets up and starts heading toward the hallway.
“Andrew,” I speak up, stopping him. He turns around to face me, quickly trying to wipe the exhaustion from his face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this out with an action of some sort instead of using this phrase. You use it quite a bit and this space could be used to add more description to the story. 
“Yes?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“Thank you for bringing this to me. I know leaving was risky for you guys,” I say.
“Jesus’ bag wasn’t near mine the night before the arrest, yet somehow, I wound up with it. I don’t think that was an accident. I think He wanted us to be here,” he tells me, a small smile on his face. Jesus didn’t want us to have to deal with this alone. He really did think of everything.
	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
Chapter 46
Tirnan

	This last week has been so fulfilling. I’ve been traveling around nearby cities, telling them all about the Man who made me whole. The reactions have been mixed. Some of the places that I’ve been aren’t Jewish, so they don’t have the background that the scrolls provide for the Son of God. Even so, there’s still a considerable amount of them that wound up believing in what I had to say. It’s hard to deny the healing that took place in my life.
	Of course there are those that don’t believe I was ever injured. That’s the hard part about going to those who I don’t know. I need to find a convincing way to describe the way my life has changed that they won’t be able to deny. Sometimes my words change depending on the crowd before me, but my message is always the same; our Savior is here, and He’s willing and able to change all of our lives if we put our trust in Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full colon instead of a semicolon since you are answering a prompt. 
	I look out at the group of people in the market before me. The region I’m in now does have a Jewish population, but it’s only a small fraction of their overall population. A few people have prayer tassels hanging from their clothes, which tells me that there are at least a few Jews here. Hopefully they’re the ones that don’t require extra convincing.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: These two are a little repetitive of each other. Consider rewriting one or both so it still adds to the manuscript without restating the smaller Jewish population.
	“A couple years ago I was jumped,” I begin, and people turn towards me. I usually open with that because it’s a good way to get people’s attention, especially in a market. “I nearly died that night. While I was able to pull through, I was left with lasting damage: a pain in my leg so intense that I could barely walk most days,” I continue. Eyes drop to my legs and confusion fills their faces.
	“You seem fine,” someone close to the front states the obvious.
	“I am now. The pain is completely gone, and it wasn’t medicine that made this happen; it was a Man. He healed multitudes, not just me. All He had to do was tell me I was better, then I was,” I go on.
	“Who is this man?” someone interjects. This is my favorite part.
	“The Son of God,” I reveal, and whispers start to circulate throughout the crowd. I give it a minute before I continue. “He and His Father both care for us all deeply. They want to spend eternity with us. All They ask for from us is our heart. He’s capable of life change. I’ve seen it. I’ve experienced it. All you have to do is believe,” I finish. I get all sorts of looks from the people before me. 
	“Believe in what?” someone finally speaks up.
	“That He is who He says He is and that He has the power to save,” I answer. I’m sure there will eventually be more, but for now those are the big things. He is the door. That can’t be missed. Some people walk away, annoyed they took the time to listen to me, while others seem to actually be considering what I said. I hope it’s more than just a few of them. I scan the faces of the people before me, and someone familiar catches my eye. “Dad?” I pose, heading over to him. I didn’t see him before, but now that the crowd has started to disperse, it’s clear it’s him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“Son,” he returns, taking me in. His eyes stop once they reach my leg and widen. I’ve found that seeing proof of a miracle tends to have that effect on people. He blinks a few times, then he looks back up. “You look different,” he says. This is the first time he’s seen me in normal clothes rather than the fancy stuff mom picked out for me, isn’t it?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and making it a statement so you’re not asking a question of the reader. 
	“I picked these out myself,” I tell him, gesturing to my clothes, and he chuckles. I wait for him to say something, but he doesn’t. I guess it’s up to me to address the elephant in the room. “What are you doing here dad? How did you even find me?” I ask. Even Edrik doesn’t know where I am right now, and I actually spoke to him before I left.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what they would have said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 
	“Your mom and I were worried when your friend told us that you left. I’ve been reaching out to old associates in nearby cities asking if they’ve seen you. I just wanted to know that you were ok. When I heard that your leg was fine, I knew I had to come see it for myself,” he reveals. 
	He’s been looking for me? I knew they would worry about me, but I thought it would be more of a performative worry for the sake of showing that they didn’t know what I was doing to their friends, not actual worry. I didn’t know they cared for me on that level. I didn’t know they were capable of care on that level.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This doesn’t make sense here without context. I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Consider adding more detail.
	“Thank you,” I let out.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“For what?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“For looking for me. For caring enough to actually come,” I respond. He eyes me, surprised that I seem thrown off by this.
	“Of course. Your mom and I have always cared for you. I’m sorry if we haven’t done the best job showing it,” he apologizes. Those words mean more to me than he could ever know. My whole life I thought that the only time they ever cared was when I was doing what they expected of me, but here he is, telling me he cares when I’m in another city dressed as a common man. 
I throw my arms around him, surprising him, but he quickly recovers and hugs me back. I can’t remember the last time I hugged him. Our whole family isn’t really big on physical touch, but it seems this moment would settle for nothing less. He pats my back, then he lets go of me and looks me in the eye. 
“Son, you should know something,” he states, his tone laced with gloom. 
	“What is it?” I ask, suddenly worried about my mom.
“The Man you speak of. He was crucified by the Romans yesterday,” he tells me. Crucified? That’s one of the most intense forms of death. How did this happen? What wrong could the Romans have found in Him to justify something as extreme as that?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“What was the charge?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase with more emotion for more word variety and impact in the manuscript.
“They say He claimed to be a King. From what I’ve heard, the Pharisees brought His claims to their attention and convinced them He was a threat to Caesar,” he reports. He studies me, trying to gauge how I’m taking all of this. This is hard to hear, but it’s not a complete shock, is it?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and making this a statement so you’re not questioning the reader. 
	“He said He was going to lay down His life. He said that right before He identified Himself as the Son of God. That’s what happened here. This doesn’t disprove who He is, it only goes to show that He is who He says He is. He has divine knowledge of the future; He is the Son of God,” I ramble, trying to make myself sound convincing. He needs to see that this was intentional. He needs to see that the Man I met was the real deal.
	“Son, I believe you,” he responds, not a hint of doubt in his voice.
	“What?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript. This is a good spot to put a word like incredulously. 
	“The last time I saw you, you barely left your couch. Even before the attack, you were never really passionate about anything. It’s clear that this Man has made more than just an outward change in you,” he states. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
He’s right. I’ve been a new man since I met the Son of God. My own desires and inclinations have started to decrease, with His taking their place. And I couldn’t be more thrilled about that. I want nothing more than to spread the good news about Him and all He’s done for me and all He will do for us all.
	“You’re really ok with what I’m doing?” I ask. This doesn’t exactly line up with the family image.
	“Am I thrilled that my son is going around announcing the majesty of a Man who was just crucified for being a threat to Caesar? No, it obviously scares me, but I can see this is what you need to be doing, so I’m not going to stop you,” he answers. Is he being sincere right now or is this some sort of reverse psychology? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider switching it out with something closer to what they would have said back then to help keep the reader engaged in the time period. 
	“You’re not upset about me leaving the business?” I check.
	“I wish I had had the courage to leave the business at your age,” he reveals.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“Really?” I question, and he laughs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“I wanted to own a field. Contribute resources that the people really needed. Instead, I followed in my father’s footsteps and got comfortable with the wealth, so I pushed the same path on you. I couldn’t be prouder of you for being the one to break the cycle,” he tells me, giving my shoulder a squeeze. 
“Does mom feel the same?” I ask. Wealth has always seemed to be equated with worth for her.
“She’s a little confused. You did go without saying anything,” he brings up. I did do that… I don’t regret that choice because I know I probably would’ve backed out of everything if I had gone to them first, but I should probably try to make things up to her. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
“Maybe I should come visit for a few days. Explain everything to her myself,” I offer, and he smiles.
“She would love that,” he responds, warmth in his expression. It seems she’s not the only one.


Chapter 47
Auran

	I found most of Jesus’ followers soon after I left His tomb. They were wary of me at first, which I guess is fair, but eventually they warmed up to me. I brought them more supplies so they won’t have to leave before Jesus comes back, and I stayed with them a little while to help them process things. There was maybe one or two of them who seemed to know that He was even coming back. I would’ve stayed with them longer to try and explain things further to them, but one of them was worried because his brother was missing, so I set off to go look for him.
	The missing follower isn’t just one of the twelve: it’s Peter. Given what I know about him, finding him is of the utmost importance. The look in his eye when he attacked me flashes in my mind and chills go through me. If that rage is still within him, he could be out there getting himself into serious trouble.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This will have to be rewritten because of the earlier correction.
	I walk through the whole city as the day goes on to no avail. Either he’s on the move, holed away somewhere, or outside of the city. I don't know which option scares me the most. I just need to find him. I promised Jesus I’d take care of His sheep, and I can’t let Him down.
	Suddenly, jeers start to sound from a tavern near me. Oh no. I would rather him be out of the city than down there in the midst of whatever’s going on, but something tells me that’s not the case. He left without so much as a goodbye for his brother. I know a thing or two about staying quiet. It’s what you do when the thoughts in your head can’t be formed into anything productive no matter how hard you try.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	I run down the stairs right behind Ren, who also happened to be nearby, and my heart sinks as I take in the scene before me. Peter is on the ground trading punches with a guy twice his size. He looks relatively unharmed considering the size mismatch, but he does have a large gash near his eyebrow that’s causing blood to drip over his eye. Unsurprisingly, he keeps getting hit on that side because of the hindrance to his vision.
	“Break it up!” I order, but neither of them ceases what they’re doing. “Ren, get the big guy,” I tell him.
	“Yes, dominus,” Ren responds. I insert myself into the situation, grabbing Peter and pulling him away while Ren does the same with the other guy.
	“You got lucky!” Peter shouts as I drag him up the stairs and out of the building. He doesn’t turn to face me until we’ve reached the top. “You. You arrested Him,” he lets out, increasing his efforts to escape my grip to no avail.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“I was going to sneak Him out of the city, but He said it had to happen this way,” I tell him, and he stops struggling as he thinks this over. I bring him down a nearby side street that appears to be empty. After deciding that he seems too caught up in what I’ve said to try and run away, I let him go. 
	“Why? I don’t understand it all,” he says, putting his head in his hands and leaning against the wall behind him. Jesus said that a lot of them never grasped it. Do I tell him what He told me? Would he even listen to me right now?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I know it’s all very hard to understand, but He does have a plan with all of this. He made it sound like He told you guys about it,” I bring up, trying to jog his memory, though I’m not sure how helpful that’s going to be; I’m pretty sure he’s drunk right now.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period instead of a semicolon. They are two distinct sentences. 
	“You want to know what He told me? He said that I would deny Him. Three times. I told Him that that was preposterous. I love Him. I would never do that,” he trails off, sliding down the wall behind him until he’s on the ground. “When it came down to it, I guess He knew me better than I know myself. Three times I was asked if I was one of His followers, and all three times I said no. I let my own self-preservation stop me from declaring that He’s Lord,” he goes on, tears starting to well up in his eyes. I lower myself to the ground next to him and put my hand on his shoulder as he cries.
	“You messed up, Peter, but that doesn’t mean He or the Lord love you any less. He knew exactly what you were going to do, yet He didn’t shun you, and He never will no matter what you do,” I tell him. He wipes his eyes and looks over at me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with console him or a similar phrase to add more action to the situation.
	“I don’t deserve His love. I don’t even know why He called me in the first place. I was a mess then, and I’m no less of a mess now. You of all people should know that given what I did to your ear,” he brings up. Ah yes, that. I can’t deny that I would’ve rather that not have happened, but it’s not like it ended poorly for me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This and below will need to be rewritten based on the earlier suggestion.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“What’d you do?” I pose, gesturing to both ears, and he gapes at me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“Are you really joking about that? I physically attacked you while you were apparently doing what He asked of you. Not to mention that you’re a Praetor; I should’ve been arrested for that myself,” he points out. He definitely should’ve been, but given that I’m unharmed, I didn’t see any reason to do that.
	“You did attack me, and it was fairly unpleasant, but it gave Him a chance to show His majesty in front of my soldiers. I’m pretty sure some of them believe in Him now because of that,” I reveal, and he cocks his head.
	“Really?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“Yeah,” I confirm. I didn’t get the chance to talk to them about it, and I’m not sure they would admit it given the danger that comes with associating with Him at the moment, but there were definitely a few of them that were being respectful to Him throughout the day despite what He was being charged with. Thinking back on it all from this lens, I actually don’t mind that it happened. They wouldn’t know Him if it hadn’t. “I think I know why He chose you,” I say.
	“Why?” he questions, looking over at me with desperation in his eyes.
	“You are a mess, but that gives Him a chance to shine through you. If you were perfect, then His impact wouldn’t really stand out as much, would it? You screw up or fall short and He makes things work despite that, and in doing so people get the chance to see His glory,” I explain, figuring it all out as the words leave my mouth. 
	Peter may get himself into bad situations, but He can turn any bad situation into something beautiful. He did it when He healed Maxian. Our family has never been happier than we are now and it’s all because of what He brought us out of. He’s doing it again now with His death. The Pharisees want to show that they still have power and the people still need them, but that’s all going to be thrown out the window when He comes back. He’s making the people right and simultaneously showing them His power.
	“I know this is all painful, Peter, but He’s going to use it for good. That’s who He is,” I tell him. He sniffles a few times, staring out at the wall ahead of us. His brows knit as he thinks through everything I’ve said.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“Who He is,” he says, processing the words as they come out. “Who He is,” he repeats, this time with more confidence. That’s not what I thought he was thinking about, but I guess I’ll go with it. “He’s alive. He never died!” he lets out. No.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This no is a little random. Does it go with Peter? Or does it go with Auran? Who is saying it and why?
	“Not quite. He is dead, but He won’t be for long. Death cannot hold Him,” I declare, and he gapes at me. He may be too drunk for this right now. It’s hard enough to grasp sober. “Is there somewhere I can bring you?” I ask him. I don’t want to bring him to the others in this state. They’ve been through enough.
	“Yeah,” he answers, getting to his feet with his mind elsewhere. He starts walking away, so I jump up and follow him. He walks through the city somewhat aimlessly. Should I really be trusting his sense of direction right now? Maybe I should just bring him home with me. Domitia can probably clean up his cut. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider putting this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	He stops at a door, then proceeds to knock on it, getting blood on the door. Whether it belongs to him or the guy he was fighting, I have no idea. The door opens, revealing a woman somewhere around Peter’s age. She takes in the two of us, confusion on her face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This word is repetitive. Consider swapping it out with another word. 
	“Andrew, can you come here?” she poses. Andrew? Isn’t that…	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Peter!” Andrew exclaims, running toward us as soon as he spots his brother. He throws him into a fierce hug, and Peter winces. Andrew quickly lets go of him and takes his current state in, worry in his eyes. “What happened to you?” he questions, and tears well up in Peter’s eyes again.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to releases or another similar word for more variety through the manuscript.
	“I denied Him just like He said I would,” Peter lets out. Andrew sighs and puts his arm around him, leading him inside.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“You’re only human, Peter,” Andrew tells him as they walk away. The woman who answered the door stares at me. I should probably introduce myself.
	“I’m Auran. Jesus healed my boy. He uh-He told me to look after everybody while He’s away,” I try to explain how I wound up with Peter in a succinct way. She raises an eyebrow at the last part, but unlike Peter it seems like she actually knows what I’m talking about.
	“Thank you for following through on that,” she says. She seems to be deciding whether to let me in or not. As much as I would love to meet more people that He cares for, I should probably get home. Domitia’s worried about me because of how involved I’ve been in everything that’s going on.
	“Of course. Will you be able to patch him up?” I check.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a similar word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.
	“My sister has experience in that area given the fact that our brother is both a carpenter and a clutz,” she assures me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern term. Consider changing it out with something closer to what they would have said back then in order to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
	“Alright. I have to head home. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to send for me. I may wear this symbol on my chest, but my loyalty is with Him and those He cares for,” I tell her, and she smiles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I feel like I’m missing an ending for Auran. Is there more you feel you could write about? If not, that’s fine. It just feels like I didn’t get to see his ending tied up.
	“He’ll be grateful for all you’re doing,” she states. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out for a different word or phrase for more word variety in the manuscript.


Chapter 48
Niemos

	The fraud has been dead for three days. For whatever reason, he was put in Joseph’s tomb near the site of the crucifixion. Nobody has seen Joseph since we found out, but there’s been lots of whispers going around about him. Some people are suggesting that he’s been an inside man for the fraud this whole time, warning him every time we developed a plan against him. I have a hard time believing that. The fraud seemed to pick and choose when and where he showed himself; it didn’t seem to have anything to do with what strategy we were pursuing at the moment.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I would add in Arimathea here since this was such a common name. 
	Now that the fraud has an official resting place, the Romans have stuck soldiers near it at the request of Caiaphas. In his request, he cited Jesus’ claims that death does not have authority over him. Caiaphas said that Jesus’ followers may try to steal his body to make it seem as if the things he said are true. The Romans seemed to agree that that wouldn’t be a good look, so they sent a guard of soldiers to stand by the tomb.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You don’t need the extra that here, and it doesn’t add to your sentence. Consider deleting it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is repetitive. Consider deleting or rephrasing it. 
	I thought the people would start to come back to the temple like they had before now that all of this is behind us, but even after three days we haven’t seen many of them. Just a handful, and all of them have wanted to know about the scrolls surrounding the Son of God, not about the scrolls that teach them the proper way to live. It’s discouraging seeing how much that fraud was able to change things around here. He destroyed the very system he claimed to have created.
	I’m sitting at my table, going over some of the earlier scrolls, when two soldiers come running into the temple. Why are they here? They have no business inside our sacred places. All of the agreements that were put in place between us and the Romans seem to have been relaxed now, and I don’t like it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“You’re not supposed to be in here!” I declare, but the soldiers don’t slow down. They run all the way in Izal’s quarters. This can’t be good. I chase after them and enter just in time to hear them start throwing out panicked words.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This and below may have to be changed due to the earlier suggestion.
	“There was a man!” the first lets out. 
“There was a man where?” Izal questions, annoyed. There’s too much fear within the first soldier to even attempt any more words. What would make a soldier who’s been in the midst of battle this terrified? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“At the tomb! The man was at the tomb!” the second exclaims, his horror matching that of the first.
“Shut the door,” Izal orders, his eyes on me, and I do as he says. He stares at the trembling Roman soldiers before him, thinking carefully about his next words. “What did this man look like?” he finally asks.
“Like lightning!” the first declares, putting his head in his hands as the image comes back to him. What does that even mean? How could a person look like lightning? They had to have been hallucinating, right?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this as a statement instead of a question.
“And his clothes were white as snow despite the fact that he was sitting on top of the stone!” the second adds, and shivers go throughout him at the memory. Could they have both been hallucinating the same man? Is that a thing?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“What stone?” Izal poses, trying to make sense of all they’re saying. I’m not sure there’s much sense to it at all.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“The stone in front of the tomb! He rolled it away as if it weighed nothing, then he sat on it!” the second clarifies, starting to breathe heavily. 
“Did he take the body?” Izal questions. He thinks this is real? A man like lightning who rolled a stone away?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“We didn’t see him do it,” the first answers quietly.
“Is the body still there?” Izal interrogates. 
“No,” the first admits, his head low. The fraud’s body is gone? How is that possible? The stone in front of the tomb would’ve taken at least three men to move, and even then, they wouldn’t have been able to do it quickly. There’s no way the Roman soldiers could’ve missed something like that.
“Did the man you saw come close to you in any way?” Izal poses. Where is he going with this? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“No. He just-he appeared out of nowhere. He was definitely not a normal man. I-I need you to explain this to me,” the first gets out.
“Why would he be able to explain this to you? He wasn’t with you when it happened,” I bring up. The soldier turns to me, his chest rapidly rising and falling. The terror in his eyes is the purest I’ve ever seen. Whatever this soldier saw, he truly believes it was real. Can hallucinations cause a reaction this strong?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to argue or demand or a synonym for more word variety. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this as a statement instead of a question asked of the reader.
“Because this man was otherworldly. He has to be in the pages of your scrolls,” the first declares. In the pages of our scrolls? Is he serious? He thinks he came across something divine? That’s not possible. Nothing divine would dare associate with a fraud like the man that was buried there. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“I need you both to listen to me,” Izal starts, and the first turns back toward him. “You’re going to tell the people that the followers of the man who was buried came by and stole his body. You won’t tell anybody the things you just told me, especially not your Praetor. Are we clear?” he finishes, pulling out a purse full of coins and tossing it onto the table. Is he bribing them? Why is that necessary? He doesn’t think they’re telling the truth, does he? They can’t be. The things they spoke of-they don’t make sense.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“I don’t want your money. I want-I need to understand what I saw. Normal men do not look like the man we saw, nor do they move stones that big on their own,” the first insists, shaking his head. He’s denying the money? If my knowledge on Roman wages is correct, Izal is offering them each more than they would make in multiple months. Who turns that down?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“You’re going to take the money and do as I’ve said, or I’m going to go straight to Pilate himself and tell him that you let the followers of a revolutionary steal his body. If he happens to hear about this on his own, I can speak on your behalf if you make the right choice,” Izal threatens them. Since when do we as Pharisees threaten people? Nothing about any of this seems right.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
The soldiers stare at Izal as they consider his words. Do they really believe in what they saw enough to test him? If Pilate is told that they let the followers of a revolutionary steal his body, he’ll kill them. There’s no question about it. The Romans are a violent people when it comes to punishment. Look at what they did to the fraud.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
Finally, the first soldier steps forward and grabs the pouch off of the table. He thumbs the coins within, getting a relative count of them, then he tucks the pouch away within a pouch under his armor. He and the other soldier move toward the door, but he stops short of it. Izal is glaring at him before he even turns to face him.
“The man we saw was not of this world. You won’t be able to keep what happened quiet for long,” the first soldier warns. Despite the fact that his words come out calmer now, the fear that occupied his eyes from the moment he entered has not dwindled one bit.
“You better hope I can,” Izal remarks. His general attitude right now is reminiscent of what it was like when he broke the miraculous sign over his knee. The soldier shakes his head, then leaves the room, but his words stick with me. Not just what he said, but the way he said it. I’ve seen men claim to have had a divine experience before; none of them were as convinced that it had happened as those soldiers, and the soldiers aren’t even Jewish.
“Why did you go to those extremes with them?” I ask, turning to Izal. His eyes drop to the table in front of him. Why is he avoiding answering this? Does he believe that what they saw was actually divine?  “What do you think happened at the tomb?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I know the followers of the fraud took his body,” he quickly answers, looking back up at me. I can’t tell if he believes what he just said or not. “The Romans are a people easily swayed. The followers took advantage of this. They pulled some stunt to get the body so they can try and convince the people something divine happened in order to continue spreading his blasphemous teachings,” he goes on, trying to sound more convincing as he goes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this so it’s not repetitive. 
“You really think they would do that? That they would be able to?” I ask. Sure, there were twelve of them, but that’s not the case anymore. The one who gave him up is dead now, and the rest of them haven’t been seen since the arrest to my knowledge. Besides that, none of them seemed capable of taking down trained guards. The most they seemed prepared for was crowd control.
“You haven’t fallen for their tricks too, have you Niemos?” Izal questions, his eyebrows raised. No, that’s not what I’m questioning right now. What am I questioning right now? Maybe I’m overthinking all of this. Reading into things that aren’t there. “Niemos?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“No, of course not,” I respond at last.
“Good. I need you to keep quiet about the things you heard here today. You understand why, right?” he asks. His tone makes it clear what my answer should be.
“Yes, I do,” I reply right away. I need him to know that I’m not buying into any of this. The small doubts swirling my head are stupid and I will push them out. The man that was crucified was a fraud. His followers must’ve taken his body just like Izal is saying.
“Great. Now please go back to your duties for the day. We need to get the people back on track after everything that’s happened,” he declares.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Yes, Izal,” I say. I am a Pharisee. It’s my job to set the people straight. Maybe in the process I’ll manage to set myself straight, too.


Chapter 49
Auran

	It’s the third day. I don’t know what to expect, but I know the tomb will be empty. Anticipation fills me as I get ready for the day. I wonder when I’ll see Him. Will He come to me, or will I have to find Him? Will I see Him at all? He didn’t say that I would; He just said that He’d be back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	I try to gather my thoughts as I head into work. I still need to show up and act relatively normal. As far as the people around me are concerned, today is just a regular day. Nothing divine is on the schedule. That would be silly.
	“The body is gone,” Deslan lets out as soon as I’m within earshot of him. I pull him to the side so that our conversation can be somewhat private.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“As of when?” I ask.
	“This morning. The soldiers who were on duty are saying that His followers took Him, but I saw them run into the temple trembling before they came out and started spreading that story, so I don’t buy it,” he answers. The Pharisees know what happened, don’t they? They’re just trying to keep it quiet. If I were them and I knew I’d sent the Son of God to His death, I’d be trembling myself. Not that Jesus would do anything to them, but they don’t know that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider swapping it out with something else that would have been closer to what they said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and rephrasing it as a statement so you’re not questioning the reader.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this word. It’s repetitive and isn’t needed here.
	“I don’t buy it either,” I agree. Even if I didn’t know that He was coming back today, I still wouldn’t buy it; His followers are a wreck right now, they wouldn’t be able to pull something like that. Most of them are still too terrified to leave the house they’re holed up in, and the ones that have left haven’t done it often.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Same as the above prior paragraph.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence. Consider full stopping the sentence before “His followers”.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Same as the above.
	“He’s alive, isn’t He?” he asks, all he is poured into that question. Deslan has never personally interacted with Him, yet he’s managed to pick up on this. I’m impressed with him. Jesus’ own followers have been struggling with that type of blind faith these past couple days. I don’t know if I’m supposed to spread the news that Jesus came back quite yet, but I know He would approve of me rewarding Deslan’s faith right now.
	“He is,” I confirm, and his eyes widen.
	“Do you know where He is?” he questions, childlike joy radiating off of him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“No, I haven’t seen Him yet,” I answer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. This is a good place to add description as well. What body language and facial expressions do they have?
	“Well get on that,” he immediately lets out, starting to usher me out of the building. “I’ll cover for you,” he adds, pushing me out the door, then heading back inside, a pep in his step. I guess I’m going to look for Jesus now. He probably won’t be out in the open right away, but it doesn’t hurt to check.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	I head to the market and begin scanning the faces before me. He’ll look the same, right? The body is out of the tomb, so He must have the same one. That sounded weird, but I don’t know how else to phrase it. All of this is dealing with concepts that transcend human understanding. I continue looking around, and I spot a familiar face in line at a booth with various fruits.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this into a statement so you’re not questioning the reader.
	“Mary?” I pose, walking up to her. She turns to me, too much joy on her face for someone who just lost their Son. He really is back. She’s seen Him. I knew this would all happen, but proof like this causes wonder to shoot out in my mind like streamers. He actually did it. He actually rose from the dead. “Can I see Him?” I ask.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: The grammar on this one gets mixed around because English in America gets used improperly all the time. This should technically be her. Consider changing it. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“I’m sure He’d like that,” she responds, a smile on her face. It doesn’t matter to her the role that I just played in everything. Jesus cares for me. That makes me a part of the family. “I have a few more things left to buy, then I’ll bring you to Him,” she says.
	“Thank you,” I reply, and she nods. She grabs some figs, then starts to reach into her pouch for coins. “Are those for Him?” I ask.
	“Yes, they’re His favorite,” she answers.
	“Let me,” I tell her, pulling out coins of my own and dropping them on the table. The merchant seems confused to see me do this, but he doesn’t say anything.
	“I didn’t know what to think about you at first,” Mary states as we move on to another booth. That’s fair; I’m a soldier who’s not even of her people.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“And now?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Now I’m glad that my Son chose you, and not just because of the figs,” she answers, sending me a small smile. Her approval means more to me than I could’ve imagined it would. This woman raised the Son of God, and she thinks that I’m a good person to have around. Honestly, that’s a higher compliment coming from her than it would be if it had come from Caesar.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Thank you,” I respond.
	“Thank you for doing what you could to take care of Him. I know you did things that put you in danger all for His sake. That is not lost on me, nor is it lost on Him,” she declares. That’s how she sees things? I’ve been trying to get images of the things that were done to Him under my authority out of my head this whole time, yet none of that seems to matter to her. All she sees is what I did for Him. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
And that’s all He sees, isn’t it? Not the man who ordered His torture, but the man who looked after His followers. It seems that I haven’t just been made right by Him, but that I’ve also been made better. In serving Him, my actions are becoming those of a righteous man. I won’t be perfect like Him, but I’ll be a better reflection of Him. Here in this moment, I know that that’s better than anything I’ve ever strived for.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought and for more emphasis in the moment. Also consider rephrasing this as a statement so you’re not questioning the reader.
	Mary picks out a few more things that I wind up paying for, then we start walking to her house, everything that she bought in my arms. I’m not going to watch the mother of my Savior carry things when I’m right there, willing and able. When we reach the house, she opens the door, and we’re immediately met with some sort of conversation between Jesus and His brother.
	“I don’t think it’s ridiculous to ask for You to warn us next time a death won’t be permanent,” His brother states, holding his hands out as if he’s just proved a point. Jesus stares at him, an eyebrow raised.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I warned you several times over the span of all of my teachings,” Jesus points out, and His brother shakes his head.
	“Only You could manage to annoy me hours after rising from the dead,” His brother comments, and Mary sighs.
	“Boys, we have company,” Mary announces, gesturing to me. I put everything in my arms down on a nearby counter, then I face them.
	“Auran,” Jesus greets me, the same warmth in His eyes that was there when I met with Him in the clearing despite all that’s happened between now and then. I don’t even know the half of it, do I? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this as a statement so you’re not questioning the reader.
What has He been going through this whole time? Scars cover His body from where we tortured Him. How are the wounds scarred already? They were inflicted days ago? Has more time somehow passed for Him? How would that even work? And where was He? I know His body was in the tomb because I put it there, but where was He actually?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should end in a period since it’s phrased as a statement, not a question.
“Do you guys mind leaving us?” Jesus poses, looking at His mother and His brother. Mary nods, and pulls His brother away with her. Jesus waits until the door closes, then He turns to me. “You have questions,” He says. As always, there’s no impatience in His tone. He’s ready to meet me exactly where I’m at.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
Where am I at? I’m confused, that’s for sure, but do any of the questions that have been bouncing around my brain really matter? I don’t need to know how it all worked. My Savior is right here before me, just having come back from making me right. Trying to understand it all can wait.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s unnecessary and asks a question of the reader. 
“Thank You!” I let out, hugging Him. He quickly reciprocates, patting my armor-clad back. It’s so surreal to be hugging Him right now. The last time I saw Him was when I was laying His battered body in a tomb, and now here He is, breathing.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider switching this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“You did well, Auran,” He tells me.
“How do You know?” I ask, letting go of Him. He raises His eyebrows at me. Fair. I don’t know why I even bothered questioning it. “I feel like I could’ve done better with Peter,” I say. He wound up in a tavern fight and though I got him out of it, I wasn’t able to do much to make him feel better about the thing that landed him there.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: The reader already knows this. Unless you phrase it in a way that he tells Jesus verbally that this happened, I would delete it because it’s repetitive. 
“Peter is a tough one to look after,” He responds, looking off to the side as He thinks about him. “He cares so deeply. He’s always the first person to ask for clarification because he wants to understand the things I say. He likes to know where I am at all times so that he can be there if I need something. He has the most blind faith out of any of them. He just needs to work a bit more on getting out of his own way,” He explains. I can see that. He doesn’t always seem to fully think through his actions. I should know.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with agrees or admits for more word variety throughout the manuscript.
“Why did You tell him that he was going to deny You?” I ask Him. That’s what made him so upset with himself.
“I wanted him to know that I knew what he was going to do, but it wasn’t going to make me love him any less,” He tells me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“He didn’t really get that,” I point out, and He laughs.
“He got more of it than it seems,” He replies. I didn’t really see that, but I guess He would know. “Auran, are you ready to hear something difficult?” He poses. What? Does it get more difficult than what we just experienced? “We don’t have to get into it now if you’re not ready. We can sit here as long as you want,” He adds.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
Am I ready? I have no idea what He’s about to say right now. He’s giving me a warning. He’s never really done that before, has He? I mean, He did tell me about the whole three days thing, but that wasn’t like this. Can I handle what He has for me right now? I look over at Him. His eyes meet mine with unwavering support. I don’t know if I can handle whatever He has to say on my own, but I’m not on my own; whatever it is I can handle it with Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and making it a statement instead of questioning the reader.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“What is it?” I pose, and He smiles before He speaks up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I’ll be going away again,” He begins.
“They’re not going to kill You again, are they?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript and to convey more emotion in the moment.
“No, I’m done with death,” He laughs. “I’m going back up to heaven to be with the Father again now that I’ve accomplished what I was sent here to do,” He reveals, a melancholy look on His face. He’s going back to paradise to be with His Father again, what about that makes Him sad? “This world was never my home, but it was nice to be among my people, interacting with you all on the daily. I’m going to miss being able to hug Andrew when he’s feeling down and the deep conversations I would have with Matthew late at night and my mother’s cooking-oh I’m really going to miss that,” He says, and I laugh. “Anyway, I was going to tell you something, wasn’t I?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rewriting this to just ask the question instead of totally repeating what was just said. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a very modern phrase. Consider replacing it with something closer to what would have been said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Yes, something difficult if I remember correctly,” I respond, and He nods.
“Well, we actually already got to the difficult part. The other part has to do with you. I have a very important role for you,” He tells me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Whatever You need, consider it done,” I respond, and He smiles.
“I need you to keep looking after my sheep. They’re all going to face many trials as they spread the good news about me, and I need you to do everything you can to keep them safe. It’s not going to be easy as you already know, but your heart for people makes you perfect for it,” He details. It still baffles me that He trusts me this much. 
“It would be my honor, Lord,” I answer. Confidence fills me not because I think I can do all He’s asking of me, but because He does, and His judgment far surpasses my own.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript and to convey the emotion he’s feeling about having this responsibility.


Chapter 50
Niemos

	“What can I help you with?” I pose as a man takes a seat at the table across from me. I’m grateful for his presence. I need to get back into doing something familiar.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“What do the scrolls say about the Son of God?” the man before me asks. I can’t deal with this right now. The report of the soldiers caused questions to swirl in me that I shouldn’t be having as a Pharisee. I need to re-root myself in the facts of the scrolls. All of the rules and procedures that have kept me going all of these years. Those are what I need right now.
	“We’re not here to go down that rabbit hole. Do you have any questions about the everyday requirements of our people?” I pose, and he shakes his head, frustrated.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I know everything the scrolls have to say about the dos and don’ts. You Pharisees love to talk about that constantly. I want to know more about the man that was just put to death,” he spells out.
	“That man was not the Son of God,” I immediately deny. 
	“How am I supposed to know that if I don’t know what the scrolls have to say about Him?” he questions. He does somewhat have a point there. Maybe looking back at those scrolls will help me convince myself that I’m being ridiculous and there’s nothing weird going on here because the arrival of the Son of God is still a long way off.
	“Fine, let’s go through the scrolls about Him together,” I agree, sifting through the many scrolls on the table until I find the one that I’m looking for. “The Son of God has come to break every chain…” I begin.
	“I’ve already heard that part. It’s all anybody seems to know about Him. I want you to tell me what the scrolls say about the circumstances of His arrival, or the circumstances of His departure,” the man clarifies. The circumstances of His departure? He just wants to try to link this to the fraud in any way he can. I should not have entertained this.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I’m sorry but…” I start, but I’m cut off.
	“He’s alive! The Son of God is alive!” a man yells as he runs through the temple. No. This man doesn’t know what he’s talking about. The Son of God is dead. No. The Son of God isn’t here yet; the fraud we crucified is dead. The fraud is not the Son of God. I’ll make sure this man gets that so he doesn’t keep spreading these dangerous rumors. I get up, leaving the man in front of me and head over to the man who’s hollering.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“The Son of God hasn’t come,” I tell him, but that seems to have no effect on him.
	“I don’t know what the holdup is for you Pharisees! A Man shows up performing miracles and you put Him to death for it, only to kick off the greatest miracle He’s ever performed; the tomb is empty!” the man declares.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period since it’s two separate thoughts. Additionally, the full stop will help with emphasizing the importance of the sentence “The tomb is empty!”
	“The tomb is empty because his followers stole his body,” I reason, and the man shakes his head, a smile on his face.
	“Then how was he spotted on the streets by multiple people?” the man questions. He was what? No. There has to be some sort of mistake here. He wasn’t spotted. He couldn’t have been spotted. He’s dead. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“It was just somebody who looks like him,” I come up with. Perhaps it was his brother. From what I’ve heard, Joseph had multiple sons. That has to be what’s going on here.
	“It was Him; they saw the scars on His wrists from where He was nailed to the cross, and the scars on His head from the crown of thorns. He is the Son of God. No amount of denying that fact will make it untrue,” the man states. That’s impossible. These people must be mistaken. I need to talk to them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“The people who say they saw him; where are they?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to demand or press for more word variety throughout the manuscript and to give more weight to the moment. 
	“Out spreading the good news,” the man answers as if it was obvious. He wholeheartedly believes that what they told him truly is good news, not blasphemy. I need to get to the bottom of this before more damage is done.
	I run out of the temple. I’m not sure where I’m going, just that I need to find these people. The man said that they’re also out ‘spreading the good news,’ so I just have to find people spouting blasphemy. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’re a little repetitive here in what you just said. Consider rephrasing/rewriting this to keep the same context of him going out and searching without using the same words.
	“The Son of God is alive!” I hear a woman shout from not too far in the distance. That really didn’t take long. How many people are out there? I run toward where the shout came from. “The Son of God is alive!” the woman repeats. I can see her now. I recognize her, but I don’t know why.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Have you seen Jesus, son of Joseph?” I call out, running up to her. She turns to me and points at me, recognition in her eyes.
	“You. Don’t tell me you still see Him as a problem?” she poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. What is she feeling in this moment? Is she agitated? Annoyed? Feeling superior over him?
	“Who are you?” I question, still unable to put my finger on where I know her from.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You won’t know me by who I am, but rather by what He did for me. I was sick, and He brought life back to me. Now He’s brought Himself back from even further!” she lets out, excitement flowing out of her. She was the one that he healed when I tried to trip him up. No wonder she’s bought into this delusion. Nearby people are paying close attention to her each and every word, and I know I need to shut this down.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Have you seen Jesus since he was killed, or not?” I interrogate.
	“I did not see Him myself, but I heard He was spotted and I have no reason to doubt that that’s true. When He healed me, I could feel all that He was radiating through His touch. Death is no match for that,” she declares. People start coming closer to her to ask for more details. No! That’s not how this was supposed to go! I need to find whoever it is that actually claims to have spotted Jesus quickly.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	I leave her and run further away, trying to get her words out of my head as I go. Whatever she felt must’ve been some side effect of whatever he was using to perform his false signs. He does not actually have power over death. No man does. I just need to find whoever started this rumor, then I can prove that. I can prove he isn’t the Son of God.
	“The Son of God is alive!” another shout reaches my ears. I find its source just in time to hear the next declaration. “I’ve seen Him with my own eyes! They nailed Him to a cross, but that did nothing! He is victorious!” 
	“How do you know it was the man who was crucified?” I question, shoving through the people gathered around the man. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Well, first off, I would recognize the Man who granted me sight anywhere,” the man begins. So, he’s another person caught up in false signs. Before I can point that out, he continues. “Secondly, I saw the holes in His wrists where the nails were driven through. Scars like that don’t come from anything else. Whether you want to believe that He’s the Son of God or not, you can’t deny that He was crucified.”
	No. This can’t be right. He has to be mistaken. I mean, he said he was blind, right? Maybe there’s still something wrong with his vision? Maybe there was something else on this person’s wrists and he just thought they were scars. That has to be it. Crucifixion is not something that people come back from. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Maybe not, but I can deny that you saw what you think you saw. You were blind after all,” I bring up, and he gapes at me. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I was blind. He has made me new. He was dead. Now He’s not. I believe you Pharisees are the ones who had Him killed. Is that why you’re so desperate to deny this? Are you afraid of what He’ll do to you for your role in it now that He’s back?” the man poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	His words hit me like a ton of bricks. Not because I’m afraid, but because if he’s right and Jesus, son of Joseph is back, then I know exactly what he’ll do to me: nothing. He told me that I’m loved and that I don’t have to earn it. If this is all real, then I just took part in killing the most innocent man in existence. 


Chapter 51
Tirnan

	“So, He just told you that you were healed, and then you were?” Edrik poses after I finish telling him the story of my first interaction with the Son of God. I decided to come visit him while I was here because I want to tell him everything about how my life changed. He’s a lot more accepting than Jahre and Ruriel and all those people I come across while spreading the good news; I honestly think seeing me was all he needed to believe that the Son of God was upon us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: As it is right now, this is a run on sentence. Consider splitting it up into two sentences.
	“Yeah,” I confirm, flexing my leg as proof that the pain is gone. He gapes at it, then his eyes find mine again.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out for another way to convey surprise. You’ve used this word a couple of times now. 
	“He’s dead now, but you don’t seem to think that’s the end,” he observes. There are definitely big thoughts happening in his head right now, and I hope they’re the ones I think they are.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s insinuated that the thoughts are happening currently so you don’t have to write it out. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more to this. Try not to leave the reader guessing what you or the character is thinking. Give them context into what the character’s thought process is as though they are the character themselves.
	“He said He would lay down His life and that He would take it back up again. He’s already done the first part, the second is coming,” I declare. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. His death was some sort of stepping stone. I don’t fully understand it all, but I do know that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This phrase/sentence is used a lot. Consider swapping it out with more detail on the characters/what’s happening or deleting this.
	“They say He brought Lazarus back from the dead shortly before His own death,” he tells me, looking off to the side as he thinks about all these things together.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is the same thing as above. It’s already assumed that he’s thinking things through. Consider deleting this.
	“Lazarus died?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. If he didn’t know about Laz, this is a good place to put in body language and facial expressions of shock as well as tone.
	“A sudden illness took him out. The whole community mourned him, but then four days later he was back. I haven’t seen him, but I’ve heard people are still ordering things from him, so I don’t doubt that he’s back,” he explains. So, He really can raise the dead. Of course He can. He’s practically the living embodiment of life.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out for Jesus’ name just as a reminder to the reader who Tirnan is talking about.
	“Death will not hold Him,” I declare.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I believe it,” he agrees. The weight of that statement sits over us until the silence is interrupted.
	“Honey, we’re almost out of berries and the kids are about to fight each other over the last ones,” Aila says, as she approaches Edrik and I. She has an apologetic look on her face, feeling bad about interrupting.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be changed to me since it would be more grammatically correct.
	“I’ll go get more,” I offer.
	“You don’t have to do that,” she immediately responds, holding her hand out. She hasn’t let me do a thing since I walked through the door. Not that she hasn’t been a generous host in the past, but she used to let me help out when I offered. I think she knew that it made me feel like a part of the family. Now that I’ve given her my house, she doesn’t know how to treat me.
	“No, I don’t, but I want to. I haven’t been to the market yet since I’ve been back, and it would be nice to see everyone again. Plus, this guy is taking a day off, so it wouldn’t be fair to make him go,” I state, pointing to Edrik. Aila gives a polite laugh, then looks over at her husband for guidance. Edrik nods his head and her gaze returns to me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. Since they are good friends, this is also a good place to input that feeling of friendship and joking.
	“Ok,” she agrees, then she hurriedly starts heading toward the counter. “Let me get you some coins,” she calls as she goes. I could point out that the coins she’s getting likely came from me, but that would be counterproductive. “Here you go,” she tells me, as she rushes back over and drops a few coins in my hand.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to change or Shekels for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Thank you,” I reply.
	“No, thank you. You’ve seen how the kids can get when they’re fighting,” she brings up. I certainly have. I love Edrik’s kids, but there have definitely been moments where they’ve made me glad that I was an only child.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is very passive. Consider adding in detail or a memory that helps the reader connect to the characters. This will help a lot, especially if the reader is an only child and doesn’t know what it’s like to grow up with siblings.
	“I called it!” a shout comes from the other room, and Aila sighs.
	“I better head out,” I state, and Aila nods with a tired look in her eyes.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You’re a lifesaver,” Edrik declares, and I laugh as I head out. I start down the same path I used to take every day to get to the market, noticing so much more than I ever did. The flowers on the side of the path are like little drops of the sun, their beauty illuminating the path. The fields I go by look like the way Jarhe’s laugh sounds. I don’t know how to explain it, it just does.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. This is a good place for body language/facial expressions from Edrik. Is he exhausted? Relieved? A combination? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use path twice in this sentence. Consider swapping it out with another word or rephrasing so you aren’t repetitive. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this and trying to explain it to the reader. You want to give them the imagery so they can picture it in their minds. Is it because the fields/hills are rolling? Did he roll with laughter? Or is it flat because that’s the way he laughs? Give them the picture instead of making them work for it. 
Eventually other people wind up on the path around me. I never really thought too much about the people around me until recently. Each and every one of them has their own life. All different. All known by Him. It’s hard to process that He can keep track of that much. Not just all of the events, but everything in each and every one of our hearts. It’s almost harder to imagine than Him coming back from the dead.
“The Son of God is alive!” I hear a woman shout. Already? I search for the source of the voice. “The Son of God is alive!” she repeats. There she is. I head over to her and her joy seems to latch onto me even before I’ve heard any more than just those six words.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider giving more scenery here. Where is he? Where is he headed to meet her? Is he in the market or still on the road to it?
“He’s back?” I pose, and the biggest smile comes across her face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“He was spotted earlier this morning! The tomb could not keep Him!” she declares.
“The Son of God is alive!” I let out, and she nods, her smile seemingly never ending. I continue on toward the market so I can share this news with as many people as possible. He’s alive!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought and for more impact on the statement.
I reach the market and find it fairly busy. Perfect! All these times I’ve been spreading news about Him to people, all I’ve had to tell was my story, but now I have something even better: His story! He’s back, and that’s the only thing that matters to me now! This is the big thing to believe in! Not just that He can take pain away as if it’s nothing, but that He can trample over death as if it’s nothing! And not just that He can trample over death, but that He chose to go through everything He did for us, His sheep! He is the good shepherd!	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Here and a couple of paragraphs below are a lot of exclamation points in one place. I understand that you want to show his excitement, but a lot of extra exclamation points can throw a reader off. Consider minimizing their use by switching them for periods or combining some sentences.
“The Son of God is alive!” I shout, and eyes start to land on me, including the eyes of a handful of Pharisees I hadn’t noticed were in the crowd. I know what they think of the words I have to say. I don’t care. I’ll declare them until my dying breath if that’s what it comes to. “The Son of God is alive!” I repeat, and fury fills the faces of the Pharisees. They march on over to me, their fingers outstretched accusingly.
“You are spouting nothing but blasphemy!” one of them yells. If they’re offended by that, just wait.
“The Son of God is alive because He has the authority to take up His life. He said that much the day after He healed me and countless others, and now He’s proven it. This is big, but I urge you not to gloss over the fact that He was dead. That day He also said that he has the authority to lay down His life. He said that He would do it for His sheep. We are His sheep. All of us who believe these things. He laid down His life and took it back up again to bridge the gap between us and the Lord. That is why He came! To make us right! To save us! And that’s exactly what He did! We don’t have to spend eternity away from Him and the Lord if we believe this! He is the door! He’s opened the gates of heaven for all who choose to go through Him!” I declare.
The reactions of those around me are mixed as always. I can tell that my words have struck some people to their core. Others think I’m a rambling lunatic. Then there’s the Pharisees. They look very not happy with me right now. They’re looking at me the way I’ve seen them look at Him. That only invigorates me more!
“This is real! He’s been spotted for crying out loud! These men thought they were stopping Him, but they really just helped Him fulfill His purpose! Our sins do not define us anymore: He does! We don’t need to be perfect; we just need Him!” I go on, and the Pharisees have managed to get angrier now that I’ve called them out. I’m starting to get the feeling that this won’t end well for me, but I don’t care. I know where my future lies.


Chapter 52
Niemos

	“Everything you’re saying is blasphemy! There is a punishment in the law for such speech!” Izal declares, but the man before us seems unaffected by his words. He wants to stone this man? Does he really think that killing another person is going to fix this? It certainly didn’t fix our last issue.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Do what you must; I won’t revoke my words,” the man states, holding his ground. I want to scream at him to stop, but I can’t do that. I’m not completely sure that he’s wrong. It hurts to admit that after so long denying any proof that the Son of God was here, but I don’t know what I believe anymore. From the miracles, to the knowledge of the future, to the report of the soldiers this morning, then the reported sightings, my entire world has been rocked. What if this is real? What if Jesus is the Son of God?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Then by the law of our ancestors, we have the right-no, the duty to stone you!” Izal exclaims, that ferocious side of him on full display. It almost makes me ashamed to be associated with him. He’s out here killing people he doesn’t agree with, while all Jesus ever did was ease peoples’ pain. Which one of them do I really want to lump myself in with when I face the Lord on my last day?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a pretty modern phrase. Consider swapping it out with another phrase that would be closer to what they would use back then in order to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
	“Niemos, get yourself together,” Carian tells me, handing me a stone. He has one for himself as well, and so do the rest of the Pharisees around me. I don’t feel right about this at all. Before I even have my thoughts straight, stones begin flying at the man in the middle. The man brave enough to preach of a Savior knowing what would happen to him for it.
	He falls to the ground as the stones continue to fly at him, tearing apart his skin. He grunts as blood begins to spill out of him, but he doesn’t take back his words. That’s the only thing that can save him right now, but he won’t do it. He can’t. 
	“I’m coming home… Father,” the man declares, looking up as the stones continue to pelt him. Father. I think back to what Jesus said the day he identified himself as the Son of God. He said anyone who does the will of his father is his family. This man knows that he’s a part of the family of God because he’s doing His will; spreading the word about His Son.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. I would use this as a moment to show how much hurt he’s in.
	I’m not sure of much right now, but I know that we were wrong. Men don’t heal people. Men don’t know the future. Men don’t rise from the dead. Men don’t love the way that He does. It’s an eternal love that existed long before I was born and will continue long after I die. He has it because He’s been around that long. Jesus is the Son of God. This changes everything.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Stop!” I declare, holding my hand out and entering the circle. A couple of stones hit my chest before they stop flying. That was only two stones and it was probably the worst pain I’ve felt in my life. How is the man in the middle not screaming in pain right now?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this to a statement instead of a question or placing it in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Niemos, what’s the meaning of this?” Izal questions.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase like demands or commands for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I don’t think his words are blasphemy,” I say. It comes out quietly and laced with fear. I don’t know what will happen to me for taking a stand here. The look in Izal’s eyes when the stoning started made it seem like he was beyond reason. Even so, I can’t let this go on. I need to join this man in declaring the majesty of Jesus. That’s the will of the Father, and that’s what matters to me now. Not the rules and traditions I was using as a safety blanket. I need to actually let Him in.
	“Don’t tell me you’re buying into all of this, Niemos?” Carian poses, betrayal in his eyes. This isn’t a betrayal, this is me wanting him to see the truth too.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“When was the last time a man performed signs like we’ve seen Jesus perform? And weren’t the last people to do it messengers of the Lord?” I bring up, referring to the men of faith in our history. Miraculous signs aren’t new, but it has been hundreds of years since the last ones, and they weren’t on the scale we’ve seen from Jesus. There doesn’t seem to be anything that He can’t do. That’s more than what can be said about our ancestors.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of or additionally to the last two sentences, consider adding in some miracles from the Old Testament. If someone is new to the Bible this is a good teaching moment. It also gives more background and weight to the story itself.
	“Those were all false signs!” Izal lets out, furious that I’m even entertaining any of this.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Then let's talk about the miraculous sign He left for us. He knew that we were coming and what we would ask for, and that’s not the only time I’ve witnessed Him possessing knowledge that He shouldn’t have; He knew my name without ever being told it, and not to mention He did predict His death,” I reiterate what the man on the ground next to me has already said.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence as it is. Consider separating it into two sentences.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: We haven’t found out yet if he’s still alive. Consider adding in details of his physical appearance and body movements or lack thereof.
	“Saying you’re going to die, then doing something to get yourself killed is not proof that you know the future! All it is is proof that you’re insane!” Izal shouts. He’s about an inch away from completely losing control. I don’t know if it’s because I’m making him doubt himself or if it’s because I’m a Pharisee proclaiming the exact opposite of everything we’ve always taught in public. I’d like to think it’s the former, but more likely than not, it’s the latter. 
All Izal seems to care about is power. It’s why he supported having Jesus killed in the first place. Our power was dwindling as His increased. It’s also why he wanted the soldiers to spread lies about what happened at the tomb this morning. He doesn’t want any sort of validity about Jesus’ claims to spread. That’s the exact reason I’m going to tell the truth now.
“Except He didn’t just predict His death, He also predicted His resurrection,” I declare, and fury overtakes Izal.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider making this more active. How is fury overtaking him? What does he look like? What is he doing?
“Choose your next words carefully,” Izal warns. They’ve already been chosen.
“This morning a man like lightning, a man who sounds a lot like an angel of God, rolled the stone away from Jesus’ grave. I know this much because I heard it straight from the soldiers who were guarding the tomb. Once the soldiers recovered from seeing this man’s majesty, they checked the tomb and it was empty. Since then, Jesus has been spotted by multiple witnesses. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but I spoke to one of them, and there’s no denying what he saw. The Son of God is alive,” I state. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with proclaim to make more of an impact with this paragraph.
The people around me all start whispering. Some of the Pharisees scoff, while others turn to Izal, knowing the soldiers ran into his quarters this morning. The look on Izal’s face tells me he’s clearly trying to quickly come up with a way to do damage control here. My eyes drift to Carian, and his eyes meet mine. They seem desperate. Desperate for what, I’m not sure yet, but I hope he’s at least starting to undo all of the lies that are in his head.
“Niemos, you’ve spent your whole life devoted to the rules. Don’t turn your back on that now,” Carian finally speaks up. That’s not what I was hoping to hear. He grips the stone in his hand tightly, and I feel my heart drop, but I don’t let it stop me.
“That’s the problem. I shouldn’t have been devoted to the rules; I should’ve been devoted to Him. That’s what he asks of us and in turn He offers a love that’s beyond our comprehension. It isn’t earned based on how many rules we follow. It’s freely given to all who turn to Him and believe in His Son. I know that much because He told me that when I went to see Him after his trial. I’m one of the main reasons He was on a path that would end in His death, but He didn’t care; He still offered me that love because of who He is, despite who I am. It’s an offer always on the table for all of us until our very last breath. Do not be blind as I had been and pass it up,” I beg the people around me. There’s an overwhelming urge in me to lead them to Him. I desperately want them to experience the freedom I now feel despite my current circumstances.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized if you have switched the context for Niemos. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized if you have switched the context for Niemos.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence as it is. Consider separating it into two sentences.
“You brought this on yourself,” Carian declares, then he launches the stone in his hand right at my head. It hits my forehead, and the pain brings me to my knees next to the man who started all of this. I don’t know for sure, but I think he’s gone now. There’s a peaceful look in his eyes that seems out of place among all the gashes covering his body.
As more stones fly at me, I know that very soon I’ll be like him. My soul will leave my broken body and come face to face with the Lord. Despite the way I’ve handled Him my whole life, His arms will be open to me, inviting me in because of the decision I made here today to trust in Him. Knowing that that’s coming makes all the pain flooding my system worth it. I’m going home.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 


Chapter 53
Auran

	“You need to go to the market,” Jesus suddenly lets out, a serious expression overtaking His face.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“What?” I pose. I was just there with His mom; I don’t see a reason to go back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Run, Auran,” He instructs. Ok then. I get up and run out of the house, making my legs go as fast as they can. I have no idea what I’m running to, but He wouldn’t have told me to do it if it wasn’t important. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in facial expressions and tone for urgency here since He’s worried about His followers.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
I’m out of breath when I make it to the market. I stop and try to even out my breathing when my eyes catch the reason I must be here; there’s a handful of Pharisees stoning somebody. My guess is that it’s one of His sheep that’s been spreading the news about Him. I need to go break this up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should either be a full colon or a period. It is an awkward place to put a semicolon.
“Stop what you’re doing!” I declare as I make my way over to them, trying my best not to sound as out of breath as I am. Some of the Pharisees stop, but a few of them ignore me and continue picking up stones from below them and throwing them at the poor soul in the middle. “That was an order!” I shout, now among them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“We have an agreement with your people that allows us to freely follow our law, which is what we’re doing right now,” Izal states, meeting my eyes, then leaning down and grabbing another stone. Stoning is a punishment for various crimes in their law, one of them being blasphemy. I’m now convinced that whoever’s in the middle is a follower of Jesus. I have to stop this. It’s my purpose.
“Maybe I didn’t make myself clear,” I remark, pulling my sword out of its sheath. The sound makes all of the Pharisees, excluding Izal, instantly drop their stones and disperse. That’s when I see who’s in the middle; not one person, but two, one of which is Niemos, the Pharisee who spoke to Jesus in the prison. Based on how he left then, I certainly didn’t think he put his faith in Jesus. “He’s one of your own,” I let out, moving closer to Izal who glares at me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence as it is. Consider splitting it up into two sentences. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. This is a good spot to add in facial expressions of surprise and confusion.
“Not anymore,” Izal spits. He turns and winds up to throw the stone, but I hit him in the head with the pommel of my sword, causing him to collapse before he has the chance. That’s probably going to have repercussions for me later on, but I wasn’t going to let him kill Niemos. I don’t know why, but Jesus wanted me here to stop this.
“Please tell me you’re alive and I didn’t just do that for nothing,” I say, kneeling down next to Niemos on the ground. His eyes slowly flutter open and confusion fills them.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s already assumed that Niemos is on the ground from previous paragraphs so you don’t have to repeat it here.
“You’re not the… Lord,” he gets out. I guess he’s not dead.
“Nope, but I was sent here by His Son,” I tell him, gathering him in my arms. He grunts as I get to my feet with him. I may have gotten here before he was killed, but he took a lot of stones before that. I need to take him to someone who can fix him before he succumbs to his injuries.
“He wanted to… save me?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“That’s what He does,” I bring up. I don’t always understand it, but it’s a part of who He is. Just like I’m not the man who ordered His torture to Him, Niemos isn’t the man who led the charge on His crucifixion. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I…” he starts, but he quickly trails off. I’m losing him. I need to hurry and get him help. My mind takes me back to the events of last night. Peter had me bring him to a house where there was a woman with medical experience. I need to head there.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in more detail here that he’s dying and how. Trailing off can mean a couple of different things and it’s better to be direct with your imagery to the reader.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: There is used three times in two consecutive sentences. Consider rephrasing so you’re not repeating this word. This is also a good place for more detail.
The way there is fuzzy in my mind, especially since Peter and I went there at night. I wander around, trying to recall every detail I took in. Eventually, I spot a door in the distance with blood on it. That’s the house! I run there as fast as I can and knock on the door with my foot when I reach it. It doesn’t take long for it to open, revealing a man who looks a lot like the woman who answered when I was with Peter.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“Now this is a sight one would have to see to believe,” the man comments, with shock on his face.
“Laz, who is it?” a voice calls. I think it’s the woman from before.
“You’ll want to come see,” Laz says, still trying to process what he’s looking at. I’d appreciate a bit more action from him right now.
“Is your sister home?” I question.
“Which one?” Laz poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Lazarus, let them in!” the woman from before declares, suddenly at Laz’s side. He moves to the side, pulling the door open wider so that I can make it through with Niemos.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“How was I supposed to know that it’s safe to let in a Praetor carrying a Pharisee?” Laz asks, as we head into the house.
“Because he’s the one who brought Peter to us you dimwit,” the woman comments as she picks a few things up off the table. “Set him here,” she instructs me, and I do as I’m told. “Mary!” she calls into the hall behind us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This word wasn’t used until the 1900s. Consider changing it out with another one that would be closer to what they would say back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period.
“Come on Martha, we eat there,” Laz complains, gesturing to the table.
“Lazarus, I’m going to need you to leave the room before I’m tempted to send you to your tomb for the second time,” Martha lets out, taking a deep breath. Laz throws his hands up in surrender, then walks away. “What happened to him?” Martha asks me as she heads to the kitchen and begins collecting rags.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place to add in description of what she looks like right now. Is her hair a mess? What is she wearing? What facial expressions and body movements does she have? 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“He was stoned by his own. I wasn’t there for the beginning, but I can only assume they did it because he was proclaiming that Jesus is the Son of God,” I fill her in. She comes back over and hands me a few rags.
“Hold these over the bigger wounds to try and stop the bleeding,” she tells me, and again, I do what I’m told. If we lived in a different world, she’d make a good Praetor. “Mary!” she yells down the hall again.
“I’m coming!” Mary calls back.
“How did you wind up with him?” Martha asks me as she finds other big wounds and holds pressure with rags of her own.
“Jesus told me to go to the market with no explanation, then I found Niemos here getting stoned,” I answer. 
“Jesus is back?” Martha immediately questions. She doesn’t sound shocked. No, she definitely knew this was coming. It’s joy that’s rimming the edges of her voice. She didn’t know He’d be back this quickly.
“Yes. He was at His mom’s house, but He’s probably with His followers now. He told me that He was going to visit them after our conversation was over,” I detail, and her eyes drift to the door. “I’m sure He’ll come here at some point after that,” I add.
“Who’s coming here?” Mary poses as she walks into the room.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Jesus,” Martha tells her.
“Jesus is alive? Oh my-who’s that?” Mary questions, finally noticing the bleeding man on her table.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place to add in Mary’s facial expressions and body language as she takes in the scene around her.
“This is Niemos. He needs your help,” I state. Her eyes fixate on Niemos as she takes in the extent of his injuries.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I’ll be right back,” Mary says, then she runs out of the room.
“Is He ok?” Martha asks me, and I raise my eyebrows. It’s pretty clear that he’s not ok. “Jesus. Is Jesus ok?” she rephrases. That makes a lot more sense.
“He’s covered in scars from everything, but He didn’t seem to be in pain. If anything, He seemed lighter than before,” I answer. I know that was pretty vague, but I don’t know what else to say. The only time He appeared to be sad was when He was telling me that He’ll be going away again, and I don’t think it’s my place to spread that information. Other than that, He was all smiles and jokes. He did what He came here to do. He defeated death.
“I’m glad,” Martha responds, a smile on her face. 
“Where’s the biggest wound?” Mary poses, returning with supplies.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Up here,” I report, gesturing to his forehead with a nod.
“Move the rag to another spot,” Mary tells me, and I do as she says, then she gets to work. This isn’t what I pictured when Jesus told me to continue to look after His sheep. It seems to be a job with varying descriptions, many of which could get me in trouble. It doesn’t matter; I’ll do whatever He requires of me, even if I end up in a similar position as Niemos.


Chapter 54
Mary

	“Where-where am I?” Niemos poses, wincing as he tries to sit up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. Is this when he’s just starting to wake up? Consider adding details of grogginess to him to make him more real in the mind of the reader.
	“Whoa there,” I say, easing him back down gently. “My name is Mary, and you’re at my house,” I tell him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“How did I get here?” he poses, his eyes shifting around as he tries to recall. I probably should’ve expected that question. In my defense, this is the first time that I’ve been entrusted with a severely wounded man before. It’s not exactly easy. Patching him up was practically endless.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Auran brought you here,” I answer, but that does nothing to alleviate his confusion. “The Praetor. Jesus told him to go get you,” I clarify, and his eyes lock on mine.
	“Do you know Jesus?” he asks, more alert than ever.
	“I grew up with Him. I didn’t know who He was back then though. That was a more recent development for me and my siblings,” I say, and his eyes widen. The movement causes him to wince because of the wound on his forehead. “How did this all happen?” I ask him. Auran was more worried about aiding in his survival than giving me the rundown on what happened to him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider swapping it out with another that would be closer to what they said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 
	“How far back do you want me to go?” he poses. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“As far back as you want to,” I tell him. I figured this would all be a long story the second I saw him. His injuries are consistent with those of a stoning, but he’s a Pharisee, so one would expect him to be doing the stoning, not getting stoned himself. When you throw in the fact that Auran brought him here, it just gets more complicated.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. Words like suggest or offer would work here.
	“When I was young, my parents didn’t provide me with any structure. They went on with their lives as if they had no child,” he begins. I hadn’t expected him to go that far back, but I won’t stop him. It seems like he needs this. “I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with myself until I went to temple and was introduced to the law. It gave me the structure I was lacking. It became like a lifeline to me. That’s why I became a Pharisee in the first place,” he goes on, and his eyes shift to me, an apologetic look on his face. “You didn’t want to know all of that, did you?” he asks.
	“I want to know whatever you want to tell me,” I say.
	“Are you sure?” he checks.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Yeah. What else are we going to do right now?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You don’t have to stay with me if you don’t want to. Also, how late is it?” he asks, noticing the darkness outside. I honestly don’t know. Auran left once I finished with all the big wounds, and I was still working when Martha and Laz went to bed. Niemos had a lot of gashes. I’m honestly surprised he’s so with it right now. I’ve finished patching him up, but he lost a lot of blood before then. “You’re tired, aren’t you? You should go to bed. I’m sure it’s been a long day-night for you,” he insists.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You use honestly twice within a couple of sentences in the same way. Consider getting rid of one of them or swapping it out for more word/phrase variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a more modern phrase. Consider swapping it out with another phrase that would be closer to what was said back then in order to keep the reader engaged in the time period.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: For easier readability, consider rephrasing this to “…but he has lost a lot of blood.”	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more context here. Can he tell how tired Mary is? Why is he insisting she go to bed? Is he planning on leaving?
	“I’m not going anywhere,” I assure him. He’s had a rough day. I don’t want to be the type of person who leaves someone alone after all of that. Am I tired? A bit, but I can always get more sleep later.
	“Are you sure?” he poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You already asked that, and my answer hasn’t changed,” I answer.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. Consider adding in some more description – what are her body language and facial expressions like?
	“Thank you,” he responds, still trying to process that I would do this for him. It makes me sad that this is shocking for him. I know that if I were in his position, there would be no shortage of people by my side keeping me company. 
	He’s not going to be alone. I know he has a long recovery ahead of him, but I’m going to be there for him until the very end. Nobody should be alone after getting stoned. Wait, I still don’t know for sure that he got stoned. I should probably bring things back around to his story. If we’re going to be spending the rest of his recovery together, I want to get to know him better.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more to Mary’s character throughout the story to build into this. Why would she do this for a random stranger? We’ve seen she’s kind, but it seems odd she would do this out of the goodness of her heart without even consulting her family about it. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics for a direct inner quote. 
	“Of course. Why don’t you continue with your story,” I tell him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to a different word like prod, encourage, or coax for more word variety.
	“Right,” he replies. He looks off to the side as he tries to figure out where he left off. I’d help him, but I’m having a hard time remembering as well. Not that I wasn’t listening. I remember him saying something about absentee parents. He needed structure. The law brought him structure. “I was telling you…”
	“Why you became a Pharisee,” I let out at the same time that he starts back up again. “Sorry,” I apologize.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You don’t have anything to apologize to me for. From what I understand, I owe you my life,” he states, his eyes containing all of the gratitude his words can’t manage to convey. I’ve never really had this much gratitude thrust upon me. It’s always me who’s thankful to Martha or on the rare occasion, Laz. I’m not used to this in the slightest, and I don’t really know if it’s that warranted either.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I just patched you up. Auran is the one who got you, and Jesus is the one who told him to get you,” I bring up, and he smiles. “What?” 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You’re humble,” he says.
	“I don’t know if that’s how I see it,” I respond.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a good place to add in body language and facial expressions. Is she blushing? Is she uncomfortable with the compliment? 
	“‘I just patched you up,’” he quotes me, shaking his head with that smile still there. What? That really is all I did.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“Are you ever going to finish telling me your story or not?” I pose, and he laughs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I suppose I should,” he agrees. “I became a Pharisee because I needed the structure from the law. If I could follow all of the rules, then I could prove that I was good enough, maybe not to my parents, but to everybody else, including the Lord. When Jesus came on the scene He started speaking of a way around the rules. A way that isn’t earned. I couldn’t fathom that with how much of a staple the rules had been for me my whole life. I couldn’t fathom that He was real,” he goes on.
	“It was hard for my brother at first even though we grew up witnessing Jesus’ kindness,” I share. Laz wouldn’t like that I’m telling him this, but I think it’s something he needs to hear. We all had our own way of coming to Him, none of them perfect.
	“Did your brother give the Romans everything they’d need to send Him to His death?” he poses, guilt lacing his voice. I guess that is something to be guilty about, but something tells me that Jesus doesn’t care.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is great, but don’t forget to add in facial expressions and body language. Is he clenching his teeth? Is he frowning? Is he sad?
	“When we were all much younger, Jesus’ brothers used to try and blame things on Him all the time. Obviously, His parents knew that He wasn’t guilty of the things they accused Him of, but when the boys all went to temple, they got away with blaming Him for things,” I start.
	“Are you trying to make me feel better by pointing out that I’m not the first Pharisee to punish Him for something He didn’t do?” he asks. I hadn’t even thought about that angle. He doesn’t seem impressed by it, so I’m glad I have a better one.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“No, I wasn’t done,” I say, and he goes to put his hands up in surrender, but doesn’t get them high before he winces. “Easy,” I tell him, putting my hand gently on his shoulder. “What I was going to say is that Jesus never held any of that against His siblings. He took the punishment for them and loved them all the same,” I finish.
	There’s a lot that Jesus put up with in our youth. His brothers blaming things on Him and their scorn whenever the adult in question didn’t fall for it. Laz’s pranks even though He probably knew the punchline before He was unfortunate enough to discover it. His sisters and I in our teenage years; I’m just going to leave that one there. The point is that Jesus is no stranger to the inadequacies of His people, but that was never enough to change His mind about what He’d eventually do for us. His love went beyond it all.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Be careful with this one. In this context, unless it’s being said out loud, it’s breaking the wall and speaking to the reader. That can draw the reader out of the story. Consider deleting it.
	“I did a little bit more than get Him into trouble,” he points out.
	“What did you do after?” I pose.
	“What?” he asks.
	“How did you wind up like this, Niemos?” I rephrase.
	“I was stoned after I proclaimed His majesty,” he answers.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“If you were out there putting your life on the line for His majesty, do you really think He’d hold everything from before against you. Forget the fact that that’s not in His nature, He knows who you really are now,” I tell him. He’s quiet for a second and I wonder if he hasn’t heard me, but then I realize there are tears in his eyes. I wipe them away for him and he sniffles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You’re really kind,” he gets out through his emotions.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active here. What does his voice sound like?
	“You’re easy to be kind to,” I reply, and he smiles.


Chapter 55
Martha

	When I wake up, I find Mary asleep with her head on the table where Niemos is laying. For a second, I fear he’s dead, but then I notice his chest rising and falling and I let out a sigh of relief. It seems Mary did a good job with him. I should get her something to celebrate her efforts. I know we’re technically not supposed to go out because of everything that happened with Laz, but something tells me that that has left peoples’ memories now that Jesus is back, so I think I’m all clear to go to the market.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You’ve had the same word back-to-back a couple of times now. Consider rephrasing or rewriting this. Once or twice in a book doesn’t usually draw attention, but the more you use it the more it becomes a distraction because it doesn’t naturally occur in the English language that often.
	I quietly grab some coins and tiptoe out of the house so I don’t wake either of them up. To be honest, I don’t think that they’d wake up even if I had been loud; Niemos has been through a lot and Mary already seemed exhausted when I went to bed last night. I felt bad for leaving her like that, but there wasn’t really anything I could do to help her at that point, and I was pretty tired. We’ve had no shortage of packed days lately.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period. These are two complete thoughts and should be separated. Otherwise, it’s a run on sentence.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more context to this. Why have their days been packed? How have their days been packed?
	“Martha,” a voice speaks up from the street beside me. It’s not just any street, and it’s not just any voice.
	“Jesus?” I pose, stopping and heading down the street. It’s the same one where I confronted Him before He brought Laz back. Instead of finding Him among His followers, I find Him alone off toward the side.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this. It’s a little repetitive to state it this way. 
	“Hi,” He greets me once my eyes meet His. They contain the same kindness as always, but that’s not what my eyes are drawn to; He really is covered in scars just like Auran said. I didn’t know they did that much to Him. I knew it wasn’t great because it was a crucifixion and all, but looking at Him right now, I don’t think He possibly could’ve gone through more pain.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Same as above – consider making this a full stop instead of a semicolon since these are two complete thoughts and it would be a run on.
	Tears start to well up in my eyes. He went through all of that for me. It was so much easier to process when He wasn’t right in front of me! He reaches out to put His hand on my shoulder, but all I see is the hole in His wrist from the nail of all of my wrongs, past and future. He made me right, but at what cost?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“I’m sorry,” I let out, hiding my face in my hands. I don’t deserve to be here with Him. I don’t deserve any of the things He’s done for me. It’s all the lies I’ve told, and all the impure thoughts I’ve had, and everything else I do wrong on the daily that put Him up on that cross. Each and every time I’ve fallen short, another lash for Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s a phrase that wasn’t used back then and could draw the reader out of the story.
	“Martha, look at me,” He says, His voice no different than it was years ago when He was keeping me sane among all my chaos. I slowly lower my hands and let His tenderness ground me in this moment. “It was all worth it,” He tells me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider changing this to “assures” or something similar to give more weight to the moment and more variety through the manuscript. 
	“How can You say that?” I question.
	“Because you and all the rest of my sheep are worth it. Martha, I would endure the pain I went through every day if it was necessary. That’s how much you all mean to me and my Father,” He declares, intensity in His stare. If I was talking to anybody else, I’d think that was hyperbole, but I know He’s telling the truth. He would face the worst death known to man time and time again just for us. Chills run through me as I try to fathom it. “Lucky for us all, this was all a one and done thing, so I won’t have to do it again,” He adds to lighten the mood, and I chuckle. He knew I needed a laugh. That this is all too much for me to take in right now. A thought hits my mind, and I know I have to ask Him about it.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a hyperbole or hyperboles since it’s a singular noun.
	“Will I ever be able to grasp all of this?” I pose. He looks off to the side as He considers His response. I appreciate that He’s actually putting time into answering me. He really doesn’t have to be entertaining this conversation at all. He’s all-powerful. I’m not. He doesn’t have to share any of the things He’s privy to with me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Not here,” He finally answers. Not here. But one day I will. One day when we meet again in heaven.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized since it’s being used as a proper noun place. 
	“What’s heaven like?” I ask. I know a lot of it probably falls into the realm of things I can’t process, but there has to be something He can tell me. He smiles and puts His hand on my shoulder.
	“It’s better than anything you could ever imagine,” He tells me. My imagination is fairly sizable, and He knows that. It probably has golden gates and massive houses made of the purest stone. There will be flowers everywhere even grander than the prettiest ones that Mary brings home, and I’m picturing clouds everywhere too. “Are you actually trying to imagine it?” He calls me out.
	“Well, You can’t just say that and expect me not to,” I reply, and He chuckles.
	“I bet you’re forgetting the best part,” He comments, and I narrow my eyes, thinking hard about what it could be.
	“No sickness or death?” I guess.
	“Well, that part is pretty great, but it’s not what I was referring to,” He responds. What could He be referring to? Surely, it’s not any of the frivolous details that I was imagining prior. While He does love details, they’re not the most important thing to Him. What does He value above all else? Wait, I feel stupid.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
	“It’s the whole spending forever with You thing, isn’t it?” I pose, and He smiles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more detail here. Does his smile reach his eyes? Does it crinkle in the corners?
	“I was thinking about the Father specifically, but yeah, I’ll be there too,” He confirms. I can’t believe I glossed over that. That alone is better than anything I could ever think of. Being around Jesus has always felt like a gift, I can’t even begin to imagine what it will feel like being around His Father. Will I even have words for all of that?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a modern phrase. Consider changing it to something closer to what they would have said back then to keep the reader engaged in the time period. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a period instead of a comma because these are both full sentences. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this as a statement instead of a question so you’re not asking a question of the reader. 
	“Please tell me I’ll be well-spoken in heaven,” I say, and He chuckles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You’re not that bad right now,” He tells me.
	“I feel like a blubbering idiot half the time I’m around You,” I sigh.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more here. What are her facial expressions and body language like?
	“I spend a lot of my time around a large group of men, our conversations are a breath of fresh air for me,” He states, and I can’t help but laugh, especially since I’ve had to converse with that large group of men before. I wonder where they are right now. Peter was always so reluctant to leave His side before.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a period. These are two complete sentences.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Why aren’t they with You?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I wanted to visit with you guys without all the… noise,” He comes up with.
	“And Peter went with that?” I ask.
	“Peter has been learning about the bliss of listening before he speaks,” He answers. I’m pretty sure He was just trying to find a nice way to say that Peter is learning to follow directions. You know what, good for him. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“So, You’re coming back with me?” I check, and He nods, that warm smile on His face. “Laz might be a bit overbearing. He didn’t believe that You were going to come back until Auran showed up with Niemos and told us that he had been with You,” I warn Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“I can handle Laz,” He responds, as we start heading back toward the house. That makes one of us. Well, I can handle him, but not without wanting to strangle him. “How is Niemos?” He asks.
	“Alive,” I answer. I don’t really know much beyond that. “Are You going to heal him?” I pose. He doesn’t say anything at first. I didn’t realize how much that question sounded like a challenge until it came out. “Sorry,” I apologize.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. It’s already assumed that she doesn’t know how he’s doing beside what she already saw that morning, which wasn’t much.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Instead of saying apologize, consider adding vocal tone or facial expressions here to let the reader know what Martha looks like when she apologizes.
	“No, it’s a valid question,” He replies, then He goes quiet again as He thinks over His words. “The short answer is no. Niemos has a path he needs to follow that doesn’t include that. I can’t really explain it to you, but know that I’m not holding back to be cruel. I love Niemos just as much as I love the rest of you despite the fact that we met in a very different way,” He reveals. That’s certainly an interesting way to put that.
	“Thank You for being as transparent as my understanding allows,” I respond, and He laughs.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Thank you for keeping an open mind despite my cryptic answers,” He tells me. His answers do tend to be pretty cryptic, but I always seem to understand them eventually. There are some that it seems I’ll have to wait until heaven to understand, but I’m alright with that.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized since it’s being referred to as a proper noun place. 
	We reach the door which I’m just now realizing has blood on it. Whether it came from Peter or Niemos, I have no clue. Is it weird that I can’t identify which bleeding man left a trace on my door? I don’t really want to think about that further. Jesus and I head in and I quietly head toward Laz’s room.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: You say head twice in one sentence. Consider swapping one of them out so you’re not repetitive. 

The way you described it, Martha couldn’t get out the door without seeing Mary and Niemos earlier, so it’s confusing that they aren’t immediately visible when her and Jesus walk in. Consider adding more description of the house layout so there’s more of a map in the reader’s head.
	“Laz, come out here,” I say, my voice loud enough for him to hear, but quiet enough that I won’t wake up Mary and Niemos. 
	“Coming,” Laz responds. There’s some shuffling from within his room, then he comes down the hallway. As soon as he sees Jesus, his eyes light up. “Jesus!” he lets out, running up to Him and throwing Him into a big bear hug. I sigh as Mary and Niemos both start to stir in the room over.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“Careful,” Jesus gets out.
	“Why? Are You hurt?” Laz questions, immediately letting go of Him.
	“No, you were just squeezing really hard,” Jesus responds, and Laz gives Him a play punch, causing Him to laugh. “I missed you too, friend,” Jesus says, patting his shoulder. He says it as if He was just on a trip or something.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
	“Was it dark for You too?” Laz asks Him, referring to their shared experience of death. Hearing the question sends shivers down my spine.
	“No,” Jesus answers. He doesn’t say anything else, and it doesn’t seem like He’s going to. I guess that’s just going to have to be added to the list of things I won’t know until I get to heaven.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be capitalized because it’s being referred to as a proper noun place.
	“Jesus?” Mary poses, rubbing her eyes as she looks over at Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in more context here. She was in the other room so I would add in movement from her. 
	“Hey, Mary,” Jesus responds, a warm smile on His face. He holds His arms out for her and she not-so-gracefully makes her way into them. He pats her back while she silently lays her head against His chest, still in the process of waking up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: I love that He has a warm smile, but that seems to be the only way His smile is being described. Consider adding in other descriptors throughout the story or more physical descriptions to help give the reader a picture of who Jesus is.
	“Thank You for the lily,” Mary finally speaks up, and He lets go of her.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
	“You like it?” Jesus asks.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding in details here. Is he excited that she received it and like it? Is he content? 
	“It’s my new favorite thing,” she tells him, a smile on her face. He smiles back, then His eyes go to Niemos who is painstakingly starting to sit up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this so you’re still saying that he smiled back but in another way for more word variety.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider being more active with this. How is it painstakingly? Is it taking him time? Is he wincing or moaning in pain? 
	“Can you three give us a minute?” Jesus poses, turning to us.
	“You got it,” I agree. I’ve got forever with Jesus; I don’t mind giving up a minute.


Chapter 56
Niemos

	Seeing Jesus before me right now is surreal. The last time I was face to face with Him was after the trial. His life was already starting to slip from Him despite the fact that He had yet to pick up His cross. I was so angry with Him then for telling me a truth I refused to believe. He had every right to scold me and tell me that I’m ungrateful and closed-minded, but instead He told me I was loved. 
I couldn’t believe that either. I was used to being ignored, abandoned by the people who were supposed to love me the most. The only time I ever received any sort of positive attention was when I followed the rules. Life became about earning each and every aspect of it, yet there He was telling me that I already had the thing I’d been craving since I was a kid.
Looking at Him now, I couldn’t be more certain that He was telling the truth. He bears the scars of a death I sent Him to in more ways than one, yet He has a smile on His face as He faces me. The absurdity of it all makes me laugh.
“I used to hate that smile of Yours,” I say, and He laughs too.
“Oh, I’m aware,” He responds. He comes closer and helps me off the table, then gently leads me to the sitting room, making sure He goes slow enough for me to shuffle my feet rather than pick them up so I can avoid as much movement as possible. He makes sure I’m situated before He takes the seat across from me. His gentleness almost embarrasses me considering how aggressive I was with Him every time we saw each other.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This is a run on sentence. Consider splitting this up into two sentences.
“Did You know what I would do to you back then?” I pose.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I’ve always known exactly who you are, Niemos. You always just wanted to understand who I was and what I was doing, but when nobody else reacted that way, you started to hide it. You didn’t want to imagine falling out with them, so you tried to convince yourself that they were right. You did some bad things because of that, but I’ve always seen your heart; you wanted to believe,” He states, and chills run through me. It seems He was more aware of what was within me than I was. Maybe He can answer something for me then.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this or adding in more detail here instead of reusing this phrase.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“Why couldn’t I?” I pose, and I feel tears starting to sting my eyes. So much would be different if I had just believed early on. He wouldn’t be sitting there covered in scars, and I wouldn’t be across from Him covered in wounds.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. Since people were stoned and mocked for following Jesus, it would be assumed if he spoke up sooner, he would still have those wounds.
“You were afraid. You didn’t know what following me would give you and you knew exactly what it would take from you,” He answers.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“But why couldn’t I just get over that? And shouldn’t You be mad at me for getting stuck in that?” I question. I’m mad at myself for how I handled everything. I had the Son of God right there in front of me and I couldn’t step away from my fear. It made me so blind that I refused to actually listen to anything He was saying. Why couldn’t I just focus on Him?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“Niemos, I’d never be mad at you for feeling afraid. I’ve been there too,” He reveals. He’s been afraid? I’ve certainly never seen that, and there were many times that I tried to evoke that exact emotion in Him.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“How could You be afraid?” I ask, and He laughs.
“You all get so caught up in the fact that I’m the Son of God that you forget I’m also the Son of Mary,” He states. What is He talking about? He sighs when He notices my confusion, then He continues. “Yes, I’m Almighty, but I’m also human. I have all the same emotions that you do,” He explains. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
I hadn’t thought about that. While there have been times where I’ve seen Him display emotions, He’s never seemed overcome by them. He’s always managed to say what He’s needed to say and do what He’s needed to do despite everything stirring within Him. Is that the Lord within Him, or is it possible for me to be like that too?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“How do you overcome them?” I pose, and He smiles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider adding more description here. What else does he do besides smile?
“I take them to the Father. He’s not afraid of the things that we feel. He wants to take away all of the bad emotions and replace them with peace, but He can’t do that if you don’t acknowledge them and surrender them to Him in the first place,” He tells me. Is it really that simple?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“How do I do that?” I ask.
“You just talk to Him,” He answers. Talk to Him?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“Like my morning prayers?” I pose, and He shakes His hand side to side, letting me know I’m close.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Did you mean head? 
“Prayers yes, but you don’t need to use all the fancy, rehearsed language that you’ve been taught. Think about the way we’re talking right now. You’re being open and sharing your struggles with me. Talking to the Father isn’t any different. Though He already knows what’s going on with you, He wants you to come to Him with everything. Peace isn’t found in some magic words, but rather in your surrender,” He details.
Everything He’s saying makes sense, but it opposes so much of what I’ve been practicing all my life. How much did we get wrong and then pass down from generation to generation? Is there any of it that’s relevant?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“If the Father is so gracious, does the law even matter?” I ask, and He nods His head like He knew this was coming. I guess asking Him about the law is pretty on brand for me.
“Yes, it matters. There are still things you should and shouldn’t do, but doing or not doing those things isn’t what justifies you: I am. Just as you and your ancestors slaughtered animals to atone for your wrongs, I was slaughtered to make you right. There’s no need for any sacrifices outside of that anymore, but that doesn’t mean the law is to be ignored. The Father is pleased by those who follow His commands,” He answers.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Then why did You make it seem like the law didn’t matter when I confronted you about people violating it?” I question, trying to make sense of it all. I want to make sure I do things right from here on out and I need His guidance in order to do that.
“I have two things to say to that. One, be careful you don’t get laws and traditions mixed up. Wearing your prayer tassels every day is a tradition that’s been passed down throughout our people, but it was never mandated by the Father. Second, I was warning you not to make the law your master. You should be following the law to please the Father, not because you think it makes you better than your neighbor, or that it can justify you,” He explains.
He’s right; wearing our prayer tassels is something our people have done all this time, but it was never in the law. I couldn’t even tell you the reason why we do it. How many things really fall into that category? I’m going to have to do a lot of digging. Good thing I have no shortage of time now that I can’t go back to my old life.
What will I do? Being a Pharisee is all I’ve ever known. It’s too late to learn a skill, and I don’t think I have the stamina to work in a field. None of that ever appealed to me anyway. I don’t really know what does appeal to me though. I’ve never taken the time to think about any of that. Wait, Jesus knows all; he probably knows what I’m supposed to do now that being a Pharisee is out of the picture for me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“What am I supposed to do with the rest of my life now?” I ask, and He raises His eyebrows. “What?” I pose. He saved my life in the market by sending Auran. I know He didn’t do that so that I could wander around aimlessly for the rest of my days. Can’t He just tell me what direction to head in?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“What are you passionate about?” He asks.
“I don’t know,” I immediately respond, and He shakes His head.
“That’s not true,” He denies. What does He mean that’s not true? I would say I used to be passionate about the law, but we already discussed that. There wasn’t really anything else besides that. I mean, I guess there was teaching people about the law, but again, that’s out of the picture now. Well, the law part is out of the picture, the people part isn’t.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought.
“I’m passionate about guiding people,” I state, and He nods. I wait for more, but He doesn’t speak. “What am I supposed to do with that?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I can’t give you all the answers, Niemos. There are some things you need to figure out on your own,” He tells me. Haven’t I already figured enough out on my own? I mean, I was stoned for how long it took me to figure things out before.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this. Using it once or twice in a book works, but the more it’s used the more of a distraction it becomes.
“How will I know if I’m doing what’s right?” I pose, and He smiles.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“As long as you’re glorifying the Father in what you do, then you’re doing what’s right,” He answers. That was vague, and I normally hate vague, but there’s something in it that brings me comfort. I can’t mess this up as long as I’m putting Him first.


Chapter 57
Lazarus

	He’s back. Jesus is actually back. Even after Auran confirmed Martha’s suspicions that death couldn’t keep Him, part of me was still skeptical. A man rising from the dead is a hard thing to believe without seeing. Obviously, I was already aware that it was possible, but my brain was so stuck on the fact that Jesus was leading Himself to the slaughter that I completely ignored the fact that He could lead Himself back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought and for more impact at the start of the chapter.
	I had Him right here with me for the majority of my life, yet I missed so much. I missed that He was the Son of God, and even when Mary told us I had a hard time believing it. I missed what He was chosen for, and again, I had a hard time finding any sort of sense in it. I missed that the scrolls foretold His return like Martha was trying to tell me, and when He did return, I was slow to believe it.
	It seems the root of my problem is belief. The conversation I had with Jesus the night He raised me from the dead comes back to me. He told me that I was going to have to be sure about the things I believe. He was trying to get me to examine everything before all of this went down and I tried, but unbelief took over. 
If that happened to me, someone who not only was the recipient of one of Jesus’ miracles, but has also had extensive conversations with Jesus Himself, how much more will others be susceptible to it? I don’t want that for the people of this world. I’m finally sure of what I believe and I want that to be the case for everyone. The One I believe in has resurrection power within Him, after all; I can’t just keep that to myself and let the world forget about who He is and everything He’s done for us.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: This should be a full stop with a period, because these are two full sentences. Otherwise, this is a run on sentence. 
“Something’s on your mind,” Martha observes, eyeing me.
“Our formally dead Friend who happens to be the Son of God is in the other room talking to a Pharisee who was stoned. What isn’t there to think about?” I bring up.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a different word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript and create a bigger picture of the characters for the reader.
“He has a name,” Mary states.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Jesus?” I pose, confused. The point of me not using it was to draw attention to the fact that He’s the Son of God.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Niemos,” Mary says, her eyes drifting to the wall between us and the sitting room where Jesus and Niemos are talking. Should I be worried about that?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this to a statement so you’re not asking a question of the reader. 
“Laz, what’s on your mind?” Martha questions, being more blatant about her inquiry this go around. It’s not that I don’t want to tell her everything that’s bouncing around my head, I just don’t know how to word it all. I want the world to know exactly who He is, I know that much, but what do I do about it? “Laz?” she grabs my attention.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider rephrasing this to a statement so you’re not asking a question of the reader. 
“I missed everything,” I let out. I expect some sort of ‘I told you so’ from her, but instead she faces me with a gentle look.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“This family’s been through a lot lately, Laz, nobody is blaming you for not picking up on everything,” Martha responds. This isn’t the same attitude she had when we were consulting the scrolls. What’s happened between now and then? I mean, besides Jesus being crucified and coming back.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider deleting this since it’s been used a couple of times now.
“Yeah, I didn’t get it all either. All I could really grasp was His love for us,” Mary adds.
“That’s the thing, it’s all hard to take in, even when you’re involved in it with Him,” I respond, and Mary cocks her head, unsure of what I’m trying to say.
“Laz, where are you going with this?” Martha asks.
“How are the people supposed to grasp it all? This news that we’re privy to changes lives! Are we supposed to sit inside this house and just hope they hear it and believe it?” I pose, and she gapes at me.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“What are you saying?” Martha questions, her confusion overtaking her nurturing instinct from before.
“I’m saying that I want to make heaven crowded!” I declare.
“Laz, you’re making less sense now,” Mary tells me, but I can see that Martha’s starting to catch on to everything that I’m thinking. Her eyes fixate on the wall in front of her as she sorts through her thoughts methodically. She’s always done things that way. Carefully mulling over each and every detail that finds its way into her mind. It’s how she was able to figure all of this out before Jesus was even killed.
I don’t remember much of our parents, but I have faint memories of our dad being like that. There seemed to be no problem that you could go to him with that he couldn’t eventually solve. Granted, my problems were a lot simpler back then than they are now, but it was still impressive. Growing up I wanted nothing more than to be like him. Even more so when he was gone. I wanted to be able to be someone that people could come to, but my brain has never worked the way that his did.
Maybe that doesn’t have to disqualify me from helping people. Maybe I am the way that I am because people need to see that if someone like me could grasp this, that could very well mean it’s true. People like Martha and our dad can see through all of the metaphors, but people like me need things thoroughly spelled out for them. Who better to do that than someone who’s had it all spelled out in the words and actions of the Son of God Himself?	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider placing this in italics as a direct inner thought. 
“I need to go out and tell people about Him,” I state, more sure than I’ve ever been about anything.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Right now?” Mary poses.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“In general,” Martha speaks up before I can. I look over at her and when her eyes meet mine, I know she’s on the same page as me. She has the same overwhelming need to make His majesty known. Normally I would try to discourage her from doing something like this given the fact that the hole-y Pharisee in our sitting room shows exactly what could happen to us, but I can’t tell her to walk away from this. Not when I know exactly what she’s feeling.
“How far are you willing to take this?” I ask her.
“This is all that matters now,” Martha responds, sincerity lacing her words.
“What’s going on?” Mary questions, looking back and forth between the two of us. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“Martha and I are going to spend our days going out to all different cities telling people about who Jesus is, what He’s done for us all, and what that means for them,” I reveal, and though the different cities part wasn’t spoken aloud until now, Martha has no hesitation in her glance. She knows that this is it; this is the reason we’re here. Both of us have a unique perspective into the life of the Man who came down to save us all. People need to hear it.
“So, you’re both leaving?” Mary poses, beginning to process it all. To be honest I’m still processing it all too. The logistics are still a bit fuzzy, but I know we’ll make it work. We have God on our side.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“He wouldn’t survive without me,” Martha jokes, to ease Mary’s mind.
“And she’d be bored without me,” I add, earning an eye roll from Martha. 
“What are you thinking, Mary?” Martha asks gently. Mary waits a beat before she speaks up, her eyes finding the wall separating us from Jesus.
“I think it’s really great that you two are going to do this. It’s hard to imagine you traveling around together without strangling each other, but I’m sure the Lord will be using all of those moments to teach you both lessons,” Mary answers. Yeah, Martha and I have always seemed to butt heads a lot. At the root of it all is how much we care about each other, so I’m not too concerned about it. 
“Are you going to be ok on your own?” Martha poses, a hint of guilt in her voice, though I don’t think Mary picks up on it. 	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript.
“I won’t be alone,” Mary declares, smiling at the wall that has her Savior on the other side. “I’m going to have Niemos,” she goes on.
“What?” I question.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Consider swapping this out with a similar word or phrase for more word variety through the manuscript. Also consider adding in more detail here. How does Lazarus look surprised? Are his eyebrows raised? Did his tone go up?


Epilogue

	Creation was in need of a Savior, and their Creator delivered. He sent His Son to live a life that His people never could, and die a death that would wash away all of their sins. Though they hung Him up on that cursed tree, a crown of thorns atop His head and wounds from head to toe, death was not the end for Him.
	He rose again. Three simple words that would change the course of history. Death lost its power that morning. He proved Himself greater. A path was forged between creation and their Creator, ready to reunite them once again. In the kingdom of heaven, things will be as they were always intended to be: perfect. Nothing will be able to keep the Lord away from His people. Except for His people.	Comment by Shari Nicklow: Kingdom and Heaven need to be capitalized since it’s being referred to as a proper noun place.
	Creation was given free will. Though the Lord longs to have them by His side, He will not force them. He gave His people the ability to choose. Though a path back to Him now exists, He will not make them take it. It is up to each individual to decide whether they will turn to Him, or whether they will repeat the mistake of the first of their kind and take for granted the offer before them.
	Some will be caught up in the ways of the world, ignoring the possibility of a Creator at all. Others will find themselves twisted up in traditions, thinking that they can justify themselves. More will hold onto every ounce of control, believing that they can fix their circumstances on their own, or that they simply don’t need to be fixed at all. Others will have themselves convinced that they are too far gone to be loved by a just God. And some will simply miss what He’s done because it stretches beyond their understanding.
	The offer of an eternal paradise extended to all, yet the path is the one less traveled. The Creator at the end of it, arms extended. Waiting. For you. The human He stitched together in your mother’s womb. You, dear reader, are eternally known. Eternally seen. Eternally loved. All by a Being that chose you. 
	Even when you choose the world. Even when you try to be good enough on your own. Even when you refuse to relinquish control. Even when you do things you’d never admit to another human being. Even when you can’t comprehend it. 
	He chose you then. He chooses you now. Turn to Him; fall into His open arms.
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