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			To my precious wife, Ophelia—
you kept the vision alive in your heart when it died in mine.

		


		
			

			It’s amazing how Webb can weave the most obtuse historical elements of the world’s most mysterious times into a contemporary thriller drama without raising an eyebrow. I found myself gaining an education in a dozen elements of history without any distraction from what is an epic, enthralling story told with fast, tense, turgid prose. As a storyteller, Webb is a master at simultaneously telling a half dozen stories while using each one to subtly benefit the next with a story beneath a story beneath a story. It’s a masterful display of exacting craftsmanship in writing and editing.

			James Byron Huggins, Bestselling Author of Wolf Story, The Reckoning, Leviathan, and the Hunter series

			If the best stories are based upon the mortal conflict between spiritual forces of good and evil, The Master’s Quilt lays out the battle plan in a rich tapestry of character and plot. Michael Webb has spent the time necessary to research and portray this fight with the integrity of a rabbinic scholar in a fast-paced novel. Those interested in reading a book steeped in knowledge of present-day supernatural events linked to the dynamic early days of the New Testament church will enjoy this story.

			Robert Whitlow, Christy Award Winner and bestselling author of The List, Trial and Error, and Promised Land

		


		
			

			DEDICATION

			Thank you Father for loving me first so 

			that I might love You. Thank you Jesus 

			for turning a “heart of stone” into a “heart 

			of flesh.” And thank you Holy Spirit for never 
leaving me nor forsaking me. 

			 May this work glorify You, Triune God, 
and You alone.

			

		


		
			

			There were giants (Nephilim, fallen ones) in the Earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of the gods (Bənē hāʾĔlōhīm) came in to the daughters of men and they bore children to them. Those were the mighty men who were of old, men of renown.

			Gensis 6:4
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			Prologue

			The night sky was unusually dark, even though a full moon was rising, as if the stars of Heaven had forgotten their stage positions for the drama about to unfold. But that was not the case, because it was the kind of darkness born in the hearts of men, not in the heavens above the Earth. And that was why there was a night yet to come that would be darker, and blacker, than had ever been.

			It was a cool, unpredictable April night. A spring night pregnant with uncertainty for three of four men traversing the mount on the outskirts of the Holy City. The three followed one they called Rabbi on the well-worn path pressed out of the fabric of creation, one of many crisscrossing the dusty landscape that was now only a parody of former splendor. 

			By day, the starkness of the locale impresses itself into the spirit of a man. At night, there is only the moon or the occasional flare of campfires to break the monotony of the darkness.

			Three of the four shared a common, unspoken sense of foreboding. Gone were the feelings of good cheer and camaraderie experienced earlier at dusk. The mealtime celebration had ended on an ominous note. Their Master had announced during the feast that there would be betrayal and denial. Cries of outrage and concern followed. The Master had calmed the twelve with soft words of understanding and wisdom, as he’d done on several occasions during the previous three years, and a final hymn was sung. 

			The meal was finished and now three accompanied him to the garden.

			

			***

			Deep within the slumbering city that lay spread out below the mount, an old man, his once abundant and jet-black hair and beard now thinning and grey, began the task of preparing for the ensuing eight days of celebration and worship. It was just after midnight when he left his humble home and walked quietly through the darkened, deserted streets. His whole body tingled with expectancy as he inhaled the familiar musk odor of the city. He did not have to walk far, and upon reaching his destination he reached forth with a stubby, calloused hand and unlatched the gate.

			***

			The men reached the garden. 

			The moon, only hours shy of being full, rose big and round above the crest of the mount. The bright yellow light, reflecting off the deep, amber-colored wood of the finely grained, squat olive trees, outlined in caricature the somber faces of the four companions. They stood silent, unmoving. And yet their shadows rippled in the moonlight. The wraith-like silhouettes bounced off the two gigantic cedars standing atop the mount and etched themselves upon the canvas of darkness.

			A fine mist, with an almost imperceptible taste of salt and smelling of fish, hovered above the arid soil. 

			Time slowed . . .

			***

			The old man, his senses attuned to the various rhythms in the sea of night surrounding him, moved among the animals with the practiced ease of one long accustomed to ritual. The collection of male lambs crowded in the pen—none younger than eight days nor older than one year—represented the finest sheep of twenty different flocks. The initial selection had been accomplished in broad daylight, and each had been chosen carefully to ensure none had blemishes or imperfections. 

			The old man, however, did not rely upon sight to tell him of imperfection. Instead, he depended upon his acute sense of smell for the final test. For he was blind. 

			He smiled and sniffed the air. The odor was faint, but it was there. He’d been asked many times during his seventy years to describe the scent, and his reply had always been the same: “I’m not sure, exactly. But I am sure of three things. I always smell the peculiar scent after only a short time among the lambs; I never smell it on more than one animal; and I know that the gift is from God.”

			Without further delay, he reached down swiftly and grabbed hold of a pure white lamb baying softly to his right. This is the one, he thought as he carried the animal inside the building adjacent to the pen, handing it over gently into the outstretched arms of the waiting priest.

			***

			None of the four had spoken during the brief trek. Finally, the man who’d been in the lead spoke. His voice was soft, troubled. “My friends, my soul cries out in grief and my heart is heavy with thoughts of death.” He stared into the darkness, scanning the surroundings with sagacious, brown eyes. “I’ve come to this place on many occasions when my heart was burdened and my feet weary, seeking rest . . . here in the land of my Father.”

			His face became somber, his voice subdued, matching the lighting on the hilltop. “Tonight is different. Will you wait with me and keep vigil while I pray?” 

			The three nodded their assent, not trusting speech, and watched the Rabbi walk towards the center of the garden.

			

			“The night is short,” he called over his shoulder, sighing it, rather than saying it, “and darkness is heavy upon the Earth.”

			***

			The three waited, reclining against the old, stone wine press—used to press olives into the lifeblood of the region’s commerce—from which the garden took its name. A gentle gust of wind nudged the mist that enveloped them like a cocoon, re-arranging the night. The quiet moments froze together—into sleep—and the three companions breathed in antagonistic rhythm, as if silently rebelling against the authority of ambivalence.

			Two times their Master returned from solitary separation. Two times the three were awakened and admonished to remain faithful in their vigil lest they be caught unawares. Two times they lapsed into fitful slumber, oblivious to the silent battle their master waged.

			Upon his return the third time the three were awakened abruptly by crisp, commanding words. “Rise, we must be on our way. Behold, the one who shall betray Me is near.”

			Before they’d gone far there was a flurry of activity. A group of angry men appeared out of the darkness and surrounded them. Judas stepped forward and said, “Hail master,” as he grabbed Jesus about the shoulders and kissed him upon the cheek. 

			***

			The night gave way to morning, and the morning to afternoon. The old man returned home, slept, and was now back at the Temple. 

			It was time.

			Although it was early afternoon, the room was dark, except for the light provided by several tall candles. The color of the wax was almost as pure white as the coat of wool covering the lamb held in the arms of the priest.

			

			The Levite, one of several present, carried the lamb to the altar, carefully stretched it out upon the deeply stained, grooved wood, and secured its four legs firmly with leather straps. Only then did he withdraw the razor-sharp sacrificial knife from his robe. 

			First the Levite, then the other priests closed their eyes and began to sing in unison, filling The Temple with the sonorous sound of the Great Hallel. The old man added his own deep-throated voice to that of the others, singing with vigor. Outside, in the immediate vicinity of the Temple, the sounds of the city were swallowed up by the ritual chanting. 

			Gradually, the singing stopped. The Levite opened his eyes and grasped the head of the lamb. He stretched the animal’s neck backward, exposing the soft, vulnerable flesh to the light and the knife. His right hand was poised above his head.

			Swiftly, with a precisely articulated motion, he brought his arm down, turning the blade ever so slightly as the knife dropped downward through its arc. In one deft stroke, he drew the shining blade across the animal’s neck, severing the jugular vein. 

			Several of the priests blew a threefold blast from their silver trumpets as bright red blood spurted from the wound. Special silver and gold ceremonial bowls caught the warm, sticky fluid, which was then splashed in one single jet at the base of the altar.

			A small amount of blood escaped the confines of the altar and fell to the foot-packed ground. The desiccated, yellow-brown earth and the burgundy-red, liquid life blended into a copper-colored mud.

			The Levite grasped the dead animal by its hind legs, took a length of rope and secured the sacrifice from two hooks mounted in staves nailed together in the shape of a T. It was flayed and the entrails were taken out and cleansed. Afterwards, the inside fat was separated, put in a dish and salted, then placed in the fire of the altar of burnt offering. 

			The ritual was repeated continually for several hours. Many were waiting, just like the old man, for their paschal sacrifice.

			

			***

			Once again, twilight settled upon the city. The old man stood in the doorway of his small hovel and stared at the sky with sightless eyes. A penetrating shiver danced a promenade up and down his spine. For some strange reason he could almost feel the darkness seeping into his bones through the pores of his skin, and somehow he knew that even though there were no clouds in the ebony sky, there were also no stars.

			Hastily, he dipped the hyssop he held in his trembling right hand into the wooden bowl he cupped in his left and sprinkled the blood of the lamb upon his doorway, wondering why he felt so strange on this very special night. 

			***

			The priest lit the incense. The room was smoky, the air thick with ketoret, the special blend of spices he’d prepared earlier. He took several deep breaths as he went about his tasks and smiled contentedly. His nose twitched as he savored the unique, aromatic smell: frankincense, galbanum, stactate, onchya, and myrrh. 

			Finally, as the thick night began to seep into the cracks and crevices of the Temple, he trimmed the lamps in preparation for the evening prayer.
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			​CHAPTER 1

			Deucalion Quinctus Cincinnatus tasted fear. The flavor was cold, like iron, and it lay on his tongue with the sharpness of a battle sword.

			Around him stretched a stark and shadowy landscape. He gripped a spear in his sweaty right hand, tight enough to soak the wooden handle. Cautiously, he walked towards a mound littered with skulls. The mound, adjacent to the deep, narrow glen called Hinnom by the Jews, held three wooden crosses.

			In the distance a wild dog howled. He turned in the direction of the unnerving sound and saw the city of Rome—or Babylon?—spread out before him like a prostitute on a couch. Sweat burned in his eyes and when he blinked, the scene dissolved.

			Around him, the shadows shifted, seemingly alive with things that made his skin crawl. Even though it was almost summer, and he was in the middle of the desert, he suddenly felt chilled to the bone. He walked on, shivering uncontrollably. Finally, he stopped before the center cross and looked up

			Above him, a man hung with his head slumped forward, so that his chin touched his chest. He wasn’t breathing. There were three bloodied holes in his body; one in each wrist, and one through both feet, where the two-pound nails that secured him to the crossbars had punctured his olive-colored skin. He reminded Deucalion of a flayed animal pelt, stretched taut to dry.

			Deucalion winced, knowing that somehow he was responsible for the man’s hanging there. That thought caused bile to rise in his throat, and he retched. He noticed something else. Although all else was in shadow, where he stood was bathed in light. A strange, ethereal light that seemed to glow with a pulsing force. Fear began to overwhelm him. He’d fought in a hundred battles, but had never known the darkness, the hopelessness, the soul-wrenching agony of such terror. His heart pounded furiously, as if it might burst through the walls of his chest at any moment. Instinctively, he raised the spear and thrust it upward, at the man—at the light. The razor-sharp metal tip pierced the man’s side. Blood and water spewed forth, splattering his tunic and face. Startled, he stepped backward, frantically trying to wipe the stains away.

			Abruptly, the scene shifted.

			He stood before a tomb hewn out of solid rock, just before the column of dawn. Suddenly he was engulfed by an intense, blinding white light. He tried to run, but his feet were rooted to the ground. He had to get away! It was too bright . . . too bright . . .

			He screamed . . .

			“Commander! Are you all right?”

			Deucalion startled awake, turning toward the door and the source of the voice. He blinked several times, trying to wash away the stinging salt of a cold sweat. The room was dark and he felt disoriented, because the light in his dream had been so bright. “What in the name of the gods is going on?” he muttered. Glancing toward the corner of the small room, he frowned. His spear was leaning against the wall. It was clean and in one piece. In his dream, the spear shattered after he thrust the razor-sharp point into the side of the Nazarene then removed it, just before the sickening fount of blood and water splattered over him, soaking him. A measure of relief washed over him. Just a nightmare . . . 

			

			“Commander . . . it’s Malkus. I have an urgent message from Rome.”

			Deucalion shuddered with sudden realization. The scream had been real! He sat up and shook his head back and forth, trying to clear it. “What time is it?” he asked in a scratchy, dry voice.

			“Just after the column of dawn,” came the muffled reply.

			The tall, dark-haired Praetorian heaved himself off his cot, feeling as if he’d never slept, and splashed several handfuls of tepid water on his lean, angular face, from a nearby plain porcelain washbasin. The water helped cleanse the stinging from his eyes but did nothing for the nasty headache that was working its way to the top of his head from the base of his skull.

			“I’ll be out in a moment,” he croaked, rubbing the back of his neck, trying to massage away the throbbing pain. “Prepare my armor.”

			“As you wish, Commander,” came the reply from his second-in-command. Deucalion pictured Malkus’ sharp, wolfish features and sighed. The younger man was ambitious, and Deucalion knew he’d have to watch his backside around him. Malkus had heard him scream and he wouldn’t forget it. An ironic, bitter smile crossed Deucalion’s face. He’d have to remember to drink more heavily before he retired every night. The wine would drug him, and he’d sleep less fitfully. Maybe then the dreams would stop, and his capable junior officer would have less opportunity to circle him like a lone, hungry wolf.

			***

			Joseph ben Caiaphas, High Priest of the Most High God, felt the sunrise upon his face long before he saw it with his eyes—and in feeling it, began to dream.

			He stood in the marble hall, before the Sanhedrin. Seventy old men stared down at him with hollow, vacant eyes. Fear washed over him—gut-wrenching, heart stopping panic.

			The balance of power, painstakingly developed through years of study and worship, was disintegrating. Joshua had returned. And he’d commanded the sun and moon to stand still, once again. Forever. Never again was the Earth to know darkness. Never again was man to be allowed the luxury of exercising his debaucheries under the cover of night. Light now reigned supreme. The sin of Adam could no longer be denied.

			Suddenly, the walls of the hall became transparent. Outside, thousands of fellow Jews had gathered. Roman soldiers penned them in on all sides, like slaves about to be auctioned off. They had come, not to hear the high priest speak, but to hear the message of the CHRISTOS—the Anointed One.

			In frustration, the Sanhedrin kept demanding that the high priest give them an answer. “What are we to do, Joseph?”

			“Crucify him!” he shouted. Outside, the mob took up the chant. But all he could hear was an echo: THE BLOOD OF THE LAMB—THE BLOOD OF—THE BLOOD . . .

			Time and space dissolved and he sensed his order had been executed. However, the crucifixion of the heretical Jew, Jesu, did not cause the sun to move again in normal fashion. Instead, it glowed brighter. Caiaphas spun, facing angry faces on all sides. The walls started to close around him and still the light consumed everything. The council members began to shake angry fists at him. Several of them, including his father-in-law, Annas, demanded that he order the sun to cease its rebellion and give darkness back its rightful place in the scheme of things . . .

			Abruptly, Caiaphas awoke, as he had on several mornings in the past four weeks—mouth dry, tongue swollen, body drenched. And his eyes were filled with tears, as if he’d been crying uncontrollably in his sleep. He groaned, then uttered a silent curse and hoped that there was enough water on hand to quench the fiery thirst raging in his throat.

			He glanced furtively at the heavens. His dream had been so vivid that he fully expected to see both sun and moon radiating in the crystal-blue sky. Instead, the morning looked normal and so perfectly ordinary he wondered why he’d ever been afraid.

			

			***

			At about the same time Joseph Caiaphas was rubbing sleep from his eyes, a man of medium build, with a square cut face and curly black hair pomaded with olive oil, paced the floor of his Jerusalem residence. The Procurator Caesaris had awakened hours before the sun began to rise hot and bright over the city. Sleep had become a luxury of the past for Pontius Pilate.

			The man Rome had selected to govern Judea was wrestling again with his tortured conscience. The resulting headache caused him to cringe painfully. “It will be a hot, dry summer,” he said aloud to the walls. He cursed the day he’d ever been sent to this land forsaken by the gods and filled with quarrelsome, rebellious Jews. 

			He poured himself a flagon of wine and greedily drank half of it down in one gulp—knowing it would only dull, not eliminate, the pain—and watched daylight carpet the city that had become his nemesis. He could feel the desert heat working its way into his skin and he grimaced as the prophetic words of Claudia, his wife, beckoned to him, as they had done daily for the past month.

			“The Hebrew priests have beguiled you, Pontius,” she’d said with defiance, on the eve of the trial. “Beware, and touch not that man . . . for He is holy. Last night I saw him in a vision: He was walking on the waters; he was flying on the wings of the winds. There was a mighty storm raging about him. He spoke to the tempest and to the fish of the lakes; all were obedient to Him. Behold, the forest on Mt. Kellum flows with blood, the statues of Caesar are filled with the filth of Gemoniae, the columns of the Intercium have given way, and the sun is mourning like a vestal in the tomb. O Pilate, evil awaits you if you will not listen to the prayer of your wife!”

			He took another gulp of wine and pressed trembling hands into tired, reddened eyes. His headaches were getting worse. Why didn’t he listen? What evil, indeed, awaited him? Gods protect me, he thought miserably, wishing desperately he’d never heard of Judea or Jesus of Nazareth.

			Suddenly, the throbbing behind his eyes became so intense that he cried out, loud enough to wake his servant, Antonius, who came running.

			***

			Not far away, another man, a Jew in his mid-fifties, stood silently on one of the many balconies of the Hasmonaean palace and admired the coral-colored dawn. His rectangular face was composed of deep-set eyes and a square chin that supported taut, thin lips.

			Lost in thought, he barely heard the trumpet blasts that saluted the sunrise. He knew, however, that in each of the fourteen districts of the city the Praetorian Guard were synchronizing the water clocks, while throughout Jerusalem the elite of the Roman citizenry were awakening, preparing to eat a breakfast of wine-soaked bread, pullet, and fresh eggs.

			Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee, shared with the beleaguered Roman procurator—though for different reasons and with different effect—a sense of frustration and impotence. He was a man of action, as had been his father, Herod the Great, and so his failure to maintain the momentum of the powerful political apparatus the now dead patriarch had forged disturbed him deeply. He sighed heavily, remembering a recent conversation he’d had with the one man he reviled most. The man who’d usurped his father’s authority. And even though he would never admit it to anyone, the subject matter of that conversation had caused him many a sleepless night. 

			“You’re a vain man, Herod,” the Roman Procurator had said the day after the crucifixion of the heretical Nazarene, as he offered his guest a goblet of wine, “and your vanity will be your downfall . . . just as it was your father’s.” 

			

			“Aren’t you even going to thank me for helping you solve your problem?”

			The short, balding man whom Herod knew hated Jews with a fanatical passion stared at him with cold, brown eyes and the Tetrarch noted that the muscle along Pilate’s jawline was twitching imperceptibly.

			“What exactly do you mean by that?” growled the procurator.

			“Only that now you have no one to blame for your problems except yourself.”

			“You dare talk to me that way! It is I who occupy the palace your father built. Not you. Too often you seem to forget that it is we Romans who rule Judea and the surrounding territory, and not you Jews.”

			“There is not a day that goes by that I don’t think about both those facts, Pontius.” His reply was both contemptuous and truthful.

			“No doubt,” grunted the procurator. “However, if you’re not careful, your appetite for power might very well choke you to death.”

			Now, weeks later, Antipas wiped the sweat from his brow with a white linen cloth he carried for just such a purpose. He thought about Pilate’s unsettling words and the unusual events that had unfolded two days after they were spoken. What really had happened at the Nazarene’s tomb? He chuckled without humor at his own mordant curiosity. Unfortunately, all he knew on this hot, dry May morning was that the lack of any breeze was a portent of a long, stifling summer.

			“Master, a courier has arrived with a parchment from Rome.”

			He turned at the sound of his secretary’s voice. “And?” he snarled, angry at being disturbed.

			“The Praetorian says it’s urgent.” 

			What could be so important that Rome would send a message here to Jerusalem, rather than waiting for him to return to Caesarea? And in the hands of a Praetorian, no less. Suddenly, he had a premonition of impending doom. He shivered, then wrapped his robe snugly about him and reached for a brimming cup of mulsum, a wine and honey mixture he’d acquired a taste for because of his association with the Roman Procurator.

			“Make the Praetorian comfortable,” he said gruffly, “and tell him I’ll be with him shortly.”

			Deucalion Quinctus Cincinnatus, Pontius Pilate’s Commander of the Garrison, waited patiently for Herod Antipas’ secretary to bring him refreshment and thought about how far he’d come in his career in such a short time. His father would be proud of him, were he alive.

			When he’d arrived in Jerusalem eight weeks ago, he’d found the city, and the surrounding countryside, on the verge of violent rebellion. After organizing the garrison, he’d systematically dealt with the more dissident Jews—not by slaughtering them, but by giving them an opportunity to vent their frustrations. Utilizing a political instead of a military approach, he’d established three mini tribunals to hear their grievances and persuaded Pilate to accede to some of the Jews less offensive demands. Peace had been temporarily restored.

			As a result, Pilate had taken an immediate interest in him.

			“We share a common bond, you and I,” said the Procurator the first night they’d gotten drunk together. 

			“What’s that?” he’d asked, hoping he wasn’t slurring his words, then realizing it probably wouldn’t matter.

			“Neither of us is willing to compromise our faith in the Republic and its future . . . even in the face of our growing doubt that Rome is as eternal as the Emperor leads us to believe.”

			During many subsequent hours, they’d solved numerous problems connected with ruling a stubborn and arrogant people, thousands of miles from home, and within two weeks, Pilate had asked Lucius Vitellius, Governor over Syria, to transfer Deucalion to Jerusalem permanently. Surprisingly, the request was approved. Deucalion found out why not long after. In addition to transfer orders, Vitellius sent a special messenger with private orders. 

			

			Deucalion Cincinnatus,

			Hail Caesar.

			As you are aware by now, Jerusalem, though a hotbed of insurrection, is also the site of the Temple. Rome has certain pecuniary arrangements with the priests in charge of financial administration of Temple proceeds, monies received as tithes from the faithful. You are to make sure that Pilate does nothing to interfere with the flow of payments to the Empire.

			There was one minor problem with the arrangement—he and Pilate had become friends. In fact, he suspected that Pilate saw him as the son he’d never had. And for reasons Deucalion never understood, he carried within himself a certain code of honor—one that might hamper a soldier’s rise to ultimate power. One, he reminded himself grimly, Malkus did not share. He sometimes allowed relationships to curb ambition. A definite weakness.

			And now, there was yet another problem.

			Something extraordinary had happened four weeks ago, three days after the Passover of the Jews, and he’d not had a full night’s sleep since. Although he was still not sure exactly what had transpired, he was certain of one thing: the world he’d been born into twenty-seven years ago was not the same world in which he now lived. There was something different, something new and exciting afoot. It was as palatable to him as air and light. And he was determined to discover just what it was—no matter what the cost.
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			​CHAPTER 2

			As Jerusalem roused itself from the night, Caiaphas groaned and sat up. Fighting dizziness, he focused his eyes on the black bark and soft green leaves of the Shit’tah tree rising twenty feet above him, then took several deep breaths, savoring the refreshing, sweet fragrance of the acacia’s drooping yellow flowers.

			Once again he’d fallen into a drunken sleep in the outer courtyard of the mansion located a stone’s throw from the Herodian Palace, in that part of Jerusalem called the Upper City, where he lived along with his wife and father-in-law, Annas.

			His late-night bantering with his old friend and confidant, Simon ben Gamaliel, was as fresh in his mind as the aftertaste of wine was sour in his mouth. Both the conversation and the wine had started out to be pleasurable; yet, in the short space of a few hours, both had soured. 

			His former teacher had arrived unexpectedly just after he’d finished his evening prayers. 

			Even more unexpected than his friend’s unannounced arrival was the news he’d brought from the Sanhedrin.

			“Joseph, the Council has asked me to convey their concern regarding the continuing unrest among the people,” began the older man solemnly. He’d spoken with the same quiet forcefulness that had changed many a Pharisee’s disagreement into agreement with, and even at times enthusiastic support of, the ideas of the predominately Sadducee council. “Instead of quenching the fires of insurrection burning in the hearts of the rebels and zealots, your solution seems to have fanned the flames into epidemic proportions.

			

			Caiaphas was shocked by the harsh words. “That’s nonsense, Simon. It’s only been a month since the crucifixion, and we’ve heard nothing of the man’s disciples. In fact, my sources tell me that they have all retreated into hiding, fearing for their lives. They are completely disorganized.”

			“I fear not. Perhaps the disciples are hiding, but the Romans have evidence the rebel ranks are swelling, not diminishing.”

			“What of the sicari anyway?” he retorted, using the Latin term for the zealots to emphasize his distaste for those the Romans called dagger men or professional assassins. “Barabbas has not been seen nor heard from since his release.” He paused, filled two goblets with the last of the spring wine, and handed one of the brimming cups to Simon. When he continued, his voice was cold and hard. “Pilate should be most pleased with the results we achieved. One man dies and the opposition to authority, both religious and secular, dies with him.”

			He gave Simon the forceful, intimidating look that all who knew the high priest, save his long-time friend, found hard to withstand, and concluded, “Since when can Rome make the same claim?”

			“All that is true; however, there are members of the Council, led by Doras, who feel your handling of this matter was, shall we say, incomplete.”

			That was when he lost his temper; something he’d been doing frequently lately. “Doras is not even a member of the first chamber! He’s merely an elder, an aristocrat who purchased his seat on the council.”

			“Joseph, we’ve been through this before,” sighed his friend. “The council has no proof, nor I might add, even allegations, of any impropriety or wrongdoing on his part. And you know better than I that Doras is as cunning as he is immoral.” There was just a hint of impatience in his voice. “Unless you’re prepared to bring formal charges, the council cannot sit in judgement.”

			“The man’s a disgrace, Simon. His devotion is to his pocketbook and his daughter. In that order. And I doubt his daughter will help us ruin her father politically.”

			“Do not underestimate the power of Doras, Joseph,” counseled the older man sternly. “His close relationship with Herod Antipas gives him access to the ears of the Syrian Governor. Lucius Vitellius governs with an iron hand, and as a result he hasn’t had the problems Pilate has encountered here in Judea. The council, including Annas, believes that Vitellius is extremely displeased with Pilate’s handling of the matter of Jesus of Nazareth. We can use that to our advantage.”

			“Syria is a long way from Jerusalem.”

			Simon scowled. “You’re missing the point. We’ve worked hard for a very long time to achieve a measure of autonomy within the Roman hierarchy, and we cannot afford to have an incident such as this unleash the wrath of Vitellius or Tiberius.”

			“But Simon—”

			“Let me finish, Joseph. You were always much to impatient for your own good.” The teacher was once again educating the student with practiced patience. “Pilate has not exactly had an unblemished record since his arrival here seven years ago.”

			Simon was referring to the numerous confrontations between the Jews and the sixth procurator of Judea. The five men who had preceded Pontius Pilate had all been diplomatic in their handling of the occupation of Jerusalem. Not so the current procurator. Even his superiors considered him to be a reckless and tactless individual. 

			Pilate’s predecessors studiously avoided any unnecessary exhibition of flags or other emblems bearing images of the Emperor Tiberius, so as not to offend the sacred sentiments of the native population. Pilate, on the other hand, had been nominated by the late Sejanus, Tiberius’ former minister and commander of the Praetorian Guard. He shared his benefactors lack of sympathy for Jewish separatist manifestations and cared little for what he considered to be religious sentimentality. 

			

			Upon his arrival in Jerusalem, he ordered his garrison of soldiers to raise their standards and banners, emblazoned with the image of Tiberius, and had marched into the city by night with much pomp and circumstance. This brash demonstration of authority had provoked an immediate and massive protest on the part of the residents of the city. 

			The council, led by Caiaphas, met with Pilate and begged him to remove the standards, fearing that the brazen disregard for Jewish religious custom—which did not allow the representation of graven images—would result in rebellion among the already tense populous. Pilate refused. The council argued with him for five days to reconsider. Eventually, Pilate became enraged and summoned the entire city to the racecourse, then surrounded the people with a detachment of his soldiers and informed them that unless they gave up their insanity, and discontinued their harassment of his men, he intended to kill each one of them. 

			To his consummate dismay, all of them—men, women, and children—threw themselves to the ground, exposed their necks, and served Pilate notice that they, the children of Abraham, would rather die than willingly see the Holy City defiled.

			Pilate yielded. The standards and images were withdrawn. That event would forever blot the record of the career soldier from Spain.

			“If Vitellius puts pressure on Pilate,” continued Simon, “he will most certainly look for a way of escape—and you, my friend, would provide the perfect scapegoat. It was you who suggested Jesu be sacrificed for the good of all.” He paused, then added, “Make no mistake about it, Joseph, Pilate will not let the opportunity pass to serve your head on a platter to the Governor, especially to keep his own head off the platter.”

			“As always, Simon, your rhetoric is most persuasive. I do not intend to become an Azazel sacrifice.”

			Simon laughed, breaking the tension. “Never mind the patronizing, Joseph,” he said without rancor, adjusting his robe. “Doras sees this as his opportunity to move up in stature in the council. And he is steadily gathering support from some of the more conservative, disgruntled members.”

			“So?”

			Simon shrugged. “He’s already garnered support from among the scribes and certain members of the first chamber. If he sways enough minds, Annas may begin to have thoughts—if he hasn’t already—about maneuvering his son Jonathan into a position of higher visibility among the Romans.”

			“To forestall any attempt by Doras to usurp his power,” the High Priest muttered. 

			The older man nodded. “We both know that where power and influence are concerned, your father-in-law is a master of manipulation. And your role in this Jesu incident is a prime example.”

			That comment set Caiaphas to thinking. Was there more to the dreams haunting him than he was willing to admit? Was it possible there was something of critical importance he missed? Was he being manipulated? 

			“You are the first non-lineal descendant of Annas to hold the position of High Priest of The Great Sanhedrin,” pressed Simon, “and you have ruled successfully now for fifteen years. Yet power is a fickle and persistent mistress—”

			“What does all this have to do with the crucifixion of one blaspheming Jew? As high priest of the Great Sanhedrin, I alone have the responsibility for maintaining the sanctity of the Faith. While we might have tolerated some of the claims the man made, we most certainly could not tolerate his insistence that he was the Son of God and that upon his death his ‘Father’ would resurrect him from the dead. Even the Pharisee’s were uncomfortable with those claims.”

			“Listen to me, Joseph . . . You haven’t been yourself lately. There’s been talk among a number of the council members that you’re not the same forceful man who boldly confronted Pilate seven years ago. We need a high priest who is strong enough to keep the Romans in check.”

			

			“What do you recommend?”

			“Reassert your strength. Let the council see that you haven’t forgotten what it means to be a Sadducee—and the High Priest. You must prove to them, beyond a shadow of a doubt, there is no reason to be concerned about any loose ends.”

			Mounting morning heat brought Caiaphas back to the present. He belched involuntarily, then gagged. The sourness fermenting in his belly had risen from his stomach and scorched his throat with its foulness. He stood up on wobbly legs and a wave of nausea threatened to shatter his precarious balancing act. He reached out and grabbed hold of the acacia, wishing desperately he had not gotten so drunk. The sun, a scorching irritant, added to his discomfort.

			Glancing furtively at the sky one final time, he gathered his dirt-stained, wrinkled robes about him and, leaving the security of the acacia behind as a lame man leaves behind his staff, he headed for the house, remembering his last words to Simon.

			“Tell the council I shall make a formal report immediately. Tell them I intend to conduct a thorough investigation into the events surrounding the arrest, trial, and crucifixion of the Nazarene.” He paused, then added, “And Simon, old friend, rest assured, I have no intention of allowing Doras, or anyone else for that matter—living or dead—to destroy forty-three years of hard work.”

			***

			Annas, the seventy-first member of the Great Council at Jerusalem and the real power behind both the high priest and the Sanhedrin for more than twenty-five years, gazed out the window of the inn at Caesarea Phillipi and marveled at the beauty of Mt. Hermon, rising over nine-thousand feet above the Mediterranean.

			“Such beauty . . . yet such apostasy,” he mumbled, thinking of his last conversation with Caiaphas. “What a contradiction Mt. Hermon represents,” he had told his son-in law when he’d returned from his last visit to Syria.

			“I don’t understand, Annas.”

			“As you know, it was at one time the primeval religious center of Syria.”

			The high priest nodded.

			“What you might not know is that the ancient Canaanites sacrificed goats, bulls, dogs, and even men, offering up the still warm blood from the dead carcasses to the demon god Baal.” He knew by the look on his son-in-law’s face that he had his attention. “And yet, in spite of the darkness it represents, there is light. The melting glaciers of the mountain provide the main source of water for the Jordan river. I have seen the cooling snows of its white-capped peaks from as far away as the Dead Sea, one-hundred twenty miles distant.”

			“There are those here in Jerusalem who swear that one can tell whether or not the crops will bring forth an abundant harvest by how far down the white cap sits on the head of the father of the dew, Abu-Nedy, one of its peaks,” the high priest observed.

			“There, you see what I mean,” Annas had replied with consternation. “Man is easily deceived by his senses.”

			He sighed with the recollection and wondered how long it would be before he would have to intercede in his son-in-law’s affairs. There were serious problems within the Sanhedrin.

			Fortunately, however, his meeting with Vitellius had gone well. The governor had agreed with him that Pilate was expendable and had informed him that he was receiving regular correspondence from Pilate’s Praetorian. When he’d asked if Vitellius was referring to Deucalion Cincinnatus, the governor had gotten extremely angry and questioned him at length about his source of information on the man he’d sent to spy on the Procurator of Judea. 

			Annas had been vague in his responses and was satisfied that he had not divulged anything of importance to the governor. Nevertheless, he could not shake an ominous sense of foreboding. His internal barometer told him the political climate of Judea was about to change dramatically. Although he wasn’t exactly sure what was in the wind, he could feel the change coming. He had no way of gauging the magnitude of what he sensed, but he didn’t intend to be caught unprepared when it materialized.

			A cloud passed overhead, briefly obscuring the early morning sun, and Annas experienced a moment of dread. If he believed in omens, it would be easy to believe that the dream he’d had just before sunrise was a harbinger of disaster.

			Like all Jews, he was a great believer in the power of dreams. Being but one of the many domains of his experience, they had intellectual, ethereal, and spiritual significance. This dream attached itself to his conscious, waking thoughts, as a barnacle attaches itself to its host, and that made it unusual.

			He stood in the middle of the desert, sweating profusely, and listened as Elijah rebuked him for his involvement with the Roman bureaucracy. The prophet, whose name meant God is Jehovah, reminded him of his own problems with Jezebel and the consequences of disobeying God, then gave him a stern warning. “If you persist in your self-serving manipulations, Annas, no rain will fall upon Jerusalem and its environs for six years.”

			Before Annas could respond, the setting changed to the top of Abu-Nedy. He stood waist-deep in cold, grey-white snow, shivering uncontrollably. Frightened by his predicament, he tried unsuccessfully to free himself but could not. He cried out frantically in a hoarse voice, pleading for someone to rescue him, but no one heard him. 

			Suddenly, the stars in the purple-black sky melted together in an explosion of light, causing tears with the consistency of oil and the odor of frankincense to flow from his eyes like a river.

			In front of him, swathed in the light of the sun, stood the Nazarene—the Jew from Nazareth. Stunned, he raised his arm towards Jesus. He must touch the man . . .

			He’d awakened at the first light of dawn, drenched in sweat, and even now, over an hour later, his throat felt raspy and dry, as if he’d been screaming in his sleep. He swallowed gingerly and took one last look at Abu-Nedy, then reluctantly pulled his eyes from the magnificent mountain as the sun crested its snow-covered peaks. 

			His servant was in the courtyard below, filling a bucket with water from the well. “Polonius, fetch my bags,” he called out hoarsely. “It’s time we were on our way.”
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