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Pilate was mildly irritated to be confronted by a dusty and trave-lstained

officer, who hadn't taken the trouble to cleanse himself before

requesting an audience. His irritation was compounded by the fact that he 

had been disturbed at dinner, which had the potential to give him indigestion.

He had guests at his table, whom normally he wouldn't have left, but

Marcellus had indicated urgency. He returned his military salutation with a

wave of his hand.

"Marcellus! To disturb me from my guests must mean nothing less than

an armed uprising!"

He was only half joking and it pleased him to see that Marcellus wasn't

altogether sure.

"I thought your excellency should be informed immediately of the

outcome of our expedition."

"You say our - where is Quintus, washing off the dust of travel, no

doubt, before presenting himself!"

Marcellus blushed.

"My apologies, excellency - I thought you should be informed first.

Lucian Quintus didn't return with me."

Pilate raised his eyebrows, he lounged back on his chair and was

rather enjoying the discomfort of the young officer.



"No doubt, he was found a means of making a large profit - a typical

merchant - he ought to have been born a Jew!"

Marcellus blushed further, this time for his friend.

"He's following two men who might be contacting the Zealots,

excellency."

Pilate's eyes narrowed.

"Go on!"

Marcellus delivered a fairly concise report on their experiences and

stood rigidly to attention when he finished. Pilate eyed him steadily.

"Relax, Marcellus - So, our impetuous friend was determined to get his

throat cut! - and we have another firebrand ready to take on the might of

Rome! Will these barbarians never learn? They throw themselves against the

iron wall of the Legions and their blood soaks into the sand, but still these

fanatics come! It was the same in Gaul."

His voice trailed away and Marcellus waited in the ensuing silence.

The Procurator turned abruptly.

"You did well to insist on reporting immediately. My guests may be

interested at hearing your report at first hand and I will be entertained in

watching their reactions.

You are excused for one hour, in which time, you will bathe and return

in full dress uniform. You will then repeat your report to them."

He didn't wait for a response and Marcellus was left saluting the space

Pilate had occupied. He marched rapidly back to his quarters and bathed,

dressed as ordered and made sure that he didn't exceed the allocated hour.

He returned to Pilate's quarters and was immediately ushered into a large

room which was filled with guests reclining around banqueting tables.

Marcellus quelled the inclination to salivate, for which he could be excused



having not eaten since the morning. He concentrated on the main players.

Pilate was seated in the main position, as might be expected. Next to

him was an overweight, overdressed, over-jewelled individual, who eyed the

newcomer with disdainful interest. Herod Antipas was fast following the

example of his notorious father, Herod the Great - so-called! - who had

assumed the proportions of the over-indulged animal his people were

supposed to consider unclean - the pig. Herod the Great had died in agony, 

from a combination of many excesses, his body so diseased that he had

literally exploded. Marcellus felt his appetite diminish.

To one side of Herod was someone much more interesting. Herodias

was the wife of Herod's brother Philip and it was rumoured by some and

blared forth by the Baptist, that their union was incestuous. She was no

longer naturally beautiful, although she might have been once, and now

relied a great deal upon the skill of her ladies. Her glare was even more

arrogant than that of Herod.

Marcellus didn't have time for further assessment. The chatter was

dying away and Pilate was saying.

"Your Highnesses, this is the young man I mentioned, I think you might

find what he has to say amusing - Go on, Marcellus!"

Marcellus clenched his fist and placed it to his chest in a military salute

and repeated his report. Herod appeared mildly interested until he started to

describe the Baptist's activities, then he leaned forward and listened intently,

his eyes fixed on the officer without blinking. The reaction of Herodias was

interesting also, her lips tightened and Marcellus could see that she could

barely contain her gathering fury.

It was when he came to John's pronouncement of the Messiah, that

Herod's face contorted into anger. His face became ashen, except for two



high spots of colour on the cheekbones. Marcellus rounded off his report and

stood to attention.

Herod barked angrily.

"You say, you saw nothing more of this man?"

"No, sir - apart from his meeting with the two Galileans."

Herod hissed.

"Galileans!"

Pilate interposed lazily.

"That was why I thought this story would amuse you, Highness -

Galilee is YOUR interest after all!"

Herod glared at him and then swung back to Marcellus.

"Your companion followed them, you say?"

"Yes, sir."

"What does he have to report?"

Pilate interjected again.

"Rather too early to expect a report, Highness - I shall ensure you are

kept informed - if this matter interests you."

Herod nodded sullenly, it looked as if he'd lost his appetite.

Pilate turned to Marcellus.

"You may go, Marcellus."

Marcellus saluted once more, turned and marched from the room,

conscious of the silence and of being a focus of speculative eyes. He had

managed to spoil the mood of the party, although he barely knew why. He

resisted the desire to break into a run and maintained his discipline until he

was well clear of the Procurator's residence. Once in his own quarters, he

sagged down on the bed and expelled his breath.

Philus hovered, waiting for his command.



"Get me out of this gear, Philus - and see if you can find me some

supper."W hen he was alone, he wondered how Lucian was faring. Pilate was

probably right, the would-be trader might well be laying in a ditch with his 

throat slit from ear to ear - in which case, he deserved what he got for being a

hot-headed, stubborn fool!

Philus returned with meagre pickings and Marcellus remembered the

overloaded table and the gluttony of Caesar's choice as Tetrarch of Galilee.

He couldn't say that he blamed Tiberius for Herod's gluttony, but he could

blame him for an appalling choice to impose on the people of that region -

small wonder that they rose in revolt every so often. Herod Antipas was the

sort of ruler who deserved to be the object of a revolt.

Marcellus brought himself up short and glanced around suspiciously.

His thoughts were his own, but they were dangerous. No one criticised

Caesar, even in their thoughts and especially, a Roman officer!

Pilate had watched the reaction of his royal guests with some interest.

The Baptist was a thorny subject for Herod - Herodias made sure that it

remained a sharp thorn. Nothing hurt like the truth and there was no doubt

that the woman was a whore - albeit, a royal whore! It was primarily a

problem for Herod to solve, but the matter could become of interest to

Tiberius, if the situation got out of hand and the moralistic outrage of the

Jews could be whipped up by the Baptist into open revolt. Herod's liaison with

Herodias could be used as the cause to rally support for this new Messiah.

The Baptist could be conducting a very clever campaign designed to incite

rebellion against Herod - and then, Rome!

Marcellus had gone, he had served his part. Pilate conceded that he

had conducted himself well. If properly used, he could become a useful asset.

He turned to Herod.



"I do hope your Highness wasn't overly disturbed by my officer's report

- my intention was to amuse you."

Herodias interjected.

"I do not find the subject of this maniac amusing!"

Pilate responded politely.

"I am most mortified to have upset your Highness."

Herod snapped.

"She isn't upset! I will agree, the Baptist is becoming an irritation.

Perhaps, you will move against him - now that he's inciting rebellion!"

Pilate's eyebrows rose. He answered softly.

"Rebellion - I heard no mention of rebellion, your Highness. I always

listen very closely when rebellion is suspected! I heard only some reference

to a new religious leader - what was he called - Messiah?"

Herod grunted.

"You heard right - a Messiah! An Anointed One, designated to be king,

but not yet in that position."

Pilate responded smoothly.

"Then, my dear Herod, he should be of no perceived threat to

anyone's interests - yours or Rome's! After all, we do not have a king in

Judaea - we have the divine Caesar who rules us all!"

An uneasy silence ensued. Pilate relaxed against his couch back and

smiled amiably at the red-faced Tetrarch. He broke the uneasy silence.

"Perhaps, we should inform the High Priest - especially if this -

Messiah - has ambitions to reform your religious practices! I'm sure Annas -

and the honoured Caiaphas, will be most interested to hear that they have a

rival contending for their positions!"

Herod responded thickly. 



"I would advise your Excellency not to involve the priests - I assure

you, this is a secular matter - but it could involve the security of your

administration!"

Pilate smiled.

"I doubt if one man can lead sufficient of your fellow countrymen to

overcome the might of Rome, your Highness. We have seen such a

movement before. It will take very little time for us to move three Legions into

Judaea, to put down any ambitions this man might have. I assure you, you

are safe under the Roman wing!"

There was another profound silence. Herod got unsteadily to his feet,

it was the signal for the remainder of the guests to do the same.

"I thank you, Pilate, for a most interesting evening - and for sharing

your intelligence with us. We are reassured by your confidence in the

strength of your Legions. We will watch this Baptist and will move against him

if he causes unrest - as we will against this unknown Messiah, should the

need arise."

Pilate had risen.

"I am most gratified to know that we can fully rely upon your support in

these matters, your Highness - and you can rely upon my discretion, to keep

the matter from the Priests. It shall be our secret!"

Herod gave him a sour look, and allowed himself to be escorted from

the premises. Pilate waited until his entourage was clear of the gates of the

Antonia, before returning to his study. He called a scribe and dictated a

report to Caesar. The reactions of Herod were always of particular

considerable interest to the Emperor.

.....



Nebat had seen the departure of the Anointed One from the

encampment in the darkness before the dawn. He had found it impossible to

sleep because of the same undefinable terror that had gripped him on the

previous night. He had been staring out over the river to the dark smudges of

hills on the far side. The moon had already set and apart from the clear,

sharp stars, it was very dark .

The Galilean had moved through the camp, silently manoeuvring

between groups of sleepers, towards its southern edge. Nebat had got up

and followed, but he wasn't sure why, it was something more than sheer

curiosity. He kept his distance, catching only an occasional glimpse of the

silent figure striding ahead, who seemed to be moving with a purpose and not

looking to right or left.

The dawn came, just as they reached the great stretch of water, which

shivered silver in the light of the rising sun. It was then that he began to fear.

The fresh waters of the Jordan were swallowed into the broad expanse of the

Salt Sea. A harsh wilderness bordered it on either side, which was no place

for a mortal man to exist.

Nebat knew that despite that assessment, a few communities of the 

Essenes clung to a perilous existence on this, the western shore. They lived

in caves in the cliff faces, and within these caverns, they had also dug deep

cisterns to store the precious rain which, all too briefly, trickled down the

bleak rocks. Rain was an exception in this land. For the most part, the cliffs

and soaring escarpments baked in a ferocious heat.

On this western side of the Salt Sea, they had named the area the

Wilderness of Judaea. It stretched along the shoreline to the land of the

Nabataeans to the south - and there, over halfway along, Herod the Great

had constructed his impregnable fortress of Massada, which glowered down,



a symbol of might and power, over the arid, hostile landscape.

It was hard to say why Herod had favoured the area, or what he had

feared to cause him to build such a stronghold. Some said he was mad -

which was almost certainly true - mad and diseased. it was also whispered

that he was no true Jew - although no one dared to express the thought

openly in his day, or after - he came from Idumaea, which occupied the high

land behind Massada.

What was beginning to terrify Nebat was that the man he was following

showed no sign of decreasing his relentless pace and was heading directly

into this inhospitable territory of ravines and cliff buttresses, which soared as

if set one upon another. Nebat's resolve wavered and finally crumbled.

He watched the Galilean disappear into the distance before he turned

back, unable to share his inevitable fate. He had heard somewhere that a

man could perhaps last without food and water for three days in that

wilderness. The sure outcome was that he would either go completely mad

before dying of thirst, or if he found mercy, he would simply die of thirst.

Nebat retraced his steps to where the Baptist was continuing his

activity. He found the courage to approach him again and stare into those

wild eyes. He blurted out.

"The one you called the Messiah is a dead man! You will never see

him again! He’s walked into the wilderness!"

John's gaze was piercing, he repeated the words he had uttered on

the day before.

"I saw the spirit coming down out of heaven like a dove and resting on

him. I saw it myself and I have borne witness. This is God's Chosen One!"

,,,,,



The irresistible impulse which had filled Jesus and caused him to

leave the crowd around the Baptist and head south, was relentless in its

direction and purpose. He went into the Wilderness with nothing, he had no

food or water and possessed only the clothes he wore and the sandals on his

feet.

He went nowhere near the community of the Essenes at the northern

end of the Salt Sea, The expanse of shimmering water stretched out to his

left, to the hills on the far side. He turned aside and walked higher and higher

into the maze of ravines and clefts, out of which he would never have

returned, if he had fallen into them. 

The impulse of the Spirit was undeniable, it gave him no rest and

relentlessly took him back and forth from one end of the Wilderness to the other.

In a remarkable way, his physical being was sustained, although he

should have certainly died. His body should have dehydrated and he should

have collapsed, a desiccated and emaciated body, which might never have

been found, for no one ever ventured into that area of their own free will.

He was not in a delirium, but his inner self was separated from the

tortured body which continued its toiling through the rocks, finding strength to

rise from the depths of crevices to the treacherous crumbling rock pinnacles,

where one slip from a carelessly applied foot, would result in disaster.

He wasn't conscious of where he placed his feet, they moved to the

brink of disaster, but there was no disaster. If rocks fell, it was after he had

passed, but he wasn't conscious of it. His inner self soared higher than the

topmost of the cliff buttresses and he communed with the reality of his Being

and what he had always instinctively known, became a sharp reality - like a

half-remembered dream which came into the sharpest focus.



Now the reality of John's words was proved: 'Before I was born, he

was.'

At the end of forty days, with an abrupt return to physical awareness,

Jesus faced the almost overpowering condition of his emaciated body. The

heat hammered down upon him from a cloudless sky. He was standing on a

boulder-scattered slope, behind him was a towering wall of cliff and in front,

the shimmering salinity of the Salt Sea.

His flesh was almost black from exposure and a coating of dust

covered his hair and clothing. For the first time in forty days, he felt the pangs

of a ferocious hunger, which nearly drove him to his knees in weakness.

At this moment, from one side, along a path leading from a cleft in the

rock face, a traveller approached him. Jesus silently watched him draw

closer. He was a man shrouded against the heat, with his head shaded under

a shawl, such as the desert dwellers used.

The traveller stopped a few places from him and Jesus was able to

look into his calculating, amused eyes. The newcomer gestured casually to

the boulders on the slope and in a quiet, reasonable tone suggested.

"You are starving - If you are really the Son of God, you can tell these

stones to become bread!"

Jesus answered softly.

"Scripture says: 'Man cannot live on bread alone; he lives on every

word that God utters."

The traveller nodded, his amusement appeared to increase. He

gestured to the wide expanse of the Salt Sea and it seemed, in that instant,

as if they rose higher, so that they were able to look over it. The heat-haze

played tricks with the water, creating mirages, which swirled and took the

shape of kingdoms and cities, which teamed with people and commerce. The



traveller watched him and said.

"You see - all the kingdoms of the world - you are well aware that they

have all been put in my hands and I can give them to anyone I choose.

They are yours - if you are prepared to do one thing - it's quite simple -

all you have to do is to bow your knee in homage to me - and they are yours!"

Jesus’ answer remained soft.

"Scripture says: 'You shall do homage to the Lord your God and

worship him alone."

The vision faded and once again, they were on the sun-baked slope

between the soaring cliffs and the sea. The traveller eyed him pensively.

There was a moment of realignment and Jesus found himself perched on the

dizzy heights of the Temple parapet. His physical weakness seemed to draw

him downward. The traveller stood close to him, apparently undisturbed by

the height.

"If you are really the Son of God, you can throw yourself down; for the

Scripture says: 'He will give his angels orders to take care of you' - also -

'They will support you in their arms for fear that you should strike your foot

against a stone'."

Jesus responded sharply.

"It has been said: 'You are not to put the Lord your God to the test!

Now go, Satan!"

He was returned abruptly to the enervating heat of the boulder-strewn

slope. The traveller was nowhere to be seen, but Jesus knew he was merely

waiting for the next opportunity.

He swayed in his weakness, but then the heat haze shimmered into a

great crowd of angelic powers who provided nourishment and strength and

his physical self was restored and he was able to continue his journey



northward and out of the wilderness.


