[image: I Know What You Did Last Supper]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      Wayne Williams has been writing, editing and publishing magazines for over 23 years. Until September 2005 he was the co-owner and Editorial Director of Live Publishing, an independent magazine publisher based in South Manchester. He is now a full-time freelance writer, focusing on his twin passions of technology and travel.

       

      Darren Allan studied history and philosophy at York University, before joining a popular home computing magazine, eventually becoming an editor. In 1999, he left to pursue a career as a full-time freelance journalist writing for an array of technology and video-game-related publications, also taking a year out to travel the world.

       

      They have collaborated on two previous non-fiction books. This is their first novel.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Hachette Digital

           

          
            9781405518673

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2012 by Wayne Williams and Darren Allan

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          HACHETTE DIGITAL

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    I Know What You Did Last Supper

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            About the Author
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        	
          
            
            I:  GENESIS
          
          
            	
              
                
                Chapter 1 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 2 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 3 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 4 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 5 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 6 
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            II:  NUMBERS
          
          
            	
              
                
                Chapter 7 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 8 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 9 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 10 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 11 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 12 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 13 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 14 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 15 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 16 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 17 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 18 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 19 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 20 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 21 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 22 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 23 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 24 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 25 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 26 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 27 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 28 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 29 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 30 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 31 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 32 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 33 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 34 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 35 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 36 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 37 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 38 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 39 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 40 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 41 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 42 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 43 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 44 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 45 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 46 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 47 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 48 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 49 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 50 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 51 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 52 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 53 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 54 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 55 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 56 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 57 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 58 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 59 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 60 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 61 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 62 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 63 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 64 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 65 
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            III:  REVELATION
          
          
            	
              
                
                Chapter 66 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 67 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 68 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 69 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 70 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 71 
              
            

            	
              
                
                Chapter 72 
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            Epilogue
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Wayne 

      For my wife Lynn, and daughter Elena. 

      And in memory of my Mum and Dad. Gone now, but never forgotten. 

       

      Darren 

      For my wife Debra (who provided invaluable feedback), and my Mum and Dad, Gran, Chris, Ol and Naomi. 

    

  
    
      
        
          I

          
            GENESIS

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          

        

      

      Caiaphas pulled out a chair and sat down heavily. He stared across at Judas Iscariot for a while, eyes unblinking, before leaning forward and placing his elbows on the table.

      ‘You are willing to go through with this?’ the fat high priest asked.

      Judas nodded. The hour was late, the room lit by a solitary oil lamp which struggled to cast his shadow on the wall.

      ‘Good. We will only have one chance to arrest him. One chance. You must not fail the Sanhedrin. You understand this?’

      Judas nodded again, his locks bobbing as he did so. His medium-length hair was the darkest of blacks, thick and tightly curled. It spilled out onto the side of his cheeks, where it tumbled down like an inky waterfall into an equally dense beard.

      ‘When the time comes, you will identify him to us with a single kiss.’

      ‘A kiss?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is that not rather –’

      ‘Not rather what?’

      ‘Unnecessary?’

      Caiaphas sat back, the chair cracking under his bulk as he did so. The darkness seemed to eat at his face as he leaned away, leaving just the hooked nose and two beady, hawk-like eyes visible. Eyes which now burned with annoyance.

      ‘You will greet him as I have indicated,’ the priest said. ‘We need it to be a kiss.’ He leaned forward. ‘You understand?’

      Judas didn’t understand. At all. He was fairly sure most members of the Sanhedrin council would recognise Jesus anyway. It’s not as if he wasn’t well known to them. The theatrics of the betrayal seemed designed just to make an unpleasant situation even more hurtful. But there was nothing to be gained from arguing. He needed the money desperately. So if the Sanhedrin wanted a kiss, then a kiss it would have to be.

      ‘Very well,’ he said, and waited for the high priest to continue.

      The two men sat in silence for a while. Judas’s forefinger traced the outline of the crescent moon-shaped birthmark on his neck, around and around.

      ‘The money?’ he asked eventually.

      ‘You will get your twenty pieces of silver once the act is complete. Now if that is all?’

      ‘I think we agreed thirty?’ Judas said, his voice wavering a little.

      ‘We agreed twenty.’

      ‘I think thirty is fairer. You’re asking me to betray my teacher and friend. Thirty for a kiss. It’s fair.’

      The priest shook his head slowly.

      ‘This man, this Nazarene, is dangerous, Judas. He has delusions. I hear he proclaims himself to be the son of God. The son of God! He must answer for this blasphemy and with your help, he will. Do this and you will forever be regarded as a hero. Knowing you have helped us to… deal with the problem should be reward enough, but yes, you shall have your thirty pieces of silver, Judas Iscariot. Just make sure you earn them.’

      The fat priest leaned back, indicating the conversation was over. His wooden chair creaked and popped in the darkness. Judas prayed hard that one of the legs would snap and send the pompous fool crashing to the ground, but nothing happened. God, it seemed, was not listening to him.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

          

        

      

      She stumbled forward, her hand flailing out towards the chair she knew to be there. Grasping its arm, she collapsed into the seat, her head spinning. 

      Her world, normally one of darkness, had sprung alive with a giddying array of visions, knowings, voices. 

      Fierce orange flames burned against the black canvas. 

      A single word came from beyond the void, each syllable choked with rage. 

      ‘Suffering.’ 

      A limb appeared in the blazing tendrils of flame. She could smell the air thick with the stench of burning flesh, hear the skin as it slowly split, the crackle of the fat underneath as it oozed forth and spat under the searing heat. 

      The vision faded, the fire dimmed, but the spitting and hissing of flesh remained, slowly morphing into a whistling noise which grew stronger, louder. It became a screaming which tore against her eardrums. The sobbing shrieks of a young woman violated in the most horrific manner. 

      An underlying sound was now audible. The rhythmical rasp of metal sawing through bone. Another image formed, a man being cleaved down his… 

      The old crone gasped in a breath as the brutal cacophony ceased, the visions of death finally relenting. There would be many of them. Each more terrible than the last. 

      So many victims. Such pain and torment. She could sense it was close at hand… 

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

          

        

      

      Jesus raised the polished wooden grail and drank deeply from it. His face remained, as always, a mask of quiet serenity.

      Judas had always thought it was his master’s skin which gave his countenance such a peaceful appearance. Jesus spent many, many hours outdoors – travelling, teaching, counselling and healing – yet despite the light golden tan he bore, his skin wasn’t weathered by the sun as it should have been. There wasn’t a single line upon it, his complexion fresh and untroubled by the tracks of worry which life normally etched across the adult face.

      Jesus supped from the grail once again. When he lowered the cup Judas could see the wine had stained his master’s top lip ruby red. A flick of the tongue and the colour was gone. Nothing about the action was unusual. Everyone else was partaking of wine in the same manner. To his right, Judas could see Thomas raising his cup and drinking exactly as Jesus had seconds before.

      And yet…

      Miracles like walking on water and raising the dead were awe-inspiring and breathtaking, but watching Jesus perform everyday actions – eating, drinking, sleeping – had always seemed just as profound to Judas.

      That had been the case ever since he’d met his master. He was passing through the village of Emmaus, around ten miles west of Jerusalem, when he first encountered Jesus. There had been a landslide, and a huge boulder had tumbled down a slope, smashing into some poor fellow’s house and crushing half of it. Judas tried to help Jacob, the owner, and his friends lever the rock out of his home, but it was so massive that this had proved an impossible task.

      Then they noticed a man approaching the dwelling, his stride long and purposeful. He held himself noticeably upright, a bearing that made him seem taller than his already above-average height. Russet brown, shoulder-length hair framed his face, which tapered down to a pointed chin neatly outlined with trimmed bristles.

      Jacob’s friends had looked bemused when Jesus said he could help, and asked them to stand back. They motioned him through, sniggering as he passed them. Judas, however, wasn’t laughing.

      Jesus approached the boulder, and stood directly behind it.

      ‘Would you help me push, friend?’ he asked, motioning Judas to come over.

      ‘I don’t know what on Earth you’re thinking, but there’s no way we can move that rock,’ Judas had replied.

      ‘Please. Indulge me.’

      Judas did as he was bid, placed his hands on the boulder, and began to exert himself. The stone was so heavy, he might as well have been pushing against a mountain. Then Jesus laid his palms on it. The boulder jolted, and began to roll slowly forwards.

      The other men stood mesmerised.

      The rock seemed to have lost all its weight, and while it still looked perfectly solid, Judas could feel the stone vibrating wildly beneath his hands. Judders ran up his arms, through his chest, into his skull, yet the tremors didn’t grate in his bones, they seemed to resonate throughout his body like the most delicately plucked harp chord.

      They pushed the rock onwards. Through joyously teary eyes, Judas looked across and saw that Jesus’s hands weren’t even touching the boulder. They hovered a short distance away from it.

      When the stone was clear of the dwelling, the vibrations ceased as Jesus lowered his hands. The massive rock reverted to its previous density, solid and immovable.

      Jesus then promised to help rebuild the house, and Jacob prostrated himself at his saviour’s feet in thanks. The men gathered materials, cypress wood beams, tools and ladders, and set about repairing the broken walls and roof.

      Judas worked on the ladder next to Jesus, hammering nail after nail into the wood. The other folks dared not speak to him, merely whispering among themselves about the man who had worked a miracle, but after a while, Judas had to ask what they were all thinking.

      ‘Why don’t you use your powers to fix this beam into place?’

      ‘The rock, I could not move with my bare hands alone,’ Jesus had replied. ‘But the nails, I can hammer. As can Jacob.’ He turned to face Judas directly. ‘As can you. There is a lesson to be learned in the nails.’

      In the presence of Jesus, Judas found his work seemed to gain clarity, a focus, as if he was fully and completely dissolved into the action of driving each nail home. As if that was all there was in the world. Judas felt different inside – calmer, more relaxed. His everyday cares and worries ebbing away to nothing. It was a sublime release. He worked harder still, beads of sweat clustered on his face, but a joyful feeling bloomed deep in his gut.

      When they were done, Judas lay down, exhausted and spent, yet numb with a kind of… ecstasy. He’d never forgotten the words Jesus had spoken as he’d placed one hand on Judas’s aching shoulder.

      ‘Whether a nail is hammered, or a king is crowned, everything is just an experience. This is the true path of life. It is not what you do, but how you do it that matters.’

      And so it was with Jesus. It wasn’t just the miracles, but also the nails.

      Each simple breath, word, movement of his master all carried an equal significance. Every moment of his life shone with an empyreal vitality. When Jesus ate lamb and washed it down with wine, he wasn’t merely feeding his own body; he was nourishing the whole of humanity.

      Judas left the village of Emmaus with Jesus, and had been a steadfast follower ever since. The potent memory of his experience at Jacob’s house had always remained with him, but this evening, it seemed much weaker and more distant.

      ‘Are you not eating?’ Thomas said.

      The question jolted Judas from his introspection. He stared over at his fellow apostle, and then let his gaze wander across the considerable feast laid out on the table in front of him. Jugs of dark red wine stood alongside loaves of flatbread, roasted lamb and scatterings of greenery; lettuce, watercress and parsley. The enticing smell of lamb intermingled with freshly baked bread hung in the air, but food was not on his mind. Tonight was not about enjoying himself. Tonight was about betrayal, and Judas felt sick to his stomach.

      By way of an answer, and to placate his friend, he reached over and gathered some parsley, which he dipped in a bowl of salt water before chewing slowly. Judas turned back to Thomas, but he was now talking to John.

      All twelve apostles had been gathered together for this meal in a sparsely furnished room on the upper floor of a house in Jerusalem. Its stark white walls were punctuated by hanging green tapestries, woven with simple patterns in gold thread. The apostles sat around a low table, reclining on cushions or perched on short stools, gathered either side of Jesus.

      Throughout the evening Judas had found himself feigning laughter at Philip’s attempts at humour, listening to Thomas bickering with Bartholomew, and just generally trying to behave as if everything was normal. As if this was just another ordinary day. When it was manifestly anything but.

      Jesus stood, drawing the gaze of every single apostle as he did so. Quiet descended on the room, the only audible noise coming from the large bowl-shaped lamp which was suspended on a long chain from the high ceiling. Twin flames wavered on opposite sides of the vessel, whispering to each other in brittle crackles.

      Jesus shed his robe down to his waist, the doubled-up folds of the mauve-coloured material rustling against his legs as he walked a couple of paces to pick up a nearby bowl of water.

      He took a white linen towel, tied it around his midriff, and then one by one he thoroughly washed the feet of each apostle, carefully dabbing them dry with the towel afterwards. Judas said nothing when it came to his turn, he simply willed it to be over quickly. What he had to do later tonight would be difficult enough without additional kindnesses such as this.

      Of all the apostles, only one spoke when Jesus kneeled in front of him with the bowl.

      ‘I refuse to let you wash my feet, master,’ Peter said, crossing his legs underneath him.

      ‘I do this with good reason, I assure you. You must let me cleanse you, Peter.’

      After a few moments of hesitation, the apostle acquiesced.

      When he had finished, Jesus sat back down and said, ‘Do you understand why I have done this?’ He paused, but no answer was forthcoming. ‘I have washed your feet, even though you consider me your master, because every man should selflessly serve others. You should wash each other’s feet. That stranger, that beggar in the street – you should wash his feet, or her feet.’

      ‘Everyone is equal,’ Bartholomew said.

      ‘Exactly. Nobody, not even me, is master over anyone.’

      Down the row of apostles Judas could see Matthew diligently recording everything Jesus said, scribbling on a piece of parchment with his inky quill.

      ‘But you’re the son of God, aren’t you?’ Thomas said. ‘I think that makes you rather special.’

      ‘We all carry the light of creation, Thomas. We all carry the light of God within us at a fundamental level, whether it is awakened, or not.’

      Thomas nodded, a slight and not entirely convincing tilt of the head.

      Judas let the to and fro of the conversation that followed wash over him. The gathered apostles were questioning, debating and philosophising as always and it was strange to watch them carrying on as normal, so blissfully unaware of the actions that he was about to set in motion. Jesus seemed no different in this respect. Like those around him he had absolutely no idea of what was to come. Perhaps he wasn’t quite so sagacious after all.

      Judas cast a glance in his master’s direction and watched as Jesus stood again and cleared his throat. All talking respectfully ceased. ‘This meal with you tonight,’ he began, ‘will be our last supper together.’

      ‘Last?’ Peter said.

      Judas felt his body stiffen, his breath caught in his throat.

      ‘Yes. For one of you, sat at this very table now, is going to betray me.’

      ‘Surely not!’ Peter cried out.

      The room burst into life as every apostle began speaking at once. Heat spread across Judas’s cheeks, his mind a whirlpool of questions. How could Jesus know? Had someone told him? Who…⁠? He pushed those thoughts away, momentarily, to concentrate on muttering his own protestations, looking around the table as if trying to identify the would-be betrayer. Thomas reached over and grabbed his arm with long, bony fingers. A gesture intended to reassure himself as much as his friend.

      ‘Enough,’ Jesus said, his voice cutting the chatter dead. ‘I am to suffer. But he who brings this betrayal will suffer far, far more. He will wish that he had never been born.’

      There was a period of uneasy quiet as the apostles tried to absorb what their teacher was saying. Judas’s heart was beating so loudly he was convinced that everyone in the room could hear it. He pulled his arm away from Thomas so the apostle wouldn’t feel the rush of blood thundering through his veins.

      He felt sick, but he had to hide it. If anything, the necessity to conceal it made the nausea worse. Could he still go through with all of this, with Jesus somehow knowing, or having been warned, a betrayal was coming? Did that make any difference? He couldn’t think straight. He needed some air.

      Still the question persisted… could he do this?

      Could he betray his teacher, his master, his friend?

      A simple image flashed into his mind in reply. His uncle’s face. Streaked with blood.

      He didn’t have a choice.

      His eyes were drawn to a pair of nails, the heads of which were visible on the corner of the table. Was it a sign? A timely reminder to focus on the task at hand, one nail at a time. One step at a time.

      It is not what you do – but how you do it that matters.

      And sometimes, why you do it.

      Judas looked up as his master leaned forward and took a hunk of bread from the table. Blessing it in the name of the Lord, Jesus broke the bread and passed it around to the apostles, saying, ‘This bread represents my body, which I give to you. And when you eat it, remember me.’

      He then took a cup, filled it with wine, and passed that around saying, ‘This wine represents my blood, of which you must take your fill. And when you drink it, remember me.’

      The meal continued in a very subdued mood. Judas, heart still racing, excused himself as quickly as he felt prudent, saying that he had some urgent business to attend to. No one questioned his departure. As he was leaving he heard Jesus say to Peter, ‘When we have finished eating we must take a stroll. First to the Mount of Olives, then afterwards to the garden at Gethsemane.’

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

          

        

      

      As the stone wall surrounding the garden came into view, Judas Iscariot began to reflect on the path that had led him here. Not the long and winding one, strewn with occasional rocks that had conspired to trip him up along the way, but rather the path he had most recently chosen through life.

      Jesus was a good man. No, he was a great man. He was the man Judas would like to have been, if things had been different. If he’d been born to a virgin mother, a deity father, and blessed with a divinity that shone from within, for example. Jesus made him aspire to be a better man, and here he was about to betray him. To give up the son of God for thirty pieces of silver.

      Judas shook his head. This was all his Uncle Daniel’s fault. Daniel and his stupid gambling habit. His uncle had always suffered from a weakness for the dice, an addiction that was never going to end well, but the trouble he’d managed to get himself into this time around went beyond belief.

      The grey-haired man carrying a burning torch out in front of Judas stopped and turned, wheezing lightly, and momentarily unable to speak. The uphill walk hadn’t caused Judas to break so much as a sweat. He was fit, even for a man still in his late twenties, his lean legs well used to walking long distances when following the ministry of Jesus, and spreading his word.

      ‘We’re here,’ the man eventually managed to gasp. Judas was well aware of that fact. The apostles visited Gethsemane regularly – sometimes individually, often as a group – to pray or just to enjoy the peacefulness among the whispering leaves.

      Judas looked back at the group of followers behind him. The mob, bearing torches and weapons, was made up of Roman soldiers, Sanhedrin temple guards, and various servants of the priests armed with makeshift staves.

      They had all stopped, every one of them now staring at him expectantly. Judas turned his attention back to the garden, and scanned the familiar lines of olive trees which were intersected by narrow dirt paths marked out using small rocks. He could see well enough, just about, by the light of Thursday night’s full moon, coupled with the glow from the many torches carried by the crowd.

      It wasn’t long before he spotted what he thought was his master, standing along with several others to the side of the shed which housed the olive press, underneath one of the older olive trees with its impossibly thick and gnarled grey trunk. He moved a little closer, until he could be certain it was Jesus. The messiah appeared to be animatedly imparting wisdom to Peter, John, and James the Greater. Or berating them for something, perhaps…

      ‘That’s him,’ Judas said, pointing. No one moved. ‘In the middle there, that’s him. The one holding up his hands.’

      Malchus, the bull-necked right-hand man of the high priest Caiaphas, took a step closer to Judas, faint traces of sweat glistening on his bald head. ‘Identify him as agreed,’ he growled. The menace in his voice was as unmistakeable as the madness in his eyes.

      Judas took a slow, measured breath, trying to calm his thudding heart. He could do this. Jesus knew this moment was coming. He had said that one of his apostles was about to betray him, and if he knew that then maybe he even knew it would be Judas.

      ‘All right, let’s go,’ he said, and set off towards Jesus, his band of followers trailing a short distance behind.

      The chain of events that had led to this moment had begun last week when Daniel had come to see him. Judas had been with Jesus and the apostles at a gathering to celebrate Lazarus’s return from the dead. Desperate and in tears, his uncle had confessed to owing a small fortune to a fierce war veteran known as ‘the Butcher’, a grizzled ex-gladiator renowned for his short temper and fast blade. What the hell Daniel had been thinking gambling with such a man, Judas didn’t know, but the Butcher had a unique – and persuasive – method of dealing with debtors.

      He’d promised Daniel that if he didn’t receive the money he was owed by the end of Passover, he would chop off both of the unfortunate gambler’s arms. And then his legs, and finally his head. Those body parts would then be delivered to his close family, the likes of his wife, daughter, and his brother Simon, Judas’s father.

      Daniel, not wishing to worry his immediate family, had begged his nephew for help, but of course Judas didn’t have anywhere near enough coins. He didn’t even have anything to sell, or anything of value for that matter. Except Jesus’s friendship. Which, as it happened, was something Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin were prepared to pay handsomely for.

      As they drew near, Jesus looked up and said something to the apostles. They all turned to see Judas and his crowd approaching.

      When they were just feet away, Judas stopped and looked at his teacher. While Jesus appeared calm on the outside, his eyes told a different story. Their usual piercing powder-blue clarity was enervated by a dreadful knowing sadness that seemed to encompass all of the grief and misery in the world. Doubt tore through Judas and for a second he contemplated pointing out Peter instead, but he knew the deception would be short-lived.

      He tried to tell himself that betraying Jesus wasn’t a big deal. He’d sought assurances from the Sanhedrin regarding his master’s treatment, and was told he was to be arrested and then questioned. That was all. What Caiaphas’s word was actually worth was another entirely different matter. There were darker motives at work, no doubt. Yet whatever the Sanhedrin had planned, they’d clearly underestimated Jesus and the extent of his powers. He could conjure miracles. What sort of jail could hold his master, when he was capable of collapsing the four walls around him by his very will? Jesus would surely escape, and life would continue as always.

      It would be the Sanhedrin who were betrayed then. The council would look like fools, having paid him thirty pieces of silver for nothing. When it was all over and the dust had settled, Judas was sure his friend would forgive him. Forgiveness was his thing, after all.

      Even if he didn’t, even if Jesus cast Judas out of the apostles and the group turned their backs on him forever, he still had to do this for Daniel. He couldn’t let his uncle die. He couldn’t bear the thought of his father opening the front door one morning, and seeing his brother’s bloodied, severed head staring up at him.

      Those thirty pieces of silver would prevent all that. They’d save a life, and immeasurable heartache. Surely that was something his master would understand.

      ‘Friend, do what you are here to do,’ Jesus said. The sadness in his eyes vanished as he spoke, replaced by a steely resolve.

      ‘I…⁠’ Judas wanted to speak, wanted to explain, but the words turned to ashes on his tongue. He felt worthless and ashamed, but grateful too. Jesus had been expecting this. Unless Judas was mistaken he even seemed to be willing him on. Perhaps he knew why Judas was doing this. Perhaps he did understand.

      A hard shove came from behind, Malchus no doubt, and he stumbled forward. Jesus put out a hand to stop him falling and overwhelmed with gratitude – Friend, do what you are here to do – Judas embraced and kissed him hard.

      The kiss felt right and natural. He stepped back, his part in this complicit act of betrayal complete. Jesus looked a little surprised.

      ‘Judas, are you betraying the son of man with a kiss?’ he asked.

      Then total chaos erupted around them.

      ‘That’s him!’ a voice shouted from somewhere to the right of Judas.

      ‘Arrest him!’ another voice shouted, or it might have been the same one.

      The temple guards surged forward and grabbed Jesus. Judas was pushed out of the way, and through a gap between the backs of two soldiers he saw Peter leap into the fray, a sword in his hand. He watched the blade flash in the moonlight and heard someone yell in pain. The soldiers fell back briefly to reveal Malchus clutching at one side of his head with a crimson hand.

      ‘Stop,’ Jesus commanded. It wasn’t immediately clear who he was addressing, but the effect was electric. Everyone froze and fell silent. ‘All who live by the sword shall die by the sword,’ Jesus said to Peter. ‘Put down your weapon and cease your resistance.’

      Peter lowered his head and his sword. Jesus placed one tender hand on Malchus’s wound and at once the bleeding stopped. The man’s ear, which Judas could have sworn had been hacked clean off, was whole again.

      After a little awkward shuffling and some muted apologies, the band of soldiers led Jesus away, with the three apostles following a short distance behind. Malchus kept touching his ear as they walked, almost as if expecting it to fall off again at any moment.

      When they had left Judas looked around the now empty garden. The shadows looming from the walls and ancient trees seemed somehow darker, more dense. He pulled his robe tightly around him to ward off the chill that had arrived out of nowhere, and began the slow, lonely walk back the way he had come.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

          

        

      

      They called the hill Golgotha; the place of the skull.

      When the steep face of the mount was viewed head-on, two large sunken holes formed what looked like the dark eyes of a jagged skull, staring across at the west wall of Jerusalem as if in constant brooding judgement of the people within.

      Golgotha’s name was also partially derived from its role as a place of execution.

      Three crosses were atop the summit today. Hiding in a copse partway up the gently sloping side of the hill, Judas stared up at the wooden constructions and tried to work out which of the figures being crucified was Jesus. The angle of the nearest cross pretty much obscured the view of the other two and the distance added a further layer of uncertainty, making identifying his master all but impossible from here.

      It was hard to know exactly how long the trio of unfortunates had been nailed to their wooden torture posts, but two or three hours seemed a reasonable guess. Hours that must have dragged past like days.

      A sizeable crowd of spectators had gathered around the crosses and their shouts carried to Judas on the wind. Some questioned the messiah’s powers. Others bellowed outright taunts, every word of which dragged like barbs through Judas, cutting him to the core.

      How had it come to this?

      Following Jesus’s arrest the previous evening, events had unfurled at a sickening pace. To begin with, his master had been interrogated by Caiaphas’s father-in-law Annas, a former high priest who still held much sway in Jerusalem, and then afterwards by Caiaphas himself.

      The high priest had paid people to come forward with stories that he could use to prove Jesus’s guilt. Some of the tales were patently absurd. One person said the fish that Jesus had given him after the Sermon on the Mount wasn’t properly filleted, and he’d nearly choked to death when a bone had become lodged in his windpipe. Someone else claimed he’d heard Jesus threaten to tear down the temple and rebuild it in three days.

      The lack of any credible evidence had enraged Caiaphas, and he’d shouted and ranted at his prisoner for hours, trying to goad him into saying something to incriminate himself. Eventually the fat priest had succeeded in getting an admission from Jesus that, yes, he was the son of God, and on the basis of that blasphemy they’d handed him over to be dealt with by the Romans.

      Pontius Pilate had sentenced him to death, but reluctantly by all accounts. The governor even offered the crowd that had gathered for the feast a chance to free Jesus, but in an unlikely turn of events, they had comprehensively opted to release Barabbas instead. Barabbas the mad thug. It didn’t take a genius to work out that Caiaphas was behind the notorious thief’s sudden rise in popularity. They might just as well have released a rabid wolf back into the community.

      Judas had heard, from two gossiping centurions, that after he was condemned, Jesus had been dressed up like a king and mocked. A crown of thorns had been placed upon his head, and he’d been brutally lashed. A scourging, delivered by a multi-stranded whip tied with pieces of bone and metal, in excess of a hundred strokes. An inconceivable amount of suffering.

      Judas realised his fists had balled up, and were clenched so tightly it was painful. He made a conscious effort to relax his hands, and noticed several red lines, where the nails had dug into his palm.

      He stared at the thin slivers of blood peeping through the broken skin. It should have been him who had been whipped. Flogged until he could barely stand. Mocked mercilessly. Judas felt the bile rise within him… how could they have done that to Jesus? To him, of all people. The most gentle soul ever to have…

      His thought process trailed off as he noticed something strange happening to the light. One moment everything on the mount was bathed in bright sunshine, and the next a subtle dullness seemed to have crept over the land.

      He looked up in time to see the sun’s outline disappearing beneath a layer of feathery white cloud. As he stood there transfixed, more clouds began to arrive. Ash-grey in colour, these were thicker and more opaque. They were followed a short while later by heavy storm clouds which rolled in and swallowed the last of the light.

      A shiver coursed the length of Judas’s back and took up residency in the nape of his neck. A deluge of rain looked imminent, and the thin black robe he’d donned that morning would offer scant protection against light drizzle, let alone a serious downpour.

      Fortunately, despite the thunderous nature of the clouds, it remained dry and after another hour had passed Judas made a decision. He needed to get closer. While he didn’t relish the prospect of being recognised by anyone, it wasn’t likely that any of Jesus’s many disciples would be here. They all seemed to be keeping a low profile just as he was, albeit for entirely different reasons. No one wanted to find themselves in the same position as Jesus.

      He had to get nearer and see his master on the cross, to witness for himself the extent of the horror that Jesus had been forced to endure. And he needed to be with him because… because of the unthinkable. Because this could be the last time Judas might ever see his friend alive.

      He gathered his robe around him and, keeping his head down, made his way towards the crosses, quickly blending in with the crowd of subdued onlookers that seemed to have grown tenfold since the skies had darkened.

      Picking his way carefully through the mob, he caught his first glimpse of Jesus. The messiah was naked save for a white loincloth, and suspended from a cross twice his height. The horizontal piece of wood was so close to the top, it made the construction almost T-shaped.

      A sign which read ‘King of the Jews’ had been affixed to the cross. Nails had been driven through Jesus’s wrists, and his feet were nailed one atop the other to the upright piece of wood. Tens upon tens of deep red lines had been lashed into his blood-splattered torso and down his legs, the savage streaks peppered with torn flesh and angry welts.

      His head was slumped forward and although his matted hair and a circlet of thorns partially obscured his face, Judas could see his master’s eyes were tightly closed and his mouth locked in an agonised grimace.

      Judas had never seen Jesus look so… broken. Crushed. It was a truly pitiful sight. While his own hands hadn’t bloodied his friend’s body raw with a flail, and he hadn’t cracked through the messiah’s wrists with hammered nails himself, he may as well have done. Ultimately, he was the architect of all this suffering.

      True, if he hadn’t betrayed Jesus the Sanhedrin might have found someone else willing to, but somehow he doubted that. Everyone close to Jesus was fiercely loyal, willing to lay down their lives for their master, and he’d given him up to pay off his uncle’s stupid gambling debt. In trying to save a foolish man’s life, he had condemned a great man to death and that, in turn, would doubtless cause many others anguish as a direct result. Lepers and cripples that Jesus would have otherwise healed, starving children he might have fed, the lost and the misguided he would have set back on the right path… all now condemned to suffer.

      Judas took a couple more steps forward, but could barely move, his legs leaden. The irremediable guilt which had settled on his shoulders now felt bone-crushingly heavy.

      Why was his master not doing something to help himself? Why was he not using his powers?

      ‘Where is your God now?’ someone shouted at Jesus, almost echoing the same sentiments.

      ‘Have you looked up lately?’ someone else answered. The clouds above them continued to boil in a loosely checked fury.

      It was hard to keep track of time without the sun’s passage as a guide, but a couple more hours must have passed before Jesus finally said something. He lifted his weary head, gazed up at the heavens and cried out in anguish, ‘My father, my father, why have you forsaken me?’

      His words cut the chatter dead. Someone a few feet away laughed; a short barking burst of nervousness that ended almost as quickly as it began. It was clear to all watching that the end for Jesus was nigh.

      ‘Give him a drink,’ one woman pleaded, a lone voice in the darkness.

      Judas watched a man dart forward and soak a sponge in wine vinegar. He skewered it on a stick and hefted it up towards the cross.

      Jesus, his breathing heavy and rasping, ignored the sponge dancing next to his face and continued to search the heavens with his eyes as if looking for a sign. Then, in a voice as commanding as it was final, he said, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!’

      His body slumped forward as far as the nails and restraints would allow, and his head lolled to one side.

      The watching crowd remained deathly silent as Judas sank to his knees, a single, piercing sob escaping his lips in a half-stifled spasm which seemed deafeningly loud against the blanket of quiet. Judas turned his head away. He couldn’t bear to look upon the lifeless body which had once been his friend and teacher.

      And then, it began.

      First there was an ominous, deep rumbling which came from the clouds above. A couple of seconds later a similar sound answered it from below. Judas felt it in his legs first, but the vibration soon spread to the rest of his body. The crowd started to panic, scrambling to get away but the ground began shaking so wildly that any attempt to run was immediately denied. Judas also tried to stand and run, but the force of the quake threw him to the floor, subjugating him.

      The sky replied now, unleashing its own unfettered display of power and glory. White lightning arced all around, lighting up Jesus’s body and blinding Judas with every coruscating flash. Again, he tried to stand, but it was impossible. Everywhere people were being tossed around like fragile boats caught in the waves of a deadly storm.

      The wind came next, bringing with it dust that flagellated any exposed skin, preparing it for the freezing rain that followed. All the while the ground continued to roar in terrible, tortured agony. Judas curled up into a ball and tried to protect himself from the ferocity of the elements, pushing down into a sodden patch of hillside that was doing its best to shake him off.

      He cried out in terror, but his words were lost to the wind. His prayers, uttered in vain, were similarly whipped away. And then, just as it seemed as if the very earth was going to be torn asunder, a loud crack sounded in the distance. Judas had long since lost his bearings but he knew instinctively it had come from the direction of the temple.

      The rain slowed, and with a final series of judders, like the death throes of a giant, the shaking subsided too. Judas opened his eyes. Up above the clouds were thinning rapidly. All around him people began staggering to their feet. One by one their faces, caked with mud, turned to face the cross.

      A centurion, standing a few feet away, his red cape in disarray, bowed his head and whispered, ‘Surely he was the son of God.’ His voice was choked with wonder.

      Judas nodded as tears streamed freely down his cheeks. There was nothing he could say to that.

      He had betrayed the son of God.

      And now the son of God was dead.

      What did that mean for mankind?

      What had he done?

      From out of nowhere, the voice of Jesus echoed back to him.

      I am to suffer. But he who brings this betrayal will suffer far, far more. He will wish that he had never been born. 

      They had sounded like hollow words when Jesus had spoken them at the meal last night. An empty threat.

      Now they circled inside Judas’s head like vultures.

      He felt wretched, worthless and utterly, utterly terrified.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

          

        

      

      The old hag caught a fleeting glimpse of a brown robe splattered with blood floating, disembodied, in the dark depths of her unseeing eyes. 

      Then a bone-handled dagger flashed in the blackness, its blade grinding on a sharpening stone, the sound of a demon’s fingernails scraping on the underside of the Earth’s crust. 

      A stout length of rope. 

      A dark forest. The trees began to fade. 

      ‘It begins,’ she whispered quietly to herself. 
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          Chapter 7

          

        

      

      Gideon poked the fire with a thick charred stick. It crackled and dispensed hundreds of miniature orange fireflies into the cool twilight air. He cracked another walnut open and popped it in his mouth, crunching noisily, then glanced down the hill at his flock. One of the sheep walked into the backside of another and they baa’ed at each other. He shook his head.

      It was a well-known fact in the shepherding trade that sheep were the dumbest animals in the world. When it snowed, which fortunately wasn’t many winters, the sheep would huddle against a wall. Which might sound sensible, but they’d huddle against the wrong side of the wall, where the snowdrift was building up. And they wouldn’t attempt to move while being buried alive and freezing to death. Gideon had found himself digging out several sheep during past snowstorms. Quite frankly, he found it something of a miracle that they could remember to breathe on a regular basis.

      He prodded the fire again, and went through the hourly ritual of counting his sheep. He tallied fourteen. Fourteen stupid white fluffy irritating stool-encrusted animals. The problem being there should have been fifteen stupid white fluffy irritating stool-encrusted animals. He stood, went up on his toes and gazed down, trying to see if he’d missed one. Another count still produced the number fourteen. He sighed, picked up his crook, shouldered his sling and bag of shot, and strode down the hill to investigate.

      He reasoned that one of them must have somehow managed to jump the wall at the foot of the slope, escaping into the woods beyond. Gideon vaulted the wall himself and made his way cautiously through the trees. It would be too dark to see soon enough, so he’d have to find the missing animal as quickly as he could.

      He heard a bleating at a distance directly to his right and changed course. He moved faster now, swiftly weaving between tree trunks, before ducking under a low branch into a clearing. The dumb animal was there. Staring at him. Tied to a wooden stake embedded in the ground. Who the blazes had tied it up? He peered around the clearing and down through the woods ahead, but couldn’t see anyone.

      He took a couple of slow steps towards the sheep, then stopped and listened. Nothing. Maybe it was a practical joke? Yes, one of Baruch’s asinine jokes, that made sense. Better untie the thing and get it back to the field. Gideon continued forward, but as his hand reached to undo the rope around the sheep’s neck, his perspective changed in an instant. There was a rustling of leaves and a blur of movement before he found himself looking at the sheep’s nonplussed face upside down. Something had encircled his legs and whipped them up in the air, leaving him dangling off a tree branch.

      He craned his head to look up and saw he was suspended from a length of rope. It was tight and painful around his ankles, and he could feel the blood beginning the slow march to his brain.

      ‘Hey,’ Gideon shouted. ‘This isn’t funny. Not funny.’

      He heard scraping noises, something moving against the bark of the tree, and the rope was pulled up a little higher.

      ‘Who’s there? I can hear you behind that tree.’

      A man emerged from the rear of the trunk. He was wearing a brown robe, topped by a deep cowl which hid his face completely.

      ‘Who are you? What are you doing out here?’

      The man didn’t reply; just stood there silently, facing Gideon.

      ‘Look, just let me down now and we’ll say no more about this.’

      The robed stranger began to circle around the suspended shepherd, his footsteps slow and deliberate.

      Gideon fumbled for his sling but then realised all of the shot had dropped on the floor when he’d been hoisted in the air. It lay on the ground, scattered like rabbit droppings around his crook.

      ‘Who are you?’ Gideon asked again. ‘If this is a joke, it’s gone too far.’

      The man, now behind him, sprang forward quickly and seized Gideon’s right arm, then the left, and pushed them up behind his back, holding and binding them together.

      ‘Please…⁠’ the shepherd’s voice cracked with fear. ‘What are you doing? What have I done? What –’

      The man stepped around and stood right in front of him now, but Gideon still couldn’t make out his features. Partly because they were hidden within the hood, and partly because it was nearly dark. And partly because Gideon was too busy focusing on the viciously sharp-looking dagger that had appeared in front of his face, silencing him. The man moved the knife forward, slowly, until the point hovered at Gideon’s right eyeball. The shepherd closed his eyes reflexively.

      As the finely honed edge of the blade touched his skin, Gideon tried to jerk away, but the man’s other hand had moved behind his head, holding it steady with an iron grip. The knife carved around his eye; first over, then underneath. A single teardrop rolled down Gideon’s forehead as the hooded man began to peel his eyelids away.

      ‘Please –’

      The shepherd was interrupted as a kaleidoscope of colours exploded in his eyeball. The blade was driven down into the back of the socket, and a squidgy popping sound followed as the knife was levered up. Gideon’s brain struggled to comprehend why he could now see the leaves on the ground and the tree in front of him simultaneously.

      Then the knife arced, zipping through the air, almost nicking his forehead. The attacker released his grip on the shepherd’s head, and reached down to catch something, bringing it up to Gideon’s stunned face. With his one remaining good eye he stared into the dead pupil of the other, suspended as it was from some manner of fleshy thread.

      The man moved behind him again, grabbed his long hair and yanked it upwards with great and sustained force, as if trying to press the back of Gideon’s head flat to his spine. Or as close as it would feasibly go without actually snapping. Gideon cried out in pain. The attacker held the knife tightly in his fist, and pointing it upwards, placed the tip inside the shepherd’s gaping socket, allowing it to lightly touch the back of the concave hollow recently vacated by his eye.

      With a light grunt, the man let go of Gideon’s hair. The shepherd’s muscles strained intensely and he managed to hold his head where it was for a few fleeting moments. Then his neck started to spasm in pain – a brief hold was all he was ever going to muster in that unnaturally awkward position. A split-second later, gravity fully had its way, and the shepherd’s head sagged swiftly downwards. The knife pierced his brain as the man held the weapon unyieldingly steady.

      Gideon’s consciousness ebbed from the world as the blade twisted savagely inside his skull.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

          

        

      

      The heat coming off the roof of his house was palpable, even though the sun was now sinking towards the horizon. Judas looked up at the sky. There wasn’t a single cloud to be seen, which was the only reason he had spent this Saturday afternoon up on the terrace, sitting in the shade underneath a taut sheet of yellow material attached to poles at each corner. Since yesterday, glimpsing even the remotest wisp of white in the sky had caused him to be gripped by a profound sense of unease.

      A low rumble startled Judas, provoking another flashback to Golgotha. It took him a few seconds to realise what it was. Teams of oxen some distance up the road were hauling huge chunks of limestone for some construction project or other. Building work was a part of everyday life in Jerusalem, as much as haggling in the markets, or donations to the temple.

      Even here in the lower city, which lay in the shadow of the grandness of Herod’s palace, the magnificent Temple Mount, and the towering viaduct which ran between the Mount and the upper city, hammers and chisels provided the constant heartbeat of Jerusalem by day.

      The rumbling continued, noisier still. Perhaps it was time to go back inside. He made his way over to the opening in the roof and descended the narrow wooden ladder. A stone bench ran along one wall of his front room, the far end piled with matting and blankets
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