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Dreams of the New Jerusalem
1.


Although we know from the record that Salome, the daughter of Herodias, danced for the head of the Baptist in the tiled opulence of the Tetrarch’s court, shedding her pink and lavender veils one by one as the king wept hot tears, we must not assume that she was entirely unresponsive to the harsh doctrines of the prophet.  She was accustomed to descending the stairs to his dank cistern, a royal purple veil wrapped around her ripe and delicate lips against the vile odors, guarded as always by giant bare-chested Nubians.  Nor was she the only to do so; Herod himself, we know, also took clandestine trips to the Edomite well to speak with the holy man.  It was said that the Baptist’s singular ability to kindle his conscience made sins once dull suddenly glow again with the thrill of transgression.  Salome, though, did not come for the same reason.  She was, among other things, given to terrifying dreams, and sought relief in the presence of the man of God.


“Baptist”, she would say.  “Baptist, come and kiss me”.


“But lady, it is not permitted.”


“But why, holy man?  The gods themselves, and the philosophers, would have us seek beauty.  And surely even you, in your bitter coat of hair, are man enough to know that I am beautiful.  Cannot a lesser beauty such as I am lead you upward, to the beauty of the Empyrean?”


“There are those whose roads lead them into palaces, and into the soft arms embraces of wives.  But it is not so for me.  I am to prepare the way, and then I must fade into the murk at the peripheries of the Blessed One’s career.”


“But come.  Take my hand, and let us talk of Him.”


And he would not.  He stayed instead as he had been, turned away from the teenage princess, willing to speak of the One who had come, but not to touch her or even meet her gaze.  And yet, even he could not deny that, for a girl of sixteen, she had a quite firm grasp of the heathen philosophy: one that, indeed, far surpassed his own.

2.

A great ship, or dirigible, was accustomed to moving slowly through the night sky.  It would be dark and cold; the ship’s great fins flapped in a comfortless breeze.  The dirigible was so large that it could easily blot out the moon for half an hour as it passed.  Nor was it a drab grey ship: instead it was garishly painted,  a riot of shifting and diaphanous colors, as though a giant cosmic Botticelli had taken a brush to it.  Venuses were chased down by cupids; phoenixes perished and were reborn; Lapiths and Centaurs fought and made peace and fought again; the gods of love and of war reclined on elaborate divans, clad in gauzy silk among stylized forests.  Even the great fins and ailerons of the behemoth airship were decorated, their vast sheets of canvas flapping languidly.


Anyone lucky enough to be allowed into the giant ship -- it was capable of lowering long, slender rope ladders woven of silken thread to the surface of the earth, but climbing them was difficult simply because of the height at which the dirigible sailed -- would see inside an almost limitless space, ribbed of course with a giant superstructure, but so vast that only certain parts of the ribbing and metalwork could be seen at once.  It was not dark, but suffused with a glow whose source was difficult to pinpoint; the top of the immense envelope was painted with a brilliantly artificial blue sky, dotted here and there with scads of cumuli, but no sun shone.  The bottom of the envelope was not the true bottom, where the ribbing and structure continued and where the command bay was anchored to the main section of the airship.  Instead, it was covered by an artificial land mass with tumuli, snow-capped mountains in the distance, and a great acropolis near the front of the envelope inside which a sort of permanent symposium proceeded between the ornate Corinthian columns.  Those participating in the symposium were draped in togas the color of the noon sky, and wore expressions of distant rapture.


As the midsection of the dirigible passed over Palestine, overshadowing it for nearly the entire afternoon, one of the silken rope-ladders dangled to the rocky surface of the land around Caesarea Philippi, dragging listlessly in the sand until it dropped into the cistern that imprisoned John the Baptist.  None of the guards were in the least bit prepared to contradict the whims of the dirigible’s great unknown pilot, and so the Judean prophet hiked up his hair tunic, grabbed hold of the ladder, and began to ascend, out of the cistern and into the evening sky.  That was not the only ladder.  Others were dangling in Jerusalem, where a particularly adventurous Roman centurion made it almost half way up the ladder before plunging to his death near the coastal city of Sidon, and several dragged mysterious patterns in the sand around the Sinai peninsula as the ship moved south, allowing several of the Essenes to leave off their scholarly pursuits and hoist their way into the airship.  And one filament came in through the open atrium of Herod Antipas’ palace; the aging monarch grabbed on, unsure of himself, until his wife Herodias, domineering and no longer as attractive as her sensuous teenaged daughter, dragged him off in a fit of rage.  She would have nothing to do with apparitions in the sky, particularly not those that bore the cargo of the prophet whom she hated, whose magnetic pull on Herod she especially envied.


Salome, however, was not so easily deterred.  Although she had been recumbent upon her divan in half-dress, eating pomegranates off a silver charger, the moment she saw the silvery thread coming down from the sky, she rushed to pull on a shift and, dismissing her servants, began to ascend after the Baptist while her mother and step-father continued to bicker before the fountain of Neptune.

3.

The purported disciple of Plotinus and champion of neo-formalist thought in the sixth century A.D., Dionysius of Thrace -- so respected in his time, so unjustly forgotten today -- was said to have spent most of the last decade of his life upon Mount Athos pondering the shape and composition of the hereafter, specifically focusing his considerable intellect upon the passages in the Revelation of John that describe the Heavenly Jerusalem.  In his last masterpiece, the lamentably unfinished On The Heavenly Realm, Dionysius writes:

Although it be said in the Revelations of the Blessed Apostle, that the city lieth foursquare, it does not become us to imagine this shape as something that can be made with the carpenter’s level and plumb-line.  Foursquare I take to mean, and I think I stray not too far from the true doctrine, in the manner of a figure the heavenly Jerusalem lieth not upon the plan of a fortress or city of Man, but is rather perfect through and through; and there is nothing more perfect or self-contained that can be thought of, than the perfect sphere. (III.18-27)

In the next section, dealing with the disposition of the blessed inhabitants of this “perfect sphere,” Dionysius goes on to say that

Our LORD speaketh rightly, when He saith that in that Kingdom, they are neither married, nor given in marriage.  For in this he speaketh of the souls that wait for the resurrection of the body.  Indeed, only fools could believe that the soul is given in marriage while the body lieth asleep.  And yet in the last resurrection, when the heavenly Jerusalem doth house the blessed, then shall there be both perfect love and perfect marriage for all.  This even the Patriarchs knew, in that they took many wives, and thereby foreshadowed this perfect union of charity and desire. (IV.95-102)

4.

Salome made her way through the thinning air, clutching madly to the ladder lest she fall into the Mediterranean or the Nile on their continued course to the south-west.  From there she could see the entire shape of the Sinai peninsula, the blunt front-end of the Mediterranean, and the Nile fanning into its delta.  The pyramids, the sphinx, the Valley of Kings spread out to the south, and she knew in an instant that the distances among the most significant of the monuments grew logarithmically, according to the Fibonacci sequence.  Finally, she clambered into the command station; the guard at the hatchway helped her in, then asked a few questions in Hebrew: how did you come to find this ladder, what is your name and your family, and so on.  He told her, after she had answered him, that the pilot’s chamber was off limits at this time, but she was welcome to take the grand staircase into the envelope of the airship, where she would find (he believed) all that her heart desired.


It took her till what would have been dusk to travel across the shallow miniature rivers and over the tumuli with their cracked runic stones, all the way to the acropolis; but dusk did not come inside the dirigible, because there was neither day nor night there, but only the all-sufficient and sourceless glow.  As she drew closer to the great temple, far greater than any she had seen in Greece or Palestine, she began to grow ashamed of her flimsy white tunic, for it was nothing compared with the resplendent and ever-shifting sky-hued drapery of the men and women of that city.  Her fears, however, were assuaged when she found the man she had been searching for.  It was the Baptist, of course, in the company of the prophet Ezekiel.


“I spoke, you see, of wheels,” Ezekiel was saying, “though of course in the mantic state I knew it not.  I only saw the writing when the seizure had passed.  And I asked myself in the depths of my complex soul, what could this be, Ezekiel?  What is the shape of these wheels?”


“And here is the great wheel,” John said.


“So it would seem,” the earlier prophet agreed.


John then caught sight of Salome, his companion from the cistern.


“Sister in bliss,” he greeted her.  “I had hoped to see you here.  I found few graces in my imprisonment on the solid earth, but you were one of them, though you hardly knew it.”


“I tried,” she said.  “But I had always found my grace mixed with impurity, and impurity mastered grace.”


“Fear not,” John said.  “Here, impurity is pure, and all that was once called ‘wrong’ has been made right again.  You see, I have traded my camel’s hair for a tunic of the sky.”  He disappeared for a moment behind a pillar, returning with a perfectly folded chiton for Salome.  Tenderly, he removed her terrestrial gown and draped her instead in the ever-changing fibers of the firmament; the feel upon her skin was like nothing she had ever touched before, like the touch of an infant, the breath of a lover, the finest silk.


“Is it then true ...” she hesitated.  “Is it true that I can love you here, Prophet?”


“It is so,” said the Baptist.  “For all love here, and even as the great ship is round and without edge or demarcation, so is there no longer a divide between eros and agape, between what men have called lust and what they have called sacrifice.  Come with me.”

5.

Salome awoke with a start upon the Julian Portico; night had fallen without her knowledge and she remained, drenched in sweat, wrapped in the hanging curtains of gauze that her father had caused to be hung from the archivolts all around this breezy arcade.  A faint whisper of Palestinian heat remained, but all was cool and sensuous, and the night smelled of the aloe with which the Nubian escorts daubed their chests and thighs, so that the princess could have her choice of all the exemplary African men, and not one would fail to resemble a demigod devoted to love.  But she was not interested in them tonight.  In her dream, she had been falling, out of sight of the prophet, clutching madly at a translucent filament which was forever out of reach, plunging inexorably toward the Blue Mountains of the northern Sudan, which sourced the Nile.  She must see the Prophet John at once.  She pulled her slitted and layered skirts closer about her thighs, for fear that the holy man would be scandalized by her, and demanded that a guard precede her into the cistern with a torch.


“At this hour, princess?  The Prophet is no longer awake.”


“If it pleases me that he wake, then he shall wake,” she said.


They brought her to the viscid nadir of the great well, unlatched the bar to the staircase, and a centurion nudged the sleeping man with the toe of his nailed sandal.  He groaned, began to rise on an elbow, and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  The centurion kicked him in the chin.


“Stop it, solider,” Salome cried.  “John.”


“What ill tidings do you bring me, Princess, arousing me thus from my dreams?”


“Dreams, say you?  Of what did you dream, John?”


“I cannot remember.”


“You must remember.  I order you to remember, John.”


“I think I dreamed, Princess, that I was running from the destruction, by fire, of a great city.  Perhaps it was Jerusalem, or perhaps this city.  I saw a beautiful woman, and though I tried to turn from her, I could not.  And because her heart was wicked, God smote her and made her into a blasted tree.  And because I had looked upon her, I too was to be made a tree, but was not made a tree, for it was a dream.  And out of the desert, a giant basilisk crawled up to the rock where I sat, and began to speak.  But this soldier aroused me before the beast could speak.”


She tried to come around to the other side of the cistern so she could watch the Baptist’s face, but there was no way to do this without leaving the small stone dais on which she stood.  The soldiers, fearful for what would happen to them should any misadventure befall the princess, would not let her down into the very muck of the dungeon.  “I too have dreamed a dream, Baptist, and I want you to tell me if it is a true dream.  If it be from God, or from Gehenna.”


“It is a hard task, lady.”


“Listen, holy man.  In my dream, I was given a ladder from heaven.  A ladder that took me high into the sky and onto a great dome, floating in the sky above Judaea.”

6.

The command center of the vast dirigible had windows looking out from the grand salon.  Salome stood with her eager fingers printing upon the window, her passionate breath just fogging the glass.  In the space of only a few days of intermittent watching, she had seen series of vast marks in the vistas of Peru, an ocean that she thought would never end, and the jungles of the Congo, in virginity still absolute and untarnished.  Now, as they wheeled again slowly above her native Palestine, she could see the palace of Herod at Caesarea, and knew that the Tetrarch was in his labyrinth.


The labyrinth was a huge thing, made of green slate, that the king had ordered a famous Jewish architect to build.  After the architect explained the maze to him, he had the architect beheaded, leaving him as the only man in the universe who could successfully navigate the entire maze.  However, he had been careless with the litter he dropped behind him in the labyrinth -- grape skins, olive pits, pieces of gold flecking licked from the breasts of slave girls -- and Herodias, his savage wife, had nearly discovered the secret heart of the thing.  The dirigible flew lower; she had no doubt that its ladders were dragging up more of the notables of Israel even as she watched her step-father raise his fists to the sky, crying “Baptist!  Prophet!  I have sinned against you!  I know you rose from the cistern into which I cast you!  Take me with you!  Do not leave me to sin and to hell, and to my wife Herodias!” 


John the Baptist joined Salome at the port-window of the salon.  He put his hand on her shoulder and caressed it gently.  Their love was neither disordered nor exclusive, but they were allowed to spend as much time together as they liked, perfectly satisfying one another, since their desires were as one and their desires were good, as was everything upon the dirigible.  They kissed, both chastely and passionately, and the sky of their two robes became as one firmament.  Salome spoke: “They will not bring my step-father up to the ship, will they?”


“You are right, he will remain.  But soon, we shall see a few others join us at our virtuous symposium.”

7.


“Your dream, Princess, was neither of God nor of the devil,” John the Baptist told her from the deepest, most thunderous crevice of the cistern.  “It was of you.”


“Me, John?  But I know none of these things.  None of them have even been told by our wisest men or our oldest books.  How should I think of such things?”


“The mind in dreams is strangely bedeviled,” the Baptist said.  “And the pride of man is no aid to this confusion.  Though God can use dreams to warn us of evil, more often then not they simply reflect our own evil, but twisted until ridiculous.”


“This dream is evil, Prophet?”


“You have dreamed of a heaven that is a place of iniquity,” the Prophet said.  “But no heaven of the Most High God would be a place of voluptuousness or of carnal lust.  No, my lady.  At the resurrection, when God shall make all dry bones live again, mark my words: there shall be purity of heart and solemn rejoicing, and for the wicked, weeping and gnashing of teeth.  For they shall dwell forever in the outer darkness.”


“Shall I dwell in the darkness, John?”


The Baptist shifted, dragging his chains across the filthy floor.  “Only if you refuse to repent,” he said, and though his voice quavered, it still retained much of the power of his days preaching in the desert and by the banks of the Jordan.


“Prophet,” Salome said in the most imperial tones she could muster, “you will come to me, and you will lie with me, and you will teach me of God.  Only by such means can I be saved.  If you refuse, I will be thrown into the wracks of jealousy and rage, and take my solace in unholy things.”


“Leave me, Princess,” said John in tones infinitely more commanding.  “Do not impose conditions upon the salvation of God.  It is sacrilege.”


The Princess stood upon her small stone platform for the greater part of a minute, toying nervously with her long black hair, and then suddenly turned and preceded her guards up the stone stairs and back to the palace.

8.


It is perhaps imprudent to cite, in any context, the works of Magnus Jakob Saarinen, the Helsinki-born mystic and philosopher now nearly forgotten but once the center of a furious, if inconsequential, scandal.  He was denounced by the Vatican in the year 1916 on the strength of two works, the lubricious (and possibly satirical) erotic catalogue Voluptas Vindicata, (Ed. Malmo Kaariens-Gesellschaft, Helsinki, 1914) written on an imprudent and later-renounced trip to the Mezzogiorno; and the late and unfinished fragment of a poem called Verba Iudaeis in cruce, or “Words of Judas upon the Cross,” (Anthologie Diabolique, Messrs. Villes-Haut, Paris, 1947) which was composed during a polar night in northern Lapland while Saarinen was in the final stages of syphilitic dementia; this fragment, too, was renounced by the mystic and consigned to destruction in his last, inchoate set of wishes.


Our task lies not with the murky waters of the works of his diabolical dementia, but with a slightly earlier work, Liber Paradisi Lobachevskianis, the obscure but completely unprecedented Book of Lobachevskyan Paradise (Manuscript, Museo di Colli Albani).  It is assumed that Saarinen met Lobachevski during his visiting professorship at the University of St. Petersburg sometime in the first years of the 20th century.  Like many who met the great mathematician, he was impressed; however, his obsession reached unprecedented heights, challenging him to become perhaps the first mystic in world history to seek a perfect union between theology, personal dream-vision, and the complexities of non-Euclidean geometry.


Saarinen himself admitted that his surroundings unduly influenced his writing; if this is so, then the Liber’s elegance is surely suffused with the glimmer of the Neva and the grand canals at sunset, the play of autumn light upon the Hermitage, the sophistication of the Nevskii Prospekt at protracted twilight.  In this bizarre and almost wholly unknown work, cast in a Latin almost native in its charm, lightness, and audacious neologisms, Saarinen claims that “a theology which proceeds in contrary motion to the world, finding itself at length incommensurate with the scintillating judgment of our sensual reason, or the incontrovertible creeds of the apostolic sciences, is a theology which denies the innate spark of love with which the Divine creator has infused every made thing, visible or invisible” (Manuscript, pg. xvii).  Much later, in a chapter called “Eschatological Rumours,” Saarinen writes:

We have seen in these pages, time and again, by the lights of these first principles of the geometer’s revolution, that all is not as it seems in this great cosmos through which we sail, significant only to the hand of the Father and Mother of us all who through infernal vortices guides us with patience.  The rigidity of form and the splendour of regularity seen in the great cities, if expanded to the size of a star or wandering planet, would be released from their bands of rigor and relax into a vast feminine curvature, a beauty so excessive that it would beggar belief.  So it is that we must not imagine the Jerusalem to come, in the Babylonian manner.  Instead, it behooves us to depict for you a sort of incalculably vast sphere or lozenge, within which the parallel could become the single point, visible to all; a vast conflation and coupling, reflexively bent upon itself, figurative of the blinding unity and love that shall characterize the day of Divine Advent. (Manuscript, pp. 334-35)

9.


John the Baptist had spent so many nights of temptation in the deserts of the trans-Jordan and in the Negev that he was able to sleep easily upon the dank floor of the cistern and weather, without excessive distress, the dreams that insignificant demons would occasionally ferry into his head through the exposed ear canal.  He would see the stock footage of the dreams of mystics: pot-bellied, web-footed fiends sloshing around in pools of muck and wetly grabbing at his limbs; unclad nymphs dancing erotically before the mouth of hell.  


Tonight, though, he was disturbed, because after lying asleep for some hours, he began to join the dream that Salome had narrated to him the night before.  He saw the ladder coming down from the shadowed heavens, grabbed hold, ascended slowly but steadily, and was immediately welcomed by a uniformed man who gave him the keys to the heavenly airship.  He made a low bow to the newly-arrived Prophet.


“O Baptist,” said the man in the highly decorated uniform, “you have come to be our pilot until such a one comes who will be our Pilot Eternal.”


“No,” John said.  “He has come already.  I am unworthy to fill his shoes.”


“There is as of yet none other,” the official said.  “You must steer us for the time being.”


He let himself into the great room, the ceiling of which was painted with ornate scenes of cherubic and seraphic activity, and took hold of the great porphyry wheel.  He knew, as soon as he felt it under his hands, exactly where they were (over the city of Shiraz, in Persia) and where they needed to go.  However, as he began to steer the great airship south, toward the Indus valley, the basilisk with whom he had spoken in his previous dream appeared at his left side, by the controls of the ship.  Its forked tongue licked out and explored the perfumed air of the mahogany chamber.


“Baptist,” it said, in a sibilant but intelligent voice, speaking in lightly accented Aramaic.  “You are not here only to steer the dirigible.  Set it on its course and come with me.”


“Why, basilisk?  Why should I trust you?  Why do you suffer me to look upon you and live?”


“Because of what I know, John.  The Princess is here, here in this empyrean realm, and she would like for you to go to her.  Wait -- do not speak.  There is another thing here.  You have seen the great acropolis in the grand dome of this craft?”


“I have ... heard of it, basilisk.”


“In the center of this acropolis there is a series of columns made of pure gold, and at their center, a ruby throne that hosts one who may speak for the Ancient of Days.  He is a Theophany, fully vested with the voice of God -- though reduced in volume and quality so all may listen in safety.”


“And ... what are you saying, beast?  That I am summoned before him?”


“That you need not be summoned.  Your climb to the level of this dirigible is not a mean feat, John Baptist.  Your conquest of heaven is rewarded by an absolute freedom, so you may approach this throne without fear and without express invitation.  You have invited yourself.”


“And why would I seek to put myself before this emissary of the Almighty?”


The basilisk moved nimbly to around the Prophet, to his right ear, where he rose up to the height of the prophet and whispered in his seductive, slightly foreign sibilance.  “He will be able to tell you anything, whatever bothers you while you lie on your side, unable to sleep.  He will explain why God has put thorns in the sides of His children.  He will give you a justification of the suffering of every child, and for the rule of Israel by foreign masters.  You will not only hear, but you will understand.  The world will be, for you, a single intelligible sphere of love; nothing will ever torment you again and you can serve God without quelling the stirrings of your own flesh, be they for women or against the terrors and injustice outside of you.”


“This is ... this is quite a gift, basilisk.  Why is it offered to me?”


“Because John, Saint John Baptist, you are the greatest of all the prophets, greater even than Elijah who came before you.  But come.  This is the VIP staircase that will lead you directly to the acropolis.  There you will find Princess Salome.  Do not deny her her heart’s desire, for it is only good.  Then you will see the Theophany of the Almighty, and ask Him for whatever gift you wish for.  For your desires, too, are only good.”

10.


In the year 997 A.D., the North African monk known to history only as Pseudo-Hippolyte was engaged in a furious correspondence (completely ignored in the furor over the End of the World, predicted for the year 1000) with the heretic Guillaume the Frank, who was living in the south of France at the time, making havoc of the monastery at Marseilles.  Fast ships brought Guillaume’s letters to the port of Tunis, letters full of drunkenness upon a supposedly novel doctrine: Guillaume taught that God and the Devil are really only two natures of one divine force, and the division between them, between the world of the flesh and the world of contemplation, was the true Fall of Man.  The original catastrophe was “nothing but the wedge driven between the soul of man and his body” (Ad Hippolytam, 8 Oct., line 44).  In response, the craggy old monk sent a ship of his own from Tunis to Marseille, carrying a packet of letters that contained this remark:

Know you not, O fools, that God suffers the works of the Devil to run on in our troubled world so that many more will come to understand the glory of His name and His kingdom?  For how should we, poor wretches and pilgrims on this earth, know ourselves to be pilgrims were it not for the manifold wickednesses that the Devil performs through evil men?  If the heresies of my erstwhile brother Guillaume were sound doctrine, then how should we know to seek a better country?  Would we not remain complacent upon the earth, heedless of the damnation that would surely be ours without the work of the Cross?  (De Doctrina Vera, letter to Guillaume the Frank, 14 Dec., line 88)

This letter was not published until 1968, by the Deutches Theologik Gesellschaft; however, I cannot but believe that it was unread by the repentant heretic Saarinen half a century before.  For, perusing what is left of his journal at the National Library of Finland, I found this entry written in a distinctive red ink.  Dated January 14th, 1914 (which was the time when the first stirrings of his advancing dementia began to manifest themselves, but before the writing of the Judas poem), it reads:

Dear God, how melancholy I am in this twilight.  Read again Swedenborg, Irenaeus.  Likewise some few others.  Oh, my heart is heavy and my mind clouded, but dear Lord, how should I get on without your dear double, my friend Antichrist?  Oh, I mean no blasphemy, only this: without Antichrist, how should I understand Christ?  And without feeling the wings of hell beating on my face, without my endless night-by-night dreams of its perpendicular fortresses, how should I know the heavenly curves and spring-water stillness of the great Convergence that is to come? (Journallen Saarinen, S.F. Rautaavaara, Helsinki, 1971.  Emphasis mine).

11.


After John the Baptist and Salome had taken their fill of just pleasure in one of the bowers of the acropolis, specifically designated for such joys, he began to advance toward the golden columns and the great throne.  He saw the shape of the one sitting on the throne, and his was the shape of an Archangel.  He felt heat and cold, shame and pride, and drew his sky-colored toga closer around his shoulders.  Despite the words of the basilisk, he was ashamed to be so bold, and knelt before the throne.


“Rise,” said a voice that came from all around.  He rose.  “What would you ask us?”


“I would ask,” John said in a quavering voice, “I would ask only two things.”  He felt something like anger rising in his throat.  “I would know why the servant of God, who prepared the way of the Christ in the hostile Negev for so many years, who leapt in his mother’s womb when the Messiah was incarnated, has been thrown into a cistern at the mercy of Herod Antipas, the demon-king!”


After a pause, the voice resumed.  “And your second question, John?”


“My second question is more difficult,” the Baptist said.  “How can a small child be raped and slaughtered, as happened near my own lodgings outside the city of Jerusalem, and God think that consigning the criminal to the fires of hell will make that girl live again, or whole again, or dry her mother’s tears?”


The voice began to speak in a language that John did not recognize, and very quickly.  The voice became two voices, then four, then more than he could count at once.  But he felt his anger subside, and he knew that all was well.  He was not, after all, in the cistern of Herod any longer, and when he heard the faint cooing of an infant somewhere in the balustrades of the temple, he knew that it was the infant who had been violated outside of Jerusalem, and that she was happier than anyone could have imagined on earth.  His own terrifying waves of lust that would sometimes assault him in his dreams when unclad nymphs would dance for him were also assuaged, replaced with a feeling of universal good will, and he knew that he would never feel shame again, not for his coupling with Salome, or his questioning of the Divine agent -- there would never again be a reason to question the Divine, for all question was at rest, all pain and fear and restlessness.


But at that moment he suddenly felt a deep, quivering horror at the idea of living without question.  The city of God was no hovering oval painted with copulating centaurs and nymphs; it was a city, a great city that rested upon the eternal rock, where purity reigned over vice and vice was conquered only through obscurity and difficulty.


“This is neither heaven nor earth!” shouted the Prophet.  “Everybody get off!”  He ran toward the envelope of the dirigible, jumping past artificial rivers and waxen flowers made to delight the eyes of men and women.  Reaching the edge, he began to claw at it with his fingers, ripping open the canvas and marring the Botticellian tapestry-work.  


“What are you doing!” cried a foreign voice, and the basilisk was at his side.  “You are marring paradise!  It is the only crime that remains!”


“Basilisk, go back to gehenna where you came from.  You lie, and are of the prince of lies!”  He continued ripping the fabric, and cold, damp air rushed in.  The great dirigible, injured in its left side, leaked fragrant ether and vomited great scads of artificial turf and spring water, limping through the hostile air and listing to one side.  Soon it would come down in flames, into the rivers of Mesopotamia, where the record tells us the Garden of Eden once lay, so many eons ago.

12.


The Baptist woke with a start, drenched in sweat, with the double feeling that he had been given endless wisdom that would last him the rest of his short life, and also that he had incurred terrible guilt during his night ventures.  But he had precious little time with his thoughts.  The princess was there, this time with no guards or torches, bent over him in the muck and shaking his hair-clad shoulder.  She was naked save for a tiara upon her royal hair and jewels strung across her royal breasts.


“John!” she hissed.  “John, have you been dreaming?”


He awoke and could not turn from her, could not control the sudden surge of tenderness and love he felt for the teenaged girl, the royal youth.  “Yes, Salome.”


“You know the dream.  You have seen it.  You know it is true, then?”


“I know it is false, lady.”


She was taken aback.  Her pretty lips pouted; she seemed almost ready to cry.  “False?”


“You are a fool,” he said, and saying it was like ripping the diaphanous fabric of the dirigible.  He did not want to do it, but he had to.  “You have not been enlightened.  Go and consult with your father’s philosophers.”


“I do not understand, John!  You must come with me.  Here, no, here is good.  Remove your tunic, I order you to do it.  We will possess and be possessed, and we will understand the order of the heavens.”


“You have listened to the lie, but not broken through it to the truth.  It is good that you heard the lie; I was required to hear it too because only through the lie can we understand the truth.  Only if there is a devil can we know that, for certain, there is a God too.”


“I know both, and they are the same, John.”


“You are wrong, and not only wrong, you are damned.  The reason for the dream is that it will ring false if you let it possess you.  No paradise can be won so easily, Princess.  Paradise is what is left of you when you have been purified by horrendous fires.  It is the offspring of doubt and rage, a narrow core, a cold spring.  But the vision does not ring false to you.  No, the floating ship is what you want, you and your Herod with his alchemical perversity, you and your Herodias with her sexual perversions and hate.  If you want this, then you are damned, damned utterly, damned without hope.  Go back to your chambers and your oiled Nubians, and make what you can of damnation!”  He rattled his chains in anger and moved away from the beautiful naked form that crouched by his recumbent body.


“Then, Baptist,” said the Princess, whose shame was quickly turning to rage, “I shall repay you.  And know that I shall repay you in a way that goes beyond any thing you can imagine.  Prepare to be purified in your ‘horrendous fires.’”


She stormed away, past the sleeping guards and into the chamber of Herod’s musicians.  “Prepare to play for me tomorrow night,” she told them. “I will dance for him, and I will disrobe for him, and he may perform all that he has been meditating since I came to live with him in the palace.  And then I shall get the thing that my mother has been pestering me about.”


“But my lady --”


“Do it, musician.”


The next night, the executioners came for John the Baptist; they cut off his head with a rusting axe and placed it upon the silverware of the royal family, on which it would be presented to the sixteen-year-old Salome and her satisfied mother, Herodias.

