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When he returned to his quarters, the city appeared to have come 
alive. Previously, it had been quiet, almost asleep, but now it was a bustle of

activity. From his balcony, he could see that the streets were thronged with

men and women in multi-coloured robes - obviously not Roman. It looked as

if Tiberius had suddenly grown a native population. He looked enquiringly at

Balthus, who grinned and shrugged.

"Go and find someone who can tell me what's happening, Balthus."

The huge Nubian ran out of the room and wasn't long in returning with

a house-slave, whom he gripped by the upper arm and who looked as if he

thought his last hour had come. Balthus released his grip and the middle-aged

slave subsided on the floor. Lucian ordered impatiently.

"Get up, man - no one's going to hurt you!"

The man got to his feet, glanced doubtfully at the grinning, hovering

Balthus, before concentrating of Lucian.

"Tell me, what's going on out there - where did all these people come from?"

The slave found his voice.

"I believe the Tetrarch has returned, master."

Lucian's eyes widened.

"The Tetrarch? I thought he was in Jerusalem!"

"I don't know, master."

The slave was looking nervous again.

"You can go."

There was a thankful scuttle from the room. It was almost dusk and the

great palace which dominated the town, soon became a blaze of light.

Clearly, when Herod was in residence, no expense was spared. Lucian was



reminded of the Roman court, where Tiberius had ruled for as long as he

could remember. It too, had blazed with light, as if to demonstrate that the

greatest emperor of the earth was in residence, and that there could be none

who could outshine his glory.

It had been total arrogance and now, it was finished, some said that

the mind of Tiberius was dimmed. He sought and found the shadows in his

villa on Capri, surrounded by just a few who ruled his vast empire in his

name, while the usurper in Rome, Sejanus, tried to pretend that he did so

from the palace of the Caesars. One day, the pretense would end. Tiberius

would come to the realisation that his throne was under threat and Sejanus

would be toppled with the efficient ruthlessness that only the Praetorian

Guard could demonstrate - either that, or Tiberius himself would be quietly

despatched and another would rule in his stead. It was all a matter of

balance.

Lucian wondered who it was that Herod feared the most - a man such

as the Baptist, who ranted and raved about his excesses, from his sandy

stronghold in the desert, or some quiet man, like the tall Galilean, who had

slipped away after being proclaimed the coming king, and whom now, nobody

could find. One day, he would emerge and the brush fire which would

expunge Herod from his dominion would be lit and Herod would be

extinguished. Where that would leave Rome and where it would leave

Septimus Publius and his delegate Lucian Quintus, nobody could say.

A messenger interrupted him - it was a young soldier who presented

the military salute, followed by a rolled and sealed scroll. Lucian read.

"Lucian Quintus: Greetings! I thought it would be opportune for you to

meet his Highness the Tetrarch this evening. When his Highness returns 

from one of his tours of Galilee, or from some other destination, we are



always favoured with an evening of feasting to greet him. he has graciously

consented to greet you - and is especially interested in your adventures.

I might add, this evening could also be of profit to a Roman merchant!

Julius."

The messenger was still waiting, stiffly at attention. Lucian composed

a reply and sent him on his way before he broke in half. Alone once more, he

scratched his head. He was hardly travelling equipped to meet the Tetrarch

of Galilee. Ruefully, he surveyed his soiled clothing and tried to pick that

which was in the best condition. Once again, he was interrupted, this time,

by a slave carrying several articles of formal dress. The slave bowed.

"With my master's compliments. He requests that you make your

choice."

"Thank your master."

Lucian took his time selecting the borrowed finery and decided that he

had misjudged Julius Achaicus. He dressed with particular care, assisted by

Balthus and surveyed himself in a mirror of beaten bronze. For the first time

since leaving Claudius and Livinia, he felt half civilised. From behind him,

Julius commented languidly.

"The peacock admires himself - don't worry my dear Quintus, you look

a fine, upstanding representative of the best Rome can offer! Herod will be

highly impressed."

Lucian turned and forced a smile, his charitable thoughts evaporating.

"Thank you for providing this - my own wardrobe is totally soiled."

Julius’ eyes widened.

"I'm sorry, Lucian - I can't accept your thanks - I wasn't responsible -

although I regret I didn't think of your need."

Lucian stared at him.



"If not you - then who - ?"

"Who indeed! You must have made an impression on an unknown

admirer!"

He laughed and once again, Lucian felt his distaste rising.

"Now, about this evening. Protocol is important. You will not approach

the Tetrarch unless invited - or, for that matter, any of the royal party. Herod

will know you are there - he knows everyone who attends. At some point in

the evening, he will invite you to approach and possibly, if he is still

interested, he will invite you to tell of your adventures. I am quite sure you

know the etiquette of dealing with royalty - but remember Quintus, our

Tetrarch is a subordinate to Caesar, even if he does have grandiose ideas for

elevating his status. I suggest that you are courteous, but not obsequious -

and that you act the Roman!"

Lucian responded stiffly.

"I have been well versed in these matters by the best tutors - that I can

assure you."

Julius surveyed him through languid eyes.

"I'm quite sure you have, my dear fellow!"

Litters were waiting to take them to the palace. Lucian hesitated.

"I prefer to walk."

"As do I, Lucian - but we are the Roman presence, we must arrive in

style. Herod would expect nothing less - and we mustn't disappoint his

Highness, must we? To arrive on foot, would relegate us to the level of those 

who either cannot afford a litter - or who wouldn't know what to do with it if

they could afford it!"

Lucian eased into the litter and felt conspicuous as it was lifted to the

shoulders of four sweating slaves. It was an uncomfortable ride, especially



so, because of the inability of the four slaves to keep in step and the

steepness of the climb to the palace entrance. Herod had spared no

expense, it was an imposing building, but Lucian was given little time to

admire it. Julius murmured.

"We must take our places before the regal one makes his entrance."

There was a heavy overtone of mockery. Herod's pretensions were

well known, from Tiberius down to the lowliest official. The Tetrarch acted the

king and Tiberius resolutely refused to recognise him as such.

They were escorted to their places, the banqueting hall was huge, with

piles of cushions arranged in a wide circle around a central platform upon

which were set two ornate chairs. The desired effect was obvious, Herod

liked to look down upon his guests. Julius whispered.

"Those chairs are the nearest he will ever get to a throne!"

They were shown to a position high in the hierarchy of seating, close

enough to the platform, but far enough to be conveniently ignored when

Herod's attention was focused elsewhere.

The room was slowly filling, guests being escorted to their places by

an army of slaves under the charge of a tall, elderly official in an ornate robe.

Julius confided softly.

"Chuza - he's Herod's steward - now there is a man who has the real

authority in Tiberius - especially when Herod is elsewhere."

Lucian was paying little attention, his eyes fixed on a tall young man of

about his own age. He was being escorted to a position on the other side of

the platform, but very close to it. Julius murmured once more.

"Now there is a man you should cultivate, Quintus - Joseph, Prince of

Arimathea - a very influential - and by all accounts - wealthy man. I advise

you to be cautious, he is known to strike a hard bargain!"



Lucian met the eyes of the newcomer, who nodded slightly. Julius

leaned back.

"I see introductions were not necessary - you move fast, Quintus!"

Herod entered to a fanfare of trumpets with Herodias on his right hand

and surrounded by an entourage of gaudily dressed courtiers. Lucian had an

irreverent thought, it reminded him of one of the troupes of acrobats and

jugglers who were frequently brought into Caesar's court to entertain the

Roman nobility. As well as acrobats and jugglers, there would be wrestlers

and sometimes freaks, who would be expected to display their peculiarities to

the more perverted of Caesar's guests.

This procession didn't quite descend to those depths, but by no stretch

of the imagination, could it be called even a fair imitation of the entrance of

the divine Caesar and his wife - although it was clearly intended to be so.

Lucian stood beside Julius, who had been quite correct in describing them as

the Roman presence. The rest of the assembly were clearly Herod's friends

and supporters, of the Jewish race, or from the neighbouring nations beyond

the limits of Roman influence. Obviously, not all of them were Jews and

equally obviously, Herod didn't share in the scruples of the two Galileans he

had met on his journey, who had refused to break bread with those they

called Gentiles. By their dress, there were some who were obviously religious 

leaders - he wondered if they had some special dispensation, excusing them

from the rule. He exchanged glances with Joseph and thought he could

detect mocking amusement.

Herod and Herodias took their places and he had the chance to look at

the woman who roused so much contempt and dangerous outspokenness in

the Baptist. She was far from young, although her women tried to make her

look younger than she was. Her figure was inclining to fat, although her dress



was cunningly cut to hide it. It was her expression that held him. Her eyes

were savagely hard behind the surrounding paint and her face muscles rigid

above a tight, narrow mouth. Julius murmured.

"My dear fellow, I would avoid staring at Caesar's wife, if I wished to

retain my head!"

Lucian glared at him and Julius smiled slightly.

"The lady might construe your interest as amorous and despite your

obvious youth, I doubt if you have the stamina for the consequences!"

Lucian risked another glance. Herod was loading his platter from a

succession of dishes held by a convoy of slaves, while Chuza, the steward,

closely supervised the comfort of his princely master. Herodias was also

preoccupied with her appetite and Lucian had a fair idea of why the lady was

having so much trouble retaining her youthful figure.

It now became the turn of the rest of the guests to take their pick from

a dazzling variety of dishes which seemed unending. Lucian possessed a

healthy appetite and could normally match the most gluttonous of his patron's

guests, but he soon realised that they were novices compared with those who

graced the table of Herod on that evening. He followed the example of Julius,

who loaded his platter, but ate very slowly.

Herod paid no attention to his guests for the following hour, focusing

upon filling his mouth to overflowing, with one delicacy after the other. It was

almost as if he saw it as a challenge to out-gorge all the others around him.

The sweat rolled out of him with the effort and he practically brushed aside

the attentions of a slave whose task it was to wipe his brow. He swilled wine

carelessly, allowing it to dribble down his chin and clothing, so that the chest

of his robe was scarlet streaked and stained. Lucian was no stranger to

orgies - Rome boasted the best! - but this was disgusting.



Surreptitiously, he glanced at the guests seated close to the platform.

For the most part they had finished their meal and were murmuring quietly

between themselves. He noticed that there was a sharp division between

those who were obviously Herod's aides and the those who were religious

lawyers or priests. They didn't bother to hide their distaste at the spectacle.

Herod snatched a towel from a slave, wiped his mouth and beard and

roared.

"This place is like a tomb! Where are the entertainers! You're like old

wives muttering between themselves - about what, I wonder? Herod wants

laughter, he wants minstrels - not murmurers hatching their plots! Tell me -

what plots are you hatching learned lawyers and priests? Can you tell me, or

are they conspiracies against me? How many of my loyal aides murmur the

same way and what do they have in mind - to usurp my place, perhaps!?"

He glared at the now silent gathering, looking from one face to

another. No one responded, but no one dared to look away, to do so would

have been a taken as a tacit acceptance of guilt. Julius remained silent until

the narrow, pig eyes came to him.  

"Surely, your highness, Herod Antipas has no need to be concerned

about conspiracies - not while he is a loyal friend of Rome!"

Herod was just drunk enough to be indiscreet.

"Perhaps you are correct, commander, but is Rome a loyal friend of

Herod!?"

Julius laughed softly, but it sounded loud in the utter silence.

"The divine Caesar Tiberius is Herod's friend - Caesar is Rome - how

can Herod doubt Rome's friendship?"

The pig eyes stared for a moment and then wavered. Herod gestured

vaguely.



"You are right, of course, commander - no one need doubt the

friendship shared by Rome and Herod."

"May that be an answer to any who are unwise enough to murmur

conspiracy, your highness."

The small eyes flickered to Lucian. Lucian returned the gaze without

blinking.

"We welcome a Roman traveller - we are told that you have met one of

our less loyal subjects - it might be of interest to our guests to hear your

story."

Lucian stood and bowed slightly.

"Your highness is most kind - for the invitation and for your interest.

At the suggestion of the Procurator, I accompanied an officer of the

Legion to observe the activities of the one who is called the Baptist."

He paused to allow the murmur to die away. He felt the eyes of

Herodias boring into him, he risked a glance and wished he hadn't, they were

ferocious with suppressed hatred. He continued, describing the John's

activities, but avoiding quoting the more inflammatory elements of his daily

harangue. Herod didn't take his eyes from him, occasionally swilling down

more of his wine. When he came to the approach of the Galilean and the

words which were spoken, he leaned forward, his wine forgotten for the

moment.

Lucian carefully related the words and the outcome. He saw the

glances between the priestly party and the lawyers. He had the impression

that Herod had known it all before and then remembered that Marcellus

would have reported it to Pilate. The Tetrarch's interest intensified when he

came to the events leading to his conversation with the two Galileans on the

road. He interrupted sharply.



"You say, they came from Capernaum?"

"Yes, your highness."

Herod roared.

"Then, we have them - if necessary, we will arrest every citizen of

Capernaum and we will soon get the truth out of them!"

The quiet voice of Joseph intervened.

"Might I advise caution, your highness - a firebrand in the corn, might

consume the whole crop."

One of the priests stood slowly.

"Advice with which I must agree, Herod! It is only hearsay that these

men are connected with the Zealots - if we are dealing with a Messianic

movement, it will be of the utmost importance to tread carefully and slowly."

Herodias exploded angrily.

"And in the meantime, I am maligned - and so is my lord, Herod, by 

this - Baptist! Is nothing to be done about him? Are we to tread slowly and

carefully in the face of deliberate provocation and insults!?"

The old priest didn't back down. He stared back at the enraged

woman.

"It is surely of no consequence, no matter what the insult - if there is

no truth in it - your highness!"

Herodias eased back into her chair and glared icily at the old man,

who bowed calmly and resumed his place. Herod gestured to Chuza to start

the minstrels. The subject was closed for the evening.

They endured the entertainment for several hours more, before Herod

staggered to his feet and retired to his quarters. The guests made haste to

disperse and Lucian and Julius were among them. Back in the garrison

quarters, Julius turned to Lucian and smiled wearily.



"One of the penalties of a posting in Tiberius, is proximity to Herod - I

thank the gods that he's away for months at a time and when he returns, I

wait for the time when he goes again!

"I congratulate you on your performance this evening - but the telling

of your story, highlights a possible problem. Perhaps Herod was too drunk to

remember the details, but I can't base any hope on that. I'm sorry to say, that

your travels are not at an end. I must ask you to leave Tiberius at first light!"

Lucian gaped in protest.

"Hear me out, Quintus. You will agree that you are the one of the few

men able to identify the two travellers who met with this - Messiah? You will

then appreciate that Herod will not take long to try to use you to point them

out.

Regardless of the warning given by your friend Joseph and Shamuel,

the Pharisee, it won't take long before the sharp tongue of Herodias prods

our wine drenched Tetrarch into action, and he will do precisely what he

threatened.

Such an action will not be in the best interests of Rome! I take notice

when men like Joseph and Shamuel sound a warning. If one of their

Messiahs is involved, a precipitous action in Capernaum could result in a wild

fire sweeping though Galilee, Samaria and Judaea.

I want you out of the way, Quintus - and if Pilate was here, he would

ensure that you were out of the way! Herod must not find you - I don't care

where you go, but get out of the Galilee!"

Lucian wanted to protest.

"That won't stop Herod arresting all the men of Capernaum and

torturing them for information!"

"Agreed, but I shall ensure that Herod knows he will earn the



displeasure of Rome if he does so - and that his action will, as a matter of

course, be reported to Caesar. I believe he will think twice and I believe his

advisors will tell him to be cautious."

"What about the Baptist?"

"The Baptist is one man - he is a different matter - and with his wild

tongue, he digs his own grave!

Now, to practicalities. With a change of horses and moderately hard

riding, you can cut across country to Caesarea and arrive before sunset. I

think you will find that Pilate will be waiting for you. He doesn't stay in

Jerusalem for longer than he must."

Later, when his feet touched the ground, Lucian realised that he could 

have refused. He wasn't under military control and he was a free citizen of

Rome, who could come and go as he pleased - and then he remembered that

he relied upon the good will of the Procurator and that in Judaea, Roman

privileges were curtailed.

An old pack horse was provided for Balthus, who sat astride it as if he

had been born to the saddle. It was a large beast, with not much pace, but it

needed to be substantial to handle the sheer bulk of the slave. They rode out

of Tiberius before dawn. Lucian hadn't attempted to sleep, his mouth was as

sour as his temper, but they made good time up into the girdle of hills which

surrounded the Sea. Their way lay through the sleepy village of Nazareth,

which was just coming awake as they passed, and then on to the range of

hills which separated Galilee from the coast, and then, in the early evening,

to Caesarea.


