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Forward




Romans had an odd way of marking time (at least, to moderns with atomic clocks and nanosecond apps on smartphones).  Day and night were considered separately and each given twelve hours.  Since the length of both change daily, each hour was longer or shorter than those on the preceding day and night.  A sundial would handle such variable lengths in the day, just by the nature of its construction, but how the varying hours were determined at night is beyond me.  Waterclocks were common among the wealthy in the time of this book, but was there a valve with calibrated markings, or such, that was changed daily to account for the changes in length?   I suspect that the answer is less technical.   Humanity in those pre-electricity days was regulated by the daylight hours, and most activity spanned from sunrise to sunset.  As the Romans failed to invent the 8 to 5 workday, a precise division of time was probably of lesser importance than seeing the sun rise and set.




Note that the Cleopatra (Kleopátra) in this story (a real personage of history) is not the one made famous by Hollywood spectaculars.  There were many queens and princesses - and ordinary women, no doubt - throughout history, that were given that fairly common name.  It is a Greek construct - kléos, "glory" and patḗr, "father", translating to "The Glory of my/her Father."   




* * * * * *

Some Ancient Roman words

Stadium, Stadia (plural) - Measure of distance.  1 mile = 10 stadia.  1 kilometer = 6 stadia.   To modern readers the term can be deceptive, as a hundred stadia tends to make one think of a vast distance, but is only about ten miles, or sixteen kilometers - an easy walk for a man in a few hours - or at least it was, back in those pre-fast food days.    Again, a boat that is making thirty stadia an hour is not pounding through the waves, but only moving at about 3 mph/5 kmh - a normal walking pace for person.




Archigubernus - navigator.

Aedilis - Chief of Police (the Vigilis).

Caupo - tavern keeper, innkeeper.

Crux, Crucis - literally cross. Used for the Roman punishment of crucifixion, although the usual device was not as the Christian symbol, but in the form of a 'T.'

Dexter - to the right, on the right hand.    Sinister - to the left, on the left hand.

Femina (Roman)  Korí (Greek) - young unmarried woman.    Puella (Roman)  Korítsa (Greek) - young girl.

Gladius - the short sword that Legionaries, beginning in the late Republic, used as their prime weapon.

Hispania - the ancient name for the modern land of Spain.Knucklebones - an ancient dice-like game of chance.   Think of 'Craps'.

Mistress.  Wife of a man not the Dominus of the house.  i.e. of a second or third son.  Not to describe a kept woman, as in the modern sense.

Numerarius, Ratiocinator, Calculator.   Accountant, CPA, Scribe of accounts.

Puerulus (Roman)   Agóri (Greek) - boy

via - A road or through street.   Via - A major thoroughfare, boulevard, or highway.  Think Interstate or Autobahn, although only two wagon lanes wide on the average.

Stater.  Heavy Greek silver coin.

Vigilis - Police, City watchmen.




* * * * * *

Military words.




Tyro - beginner, recruit.

Decanus, Decanuae(pl) - roughly a Corporal in charge of a Contubernium - a unit of seven men.

Decurio - Cavalry officer - roughly of the rank of Corporal.

Centurion - Sergeant.  The backbone of the Legions.  This rank had many different grades.

Locumtenens - Lieutenant.

Dux - General of the Legion(s).   Generalis - a General of lesser command rank.

Consul - Commander of all the Legions.

Century - A unit of about sixty men.  The standard unit of a Legion.   A modern unit of this size would be large platoon.

Cacula - Batman, Orderly.   An assistant for an officer. 

Pilum, pila(pl) - the Roman infantry iron-shanked throwing spear.  Usually two per man.












































Book I


Chapter 1
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"Does not our patron realize that Cosconius will not give escort to our ship with triumphant horns and words of honey?"   The First Mate of the Petrel was standing with the crew, looking over the short span of water into the city of Salona, watching the citizenry move as if a hill of ants that had been trod upon.  




"Aye, Kaeso.  Usually, such fat merchants are first in the rabble to take flight, trampling any who are slow to move aside."  




It was a crew of youngsters, none seeing more years than five and thirty, except for the Archigubernus, Patroclus of Thebes - a city of Greece, landbound and unknown to any on the ship.  A man more unlikely to serve as navigator on a vessel would be difficult to find.  His skill at reefing would be likely to find his leg entangled and hoisted with the sail and any attempt at the use of the rudder pole without guidance would no doubt find himself and his mates on the rocks of the nearest shore.   But...  His knowledge, and stash of scrolls, about the lands of the Great Sea from the eastern shores of Armenia to beyond the Pillars of Hercules at the far western opening, was unmatched by any yet known to the crew.  His age of six and forty years put him well beyond the age of unmeasured activity, but he was not yet a doddering oldster.  Now, he replied to the japes, "Neither the walls nor the gates are down as yet.  The Legions of Cosconius may be yammering for entrance, but walls and wood seldom listen to the demands of men." 




All looked forward at their Master, standing in the peak of the deck, holding on to the forward stay in the gentle swells and looking into the city, just now becoming visible in the dawning morning.   Finally, the Captain turned and said, "Belt on your metal, Ngozi.   We will go to find our passenger and ask if he intends to take passage or invite the Romans for wine and cakes."   To the First Mate, he said, "Kaeso.  Do not allow any to depart, even to yon taburna just off the dock.   When we stand out, it may be with wood flying past our ears and with little measure of time to find a man ensconced with some wench." 




"Aye, Capitaneus."  




"And have the poles ready for use.  The wind is fair for our departure, but if it changes, we will need to push out beyond arrow range."  To another, he said, "Flavius.  Man the flatboat."




The ship was anchored about ten strides from the wooden docks, that they might not be rushed by fleeing citizens of the doomed city.  Even now, men with purses held high, were in search of any berth that might allow escape from Salona, calling over the waters their offers of metal.




Rather than attempting to climb onto the wood of the wharf, the Capitaneus pointed his man, Flavius, to pole them to the sand where the crowd was less dense, although it would not be once the horde saw their grounding.    A double stride from the shoreline, he called a halt to the poling, and dropped into the waist-high water, followed by his man, Ngozi.   They both turned and heaved the flatboat back into the deep, assisting the poleman in his short journey back to the ship to await their return. 




Now both, and with hand on hilt, waded from the water and into the clamoring crowd, ignoring the pleas and entreaties.   "A double handful of gold Darics, Kapetánios.  It is yours..."   "Nay, good Nauarchus.   I have twenty mina of good Athenian silver.  It is yours..."




Julius Otho Clavius was no youngster, having seen about eight and twenty seasons since his birth in Capua, now a solid adjunct in the Roman republic.  He was the second son of the family - or at least, of those that had lived to an age to receive names - and his being was as different from his brother as day and dark.  That older sibling, Aulius Menwi Clavius, was a man of numbers - gaining great satisfaction in the myriad of scrolls and tablets that flowed into his huge officium each day.    The House of Clavius, despite the tragedies and strange chronicle of events of a half-century ago, was one of the wealthiest in Capua.  Certainly it was the most dynamic, with the two brothers acting in close concert with each other for their enterprise.




Whereas Aulius would seldom even board a flatboat to visit one of the numerous vessels of the family, to Julius, the entirety of the Great Sea was barely sufficient to give satisfaction to his need to both see and find new lands.   In fact, he was the Arbitrator of the family, taking his fast ship to here and there for resolution of this trade pact and that contract dispute.   And, it must be said, sometimes to turn aside from the course to examine another unknown domain that might be sighted off the bow.




He had little desire for wealth - a common trait of those who had grown up in plenty, and were as unaware of the need of riches as a fish is of water.   Thusly, now the pleadings and shouted offers, along with the clinking purses of the crowd on the shoreline, were of no interest to the noble Captain.  But, often with the accumulation of gold came the discovery of adventure.  And it must be said, his crew had little contempt for any coin that might be found along the way.




Both men pushed through the mob, with any needed forcefulness, despite the attempt of some to block the way until their offers had been met.   The Captain was not a small man, goodly of frame and his belly rippling with ridges of sinew from a life of activity - and more.  But his companion was as a walking mountain of meat - fully a head taller than his leader and of far more height the average man in the crowds.   Black, he was, as dark as the moonless night on the distant sea - a man from the far reaches of the south, beyond even the domain of Egypt.   His tale of journey from a straw-hut village, across a man-killing desert and into a land with little use for migrants from afar, but much desire for slaves, was taken with nods from the crew, and no little disbelief - although no man ever expressed such doubts of the story in the hearing of Ngozi.   His known expertise with both sword and spear were too well known to give jape of his tales.




Still, all respected the black man.  His speaking of both Latini and Greek was fractured, but few would wish for another to guard their back in a skirmish.   The fish, in their meals, had often been grateful to the spirits of men who had given thought that he was just another clumsy savage from some barbarian domain. 




At an intersection of what would be called a Forum in Rome, they turned down a narrow alley, rather than keeping feet on the main via.   Seeing his man give a look of puzzlement over their turning aside from the obvious path, the Captain said, "Aye.  But Barsa can wait.  I wish to see over the walls, again, at the activity of the arriving guests."




It was only a short walk, with the alley almost deserted, when they came to a substantial building.  Once the abode of some prosperous merchant, it was now occupied only by the servants and slaves of that departed master.   As such, it was no different than many other houses in the city, abandoned when the armies of Rome had begun to gather outside the walls.   At the entrance, the Captain hammered on the entry ring, waiting until the door was opened by the Steward - now without both master and position, but in possession of the domain of house.   The man nodded, recognizing the shipmaster - this was not the first time that the Captain had made call to the house.




A coin was tossed to the Steward and the two men entered to climb the stairs to the upper reaches of the building.   Unlike most in the community, this one was tall - enough so that the platform on the top of the edifice was considerably higher than the walls of the city, those only just across the narrow alley and the single row of low dwellings abutting the ramparts.




From here, the two men had a full view of the plains to the east - once farmlands, but now the encampment of two Legions of the Roman army.   As compared to the forces in the city, holding the attackers at bay, the comparison was as a minnow to a leviathan.   Only the walls gave equality to the opposing forces.   Still, Rome had given much proof over the centuries that their soldiers were an unstoppable force - not invincible, and even routable at times, but always an effect that would return to the fray, no matter the cost, whether in men or gold.  Once a land, a city or even an entire domain was given as mark to the Legions, their doom of was sealed, at least as continuation as an independent entity.   




Thus fated was the city of Salons, the last holdout of the Dalmatae federation.  




The Sage, as the crew gave the humorous name to Patroclus, and not without some accuracy, attempted to give explanation of the land and the strife, but to all on board this was the land of the Greeks, long conquered by Rome and under domination of governors of that land for a hundred years or more.   To the men, the nomenclaturae of Illyria, Sparta, Epirus, Thrace and such, were just forgettable names for parts of that conquered land.  While a man from the domain of Thessaly would consider himself as an entirely different citizen from one of Macedonia, to the crew of the Petrel, all were as birds of the same feather.   




"...this is not the first time that the Illyrians have contested the rule of outlanders.   They gave measure of their dislike of Rome in...  I forget the year, but it was in the time of the Consul Strabo, mayhap an entire century past..."




"...Illyrians?  Who are they?  This land is of the Delmatae..."   Patroclus gave attempt to explain the myriad of names of the various portions of the land, but gave up as the confusion of his pupils mounted.




"Nay...  Forget my words.  Consider them to be one and the same.  But, the people of this land, Illyria - Greece if you will - have not excepted the rule of Rome with magnanimity.    By my count, the people of this coast - the Delmatae, as they call themselves - have given revolt a handful of times since the conquering.  I doubt this upheaval will be the last."




To the men of the ship, most of the explanation had little settlement in their thoughts, other than the land of Greece gave up men to revolt on occasion.   As such, they had little care, although today, all hoped they would be removed from the city before the inevitable fall and slaughter.   Even though the Capitaneus was a citizen of Rome - and a highly placed man, they knew - a soldier in rampage had little discrimination as to the thrust of his blade. 




Now, the two men gazed over the vast encampment with the knowledge that the time left to the city was short.   Musing to almost himself, the Captain said, "It is my wonder that the Consul Cosconius has neither brought nor is making siege equipment.   With only a covered ram, this city would have been reduced to dust even before our arrival."




Ngozi just grunted in reply, having no knowledge of either siege or equipment of such.  But, he pointed and said, "Yon mound of scalae are thrice that of our last vision."




The piles of ladders, apparently constructed in the last few days, was impressive.  Even now men were carrying from the stacks to units up and down the long ranks, just finishing their break of the morning fast.  "Aye.  This day will be the last.   By my count, there are more ladders than the number of defenders on the walls.  Cosconius is apparently not intending to repeat his mistake of attempting to fright the city into surrender."   Indeed, the detritus along the walls outside the city gave proof that the soldiers in Salona might be doomed, but were not inclined to meekly surrender to their besiegers.    Still among the piles of broken ladders, spears, armor and helms, were not a few bodies of Legionaries - as yet uncollected by the mortua units.  "I have seen enough.   They will begin the attack by the third hour.   Our fat patron, Barsus, will leave now or we will take application among the docks and stand out before the midday sun."




Back down the alley they strode at a goodly pace, until they reached the Forum-like square, then along the wide street to the compound of their patron, one Barsus, a man of prosperity in the city.   This was not the first commission of the Petrel for the merchant - months before they had removed his family, entire, except for the man himself, to a holding in the domain of Athens.   Even then, it was obvious that the revolt of the Delmatae was doomed - Rome could bring more soldiers in their Legions than the entire man-population of the land.




At the gate of the high-walled compound, they did not even pause to hammer on the iron ring, to announce their arrival.   The household was deserted of any but the Master and a few slaves - no Steward existed to greet and give inquiry of visitors.   The gate was not barred and creaked open with a push.   The door to the house was given the same respect, and both entered the hall, walking along it into the atrium.   Here, in the usual center of the being of a prosperous family, the decay of the household was evident.   Dust lay thick on the benches and statuary, and dead greenery surrounding the stagnant pool gave notice of the departure of the family months in the past.  




The house was silent, echoing the call of the Captain for the patron.   A pause, and another hail and again without result, then came the sound expected by all - the ringing of the gongs on the watchtowers.   The Roman assault had begun.  




"Where can that fool be?  We cannot tarry while he..."  The Roman stopped in mid-sentence, his hand reaching for the hilt of his gladius even as he spun to face the faint noise to the side of the atrium.   His black companion gave the same start, even drawing his blade between one heartbeat and another.




The startlement was for the appearance of a man - larger than the Captain, and even Ngozi himself, and no mere servant.  This was a fighting man, it was apparent, accoutered as such and with sinews to give even more credence to the fact.   Both relaxed their tautness as they gave notice that the man was not come to fight, or assault.   Rather, he stopped at a goodly distance, with no hand on his weapons, nodding to the pair as they stared.    "Barsa gives that he will return shortly and bade me to ask your patience."




"Who might you be?" asked the Roman.




The man bowed slightly, saying, "Melglos of Sparatokos.  The good merchant gave employ to me after realizing that the city was becoming...  unsettled."  A pause, then "I guard his vault while he is conducting his activities in preparation to depart."




"One hopes that he has heard the ringing of the iron.  The Romans will be in the city before darkfall, and unlikely to give favor to any left in the city."




The man shrugged, then replied, "Alas, I am not privy to his doings, but know that he had a transaction to conclude before departing."   Melglos, as he gave his nomen, spoke Greek with no accent.  That, and his slight beard in the Grecian style, gave that he was a native of this land, and possibly of a strata that was higher than the usual rabble of a city.   "Might we wait for our patron in the afteryard?   The slaves of the house are locked in a storeroom and only with a tied rope.  Such could be chewed through with ease without observance."




Now the Captain said, with some emphasis.  "We have not long to wait, unless our need is to take ship over the river Styx."    But, he nodded, and they followed the man down the hallways and into the compound at the rear of the house.    There, the man waved to a table and bench, inviting them to wait in rest.   




Before giving seat, the Roman looked around, then up at the heights of the main structure.  Finally, he said to his black companion, "Find your way to yon pinnacle."  He pointed to what might be a rooftop terrace above.  "It may be that you can view the walls from there."   Ngozi nodded, disappearing into the back entrance of the house.




Now, seated, he waited until the guard had taken a place on the opposite bench.  Then, "You seem unconcerned that a host that will probably burn and level this city is even now attempting to scale the walls."




The man shrugged.  "This is not my first encounter with Roman soldiers.   My treating with such began in my youth."




The Greek, if such he actually was, could not be more of age than the Captain.   Certainly not to the sum of forty years and probably a double handful less, even.  Thus, the time of his youth could scarcely be further back than the Roman.   "And your treating, as you say, was without much liking, I assume."   It was a question, even if not posed as such.




Without apparent rancor, the man replied.  "Aye.  My village of Sparatokos, in Thrace, was ingested into the realm of the magnificent Roman kingdom with words of honey and promises of prosperity.  And, under the benevolent rule of the appointed kyvernítis, our women were soon seeking their sustenance as trulls in Roman brothels, while their men sold themselves into labor that they might gain a fistful of bread for their meal."




The Captain did not correct the statement of kingdom - Rome had forcibly ejected their monarchy hundreds of years ago.   The unfamiliar word for the appointed magistrate he did not recognize, but was aware that the man was referring to the governor of the area.  But, he knew something of the complaint from the man.  "Aye.  I have long known that any far distance of the ruling magistrates from the Senate-House allows for much malfeasance in office."  Now he hesitated before saying, "But, know you that I myself am of Rome."




The man smiled.  "Aye.  Well I know it and would do so from both your tongue and garb, even had Barsa not given that he had hired a Roman ship for his flight."   He shrugged.  "I have no enmity for a man despite his origin - only for the domain from which he comes."




"Yo, Capitaneus!"  Both looked up to see the black man standing at the peak of the house and looking down at them.  "The walls have much activity, but no fighting."




"Aye.  Keep watch.  Report when you see the heights reached by any Romans."   Ngozi just waved in reply, moving back to continue his sentry.




The Captain looked around the back of the compound, seeing the movement through the loose boards of an outbuilding - the slaves that were spoken of.  Or some of them, at least.  The structure was too small to hold the number needed for a household of this size, unless they were stacked as stovewood.   "The love of the good Barsa, for his gold, may cause his being to become undone.  I will wait only until the first red is seen on the walls."




"I have much wonder that you have even come to a city that is doomed.  Many other ports on the sea must have need of lading, and without the sound of battle outside the walls."   




The Roman shrugged.  "The merchant has paid goodly, before now, to remove his family from Salona.   He gives payment in full and without contention."




"And he has said the same for yourself - that there are few other ship-masters on the sea who would fail to succumb to the temptation of slitting the throat of some hapless traveler for his chest of gold."




"Aye, and profitable it would be, but such enrichment would become known at the first taburna that his crew made visit, then any commissions would be gained only by piracy.  I have long..."




From above came another hail.   Both looked up again to see the black man leaning over the edge of the roof and pointing with an extended arm.  "Soldiers on the top of the walls, yon ways!  Past the Atmos temple."




He meant the temple of Artemis, but both the pointing direction and broken name gave good indication of the first breech.   "About two stadia.  It is time for our departure."  Standing, the Captain stopped to give thought.  "Mayhap we should carry the chests to the ship.  Barsa cannot fail to hasten there should he return and find both ourselves and his gold departed."




The Greek nodded.  "Aye.  And if he should not make appearance, then there will be no doubt that he has changed his destination for Hades.   I will gather the slaves for porting."

 

The Captain looked up, then called, "Do you see any further breaches?"




"Nay," replied Ngozi, "but I cannot see the entire limit of the walls."   The low hill and the towering structure of the palace would mask sight to the south.




Now with a wave, the Roman shouted, "Come down.  We are leaving and now."




The Greek did not bother to untie the rope that held the door to the slave holding closed, merely slicing it in twain with his dagger.  With harsh words, and brandishing of his blade, he gave commands to be followed to the strongroom of the household.  "Wait for me at gate.  I will gather the chests..."   He looked past the shoulder of his companion, then exclaimed, "Here is our patron, back from the dead."




The Roman turned to see the portly merchant hurrying around the side of the house, carrying both a long staff and a bag of some weight, it appeared.    Stopping before them, he stood to gain his air again, then said, "Well met again, Kapetánios Clavius.  I give apology for my lateness, but the factor of the vats seemed to think that the proximity of Romans to the city undid the need for servicing one's debts."




With a wry frown, the Captain replied, "Your need of closure for past vending will soon be done in Hades if we are not on my ship within the hour.   The Romans are already in possession of the northern wall."




"Then let us depart, and with haste."




With Ngozi now on the ground, the Captain walked back to stand at the gate, looking up and down the street.  Mostly empty it was, but he knew that the area around the port would not be such.  Indeed, his wonder was at the desperation of the citizenry to find some exit from the city, and how it might be expressed.   




Barsa appeared, leading four men, two in front and the others in the back, between the two poles that suspended the chest.   The container itself was small, although obviously very heavy - a mass of gold only the size of a man's head can easily have the weight of four or five men.   Behind them came another chest, with four slaves in carry.   Following, was the Greek.




With no further words, the Roman turned and strode down the street at the head of his little caravan.  


Chapter 2




As expected, they could see the area of the wharves ahead and the chaos of the mobs standing and pleading for berths.  Up and down the port were several merchant ships of all types, larger and smaller than the Petrel, pushed away and anchored many strides away from the shore.   With the irons sounding the alarm of battle, the Captains began to accept bids in a desperate auction of life.  Only a small portion of the clamoring men could be accommodated and they would ground in some foreign land as penurious waifs, without a copper to purchase a bit of bread.  




And in fact, knowing the character of some ship-masters, the Roman would have given good wager that some would tip their passengers overboard at the dip of the horizon, then return to accept desperate coin from yet another loading of doomed men.




Giving halt to the others behind a deserted merchantry, he strode to the water's edge to give hail to his ship.  Immediately, he saw Kaeso, the First Mate, wave in acknowledgment, then shout orders to Flavius, still waiting in the little vessel.   The crewman nodded and began to pole the flatboat to shore.   Measuring the progress of their little berth, the Captain pulled his gladius, holding it high over his head as signal to the others.




The timing was good.  Just as the flatboat skiff touched ground, Ngozi arrived with four slaves and the first chest.  Without hesitation, the Captain cut the ropes tying the chest to the poles, then both he and the black man lifted it into the boat, carefully setting it to the bottom planks.  Any slip, or lack of care - even a drop of less than a hand-width - would send the massive weight through the boards and to the sea bottom.   




By now, the crowds had seen the little vessel plying between the shore and ship and began to converge on the two waiting men.   Quickly, the pair pushed the boat back into the waters with goodly force, then turned to face the oncoming mob.  Allowed their way, they would attempt to swarm aboard the craft, sinking it in place.   




The Captain and his black mate could swim the distance to the ship, if necessary, but he had no idea if either Barsa or the Greek had such skills.   However, if the skiff was sunk, then the last chest would stay as plunder for the oncoming Romans. 




A glance over a shoulder gave notice that the chest was being heaved aboard with ropes, and the flatboat was returning.   Again the wave with the gladius.   The crowd was a barrier for sight, but the tallness of Ngozi was enough to give word that the merchant and his train were hurrying toward them.




This time, both men stood with bared blades, protecting the small boat coming up behind them.   The Greek, Melglos, used both his size and the hilt of his sword to plow a course through the crowd.   His journey was eased by the fact that the mob was facing the water, and unaware of the men and cargo striding for the boat. 




The clamor - pleas, bribes, clanking purses held high, and even threats, was now filling the air.  Both shipmen had to cut several men who would not keep a distance, and more than one received a blow that flung him into the water or back underfoot in the crowd.  




Now, as a ship plowing through thick seaweed, the two men and the slave-carried burden made the water's edge, and the chest quickly cut loose and set in the boat.  Now, the Captain shouted, "You, Barsa.  Gain aboard, and gently.  The freeboard is almost to the water level with the weight."   Even as the portly merchant stepped onto the bottom planks, they shoved the boat with all effort, then turned to defend their action.  More than one man lunged to grab the sides, that he might be towed to the ship and somehow be given a berth aboard.   




The weight of two men - one of goodly bulk - and a massive chest was almost more than the capacity of the little boat and a single man grabbing the side would swamp it instantly.   They were not gentle with any who seemed to be about to make the effort.




The three were now standing in waist deep water, facing the crowd and fending off frantic gestures of the crowd.   The Captain had made decision that the returning boat would tow them out to the ship.  Four large men would probably sink it in place, even if they could gain on board without the frantic throng swarming aboard.  But, even that was not to be...




Cries of pain were heard, overriding the clamor of the pleading crowd.   Very shortly the reason became plain - a unit of city guardsmen had arrived, two handfuls at least, and were forcing their way through the throng and without hesitation of giving harm to any who hindered their progress.




Knowing what this had to be, the Captain looked back at the ship.  Alas, the flatboat was still not unloaded and even if so, it would not reach them before the unit of soldiers.  As the last edge of the crowd was shoved aside with oaths and cries of pain, an officer and...  some fancy in a full robe of garb stood to the water's edge.   




"Yon ship is impounded for the use of the noble Dikastís!  Pull to shore at once!"  The shout was from the ranking guardsman - a Lochías, mayhap he was - in the ranks of Grecian formations, an officer of some importance.  As to the nomen given to the overdressed dandy in escort, the Captain did not know if the term referred to his name or his position in the kingdom. 




Their words made no call on the men waiting in waist deep water, but the spears hefted by the double handful of the soldiers did.  Had the guardsmen any skill at all, it was doubtful that the three could thrash their way to the ship without receiving a point in the back.   




Now the overgarbed swell pointed and demanded, "Take them.  My needs have precedence over any ship in harbor."




"You!"  The officer pointed at the three.  "Sheath your weapons."   The front line of soldiers stepped into the waters, spears pointing ahead at the ready.  The Captain said quietly, "Wait until their closest approach, then take one.  We will use them as shields and back into the water."   It was a desperate attempt, but one with a chance of survival.  Being disarmed in a city that was about to be leveled by an approaching foe was not.   




As none of the three attempted to obey the Lochías, either dropping their weapons or sheathing such, the approaching men were apprehensive in the full, and would lunge as the slightest twitch of their marks.   The Roman could now see that the men were not with experience in war - not soldiers who had actually borne arms in battle, but only what would have been called Vigilis in Rome - men who patrolled the streets and alleys, giving form to the laws of the city.    Their stances were wrong, even to the holding of their spears and swords.   It gave him hope, that even with such uneven numbers, they might...




A swift rush of air caused the Roman to dip suddenly in response to the familiar sound, but instantly realized what it was.  With some surprise, a spearman, only a pair of strides from the three suddenly toppled into the water, face down and with an arrow firmly embedded in his chest.   The surprise was for all, and in quick succession, more flew to destroy the untidy line of advancing men.  Now came the proof of their lack of experience in actual battle.  Rather than stooping into the water to allow their dead comrades to give some measure of shield, the remaining men turned and fled, thrashing in the water as swiftly as their legs would move.




There was no need for their haste.  The First Mate on the ship had seen need to stop the assault on his Captain, but once the undisciplined unit was in flight, there was no reason of slaughter of men who had ceased to be a threat.




The Captain turned in time to see the throw of the rope toward the three.   The sinewed arm of Densus easily cast the distance, using a piece of stovewood as weight at the end.   Grabbing it as it fell, he barked, "Take hold!  And firmly!"   As both the black and the Greek made their grip, he waved with his off hand and the three were towed to the ship with no small effort of the four men at the pull.   In a trice, they were on deck and running to places for the departure.




"Pull the kedges!"   The anchor stones were lifted, allowing the ship to float freely, then the call, "Hoist away!"  The sailcloth rose to the pinnacle, filling with the moderate breeze.  Flavius, on the rudder, needed no command to pull the wooden bar until they were pointing into the bay and away from the doomed harbor.   




Kaeso strode up to the after deck, his hand pointing across the waters.  "Yon vulturi are in wait and in more flock than yestereve."   Scattered around horizon were various vessels, not in directed movement but in apparent leisure.   As seabirds waiting for shoals of fish moving in shallow water to give spawn, the pirates were laying their nets to catch rich merchants abandoning the city of Salona, and no doubt filled with riches and wealth of those with the substance to take ship.




"Aye," replied the Captain.  "I suspect that some will wish to treat with us."  With the ship underway, the crew was now engaged in carrying the heavy chests to the bilge, where they would assist the balance of the ship, rather than mar it as topheavy weight on the deck.  "Your entering our discussion with the Virgiles of the city was most timely."




The First Mate grinned widely.  "What would I do with a treasure ship and no Capitaneus at the helm?  Like as not, I would have us on the rocks of Echinades before the next Ides."   He pointed forward.  "My task was to keep the men from feathering everyone at the water's edge.   Judoc, especially, was most wroth at the disrespect of the overdressed swell bandying words with his Capitaneus."   He looked back at the receding docks.  "However, I have much doubt that we will be given welcome by the magistrates in this city again."




The Captain shook his head.  "By the morning sun, this port will not even exist, except as a feeding ground of carrion birds and dogs.  Our return is unlikely."   Finally, he said, "Keep the men ready.  I have doubt that our discussions with wood and iron are over for the day as yet."




All men on the Petrel were familiar with the bow, if not as expert as the Captain and the man from a village far to the north of Rome, Judoc.  It was, in fact, a condition of employ for the ship.  If a man had no use of the weapon, then he must learn or find another berth.  Many were the sessions, in days of calm, in which the butts were stacked at the far peak of the ship, to allow the men practice in the skill.  And if many shafts went past the bundle of straw to disappear over the bow into the water, such was of no importance.   A large crate in the hold was filled with crude arrows, but of sufficient goodness to allow practice over the short range allowed by the length of the ship.




The small encounter at the shoreline was indication of the worth of such skill to a ship in strange waters.  Of course, the distance between marksman and mark had been trivial, barely beyond ten strides, and gave no reason for tale-building for the victory.   Still, the ability to engage at range was worth more than a Contubernium of spearmen on deck.




Since the fall of Carthage, and the disappearance of their vast fleet of galleys, the pirates had begun the infestation of the sea, and in no small number.   With no further threat on the waters from some vast domain, Rome had allowed its fleet of galleys to rot on the shores rather than spend the vast amount of gold required for the upkeep.   Thus, any merchant vessel had need of being large and well manned with armed men to contest with any who wished to board without sanction - and reducing any cargo and profit by the weight of men.   Or, be fleet of way and capable of showing heels to any pursuer.




The Petrel was both.   Only of medium draft, but the lines of the ship were improved from previous vessels in the ownership of the Roman family of Clavius, and was indeed swift in any breeze from a light zephyr to a roaring blow of the sea-gods.    Heavily manned it was not, but every crewman, besides the Sage, was skilled in the discouragement of pirates attempting closure.    It was the firm opinion of every man on board that each was the master of any mere scum attempting to take without vending, and whose past deeds gave tolerable reason for such belief.




A vessel by the name of Petrel had been plying the Great Sea, in the service of the Clavius household, since before the fall of Carthage - for three generations, in fact.   Different ships, of course, but all taking the name of the original that had begun the roam of the waters.




"Flavius!  Come two handspans to the dexter side!"  The call to the tillerman gave a new point to the ship, now traveling at best pace in the cross wind.   To his First, the Captain said, "Yon galley has a ram.  Best we not give him our hull."  With a pointing of his hand, he said again to the man on the rudder pole, "Take a turn downwind from yon sailer.  I would rather treat with that hulk than yon overmanned galley."    Now two men began to raise the barriers on either side of the tiller position - made of thin boards, but of sufficiency to stop any spear or arrow that might come aboard.  It was of much importance that the man giving direction to the ship not be feathered or speared in any encounter.




Further along, at the waist and again at the forepeak were other barriers, now raised, allowing protection for the rest of the crew from either side.   Melglos, the Greek, and man of the merchant, was not acting the part of a passenger.  He too was assisting in the raising of the thin and short wooden walls. under the pointing of one of the crew. 




 Seeing that the men had no need of instruction, the Captain called forward, "Patroclus!  Take our guest and get below.  I have no desire to have my men stumble over your feathered bodies during our treat with yon reavers."    He knew that the Sage would stand below long before any wood was flying, but he had no such assurance of the merchant, Barsa.   The portly man was not cast in the same mold as most men of commerce - his being was infused with a streak of adventure.  Every other man of enterprise would have fled the city in panicked run when the alarms had been sounded, but Barsa calmly had gone somewhere in the doomed city to finish some transaction.   




"It will be a close wedge, Capitaneus."




The Roman just nodded, measuring the span of water between two sailers.  Neither had the pace of the Petrel - far from it - but if they made closure then the smaller ship would be trapped between two hulls.   He reached down to pick up the large Roman scutum - the shield that was the standard protection for all in a Legion.   His men had them at their feet, but an archer cannot both give stance with both bow and shield.   The wooden barriers would be their cover from any returned shafts.  If the Petrel was boarded, then the bow would be dropped for both shield and gladius - or spear.




 "By the stinking piss of Jupiter," gave Kaeso.  "Our way will be tighter than the shrunken venter of Venus!"   The pirate vessel to the downwind course could not close up, but was acting as a shoal against which the Petrel might be driven by the other reaver.   Now, a few arrows came from both ships, high and without much effect, indifferently shot from equally mediocre weapons.   Archers cannot take a position, nor a ship, by force.  They can merely give hesitation to any defenders, those needing to watch both foe and any shafts that might connect with their being. 




At least, such was the thought of most men of arms around the Great Sea. 




There was no reaction from the Petrel as yet, the ship being pointed to push through the wedge that was being attempted by the two pirates.   The Captain was stooped, to allow only his eyes to give vision above the wooden barriers, and Flavius was crouched on his knees.   His need of concentration on the rudder gave no allowance to watch for incoming shafts.    The distance was down to a few handfuls of strides between the ships.   Bobbing his head up for a quick look, Flavius said, "We will ground on one or the other, Capitaneus - if not both."




The Captain nodded, then said, "Strike the one to windward if we cannot miss.  Yon boat to the lee cannot luff up to us."   His man nodded, then continued his reckoning as to the best course to make the gap.




A bowstring twanged and the Roman saw a man on the upwind ship totter and fall back into the hull.  The weapon of Judoc had spoken, and with firmness.   The man was a skilled - nay, a consummate archer, having even more than the skill of the Captain.   His genesis was in some nameless village in the northlands - Gaul, the land was named by some.  Many were the doubts of the crew at the time, to employ a man with a definite limp and with little facility in any tongue known around the Great Sea.   Whence the injury came, to give the man a shortened leg, was not known at the time, but all gave wager that the reason was not benign.   Such doubts of usefulness lasted only past their first encounter after his engagement as shipmate.   




On a past conjunction with reavers, over a sea that was cursed by Neptune that stormy day, with the ship heaving as if being assailed by an angry leviathan and with men barely able to stand without firm grip on a line or rail, a long arrow shot marked down the Captain of a pirate galley, closing quickly with both oars and sail in full toil.   His body had not yet ceased its fall and roll when both men at the two steering oars toppled with a shaft in each.   And to underline the displeasure of the man of Gaul, to have his time for the evening meal disturbed, the officer that suddenly appeared on the afterdeck to assume command quickly followed his Captain into Hades, actually tumbling over the side of the ship from the force of the shaft.




Leaderless and without hand on the steering oars, the galley turned with the wind and flowed into the rain and mist, never to be seen again by the Petrel.  No further discussion of doubt to the worth of the man of Gaul was ever made. 




Now other bowstrings began to sound.  The crew knew that with any distance of water between the ships, blades were useless, no matter the skill of the wielder.  There were far more pirates on the two vessels than in the Petrel, but few were bowmen and those mostly armed with the ordinary straight-limbed weapon common to all lands.   The bows of the men on the fleeing merchant were of the double curved wood, from the land of the Scythians, although none on the vessel but the Sage could give identity to that domain.   Purchased by the Captain himself, and for no small purse of gold, it gave the advantage over men grown to violence, but without formal training or even the discipline to act as a group. 




With both shield and gladius at the ready, the Roman strode to the waist of the ship, giving calculation of where the two ships would meet.  From behind the double walls in the waist, he watched as a man stood to throw a grapnel over the span of water.  His arm only made a double whirl of the rope when a shaft pushed him against the mast of his ship, giving halt to his immediate fall to the deck.  Such hesitation apparently gave some thought to another of the crew in the Petrel that the man was still of some threat.   Another arrow appeared in the chest and the man slid to the deck.  




Turning, the Captain called, "Densus!  Keep watch on yon ship to leeward.  Give call if they can touch our side!"   The man, crouching behind his protective wood, nodded and waved his acknowledgment.




Now with a goodly thump, but not a lumber shattering impact, the two ships met with the forward quarter of the Pirate hitting the waist of the Petrel.   The other vessel was larger, but sat lower in the water, both from design and the fact that their quarry was almost empty of cargo.  As such, it was a goodly leap for a man to vault from the deck of one to the other.  




Too much so, for any success.   Several who assumed stance to make the jump were marked down by Judoc - the distance between bowman and mark so short that any shaft that did not hit bone would fly out of the far side of the body to strike any behind.  Their mates who did manage the leap were met with some violence.  With the Captain and First Mate waiting with ready blades, and the tall Ngozi wielding a long spear, none who made the leap lived to stand from his vault between the ships.




The smaller ship still had goodly way and the bow of the pirate skidded along the side-hull, requiring the three men to walk along the side rail to maintain the barment to pirates.   In only a few heartbeats the danger of the closure would be past, but...




Another thump, of less intensity this time, but behind them.   The Captain turned to see the leeward ship graze their opposite side before falling away in the wind-shadow of the other two vessels.   Again, the reavers attempted to swarm over the momentarily touching hulls with several making the leap.    He was about rush in haste to assist the single man watching that side, Densus, but stopped as both that man and another gave short work to the interlopers.   




It was immediately obvious that the newly come hireling of Barsa, Melglos, was not some mere taburna brawler giving brandish with tongue and blade.   As Julius watched, the long sword of the Greek made quick and deadly execution among the men who had jumped the strakes when the two ships had momentarily met.   Densus - and himself not a man to be accosted without harm - had only time to dispatch one of their number before the remaining had been deprived of life - and in the case of two, their heads.




With the Petrel now moved beyond the reach of both clumsy pirate vessels, the need was only to watch for the odd shaft that might come aboard - not from any hope of use, but in frustration by men seeing their prey sail away and out of reach.   Finally, as the range opened to safety, all stood and relaxed, looking around at their fellows to make assurance that none needed succor from any wounds.




 Without command from the Captain, they began to tip the bodies of their attackers over the rails.    Then to Flavius - the acting carpenter of the Petrel - on the rudder pole, he said, "I will take the pointing.  Go forward and check our hull where the wood made contact."    




That took little time until the man returned with the word that negligible damage was seen.  "A few strakes were broken, but such will only mar our appearance.  I can have them replaced before the next watch."




Now the Captain pointed.  "Nay, not as yet."  A galley was in full stroke just off the sinister quarter of the stern.  "Yon rowship wishes to try their luck fishing in our waters."  Handing the pole back to Flavius, he said, "Put them directly in our wake and point to downwind."




"Aye, Capitanus," replied his man.  "But in these light airs they will reach on us easily."




Indeed, the wind was steady but without much force.   A sailing vessel, over the long voyage, can outdistance any galley ever floated by man, but, with a fifty or more men at the stroke, the long ships were exceedingly fast until both the breath and sinews of oar pullers gave out - usually no more than a few stadia. 




Both Barsa and Patroclus appeared on deck, to see the crew as they ladled buckets of water over the deckboards to wash away the red life fluid of their recent unwanted visitors.   Measuring the distance and the pace of the following galley, the Captain turned and called, "Melglos!"  The man looked up and saw the wave to approach.  "I would have you as part of my crew for the nonce."   When the Greek reached the stern, he was pointed to the tiller bar.  "As you have no need of bladework unless yon reavers gain aboard, take the rudder.  It will allow Flavius to work with the rest of the crew."   The man just nodded and stood to take the pole in hand.




To the pair of weaponless men in the waist, he called, "Patroclus.  Bring a basket from the wood holder."   The Sage nodded, disappearing back into the hold.   




Now, the cleaning done, and the deck-boards beginning to dry in the breeze already, the men casually wandered to the stern to stand in watch of the approaching galley.   Barsa, however, came back with some haste.  "Kapetánios," he said, not taking his eyes off the laboring ship, still closing with goodly way on the hull, "Will yon raiders be...  of difficulty."  He did not appear frighted in any way, merely concerned in a situation of which he had no cognizance.




The Captain had set his shield against the side strakes, picking up his own bow and casually stringing it as he answered.  "Galleys are as serpents.  If they strike out of the mist or darkness, and with suddenness, a ship may find itself holed and boarded before the alarm can even be sounded.  But, in chase, they have much less advantage."   He looked around at his men, all now standing with clear watch on the approaching reaver, then said with a wry smile, "Including the fact that the men on the oars are facing their own stern, and not their mark."




Now, Patroclus reappeared, clutching a large leather bag, heavy with shafts - and not the crude arrows used for practice.




Judoc pointed.  "Archers, Capitaneus."   The man had no knowledge of numbers beyond the count of his fingers, but said, "A handful and two."




"Aye," came the reply.  Turning he said with some gruffness.  "Get you below, Barsa.  Or gain a bow and take stance."   As expected, the portly man turned immediately to descend down the rear scuttle and safety.   Now all waited, needing no instruction or commands from the Captain.  This was not, by far, their first treat with a pursuing galley, or even a long row-hull, as used by the reavers far south in the land of the Nile Delta.




Now their attention began to focus as the galley came into long arrow range.  Their contempt for the skill of the usual pirate bowman did not descend into disregard for their foe.  A shaft sent by a fully pulled string, even if wielded by a fledgling without knowledge of either windage nor loft, could still pin a man to the wood behind him.  They would reserve their scorn for later, over cups and jawing about the work of the day.




Suddenly, they saw the first wood in flight - several in a long looping climb, then drop.  All fell astern but one that was heard as it impacted on the hull wood at the very aft of vessel.   Most pirate ships carried archers - or, at least, men who could use a bow with some little skill.  Their usual aim was for the man at the steering oar, or rudder.    With no hand on the pointing of the marked ship, it would usually turn upwind and stop, making an easy board for the reavers waiting to jump the distance between the hulls.




Again came the flight of arrows, and most of which made it aboard, sticking into a shield or the wood of the deck.   The range was still long, even though well within the distance that the crew of the Petrel could start feathering their pursuers, but the Captain had long known that a sudden sharp blow was much more efficacious than a gradual increase of battle.




Now he could see that the ship had a short ram, and such would need to be avoided should the raider manage the close the distance.   To his newling rudder man, he said, "Make ready to give swift pull on my command.  Yon ram needs to be refrained from entering our wood."




The man just grinned and nodded.   The Captain hoped that there would be time, over cups, to find the chronicle of this Greek.  But for now...




He pulled his nocked arrow to full, instantly followed by his men.  The release of the string was followed by a handful more.   The aim was for the archers in the point of the galley, and indeed all but two fell over into the open hull.   Now, from the large leather of shafts brought from below by the Sage, they began to fill the air with death.  




The weakness, spoken of by the Captain to his passenger, was now evident.  All ships with oars require that the pullers face away from the direction of movement.  It has always been and unlikely to change - a man has far more vigor in pulling an oar, braced by his feet and legs, than pushing away with no assistance to his arms.   But, facing as such, none can either see nor avoid any projectile that boards the ship over the bow.




The Captain could see that some of the oarsmen had their various shields strapped across their back in carriage - and protection from just such wooden boarders.  It made no difference.  The shafts of the Petrel were not hunting arrows, made with a broad head to both bleed the prey and to prevent the barb falling from the wound.   These had merely a sharpened iron point, no wider at the base than the shaft itself, and made to penetrate leather or bronze plate.   That it had less killing power than usual for the broad arrowhead of a huntsman was of no consequence - a man with even a narrow point through an arm or leg - or backside - had no further interest in his foe.




Now the flight of arrows was as driving rain in a fierce storm.  With the rowers of the galley in two long columns, and sitting as closely as eggs in the basket of a farm-woman, the bowmen had little need to aim and even less to delay a release.   Oars began to drop into the water, fouling those of their mates that were still whole of skin.   In less time than needed to tell the tale, the way of the galley fell to nothing, both from the trailing wood and the sudden need of men - seeing a mate to their front fall over with a shaft sticking from his body - to turn and cover below his bench.




The Petrel sailed on toward the horizon.


Chapter 3




The distance from Salona to Athens was about six thousand stadia - about two hundred leagues to a man of the eastern domains.  Down the length of the Ionian Sea, then around the protrusion of Greece that bounded the land with the Great Sea took the longest.  From there the journey north into the port that served Athens was only about a thousand stadia.   




The journey took more than the half month, this mild season having winds of less than stiffness.   They stood away from the land, mostly, and as a result, had no more encounters with the galleys of reavers that infested the myriad of small islands on their route.  Of sailing vessels, only a few were sighted and those being merely merchants, themselves hesitant to allow a strange hull to approach to any closeness. 




Interestingly, as they made their way down the Ionian sea, the Greek hireling of Barsa had given a desire for employ.   The sea and wind being moderate and the evening pleasant, the two men - and the Sage - sat in the waist with their cups and meal.  "You have a yearning for the life at sea?  Or mayhap the need not to return to your land to discuss past events with the magistrates."




The Greek gave a wry smile, then replied, "There is some truth to the idea that my presence in certain cities of my land is...  unwelcome.  But, I have no writ of seizure against my name.   As an urchin, I was bonded to a hide-merchant for my apprenticeship, but neither my nose nor aspiration agreed with the vision of a life with such stinks and offal."   He took a long swallow, then continued, "My opinion was not desired nor welcomed by the fat merchant, he chaining me by the leg to my work table for both day and night.   Months later, he gave assumption that my resistance to such work had decayed sufficiently to allow my release."




"And you departed without farewell in the night, no doubt," said the Captain.




"Aye.  That very night.  Even over the walls and down a hide strap made for the purpose in the month before and hidden under the scrap table.   Since then I have learned many trades..."  He shook his head with a humorous smile.  "By the gods, what have I not done in my time to earn my daily meal...  Pisspot boy in a taverna, and later in a temple of some ill repute.  And for a month in a brothel in the city of Asigina.  That was a pleasant time in which the Korís of the house gave me tutoring in the pleasures of conjoining, but that ceased when a patron assumed that I was another mat-boy to be used for his pleasure.   My foot in his pouchstones ended that berth."




"What is your land, Greek?"  This was Patroclus.  "I can place you in the reaches of my own birth-land by your tongue, but the slight accent is strange.   I would take wager that it would be either Macedonia or Paeonia."




"That is close to the mark.  Sparatokos is the city, in lower Thrace."  Now he continued with his tale.  "As I approached my growth to man-size, I hired out to caravans, firstly as a ktinilatís..." 




The Captain looked at the Sage in puzzlement of the word.   "Drover," said Patroclus, in Latini.




"...but being of considerable youth, I was the mark and jape of many in the processions.  Indeed, more than one attempted the same usage of myself as the patron in the brothel.   Then, a guard - a goodsome man, late of some army in Macedonia, took me in hand for instructions with both blade and spear.  By the time of my full growth, I had gained considerable skill with such and found a position as guard to a Maldar...  a high noble in Damascus.   The coin was good but the days were tedious to a young man with roving feet."   




Finally, he finished the tale with, "...after release as guard on a caravan to the city of Salona, I found myself trapped between the sea and the putrid Roman Legions.   It was with fortune that the good Barsa was in search of a man of arms to help contain his household until some ship would arrive for transport to join his family in Athens."




There was a period of silence as his listeners pondered the words of their new passenger, with the Captain finally saying, "I have some belief that you have culled the tale somewhat.  The skill that I saw briefly on the deck, in contention with the reavers, did not come from trudging along a caravan trail, despite the goodness of instruction from some veteran.  You have fought with some army, I would wager."




Again the wry smile with some hint of abashment. "Aye.  I must give admit that I have contended with the armies of Rome, and because of my actions, some that have made the long journey to my birthland in search of loot or wenches or other needs, will remain there to the end of time."   He pause, then said, "I give hope that such past actions against your comrades do not offend yourself."




The Captain waved his hand in denial.  "I have no issue with a man in defense of his home and land.   Indeed, I have never seen reason for Rome to have need of conquer, to deplete attacker and defender of both men and gold, when trade would gain riches in excess for all."   Another wave, then, "I take no offense for any man in opposing such."




Now the Sage pointed toward the stern.  "Here is our patron, coming from his midday rest."




The Captain turned to see the merchant casually striding from the after scuttle, then said, "Greetings, Barsa.  Sit you down and join our drink and converse."




The merchant nodded, then sat heavily onto the deck, accepting a cup from Patroclus.  He glanced forward where all but Ngozi - he on the rudder - were kneeling in their interminable game of bones, trading low-value bronzes back and forth with good-natured shouts of mirth or mock oaths of despair at the number of spots that were showing.   Finally, he said, "This voyage is as a rest in the Elysian Fields, after the past months of discord and vexation.   Despite my desire to once again behold my family and sons, I would not be wrothful if the gentle days tarry for a while."




The Captain replied, "I have hope that your duration in the Greek paradise is not at this pace for the entire voyage, else your sons will be dandying their own grandsons on their knees by our arrival."  Now he changed the pointing of his thoughts.  "Melglos, here, has given that he would take up the labor of the seaman, and I am short a man on this voyage. What say you to that?"




Barsa looked at the big man, sitting back in enjoyment of the day.  "He has shown to be a reliable man, and true.  I would have a place for him in my merchantry in Athens, but my measure of his being is not that of one who would be tied to a mild household and mundane labor in the days."   After a sip, he said, "His metal comes from the same forge as yours, Kapetánios Clavius.  As such, I have much thought that he needs more than the settled life of a citizen in a city."     




Now Patroclus asked, "What of the slaves that were left with yourself after we stood out with your household?"




 The merchant nodded, then said, "As you may remember my good servants left with my family, leaving me with the dross.   Those that remained, I would not pay a notched obol to transport, and would have long removed them from my household, had not the Romans come knocking at the gates."   He pointed at the Greek - nay, the Thracian, as he was now known.  "As the city became more...  chaotic with the approach of the Legions, I knew that I must find a man with both weapon and skill for such, lest I wake in Hades with my throat gapped.   As you saw, they carried my chests as their last service and with the promise of a coin and manumission when the harbor was reached."   He shrugged.  "I have little belief that their freedom was long lasting.  No doubt they are serving new masters even now."




Many such discussions were given in the long route around the Grecian peninsula, filling both the time and curiosity of the passengers.  "...nay, my blood does not actually flow back to the first rising of the Clavius family, but from an..."  The Captain paused, not knowing the Greek word that he was seeking, finally giving the word in Latini.  "...adoptatus?"  The Sage supplied the proper word and he continued, "...aye, a man of remote blood taken into the family of the childless house of Clavius as heir.   On the death of the Dominus at the hands of pirates, the man - my Grandfather - became Dominus of Clavius.   Myron was his nomen, and with a Greek name given because of the admiration of that land by mine in that age."   




The explanation was in company with Barsa and Melglos, on another pleasant evening in the voyage.   Patroclus was sitting by also, but he had many times heard the tale.  "When that Dominus was slain, or rather, died from a blade thrust from a street thief, my Father became head of the family - or at least, that is the tale that was given to all outside the family.  In actuality, the death of Myron was feigned, and his first son not born for many years after." 




    Now he smiled.  "It is said that the attributes of offspring often gives match on each second generation.    My Father had much the same being as Aulius, now - his interest was merchantry and tablets of trade and such.  To the tales of my Grandmother, Lydia - a woman of much mettle herself - my genitor before him was also with wandering feet as myself, and if her stories be truthsome, of skill with weapons matching Mars himself." 




The story was true, to the extent it was told, but was as a drop of water in the bucket of the kitchen-maid as to completeness.   The Grandmother of Julius, Lydia, had lived almost to see ninety full seasons, and if with less than strength in her small body at the end, it was with clear purpose of mind until her death mat was taken.   Her life was of such length that Julius was a newly made man at her passing, and over those overlapping years, he had been given the tale of his ancestor many times, and as oath-given truth.   As a young puerulus, he absorbed the tales of his Grandmother without critical measure, but as he gained his years, he would query the old woman as to the accuracy of the improbable sagas that she gave.   Always, she gave oath that none were as taburna tales, blown to fatness for a goodly telling.   The skill of her mate, Myron, with a bow, or gladius, or a ship, was attested as absolute truth.  "...and young Julius, those deeds were seen with these eyes, or those of his friends - Otho or Menwi or Nanu, whom I would trust as closely as my mate."




Many times - and usually with his asking - did she give the tale of becoming the Grand Domina of the house in which she was once a lowly kitchen maid.   And of the adventures from that early time until the natural death of her mate many years later.    The story was long - far longer than one telling or even that of many nights could give.  




And the stories spanned the breadth and depth of the Great Sea, telling of the subterfuge that brought Myron to improbable nobility in the domain of Rome, then of the putative death of her mate, their sojourn to Carthage, then to other cities after the destruction of that great Punic city.  Then the birth of a son, who years later claimed his linage from the ancient Domina of Clavius who then was residing in Gaza, far from Capua.    With Myron still dead in the eyes of his people, his son became the head of the household, and the fortunes of the family waxed over the years, even more than the original wealth of the ancient linage.  




"...Myron greatly preferred his putative death, in the knowledge of the city," the old woman had said many times, and with a smile.  "My mate was born with feet that could not stand in place longer than the for the sun to cross the sky.   I have told you of his sojourn on the island of the pirates in his formative years...  Aye, of course I have, and many times.   And that was just the start of his wandering.  With his son, your Father, as Dominus, he was free to take his beloved ship across the waters at will..."




Whether the tales of his ancestor were true in totality - and Julius preferred to believe such - or were expanded a bit by an adoring mate, he knew that his being was infused with the same wandering need.   It was fortunate that their family had been given sons in the mold of happening.  His brother, Aulius, disliked travel even to the extent of taking a pleasure boat along the coast to Terracina - a trivial voyage - and since the death of their Father, preferring to stay and conduct the transactions of the family, happily buried in his scrolls and tablets, surrounded by a legion of scribes and Numerarii and Calculatoris.  Thus, the young, Julius, was free to make travel to... anywhere.   Aye, in fact, the idea of being confined to a scribery, marking tablets and scrolls day after day was a far worse fate in his eyes as being stranded on a rocky shore with a broken ship.




 The Grand Domina, Lydia, had even spoken of a darker past, of the actual genesis of Myron and his friends.  And that such knowledge was only known to herself, with all others in witness gone to the slopes of Olympus in their rewards.  "...I tell you only, Julius, that the real witness of our family past might not die with me.  If you have faith in the character of your future son, then you may pass it on to him..." 




Finally, the wind returned with some strength and their passage down the Ionian Sea was hastened, making goodly time in the bend around the bottom of the Greek lands then north to Athens.     The voyage had been pleasant, and without need to even turn to avoid some questing reaver - an unusual journey in the pirate-infested seas of those reaches.




Just as Rome had its seaport at some distance from its walls, thus also did Athens.  The harbor of Piraeus was about thirty stadia away from the city and there they tied up to the main wharves, waiting for the summons from Barsa to bring servants and guards from his new household.




It was about the eighth hour, with four remaining until darkfall, when their passenger made ready to depart, his chests now on a cart surrounded by a multitude of menials.  Barsa waved to the crew, all resting on the deck, the sail limp and dangling, now doing no work other than providing shade.  He turned and called to an overdressed lackey - his Steward, it appeared - who immediately strode along the wharf to give a bag to his master.




"My gratitude cannot be expressed in gold, Kapetánios Clavius - both for the safety of my family and now, myself." 




He attempted to hand the bag to the Captain, who frowned and said, "You have already made payment for the voyage.  And in full."




"Aye.  But, as you say, that was for the voyage only."  Again he held out the bag, then set it to the deck.  "This is for your demonstrated sense of honesty.  Few Kapetánios - and I include those of my land - would have failed to give in to their temptation of becoming wealthy with the simple act of cutting my throat and sailing off into the distance.   The gold is nothing to the value of my life - and that of my family.  Nay...  Let me finish.  Know you that should fate give an ill turn to your life, you will have a berth in my household to the end of my life."   




Now he grinned.  "If you wish to stop in Athens for a while, to give rest to your arms after such labor on my behalf, my house and table and amphorae are yours.   I can pledge that your men - and yourself, if wanted - will be as limp rags after resting with the sirens of my land, that I can obtain from the finest brothels in the city."




Now the Captain bowed.  "My gratitude, good Barsa.  And it pains me to refuse your hospitality - indeed even knowing that my men will be in foul moods at my denial of the pleasure that you give promise.    But...   I have need to seek out a missive in Rhodes, in the service of my family.  Thus, I give you farewell and good journey."




With bows all around, the passenger departed, and soon the party - almost a caravan in size, it seemed - began their short journey to Athens.




"Patroclus!"  The Sage hurried up to stand before the Captain.  "Stow this below and measure out a night's purse for all."   Any profits on a voyage were split equally among the crew, but with the bulk stowed below and only light weight in their purses at any one time.    The Captain had no desire for their forays into a port city - meaning to the taburnae and brothels - giving requirement for him to find new men to replace any found by the port watch on the morning light - men missing both heavy purse and life.




Upon reaching their home port of Capua, the bulk would be placed with the senior of the household - actually, the Dominus of Clavius, his elder brother Aulius - and would be put in use to build even more wealth.  Any crewman could depart the ship at will, gaining his stored riches without argument and either in coin or - more wisely - a tablet of deposit to be redeemed only when he reached his destination or need.  Over the years and three generations of roving members of the Clavius family, many loyal crewmen, finally admitting that their count of seasons was excessive for the toil of a young man's work on a vessel, found his rest with a taburna, cookery, merchantry, farm or such, bought with the gold earned over the many voyages.




As to Julius, the Captain, gold was mere ballast, useful to purchase shipboard needs and the occasional femina in a portside brothel, but his need was for new places, far sights and lands unknown.  Only the requirements of his duties as Arbitrator for his family kept him from sailing through the Pillars of Hercules to as far as the waters would float his ship.




 And at the present he had such a requirement.  Around the Great Sea, the family had agents in every major port, and even if no pressing need was present for the Petrel to stand into that harbor in passing, they would at least touch for fresh water and provisions.  The agent would be queried for any messages that had arrived by another ship of the family.   Mayhap there would be nothing, or merely a missive from his Mother, giving her thoughts, as such have done since the beginning of time, to sons far away.   Or, on occasion, a need for action would be presented.




Between times of such action, the Petrel was free to roam where the desire of the Captain should take it.   Such was the reason for their last commission.  A casual stop in the port of Salona months gained the attention of the merchant Barsa in his need to transport his family to Athens in his fear of the future.   Thus their double voyage just completed.




At the disappearance of their passenger, Barsa, along the road with his melange of attendants, the Captain called the men together.  "Patroclus will stay in assistance with me for plot of our next course."   He pointed.  "Ngozi.  You will take escort of Densus to gain fresh supplies.    Judoc will scrub the water barrels as Flavius finds a water-wagon for refill.   And make sure of the freshness of the barrels before you hand over your coin.  Afterward, all may have the evening and night for your pleasure."   He looked at the Greek before saying, "If you intend to take ship with this crew then visit the Agora and find a bowsmith.   Kaeso will assist to find a bracer and such that you will need."  He looked at Melglos with a wry smile.  "Your long sword has less reach than needed for a reaver that is in approach."   Then to all, he said, "We sail in the morning light, if the wind holds."


Chapter 4




The voyage to both the city and island of Ródos -  Rhodes to a man from Latium - was quickly done, being only about four thousand stadia or less, and with the wind in agreement with their course.   The port was lessened in importance from its past as a trading center, with the Romans in competition and avoidance of a competitor, but it was still a viable destination for many routes along the eastern reaches of the Great Sea.   The Petrel had nothing to vend, but only made stop for converse with the agent of the House of Clavius.




The meeting was short, consisting only of the passage of a small scroll to Julius from the man, with one delivered to be given to the next vessel departing for Capua, then a return to the ship.  With little need for provisioning after the short voyage from Athens, he gave orders for the ship to stand out of harbor, only a pair of hours after their arrival.''




As the ship pushed away from the wharf, Julius said to Patroclus, "Give us a course to Antioch."




"Antiocheía?"  The navigator nodded, already on deck with map scroll in hand.  "Aye, that is done with ease."  To Judoc on the rudder, he called, "Give a handspan to the dexter side from east."   He unrolled his long map, merely glancing at the familiar area in discussion.  "About a hundred leagues, or less."   Julius made the reckoning to more familiar distances - about three thousand stadia.   A few days even with contrary winds.   Then the Sage asked, "Might one ask of our charge?"




The Captain replied,  "A merchant of the family has brought notice that the agent of the port has vanished."  




With raised eyebrows, the old navigator said, "Again?"  A moment of thought, then, "Was it not just last season that another ship called to find the merchantry empty and abandoned, with even the scribes and servants gone?"  Another pause, then a feeble jape, "Apparently the wage given by the house of Clavius is insufficient for the labor."




Julius just responded with a wry smile, deep in thought himself.  Such was not the case, he knew.  Agents were carefully selected and remunerated with not only a goodly wage, but a portion of the proceeds of their labor.  It was unlikely for any to just abandon such a position for return to some scribery as an overworked and under-compensated scrivener. 




Still, there was little need to make designs for action, without even the barest knowledge of need.   Such would have to wait until they stood into Antioch.  For now, he just relaxed in a wicker chair next to the tiller, watching the efforts of Kaeso in teach of his new pupil.  




They had left Capua short a man in the crew.  Sextus, an Etruscan born somewhere north of Rome, had finally given admittance to what all on the ship had realized for a considerable time.  His age and stiffened sinews were no longer sufficient for the task that he had held for many years.   With much regret - and flowing wine - the crew gave him farewell as he walked across the boarding plank for the last time.  With his wages stored up over a lifetime of work, and on deposit with the Clavius enterprise, he would settle in a goodly and comfortable house, no doubt with a fat wife for cook, and spend his nights in the local taburna, trading expanded tales with other oldsters of the sea.




Melglos was a large man, and well sinewed, capable of pulling any bow to extent and holding stance for the needed time, but...   Bowmanship can be learned, but to become a marksman of ultimate skill requires a lifetime of practice, and beginning at an early age with a sapling bow, likely using a stolen hair ribbon of a sister for the string.   The little weapon soon becomes the bane of both siblings and servants, the blunt shafts impacting with some pain, and usually on the buttocks of the mark, with the young archer instantly disappearing into the maw of the house ahead of any retribution.




Still, a man can learn the bow sufficiently to gain proficiency in battle, without becoming as the son of Diana, the goddess of hunting.   As in any other skill, such competency is only obtained with much work and use.   Both Julius and Judoc, the man from some village far to the north of Latium, were consummate archers, but the remainder of the crew were sufficient enough in their bowmanship to have given pause to many approaching reavers.   They could not mark down a man at distance unless with a chance shot, but as any pirate vessel approached, the decreasing distance gave increasing accuracy to their shafts.   With the Sage holding the rudder, and six men raining arrows into a mass of row-men, the Captain of the reaver usually gave decision to find an easier mark.




Indeed, many such sea rovers turned away before entering into the rain of wood that would come at a closer approach, seeing the large streamer that was raised to the mast heights at their approach.  The waft - merely a large piece of old sail-cloth - was emblazoned with two thick bars of black, reaching to opposite corners, making the Roman character X.   The symbol had no meaning, being chosen for its simplicity in making, and to give good identification of the Petrel.    Few reavers, recognizing the ship that they had once approached in assail, would attempt such again.  




Still, the need for such defense was rare.   Galleys almost never left the sight of land and the Petrel - seldom with any cargo of weight - could show her heels to any other sail-ship on the water.




But, to be allowed as crew on the ship, a man must have sufficient skill with the bow to assist at need.  As a pirate ship would have twice or thrice the men of the Petrel - and a galley with a far greater count - any attacker must be held at bay.   To allow a mass of men to board against the handful, would have only one result, despite any blade-skill of the attacked.




For the part of an hour, the Greek shot the ragged practice shafts the length of the ship, into the doubled bales of straw, with only a few escaping the ship to fall into the water.  He was using an ordinary bow, of indifferent worth and purchased in a smithery of Athens.  In a month of exercise with the bow, the man would be able to drop arrows into an oncoming galley with goodly skill, even if not able to mark down individual rowers.  Only then would he be given one of the superb Scythian weapons as fledged crewmate.




Finally, Julius nodded to his First Mate, who waved the Greek to stand down from his practice.  The Captain knew well of the first days of bow-learning and that fingertips would soon be raw from the unaccustomed use.  Once the hardness developed at the ends of the extremities in a few days, then the drill could be extended in time.




Waving for Melglos to join him on the after deck, he pointed to the jug and an empty cup.   As the Thracian sat on a mat of reeds, the Captain said, "You seem to have greater skill than a mere Tyro of stringed weapons would exhibit."   It was a question, even if not worded as such.




The man nodded, setting the unstrung bow on the deck, then filling his cup from the jug.  "I was given acquire of a bow from a forest reaver after an ambuscade on a caravan to..."  A moment of thought with a frown, then, "I disremember the happening, or even the road, but it was only a whimsy of the moment and he no longer needed the weapon, nor complained about my taking."  He waved the cup vaguely toward the horizon. "While waiting for another berth for my guard-skills, I made practice with the bow to give passing of the time.   Eventually, the shafts were lost or broken, and my time in that city ended with another employ to a caravan.   In the dense forests of Thrace and Macedonia, the bow has little use and I gave no further regard of it."   He smiled.  "Aye, there is nothing in my memory to even tell me what happened to the weapon after my brief use."




Now he pointed the cup at the Captain.  "Kaeso gives that you are as the son of Apollo with the weapon."




From behind the man came a voice, and with much drollness.  "Your Greek god gives wish that his son could have even a modicum of the eye and aim of our Capitaneus."  The Thracian turned to see Patroclus, crossing his legs to sit heavily beside the man.  Taking another cup from the woven basket of such, then reaching for the jug, the old Greek continued, "He comes from a family of such - indeed, from an ancestor that even now has tales in the sagas of Rome of arrows that flew for a stadium or more to strike down even a running foe."




"Aye.  The tales in my land likewise grow with the passing years."  The Thracian said the words with no hint of derision.




The Sage shook his head.  "And you would be correct.  I have seen sagas in many lands grow overlarge even in far less time than years.  But..."   He waved to the Captain.  "But few of those are attested by a myriad of scrolls of men in seeing, and even from the scriberies of the far lands.   His ancestor, Myron of the House of Clavius, once conquered the city of Titani with only a hundred men, storming the palace and slaying the leader in single combat.  The martial blood runs deep in his family."




Now the Thracian looked at the Roman sitting in front of him.  "And your skills naturally flow from that far ancestor."  Again, it was just a question without hint of derision.




The Captain gave a wan smile.  "I have the same distrust of the tales as yourself, although my Grandmother would have given no small wrath at any denigration of the skills of her mate.  And, indeed, the taking of the city of Titani is well attested in the scrolls of the bibliothecae of Rome, but as to the firmness of the tales, only the gods can see back to that time and the truthsomeness of such.  But, I give admit that I have more than a little skill with weapons - whether from my own being or that of some forebearer."   He waved his cup gesture of reflect.  "But, the skirmishes of life are not won by ancestors, despite the fearsomeness of their memory, but by the skill of the man."




Antiocheía, or Antioch to a man of Latium, was a young city, located at the far northeast corner of the Great Sea.  Younger even than Rome, itself not an ancient entity, it had been founded by a general of the great Alexander and rapidly became one of the most important seaports in that region.  Of course, no man on board of the Petrel, besides the Sage, knew of any past history of such, or cared, but all were familiar with the port of the city - and especially of the taburnae and brothels.  




It was an important source of cargo for the ships of the sea - and those of the House of Clavius.  Precious dyes and odiferous woods, amber and salt, gold and silver and copper - such were just the partial list of lading that flowed out of the harbor of Antioch.   The city was not under the suzerainty of Rome, although Julius suspected that such a fate would soon befall the citizens, but at the present was at the juncture of two realms, the other being the Kingdom of Armenia.  




Thus far, the ambitions of the two lands had not resulted in war, mostly for the reason of the distance between the pair, but such strife was not inhibited between merchants.  Indeed, some of the actions between the gangs of the docks, in support of their masters, gave some resemblance to actual warfare.   And in a city of such youth, the magistrates had much effort in refusing the offers and bribes of wealthy traders to give credence to certain desires and needs. 




And, as the Petrel tied up to the wharf, another reason for turbulence came to the fore.  As the men were securing the ship, the Sage immediately returned from his short foray across the wharf with news of some import.  "The King, Phillip, has passed to his death!"




"Slain?" was the question from Julius.




The old Greek shook his head.  "Nay.  It does not seem so.  At least the speaking of the docks is that he did not wake from sleep."  A pause for thought, then, "The city is likely in stance for a period of some unpleasantness.  Either the Senate of Rome or Tigranes of Armenia will attempt to fill the emptiness and the filling is not likely to be without protest by the other."




Now the Captain clapped the old Greek on the back, with a smile.  "Aye, but our need is of converse with men far below that of Kings and Senators.   We will allow those of high place to make their usual patter about thrones and governing."   Now to the men, waiting in the waist, he said, "Who is next on the vigil...  Aye, Flavius, you have the anchor watch until the eighth hour.  Densus... you will return to give relief at that time."  To all he said, "Now, the Sage gives me that there may be some considerable turmoil in the city with the demise of the local monarch.  Stay as a group in your brothel and taburna visitings, and, Kaeso..."  He pointed to the first mate.  "Have a man walk to view our masthead every hour.  If the red streamer is flying, then all are to return immediately."  The man nodded.  "Return by darkness even if I have given no recall."




"Kurios!  Have you need of a xystra?"   Julius turned to see an urchin standing at the end of the boarding plank and holding a flat and thin piece of iron.  Mayhap twelve or fourteen years of age, he had only a narrow strip of tied cloth as garb - not even enough to be called a loincloth.   The Captain knew that this was one of the myriad of boys - nay, even grown men and oldsters, on occasion - who met each ship as it wharfed, with the offer to scrape the hull of the green growth that eventually bloomed on any ship long enough in the water.  Harmless in itself, giving no weakness to the hull planks, it would inhibit the pace of a vessel through the water in proportion to the length of the filaments.   On a rotting trudge, with little enough custom to even ply the sea, and none at all for maintenance in a shipyard, the dragging fibrils would cut the pace through the water by a half part or more.




The Petrel, however, was a ship of wealth and goodly custom, and as such was careened in the shipyard of the family each year for a thorough cleaning.  Still...  "What is your fee, boy?"




The lad looked up at the position of the sun, giving his crude estimation of remaining light, then said, "An obol for the day, Kurios."   




The tiny Greek coin was not of enough value for Julius to pick up from the cobblestones, but to the boy, it would mean food for a pair of days, at least.   He selected a single coin from his street purse - a hemiobol, or half the requested amount - tossing it to the boy.  "Here is part of your wage, boy.  You will receive the other at end of day."   The urchin examined the coin, then placed it... somewhere in his diminutive wrap, the leaped from the wharf and into the water.   Julius gave the matter no more thought.




Despite the youth and roughness of the young city, it was not as a domain of chaos.  Trade was the lifeblood and the magistrates made all effort to prevent any detriment of such.  The Vigilis, or whatever the designation of the guards that kept order might be, had constant patrols along the wharfs and into the parts of the city with the storage houses.   Thieves, pilferers, and any malefactors that were found faced a life of using only their sinister hand, with the other taken in payment for their offense.   Thusly, while no sane man would walk the streets unarmed, Julius had little worry of any miscreant other than the occasional cutpurse.   Now, to Patroclus, he said, "Let us find the reason for the silence of our agent."




Antioch followed the structure of other large cities around the Great Sea, except for Rome.  In that city of Latium, the houses of wealthy and poor alike were intermixed on the same street, except for the single quarter of the Capitoline, where only the high nobles made reside.  An ancient family, with a Senator as the Dominus, might have their household adjoined by the vastly smaller edifice of a carpenter on one side and a grain merchant on the other, with several shanties of laborers leaning against the back wall.   Few houses had enclosed compounds and the doors of the buildings opened directly onto the cobblestones of the street.




Here, and in most other cities, the nobles had their own places, grouped together and the quarter surrounded by the wealthy of the Plebeian merchants - or whatever the common people of the land were called.   Those households were ringed by the larger area of the laborers of the merchantries and storehouses.  Finally, and covering the vast bulk of the outlying city, were the poor and destitute - and criminals, fugitive slaves, and unnamed from unknown lands.




A common feature of all, however, were the youngsters that used the streets in the light of day for their gamboling.   By darkfall, all would have disappeared - those with homes to take refuge with fathers and mothers, and the others to hiding holes unknown and undiscoverable.  




Their journey from the ship was short, the offices of agents naturally either in or near the port itself.  Both stopped in the street, looking at the stone building no different than the stadium long line of such that fronted the port via.   Finally, Patroclus said, "It would appear that the report of our last ship was with correctness."   The sign over the doorway was not that of the house of Clavius, but of some unknown vender of cordage and rope.




With no word in reply, Julius strode forward to enter the open doorway.  Instantly, a man stepped to greet the newcomers.  "My greetings of the day, Kurios.  You have come to the vender-house for the finest lashings in Antiocheía.  Mayhap you need re-reeving after a voyage of some ill weather?  Or new heavy-lines for your weight-stones..."




Julius nodded.  "Mayhap.  You are of some newness to the harbor road, merchant?   I do not recall your merchantry on my last visit."




The man nodded.  "Aye, Kurios.  Since the last month of Gamelion.  Before that I had reside on the drómos of Asteria.   Fortune has smiled on my vending and enabled my move to this proximity of the port."




Julius had little knowledge of either the months of this land nor the streets of the city and little desire to query his companion for the information.  "This was the agency of Clavius on my last visit.  Might you know of the possible move of that workplace to another?"




The man shook his head.  "Nay, Kurios.  The building was empty when I gained possession."




"And the name of the Conciliator might be..."




"Eukles, Kurios.   In the drómos of fasianós."




Now Julius nodded.  "My gratitude, merchant.  Should we find any frayed lines in our ship, we will certainly favor your merchantry with our custom."   He bowed and both returned to the street.




"The month of Gamelion," said Patroclus.   "That was the third part of a year ago."




"Aye.  We will ask the Conciliator of the reason.  And of the breakage of a contract for the let that has a half year to go."




The office of the leasing agent was only the part of a stadium away, and soon they were striding down the street of the Pheasant.   Shortly, they found the sign giving the name of the man - one Eukles, long in the vocation of commission and leasing.   Inside was the usual chaos of tables loaded with tablets and scrolls of contract, with several scribes either dictating or scribing from such.   Ignoring the greeter at the doorway, the Roman strode around a table to tap a man on the shoulder.   Eukles turned, his expression changing with rapidity from mild annoyance, to surprise, then to...   There was a flash of quickly hidden anxiety, mayhap, then, "Kapetánios Clavius.  Blessed is the day that brings your return to our city."




Julius kept a smile on his face in reply.  "Your greeting is welcome, my good Conciliator, but I come for information rather than salute."  




"Information?"  The man managed to keep his face in the mold of an attentive merchant, although he apparently had not taken sufficient drink with his last repast, his throat continuing to swallow in attempt to clear.




The smile of the Roman faded away.  "Aye.   Such as how another can be in possession of our agency building when I have a tablet showing our lease to be yet valid.  Indeed, even for the next half year."   It was not a precise truth.  The tablet of letting was probably long back in Capua, stored with innumerable others in the huge scribery of the family. 




The man nodded vigorously, still apparently in some distress with his throat.  "Aye.  And in fact, the good Phineus found another employ, to the words that were given around the wharfs.    My lease-walker found the building empty of even the tables one morning, and gained the tale from the other vendors of the street."  He spread his hands in expression of dismay.  "But, a building cannot be left empty, as you know.  It would soon be infested with dock-scum and worse before the next sun rose."  He turned and called to a scribe, giving an order with some emphasis.  "Of course, the remainder of the leasing fee will be returned, even though the contract was not given expiry rights."  He smiled with some effort.  "The house of Clavius has been an excellent client and we wish to remain on goodly terms for future need."   He accepted a handful of coins from his man, handing them to Julius with the same frozen smile.




The Roman accepted the metal, then said, "Aye, and indeed we will need another office, when I find the agent to accept our commission."




Eukles nodded vigorously, then grimaced with a show of regret.  "Alas, the times are good and the properties to be let are few."  He hurried to give the bad news some seasoning.  "But, be assured that the house of Clavius will be placed on the top of the list for any that are forthcoming."




Now Julius bowed.  "Your agency is honorable, as usual, and I give gratitude on behalf of my family for the consideration."   With that, he turned to enter the streets, walking far enough to be away from the gaze of any in the employ of Eukles.  Moving off the street, they stood behind the hanging garments of a merchant, looking back the way they had come.




Patroclus waited for a moment, then said, "Phineus must have found a magnificent berth, to leave the employ of Clavius with a half-year of gold in owing to his purse."  




Absently, and still in gaze down the street, Julius said, "Aye, but as yet, we have only a part of the tale."   Suddenly, he pulled the old Greek further into the racks of garments.  "And here comes the story-teller even now."  


Chapter 5




On the yesterday, both Julius and Patroclus had stood behind the racks of hanging garments watching Eukles hurry along the street, no doubt with the tale that some ship of the family of Clavius had docked and was in wonder at the absence of their agent.   Following behind, they saw the man entering a huge compound in the magisterial quarter of the city and remaining there for the part of an hour.  The assumption of Patroclus was that the Conciliator would be accosted for his knowledge of the disappearance of the agent of the family.  




"What think you, Sos?" had asked the Sage as they stood down the street, but in view of the gate through which the leasing agent had disappeared.  "That Phineus was suborned to both take the contracted custom and his skill to another enterprise?"




Absently, Julius replied, "Mayhap, but my thoughts are troubled with the idea that the reason may be darker."  A pause, then, "One agent might leave for such, but two in a five-month period?  It is not that the house of Clavius is penurious with commissions."  Now he looked up and down the street, then said, "Come.  I have seen enough."




This day, the usual companion of the Captain, Patroclus, was replaced by another, Melglos.   Interestingly enough, the other members of the crew - with the tall black as anchor watch - were given orders of a most pleasant duty.  




 Julius intended to enter a part of the port where a man might reach the end-destination of his life, should his attention waver as to his surroundings.   He had not wanted the old Sage as companion, should the need arise for any dispute.  The two men, being large and on the green side of middle age, would not be seen as easy marks by any eyes that followed them along the cluttered and winding alley.




As they stepped off the boarding plank, turning to exit the wharf, they could see, standing beside a bollard, the boy that had done scraping duty on the Petrel on the day before.   At the set of the sun, Flavius had jumped into the water, both to gain a refreshing cleanse from his wood shaving, but to also determine the extent of the work of the youngster.  At his call of satisfaction to Julius, standing above on deck, the Captain had given the urchin the remainder of his fee and an additional coin for sweetening of good labor.  "He is kindred to the fish, Capitaneus," said the Carpenter.  "He can hold his being under the water for longer than myself."




Now he could see the same street-rat, standing in wait of some other opportunity to earn his mite for another day of existing.   Suddenly seeing the Captain from the yesterday, he hurried to approach.  "Kurios!  Need you more labor from myself?"




"Mayhap.  What is your name?" asked Julius.




"Pontiki," was the reply, eyes wide open for the least opportunity.  




"Wish you to earn this coin, and another, and a goodly meal in the dockside food-kiosks?"




"For what service?" came the wary reply.




Knowing of the reason for hesitation - one of them - the Roman said, "We are not diastrevióa, come to gain the use of boy-youngsters for our pleasure.   You need have no fear of that."   He waved a coin.  "If you will accompany us to a goodly meal, I will make an offer to you.  If you have no desire for such after hearing my tender, then you may keep this coin."   Waiting a moment for the offer to be understood and given some thought, he said, "Come."




Turning, they moved back down the alley, apparently not watching to see if the offer was accepted.   Julius knew that it was.  In his constant swiveling of head, to give his eyes the measure of the passage along the street, he could gain the vision of the boy following behind.




At one of the rougher sections of the port, he walked to the tables of a vendor of hot food, waving both the Greek and the boy to sit at the table.  To the Caupo, who had hurried up, seeing well-accoutered men for his custom, he said, "A platter from that haunch over your fire.  And olives and onions.   And wine, but bring good water to give dilute for the boy."




The Caupo looked with some distaste at the dirty urchin, but was disinclined to argue with a man holding a purse that clanked as it was set down on the table.  Pontiki - the name given by the boy to himself - was as any other abandoned orphanus in Antioch or city around the Great Sea, having little time for self-cleansing beyond his waterwork, even should he see the reason for such.  Of course, even the young sons of the nobility often had the same attitude, their bathing only occurring because of the unbending orders of mother or maid.




"Slowly, boy.  There is much time and we will not leave until you have finished, but to take on a full load of cargo without consideration of placement is to capsize the ship.  Your belly will not take kindly to a quick loading."  It was obvious that the youngster was famished - indeed, he probably had never in his life had such viands as were now set on the table before him.   Both men ate slowly, watching the wide-eyed boy in his need and effort to cull the desire to gulp all, before the magical repast disappeared.




Eventually, even the hollowness of a boy was filled, and they strolled across the street to an empty wharf, indeed, one so rotten as to preclude any use by a man with heavy burden.  Julius thought on the name given by the boy, Pontiki.  Aye, Mouse was a goodly name and there was a hope that it indicated the skill of the youngster.   Sitting on a bollard, he looked at the filthy urchin, then asked, "You have a goodly knowledge of the streets of the city, no doubt.  Have any of you a family?"   




Pontiki, now with a full belly and far less tense than before, replied.  "Nay, Kurios."




"And you well know of the principals and merchantries of the harbor?"




"Principals, Kurios?"




Julius searched for a simpler word.  "The men who run and own the shops and kiosks."




"Aye, Kurios.  I know the places and names of such."




It was as Julius had expected.  And wanted.  This was an urchin who lived on the street, and with no genitors to both protect and guide.   Such a life was short for any boy who did not adapt, but for those that did not allow their unfortunate circumstances to gain control of their being, the forced and intense education of survival eventually made stern men from such scattered seeds.




"I have a task for you.  It pays well and with a goodly reward for success.  No laws need be broken to put yourself at risk from the magistrates.   Do you wish for such employment?"




They could see the urchin trying to weigh the miraculous offer of actual coin against his inbred need of caution of grown men - and strangers, at that.   Hesitatingly, he asked, "When would I receive my coin, Kurios?"   The boy was young, but no fool.  He knew full well that, at the end of the commission, whatever it might be, should the man laugh and send him on his way with empty hands, a nonentity of the streets would have no recourse against such deceit.




Julius laughed, then said, "You are wise beyond your years, boy.  A man should give trust only after a period of testing a new acquaintance.  But...   You have no need to fear being cheated of your due.  I will give you the remittance each day and before you begin your labors."




Now with a broad smile, the boy nodded and said, "Aye, Kurios.  What is it you wish to have done?"




With a motion for the Greek and the youngster to follow, Julius set off down the main road then along it to the wharf where the Petrel was tied up.   Waving to the tall black, Ngozi, sitting on the afterdeck in his anchor watch, he said, "As you already know, this is our ship and where you will report each evening with your results and of a morning for orders.   And your wage of the day."   The boy nodded, then again the group set off along the road.  




At a distance, Julius stopped and pointed to the office of their missing agent.  "You see yon building?   There...  With the scribe leaving with his scrolls."   A nod from each boy, then, "I have no interest in the man now using it for his business, but before that was another, by the name of Phineus and he was my agent.   Also, there were several scribes and servants in residence, and all of whom have vanished." 




"And the Kurios wants to know where they have gone," said Pontiki.   




Julius nodded with a satisfied feeling, that the boy was not a dullard, beaten down by his life at the bottom of the city.   "Begin your search in the merchantry of Dionysophanes.  Know you of him?"   




With widened eyes, the boy nodded and replied, "Aye, Kurios.  A man of much riches.  He has many evil men for his use."   Of course, all in the city, and any that paid call to it, knew of the leading merchant of Antioch. His reach throughout the city was great, owning most of the yards that serviced the ships, along with having an almost total monopoly on the grain and foodstuff warehouses.  His was the office - one of many belonging to the merchant - that the Conciliator, Eukles, had made with haste on the yesterday.




He reached into a pocket of his tunic and pulled out a handful of coins, selecting one, to put one into the palm of the youngster.  This was an obol - small coins of Greek denomination, but to a young urchin of the street they were almost as a shower of gold from on high.  "This is your wage for the day, and I have no need to tell you not to give bluster before your friends of your newfound wealth, else you will not wake on the morrow to spend it."   Julius knew that the boy would have a hiding place, somewhere, that would hold the small and trivial treasures that might infrequently come their way during the days of survival.  




He held out another handful of coins - sentes, tiny coppers of a value to purchase a slice of bread or an onion.   "This is for use in payment to...  any that might assist you in your search."  Finally, a warning.  "Do not let grownsters of value hear of your queries, and do not approach any of importance within the domain of Dionysophanes.  Keep your questions to slaves or bound servants or other urchins of the streets.  I suggest that you give watch for the guards and such to leave, and find the tavernas and brothels that they favor.  The servants and slaves in such will hear more gab than the wife-mates of the men."




As the urchin disappeared into the crowds, Julius turned to the Greek and said, "Come.  We will wait for any to return, in the taburna across from the ship."   There, they settled into a table under the awning facing the street.   The day was pleasant and there was no need to escape either chill wind or hot sun by taking their drink inside.   




As they watched the port workers move here and yon in their duties of the day, Melglos eventually asked, "If I may make inquiry, Capitaneus, what is the use of the orphanós?"




Julius took his leisure in reply, taking a sip and storing the line of his thoughts for later.  "An old stratagem, used by my family many times."   A pause to take an olive for the tartness in drink, then, "My family is of the high nobility of the Roman domain, as I am sure you have been told by now.  But, our strength does not come from such nomenclature, but because of our rejection of...  how shall I say...  the prejudices of our kind.  Naturally, in the city of Capua, all who are in our home, or when we are in community at the functions of the city, are of like to our status.  Even our strength of place would not protect us from censure should we be seen mixing with the Plebeians of the city, in other than a business setting.   But, we gather our associates without regard for their past."   




There was a pause as he examined his memories for examples of his meaning.  "The Steward of our house, now, is a copy of that urchin just gathered from the rubbish of the street.  Virnius is his name and he appeared one day at our door, looking much like Pontiki - dirty, almost naked of garb, and in some danger of being whipped away by the magistrates, just for appearing in the streets of the noble quarter.  He had come to report that my brother was in some distress, having rolled to the bottom of the Arenium hill in his play - and in the cart of a vendor that he and his friends had no proper claim to be using.   His noble playmates had fled, in fear of magistrates and misappropriated wagons, leaving only the young urchin to bring news that Aulius was even now laying in the foreyard of a fruit vendor and with a leg in unnatural position."




"And I assume that this... Arenium place is one that he should have not been using for his amusement for the day."  




Julius nodded at Melglos with a smile.  "Aye.  It is an attractor for all boys in the city.  The western slope is of soft dirt, unsuitable for housing, unlike the stone on the other faces of the hill.  Many exciting play-wars and battles are fought there by youngsters, each thinking himself in the form of such as Cincinnatus or Brutus, and in their merriment, none giving any proper regard for the social rank of their playmates.  Below the hill is a cove of the river, allowing all to gain the coolness of the waters on a hot day."   He paused with another wry smile, remembering his own use of the slope, and long ago.  The water was of fortunate presence, to allow of wash before returning home, leaving behind a considerable amount of the dirt from the hill and thus avoiding the horrified exclamations of both maids and mothers.  




He continued, "The young urchin, known only as Virnius by name and of no family or house, was the only one of the many friends of my brother to take it upon himself to give notice to the family of his hurts.   The boy, after Aulius was brought home by litter and placed in the care of a Medicus, was sent to the bath, then the kitchen to fill his empty belly, and finally pointed to a storeroom of rags for the night.  Shortly, he was given the position of attendant of Aulius and the two grew up together as brothers, given the same education by the Pedagogus of the house and the same cane of instruction by our Father, the Dominus.   He became a trusted and loyal friend of my brother - and our family."




He waved for the wife of the Caupo to fill their cups again, then continued.  "Thus it is with our household.  A man is valued for what he is, not by the number of carven busts of ancestors in his atrium.   And...  Such would not have belief in our city of Capua, but my Grandmother, for all of her majesty as Grand Domina of the house, was once a mere scullery maid in a kitchen.   So... even myself, for all my impressive nobility..."  He grinned at the self-jape.  "...am partly descended from the same low-quality cloth as any urchin in the streets."




Melglos waited a moment before replying, obviously in some thought, then asked, "And this strag... stratium you spoke of?  I do not know the word, but it obviously gives some meaning to your newly hired orphanós."




Julius nodded, then repeated the word.  "Stratagem.  The word in your tongue has likeness to ours - 'Stratígíma.'   There is a tale, in the time of my Grandfather, of some difficulty arising that was in need of repair, and quickly, and to do so, some truths of happenings had to be discovered.   A companion was wise in the ways of the lower city, probably having been a street rat himself in his younger years.  He recruited an...  army, shall we say, of the loose youngsters of the street, who, with a copper in hand, spread out across the city in search of any fragment of the knowledge that was needed."   He pointed to two such urchins walking carefully along the road and watchfully, in the knowledge that such as they would be given the back of a hand or worse if they hindered the progress of a grown man in his hurry of labor.  "Such as those are as the wind - reaching into every nook and cranny of the city, but unseen and unseeable.   Were you to crouch against yon wall in attempt to listen to those two merchants..."  He pointed to the two men sitting across the room, taking a morning break from labor in their merchantries, or mayhap engrossed in some vending of importance.  "...you would soon be given hostile words and demands to the Caupo for your removal."   Now he pointed to the pair of urchins disappearing into the crowds of the street.  "But such as they are invisible, unseen and unheard unless underfoot.  Such may come and go and their presence not even remembered by any who saw without seeing."




"You do not expect a dirty agóri to give question to a Conciliator of his actions?"




"Nay!  Of course not.  Such as he will approach a slave, glad to receive a copper for any tales.  Or a lowly pisspot boy, kitchen maid or such."   He spread his hands in recognition of the doubt.  "But, every shaft does not hit the mark, and under assault, many must be flown.  The men of the Petrel are engaged in their own search for the truth."




Evening came and the men straggled back to the ship, somewhat less than steady from an entire day of taverna visits.  "Very little, Sos," said Kaeso, with a shake of the head.  "We gave casual query of this Caupo and that, making the tale that one of our shipmates had been in labor in the merchantry of the missing agent, and we were wishing to find him for joyful reminiscence, but that the office had closed and left no destination."   He shrugged, then said, "None had any knowledge of the reason."  Now he pointed.  "Patroclus did gain one small nugget from a patron."




Now the Sage nodded, saying, "A man in a taverna on the street of the Ánemos gave me that he had seen one of the servants of Phineus in a leather workery by the river, but had no name to give and I do not know any by sight, thus it would be little use for my searching the merchantries.   Mayhap you could do so, Capitaneus."




Julius shook his head.  "Nay, I have little remembrance of his workers, even were they to come on deck this evening.   The head scribe, Cteatus... or Cleatus, whatever his nomen is, I can remember but the others..."   He paused, then continued, "Go and take your evening meal.  On the morrow we will begin again."   To Ngozi he said, "Melglos and I will take the watch."   As the men turned and walked across the boarding plank with some unsteadiness, he said to the first mate, "I suggest that you confine your evening to food and a brothel, if wanted, and avoid the tavernas.   Yon crew is already sailing with a full load of wine."  


Chapter 6




Julius was below deck in his tiny cabin, writing in a scroll that contained a chronicle of the happenings in and of the ship since the last missive had been sent.  It would be given to the first ship of the family that was returning to Capua.   There was little to be said of their stay in Antioch.   For three days, the men had moved across the city, seeking the putative shipmate that had taken labor in the agency of Phineus.   Thus far, except for the one elusive speaking of a servant being seen in some workery, nothing else was discovered.    




The urchin reported at daybreak and before dark, each day, but as yet had found as little as the men.  




And, his requirement of another office, to hold some future agent, had not gained any success from the three leasing Conciliators that he had commissioned.   That in itself was strange, as he had seen several empty buildings of the type needed.  And neither had any prospective agents come forward, despite the posting of need on the hiring boards along the port road.   It appeared to Julius that something was improper in the city.   On the last hiring request, months ago, men had swarmed to the Petrel to assure the Capitaneus of their superiority for the position. 




Patroclus gave his thoughts.  "The absence of any who know of the disappearance of the men in the agency, or even acknowledge their existence, is..."




He paused, then Julius filled in his words.  "...too unlikely to have actual being."




"Aye.  It is as if all have been told to forget the past existence of any such merchantry."




"I will give the men and the urchin another day to find some trail of our loss, then we will assume a more direct approach to the problem."




The harbor was quiet in the night, as usual, and with only a single man on watch...




"Capitaneus."  Julius opened his eyes to total darkness, but at the sound of Densus giving call.  Torches were not allowed on shipboard, as any wooden vessel, caulked with pitch and with most planks sun-dried and baked to desiccation, would ignite as a funeral pyre if touched with flame.   "A street rat is above.  And with some urgency."




The Captain quickly rose to his feet, at a crouch that he not give bash of his head in the low overhead.   Not bothering to change from his ragged sleeping tunic, he felt his way through the well-known path to the deck.  There, in the guttering of the single torch on the wharf, he saw a shape even smaller than the young Pontiki...   "Who are you, boy?"




"I am called Lígo."




He looked up at the night sky, but saw nothing.  The moon was waxing, he knew, but apparently, the clouds had moved in since darkfall.   Julius walked around the boy, that the youngster might turn and face the torch on the wharf.    To Densus, he asked, "What is the lateness?"




"The gong has sounded the fifth hour.   And a half, about."   It was not long before the mid of night, then.  Across the harbor, the tower of the port magistrate had a large iron ring that was sounded at the marking of a water clock.   During the nights, the distant chime of metal on metal could be heard in the silence of the sleeping harbor, giving mark for change of watch if desired on each ship at wharf.




Now, to the urchin, only a shadow in the darkness, he asked, "What is your purpose... Lígo?"   




"There is a man, wishing to make offer for tidings that you seek.  He has sent me to ask your coming."




"Where away?"




The boy pointed uselessly in the dark, saying, "Along the water, past the round stone merchant."   A pause, then, "The man will be gone before the daylight, he gives."




Julius turned to Densus.  "Roust Ngozi and the Thracian.  And with their iron."   To the boy, he said, "Wait for the moment."    He hurried below to regarb in his normal tunic and weapons belt, arriving on deck with his two men, and the others awaking to the commotion and in wonder at the reason.




To all, he said, "The boy brings news of some bird, come to chirp his knowledge.  Ngozi and Melglos will be in company with me."  Traveling the dark of a port alone - in any city - was not a wise action by any man.  "All others need to return to their rest - the morrow may be full."   Now to the youngster, he said, "Lead on, boy.  We follow."




The night was cool and empty of even taverna patrons, those now either at their abodes or senseless in the gutters and alleys along the way.   Julius had kindled a torch, more for giving identity to themselves than any need for light.  Three men walking the port road in darkness would likely be accosted by the frequent units of guards, giving examine on suspicion of malfeasance.   With the carried flame, they were merely nodded at in passing, the Captain of the watchmen giving assume that skulkers would not so give easy notice of presence.




Past the round stone maker they walked.  Actually, it was the producer and vendor of anchor stones - flat and rounded as a bun from the oven of a baker, that they have no sharp points to bash the hull if raised in heavy seas - and with a hole chiseled in the center for the hoisting rope.   Then the wharves began to decrease in both number and goodness, with many crumbling and rotten, used only by the many fishermen of the port.   




Finally, the boy said, "This is the place."   His pointing hand in the light of the flickering torch indicated a shed, as decrepit as the wharf it used to serve, obviously many years ago.  As they approached, their pace slowed and all pulled their blades in anticipation of possible treachery.  It was not without thought that such a summons might be a scheme by some local gang, to richen themselves in the night on the purses of the unwary.




Now Julius called.  "Inside!  Show yourself."




From the open doorway of the crumbling hutment came a grown man - not young although well on the green side of his middle years.  Instantly, Julius knew that he was a slave.   The tattered loincloth would have given such suggestion, but the iron ring hammered around the neck made the identification absolute.   This was a man who had taken extreme risk.  A slave found on the street at night would have been instantly accosted by the watch, even if holding tablet or scroll of permission by his owner.   And as this man obviously had neither, his punishment upon return to his owner would be severe.




Stepping up to allow the torch to illuminate the inside, he saw that no band was waiting in ambuscade.  Now he asked, "What have you to give?"




Before the man could answer, the boy said, "Kurios.  The man gave that you would give me a copper for my missive."   




Aye.  A slave would likely not have coin for use.   He pulled his purse from the inside of his tunic, extracting several coins of goodly value.   Placing two in the grubby hand, he said, "This is for your good work, Lígo."  The utter surprise by the youngster at seeing, not a low value copper round, but two Greek obols of silver, was not lessened by two more that were handed to him.  "These are for payment in forgetting anything that has happened this night.  Speak of this not even to your friends.  I would dislike seeing you whipped from the city for assisting a slave."  He put a hand on the small shoulder, giving a gentle push toward the door.  "Now go, and quickly."




Now, if any gang of night-thieves came to request a share of purses - or the owner of the slave appeared with men to give his displeasure, the youngster would not be underfoot for the sudden work that would need be done.   To the tall black, he said, "Take watch outside, to give warn of any approaching.   Snuff the torch.  On this black night, it will be seen around the entire circle of the harbor."




He turned to the stranger in the hutment.  "Who might you be?"




The man said, in a surprising goodness of tongue, "Cambyses.  Of Sidon."   That city was on the eastern edge of the Great Sea, south along the coast from Antioch, only a pair of thousand stadia or so.  Without pause, he continued.  "You are in search of your man, in the merchantry of Clavius, next to that of Hamon, the lumber factor."




This was encouraging.  Here was almost the first man who even admitted knowing of the agent of the house.  "Aye," replied Julius.  "And I will be generous with coin for any who can give such information."




"Nay!" came the retort.  "I do not wish gold for my telling."  




"And what other could I give to such as you?  I have doubt that your master will allow you the possession of a gynaíka from the brothels."




With no hesitation, the slave said, "A berth back to my home-city."  




"For a slave, you are overbold."  This was from Melglos.  "You address Kapetánios Clavius.  I would remember that in your speaking."




Julius had little interest in honorifics while in a crumbling hutment and much desiring the information he sought.  "Your destination would be Sidon, as you said."




"Aye... Kapetánios.   I am the son of Cambyses, the Senior.  My ship was taken by peiratés while in voyage to Tarsus, in support of our grain merchantry."   




A familiar story.   Again, Julius gave the frequent thought that the vermin that were infesting the trade routes of honest voyagers would have to be eliminated eventually.   If not by Rome, then the domains of the east.  If they were allowed to continue and increase in number, the lands around the Great Sea would eventually find themselves isolated and destitute as commerce collapsed.




"Give me your tale.  Its value will determine the reward given."




"What assurance have I that you will honor your words?"




Melglos stepped forward, hand on hilt.  "Your wage will be Greek iron in your belly.  A slave does not chaffer terms as if he were in purchase of fruit in the Agorá."




Julius took the angry man by the arm, pulling him back to stance.  "Nay.  A man whose freedom has been taken has little reason to trust another."   Now he spread his hands to the slave.  "I am Julius of Capua, of the noble family of Clavius, which is known across the Sea for honest measure and trade.   If you are not in cozen of my need, then I give promise to your demand should your words have value."




There was a pause as the slave came to the same realization as the Roman - he had little choice in the trusting, and in fact, what bond could be given by a man in a dark hut at the mid of night?  "Aye...  My master is Dionysophanes, owner of the merchantry of trade, and senior of the harbor guild."  Julius was not surprised at the name given.   "I am first Adjunct to the senior Logistis of the house, working in the scroll-room with the scriveners and copyists..."




There was a hiss from outside, and suddenly Ngozi called quietly.  "Torch on the road.  The city watch is in approach."




"Aye.  Move behind the hut and give me when they have passed beyond hearing."




The conversation lagged for the moment, with Julius giving thought of what little had been said.  Some of the words were unfamiliar, but he gave assume that this man was apparently a helper to the accountant of the merchantry of Dionysophanes.   It gave some credence to the tale of his being the son of a merchant with enough prosperity to be sent afar to gain something - trade or custom, no doubt - for the need of business.  Such a man would be educated in numbering and scrivening, a valuable slave for a merchant-trader. 




"They have turned in their path.  They move back toward the city."   This was from the Ngozi.  Such made sense for the night-watch to turn and retrace their sentry-go.   At this far end of the harbor, there was little for any guards to protect, other than the myriad of putrid smelling fishing boats and rotting wharves.




Now to the slave, he said, "Continue.  You apparently have knowledge of the vanishment of my agent.   Where might he be?"




From the darkness, came the tale again.  "Nay, Kapetánios.  I can not give you his place, but I know the reason for his disappearance.   Dionysophanes is a fiend, caring little for any lesser men on which he trods in his grasp.   With the auspices of the King, he has been on a journey to assume the entirety of the trading merchantry in Antioch.   And not only this city, but that of Harmed and Gashimish and such in this land."  




"The King you speak of is Phillip, of course."




"Aye," came the confirming reply.  "Although with the death of that regent, the plans of Dionysophanes have been given haste, to take advantage of the emptiness until another ruler is placed.  There is word of a tax, administered by the man himself, on entry of any ships not favored by his merchantry."  A pause, then, "Most smaller traders have either sold their trading entities, and at a minute part of the worth, or have been taken into the fold of the larger, retaining their name but not self-direction."




"And Phineus, our agent?"   The tale was as Julius had been suspecting - not the details, but the unnatural disappearance of two well-paid factors without trace.




"In the night, the men of Dionysophanes descended on the merchantry.  The servants and slaves are now sold in the markets of Tarsus.  That I know, seeing the bills of exchange from the slave-traders.  But, as to your man...  I saw nothing to give hint of his fate, but I would give wager that his bones are resting on the bottom of the sea."   Before Julius could give reply, the man said with some emphasis.  "The Kapetánios of his gang that gives force to the wishes of the merchantry is one Ardeshir, a Persian from a despicable pit of vipers in some far city, and the lead sea-Captain for his ship.   He mirrors his master, but unlike Dionysophanes, making his evil acts for gain, the Kapetánios takes pleasure from infliction of pain.  He is the leader of the reavers that took my ship, and that takes any man who gains the displeasure of the merchant to some far land to be sold."  




"How did you know of our search of our agent?"




"I was in the office of the Conciliator, Eukles, when you appeared.  I had brought some tablets for his need, sent by the senior Logistis of Dionysophanes.  I overheard the converse."   Now the man looked through the broken doorway, then said, "Your pardon, Kapetánios.  But if you do not accept my offer, then I must be back in the compound of the scribery and well before the light of day."




"Nay.  You have given satisfaction enough."   Julius turned and called through the door.  "What of the road, Ngozi?"




"The nearest watch is by the scarfing yard.   Nothing else in closeness."




Julius could see the torches of the walking guards, far in the distance.  "Strike a torch, we return to the ship."  To the slave, he said, "When we approach any watch on the road, take yourself to hiding until they pass.  I wish none to remember three men with a slave in company in the night."




Now, with some haste they strode up the road, entering the harbor proper and twice passing the patrolling guards.  Both times, the slave, Cambyses, hid until the danger of discovery was past.   Finally, at the ship, Julius gave command to the slave to settle in the sailcloth locker until morning, and to not show himself on deck when the sun rose. 


Chapter 7




Before the sun had shown itself, the crew was on deck and given knowledge of the new passenger below, and the need for secrecy for his being.   The full tale was given, then the news that they would stand out on the morrow, probably, once the Captain had ascertained certain findings in the city.  But for now...




To Flavius, the Carpenter of the ship, he said, "Get your tongs and remove the iron from the neck of the man below."  Knowing that the hammered iron ring would take more than one pair of hands to straighten, he said, "Judoc.   Assist him.   All others will begin to make ready for the voyage to Rhodes."    In that island city, he would decide whether to place a scroll of the discovered happenings for carriage on the next ship or mayhap make the voyage entire to Capua.  




For now, as the light began to wax, he returned to his tiny cabin to add to his missive of happenings, giving his brother the facts that he had found as to the demise of their agent in Antioch.  In a while, Patroclus appeared in the hatchway, giving a light knock to give his presence.   Julius waved him to enter, pointing to his raised sleeping mat, the only other place of sitting in the tiny cabin.   As the older man settled onto the mat, Julius said, "It was my thought to point the ship to Rhodes, to put my scroll on any family vessel moving west."




With raised eyebrows in question, the Sage replied, "But you have doubts, else we would be lifting the anchor stones even now."




Julius gave a wry expression.  "We have been together for too many years when you can read my thoughts as on a scroll in the librarium.  But, aye, this city is the gateway to the trade coming from the east and the northern amber-lands.   We cannot just give it up as a street urchin hides from the bullies in the street."   He thought for a moment, then added, "Still, I would have no issue with us touching in my land again.   It has been the year and more since I saw my family."   He frowned, then said, "This situation will take much thought.  Even with the skill of our crew, they could make no issue against a powerful house, with likely dozens of street-toughs under arms."




"Or hundreds."  Patroclus obviously agreed with his thoughts.  "But, mayhap, by our return, the situation may be totally different, with even both merchant house and city in ruins under the heels of King Tigranes."




"Mayhap.  But, I will visit the Conciliator, Eukles, this morn, to find if he has located a suitable office for our agency."




Now the Sage was hesitant, and with an expression of...  amiss.  "What is the use of employing another, to be slain as we stand out of the harbor?"




Julius smiled.   "Aye, no use at all.  But, I did not say that I would accept the lease, only that I would inquire of one.  There is little doubt that he is under the direct bidding of this Dionysophanes, to inhibit any other trading houses in the city."




There was a pause, then the Sage said, "We do not have the men to give forceful action to right our loss, and any agent that we hire would himself be bones in the harbor and quickly...   I do not understand what you hope to accomplish.   Do you have the thought that the Conciliator was the slayer of Phineus?"




"Eukles?  Nay."  The Roman shook his head.  "You may have noticed the pugio in his belt at our first meeting.  It would scarcely carve the meat for the evening meal.  Such a trinket would not be carried even by a brawler of the streets.   Nay.  He is just a lamb trying to avoid the wolves that have appeared at the demise of order in these lands.  I cannot just report to my brother that our use of Antioch is lost, without giving reason or details."  Now he smiled.  "Since the taburnae visits of our crew have not borne fruit, then we must look elsewhere.  As a boy, I learned that a goodly shake of the tree will gain more apples than merely waiting for them to drop."




"Aye," came the dry response.  "Just make goodly look that you do not shake an asp from the branches."




"For yourself, give a roll of papyrus and pen to the slav...  the man below.  Bade him write every single thought that he has of knowledge of both our problem and the merchantry of Dionysophanes.  Observe what he scribes - it may be that you will joggle his memories for more information."




Again on deck, he asked Densus if the provisions on board were sufficient to see them into the port of Rhodes.   The distance was about four thousand stadia and would take only a few days, with goodly winds, but...  A wise captain always made plans for the perversity of the wind gods - it was not unknown for a ship to lay becalmed for half the month.   And he knew the answer even before the reply.  "We could haul the distance, but it would be on dry rashers and stale barmbrack."   The Petrel - all ships - waited until the day of sailing to purchase greenstuff, fruit, bread and the like, to give it greater life during the voyage.  As the plans to leave port had been indefinite until now, the food lockers were fairly empty.  




He gazed across the expanse of the busy shoreline and nearby wharves, filled with chaffering merchants and laborers, dock-whores and idlers of all types, then said to the cook, "Make your purchases now."  Turning to the Thracian, he said, "Accompany Densus in his vending.   Kaeso, have the sail ready for raising and the poles unroped for immediate use."  To all, he gave orders, "I want no man to enter the city alone, nor far from the ship.  We may stand out at any hour."  




The First Mate looked at his captain under narrowed brows.  "Are you expecting some... hindrance in our departing?"




"Mayhap.  I am going to shake some trees," he replied, to the puzzlement of the mate and the amusement of the Sage.   After some converse with the man from Gaul, Judoc, for a few moments, he said, "Ngozi, you are with me."




The four walked across the boarding plank together, two moving toward the food-kiosks and the other pair down the wide port road.   As they passed the myriad of offices, kiosks and merchantries, the Roman seemingly gave inspect to each, giving particular attention to the few that were apparently without lease or ownership at the moment.    His companion kept his gaze to the street and the many individuals moving here and there.  Ngozi gave little interest of buildings, but had the need to know of his surroundings - a trait developed in a land, far to the south, where inattention of a man in his movements might end both need and being forever.




Eventually, they came to the offices of Eukles, the Conciliator, fortunately finding the leasing factor present.  "Ah.  My good advocate of the family of Clavius.  Welcome, Kapetánios."   The man was effusive in welcome, almost giving appearance of sincerity.  "You have come to ascertain progress for a new agency office, no doubt.  And I can give much hope on that, although as yet I have been unable to completely arrange for an edifice suitable for your needs."  




"My gratitude, good Eukles.   It gives goodly feeling to have one in good service at such a distance from my home.  But..."   He turned to point in the direction from which they had walked.  "There is an empty building at the corner of the port road and the one leading to the lumber yards.  The caretaker gives that such is for letting and I give wonder that you have not given suggest of such."  The statement had only the truth of emptiness, but certainly not of speaking to any man, caretaker or no.  Julius had only noticed the structure in passing, selecting it only for the reason of its vacancy.   Another would have done as well for his purpose.




Now the Conciliator bowed with a look of regret.  "Aye, Kapetánios, the building is indeed without use since the death of Ennomus, the port vending factor.   Alas, his family is in struggle with each other of ownership and there is none to give legal sanction for lease - as yet.  But, I have hopes that such conflict will be settled in the following days, then be assured that your need is at the first of our list."




Julius nodded in understanding, obviously giving some thought to the matter, then he said, "Mayhap I can give some haste to their decision.  I doubt that the city magistrates would give goodly thought on a prime office being held empty on the spat of inheritors, to the exclusion of more trade and taxing opportunities for Antioch.   I have acquaintance with the Arbiter of Vending for the city.  Mayhap he can give assist in convincing that family to hasten their bicker."




Now, Eukles spread his hands in regret.  "Nay, good  Kapetánios.  I have doubt that such office can give override to such.  The legal judgement is in the hands of the Adjudicator Primus, and he is no doubt in turmoil at the unfortunate passing of the King."   Now he smiled, again with spread hands.  "But, I will send my chief scribe to the offices of Judgement and ask for all haste in the settlement of this matter, that you might gain possession for your needs."




"My gratitude, good Conciliator.  I give thought that both our efforts might give good haste to the matter.  I will consult with the Arbiter even as you give your attempts."  He bowed, then finished with, "I will not assume any more of your valuable day.  Again, my thankfulness for your efforts"   Before the man could find another reason for lack of action, Julius turned and walked from the building, apparently satisfied with the results of the visit.




Further down the port road, he pointed and said to Ngozi.  "There is a taverna with goodly view of the street.  Let us take a cup and wait."   Shortly, both were seated at a table under the alcove, giving sight of the street and passing citizenry, but with the views not easily seen under the shadows by such in passing.  Their cups had not yet been filled, when he said, "It would appear that Eukles is giving good haste to our needs."  They could see the Conciliator hurrying from his doorway down the street to disappear into the crowds.  "But, it would seem that in his busy thoughts, he has neglected to notice that his feet take him into the opposite direction of the Judgment offices."




Both just relaxed in the cool shade, enjoying the goodsome wine, watching working citizens along the street and patrons come and go in the taverna.  After a while, Julius rose at need, turning to walk to the latrine in the back of the building.  There, he emptied his wine-water into the trough, along with two other men, standing beside him.  Finally, as one of the patrons of the cubicle gained his relief and departed, the other turned and said, "You were on the mark, Capitaneus."  Judoc grinned, continuing, "But not as to the shaft that was launched."  The crewman looked again to see if any were in hearing, then said, "Your shadow is another urchin."  A nod to Julius at the widened eyes, then, "Aye.  It would seem that more than one can play your game of bones."




Indeed.  Such was no doubt common in all cities around the Great Sea.  It took no vast intellect to understand the use of small boys, invisible and unseen, for gaining knowledge without the notice of the surveilled.   The house of Clavius had no monopoly on cleverness.  "We cannot slay a mere boy for his need to exist."  Julius was merely thinking aloud.




"I could give a sound thrashing in discouragement," said Judoc  "Not such as to give harm, but he would scamper back to his lair."




"And be replaced by another before the next hour gong sounds."  A quick thought, then, "Go.  Maintain your follow at distance.  Mayhap the urchin is not the only eyes that are fixed on us.  We will return to the Petrel and wait for any results of our discussions with the Conciliator."




Their return was not as expected, arriving at the wharf to see both the shoreline and dock as a busy day in the Forum, with a huge lectica sitting surrounded by overgarbed attendants, and those ringed by armed guards.   "By the swollen testiculi of Jupiter," he muttered under his breath to Ngozi.  "What is this circus procession?"




"Aye," replied Ngozi.  "It is some wonderment that the wharf does not founder from the weight of such display of gaudery."




As he walked through the crowd to the boarding plank, one of the nobly garbed men - obviously one of the passengers of the carrying chair - called, "Kapetánios Clavius?"




"Aye."




  "I am come in representation of some importance."




Julius looked over the... mob of attendants.  "If your reason is the requirement of berths to another port, know that my ship is engaged in other needs at the present..."




"Might we board for converse, Kapetánios?" 




"Not the entire of your procession.  We would ground on the bottom before half crossed the plank."  He pointed.  "Yourself and your comrades."




The man turned and waved to two others, and all strode across the plank to the waist of the ship.  Julius pointed to Flavius, then to the stack of wicker chairs stacked by the mast.   The man brought several, and the new guests were gestured to sit.   




Waving to the Sage to join the converse, he said to the visitors, "It is obvious that your need is of haulage, either of persons or cargo."




The man nodded.  "Aye, but firstly, let me give my commission.  I am Timotheus, Conservator to his Majesty, King Antiochus."  Julius kept his face in an inert poise, although his inner being was in total surprise.   This was the furthest happening from any expectations...  What possible need of use brought them to the attention of a King?   That the Royal needed to flee the oncoming forces of the real ruler of the land, Tigranes, mayhap...    "His Majesty is in need of hasty consult with the Senate of Rome, and these..."  He gestured to his two comrades.  "...are the ambassadors selected for the appointment."




"You have taken me in surprise, Kurio...  Steward.   Indeed, I..."




"Your ship is known as taut and fast, and the family of Capua honorable in their completion of any commission.  We are prepared to offer much payment for service.   In addition to the coffer of gold for the voyage, there can even be appointment as favored traders in the realm of his Majesty."




Julius thought on the surprising statement, then said, "I will not ask of the reason of your need of converse, but does the Senate have knowledge of your desire for such?"




"Nay, but his Majesty has made goodly treat with Rome in the past.  I have little doubt that the ambassadors will be received in goodsome manner."  He looked into the city, then continued, "But, our haste is great, and you have no doubt heard of the death of the King.   With such uncertainty, my principals will move from Antioch until the situation...  becomes clearer."




"As it happens, Steward.  We were about to stand out even on the morrow for points west.  But, your needs come as a surprise."  He waved to Flavius, pointing to the basket of cups, then said, "Be so kind as to enjoy our wine for the nonce as I consult my navigator and maps for the voyage."   Standing and bowing to his... guests, he nodded for Patroclus to follow him below, but then stopped, looking at the wharf and the shoreside area.  "I would that you dismiss your troupe of retainers.   They are as obvious as an ox in the public baths, and their assembly may garner far too much attention from...  others.  My crew are fair bladesmen - you need not fear any miscreants while on my vessel."




In the privacy of his cabin, barely large enough for both to sit, and even then with the Captain needing use of his sleeping mat as chair.  "This voyage is becoming as a farce on the acting boards of the Forum."    He thought for a moment, then said, "King Tigranes I know of - who does not?   But, tell me of Antiochus."




Patroclus nodded, leaning back to give assemble to his thoughts.  Finally, "That King is the..."  he counted on his fingers for a moment.  "...the eighth of his line, but the real power behind him is his Mother, Selene.  They claim rule of these entire lands, and even those of Egypt, but as the ants might pretend to suzerainty over the den of the lion.  In actuality, they control only the cities of Erdemli, Bebli, Limonlu and others along the southern coast, and those only until either Rome or King Tigranes decide to make possession."  Reaching across the tiny scribing table, he picked up the small parchment with a general map of the Great Sea.  Tapping a location, he said, "Indeed, were the Consul Cosconius not engaged in the reduction of the Dalmatian revolt, in the unfortunate city of our last stop, he might already be on trodding feet to these lands."




Julius nodded absently.  "Aye.  The appetite of Rome seems to grow with each mouthful."  Now he asked, "What think you of the reason for our passengers to take ship to Rome?"




"I am in wonder of that myself.  My only thought is that they wish to give offer of assist in taking control of these lands from Tigranes."  He gave a frown, then, "I would give that it is a fool's errand.  Such would be an immense campaign and in need of equally large commitment from the Senate.   If Rome has such aggrandizement in plans, what need of assist from a minor kingdom that is doomed to extinction in any case?"   He paused, then, "As you have not sent the party away at the first meet, might you be thinking of taking their commission?"




Julius was still in furious thought.  Finally, he said, "It was my thought to point the ship to Rhodes, to put my scroll on any family vessel moving west, but for a coffer of gold, as the man has said, a course back to Latium would be profitable."




Back on deck, he saw that the huge procession had been sent away - mostly.  Remaining were a few guards, or at least men looking as such, no doubt to give escort to the noble on leaving.  Walking to the waist, where the two ambassadors were waiting with... what had he called himself?  A Conservator, aye, whatever that might be.   Timotheus by name.  But, it was with some surprise he saw Melglos in jovial talk with the Steward.   The tongue was that of Armenia, and unknown to Julius, but without doubt the converse was not as man to inferior.  




Seeing the Captain appear, the Steward turned and said - in Greek - "Melglos and I have been reliving some past times in Damascus."  That statement in itself was incredible.  The big Thracian was not of the noble class, Julius was sure, and the idea of a member of a royal court giving converse with a mere wanderer from a northern Greek clime, as if friends gabbing in a taburna, was...   "He has told you, no doubt, but he was a Tundar...  an armed shielder for a close friend of mine, the Maldar Ahmadi.   One evening, a group of malefactors set upon the son of the Maldar, and mine, in the streets, seeking purses and without worry about harm to their victims.   The good Melglos was in walk nearby and intervened to the extent that the city watch had only to follow the trail of red to track the miscreants to their lair..."




"The good Timotheus is assigned to hold presence in the palace of the city, in the absence of the royal Persons, now in Damascus."  Julius assumed Melglos to mean that the man was the caretaker of the palace in the city proper.




The talk went on for a short time, the two previous acquaintances giving their farewells to each other, then, quickly a commission was agreed to, the man giving call to his remaining dockside servants to carry a chest on board.   A final bow, and the Steward left with his now-smaller entourage, leaving the two ambassadors behind.




For the nonce, Julius walked around the ship, inspecting all for the long voyage ahead.   As usual, there was little to find, as Flavius was a Carpenter with unusual skill and earnestness - had he not been such, he would not be on board as crew.   There was some discussion of careening the ship for the annual cleaning of the hull, but such would have to wait until they reached the shipyard in Capua.  "...I have waded the hull, and the green growths are minimal.  The little rat did a goodly job."   Julius nodded at the words from Flavius, then turned to a call from Kaeso.  The man was pointing into the city, along the port road to the north.  For the moment, all he saw was citizenry and laborers in their continual movement to task, then...




A small figure was running, seen now and again in the gaps of men as he turned and dodged in his approach.  "This is unlikely to be goodsome news of melons and honey from Egypt," muttered Julius.   




Hurrying across the boarding plank, he arrived at the beginning of the wharf as Pontiki appeared from the crowds.  However, the importance of any missive was delayed as the youngster bent forward to fill his breathing-sacs again and again until a modicum of air might be used for voice.  Finally, the boy said, in gasps, "Many men...  from the house of 'Phanes...  are in march to your ship..."




Julius looked along the port road, but saw nothing as yet.  To the boy he asked, "How know you they come here?"




Still gasping for his air, the urchin managed, "I heard the leader... giving your name.  Clavius, is it not?  And words about taxes..."




Aye, that was entirely possible, that the guild leader might use some fabricated issue of port tax to seize the ship and all on board.  All cities on the Great Sea levied some fee for the use of their wharves, ostensibly to allow for maintain of the facilities.   The Petrel had paid the pair of Drachmae required when they first stood in, the port official meeting them even as the ropes were looped around the bollards.   The amount was usually minimal, although when the tax farmers of any port gave need of more funds, the requirement could be raised considerably.  Such was usually countered by ship-masters avoiding the harbor, giving notice to their fellow Captains of the rapaciousness of that city.   Seeing their wharves growing more empty by the day, the taxing magistrates would usually quickly rescind their fee.




But...  It was not unknown, although rare, for a port magistrate to seize a ship on pretense of non-payment, or remittal in debased coin, and usually at the auspices of a ruler who was lacking in sufficient gold for his pleasure at the time.   On this occasion, Julius had little doubt that his shaking of the apple tree was the cause of the action.   Dionysophanes was no doubt taking advantage of the emptiness of governing, in the death of the King Phillip, to remove a minor irritation to his enterprise.




Kaeso had followed Julius onto the wharf, also hearing the tale from the boy.  As the Captain stood in furious thought, the mate asked, "Shall I ready the men for repulse?"




Julius shook his head violently.   "Nay.  Make ready to stand out immediately!"   They could not feather the city guards as they approached - not if the family of Clavius wished to use the port ever again.  This was not the doomed city of Salona, about to be destroyed by an assaulting army, where the attempt of seizure by a fleeing noble could be given check without concern.   




As Kaeso shouted to the men to undock, he turned to his Captain and asked, "What of Densus and the Thracian?  They have not returned."




"Aye.  That is the crux of our problem."   He pointed.  "Take the ship and wait off the point.   Look for us to approach in a fisher, or raft.   Or a floating log."   He turned to see the boy still standing on the dock.  "I will find our men and join you tonight.  Or the next."




The man nodded.  "Aye, Capitaneus.  We will be there.  Do not disappoint us by failing to appear."




Julius clapped his man on the shoulder.  "Now, go.  And with haste."   To the boy, he said, "Follow me."




He could not yet see the approaching guards, or merely guild toughs - whatever the unit that would be brought to give power behind the magistrate that would arrive.  It was of necessity that they did not realize that the master of the ship had remained behind, else the city would be combed in search.  Thusly, he turned his path away, to the south for a sufficient distance to put more of the citizenry and dock laborers between them as a shield.




Finally, he turned aside into a narrow alleyway, then stopped, turning to speak to the boy.  "You are the master of this city and streets.  I need a place to observe the dock of our ship, and the road leading from the Agora, but without being seen by any at the wharf."  




The urchin grinned, no doubt thinking of this as a great adventure in his placid life.  "Aye, Kurios.   Follow me."




Twisting and turning between the kiosks and houses, they moved back further to the north than even the wharf itself but, shortly, they were crouched in a narrow space formed by a tall fence and the leaning side of a... some merchantry, he guessed.  From here they could see the Petrel, already poled away from the dock and turned to point out of the harbor.  The sail was bellowed full, in the light wind, and the ship was moving at a walking pace, safe enough now from any magistrates wishing to discuss taxes. 


Chapter 8




"How came you to know of the order to accost my ship?"   Julius and the boy were still squatting in the small space that gave them cover but also a view of the intersection of the port road and the main via leading to the Agora.   His missing men would have to use one or the other to return to their ship - which was now only a white spot on the horizon.   Had the day been ordinary, he would have walked the street, looking at each vending kiosk until Densus and Melglos were found, but this day he could not risk missing the meeting, and having both of his men returning to the wharf in their innocence, to be taken by the magistrates as crew of a miscreant ship. 




The boy, Pontiki, was enjoying the day immensely.  It was obviously a far distance from his usual days, each the same even from his birth, in which he roamed the streets in search of the day's sustenance.  "I was in watch of the holdery of 'Phanes, waiting for the wood-slave of the kitchens.  His name is Perma and is a goodly man, sometimes hiding a fruit in his basket for a boy who can walk with him to the kindling yard and give tales of happening in the city.  He is also willing to give what he knows of the merchantry, for a copper."  He paused, apparently trying to remember something, then, "He was... had been a scribber, but his master was taken for some crime and all in the office were sold."




A scribe, thought Julius, correcting the broken word of the boy.   Such might have been interesting at another time, but...  "The men sent to my ship," he prodded.




"Aye.  A man ran from the compound to return a while later with a gang of men."  He held up the fingers of both hands, then continued, "More than this, and again.   A man of authority came out and gave that they were to 'prehend the ship of Clavius and take all to the cells of the Discastus."




Again, Julius stopped to give meaning to the fractured term.  The boy must mean the Dikastés, the Roman equivalent of the Vigilis, the men who kept order in the city.   Such would mean that Dionysophanes now had effective control of Antioch.  Such was very significant, if correct, but he had other matters to consider.  Now, with some time for reasoned thought, Julius realized that the boy could be used to run the road in search of his men.  "Do you remember my men, Densus and the big Greek, Melglos?"




"Aye, Kurios.   The man... your Cocua gave me a sack with sweetmeats, each night."  




That was interesting, and unknown to himself.  But, Densus was a man friendly with any that returned the liking.  "Then, I need for you to walk the street to the Agora, then around it, looking for both.  If you see neither, then return here, but if you are successful, tell them to find a taverna and a table in the dark recesses.  Give that the ship has stood out ahead of the magistrates and to stay off the streets.  Then come and give me their locations." 




With a grin, the boy stood and prepared to dash into the street at the usual pace of a youngster in excitement.  He had only put one foot forward, then the hand of Julius grabbed an arm, pulling him back and not with gentleness.   Surprised, Pontiki looked for the reason, then swiveled his head to follow the stare of the man.  A group of men had turned the corner and was striding up the street away from the port road.  In the crowded street such was not unusual, but it was obvious that these were not mere port jacks in march to some labor.  All were armed beyond the usual need for daily toil in their trade.  Nay, these had to be in consort with the reason for the Petrel to flee.




But, it was not only the handful of armed men that gained his attention, but their diminutive leader.  Julius pointed to the youngster striding with the unit, asking, "Know you of him?"




The boy, apparently surprised at both the violence of the halting, and the question, said, "I have seen him but I know nothing of his being."




Julius had not seen the urchin, described by Judoc that had followed them to the office of Eukles, but this had to be him.  And still with orders to maintain watch on the captain of the Petrel.   He had obviously seen himself and the boy leaving as the ship departed and only the devious path taken by Pontiki had prevented the little tail from following them to their current lurk.




Now he said, with some urgency.  "That boy is in the wage of Dionysophanes, giving the same service as you to my ship.  He will know myself and any of my crew."  And probably the fact that Pontiki was in the pay of the Petrel.  "Come, and watch for those men and the boy."




Now abandoning both plan and hiding place, he strode up the street in follow of the unit of men, looking intently in all directions for any glimpse of either Melglos or Densus.   There was little doubt that the young spy had seen the pair leaving the ship on there task to purchase supplies, but probably had orders only to follow the captain.  Still, he would have told of their departure toward the Agora. 




Julius was in furious thought.  They were only a double handful of strides behind the searchers, with just enough crowd between to allow disappearance should any of the men look behind.   Actually, with a thought, he realized that none of the men would likely recognize the Captain of the Petrel, thus only the gaze of the boy need be avoided.   Should they attempt to go around the searchers, to gain the Agora, where the missing crewmen were probably even now in purchase of food, or...




The decision was aborted even as they watched.  There was a high pitched shout, with the citizens in the street looking in puzzlement, then alarm as they moved away from the confrontation with haste.   The cry of the boy was their undoing.  Had he quietly pointed out their quarry, the two men could have been taken by surprise and with little chance of resistance.    Julius saw both the big Thracian and Densus drop their burdens, pulling their swords with lightning moves, even as the toughs scattered in a wide stance to take their game from all directions.   Both crewmen were fell bladesmen, but even the son of Mars cannot stand against iron that is being swung from three directions.  




Still, they had an advantage, even if not known by themselves - or the men in the searching unit.  




As the pair moved to stand with the hard wall of a merchantry to protect their backs, Julius strode through the melting crowd, gladius in hand and in point at the back of the nearest assailant.  The man fell with little noise nor notice by his fellows, as did the next, but suddenly there was a cry - a scream, in actuality - from the little guide, now looking up in horror at the sudden arrival of... death itself, to his young being.




His warning shout was cut off as the back of a hand caught him on the side of his head, rolling the boy across the street in a cloud of dust.  Still, it was sufficient for the men in the unit to turn their gaze to the reason.   The toughs moved to affront the new threat, but the action just allowed the pair of men at bay to lung forward with swinging iron.  Three more men fell into the dust, then the residue of the group dissolved to run in every direction.   Julius knew that this group would be no further threat, but their furious tale to the magistrates of the city - or Dionysophanes himself - would soon have hundreds of guardsmen in search of the malefactors.   And without much desire to give either mercy or quarter.




Both Melglos and Densus were in some stupefaction at the sudden change in a day of calm vending, to a sudden struggle against unknown enemies.  But now was not the time nor place for long discussion.   Sheathing his blade, he waved to the men with the emphatic order, "Come!  We must be away and with haste!"  




The boy, Pontiki, had not fled, but was standing with widened eyes and no small amount of stupor at what he had just witnessed.   "Boy!"  Julius reached to grab his shoulder, to break the trance of the youngster in gaze at the prone figures, laying in what had been a noisy and busy street, but peaceful street.  "Boy!  Lead us away from the center of the city!"




Pontiki stared at the Roman for a moment, then seemed to break free of his glaze.  Pointing, he began to move, followed by the three men.   Then as the realization of the moment began to reach his being, the boy ran, hither and yon, and at no small pace.   In a short time, the three men of the Petrel were truly lost, following at a run through alleys and courtyards, across narrow lanes and wide streets, then through gaps and spaces so narrow that the men had to turn sideways, or crawl, even to enter.  




Antioch had an enclosing wall, built years ago, but had long since fallen into disrepair as the city had far outgrown the original area of founding, thus, it was no barrier.   The boy led them through a breach - not made by some foe in assault, but by the citizenry not wishing to make the long walk to the closest gate on each day.   Beyond, they entered the area of lesser prosperity of the city - much less.   Had this been Rome, it would have been the quarter of Mons Oppius, filled with both the poor of the city,  and larded with criminals and malefactors of every stripe.    Julius knew that they could not stop here.  Three prosperously garbed and well armed men would stand out as a beggars on the Senate floor, and among desperates that would accept even a copper if offered as reward for knowledge of the fleeing men. 




The boy still moved as a mouse through the larder of a matron, behind and under crumbling structures and through walls and fences.  Some of the narrow opening and gaps were barely large enough for a man, and twice Melglos had to knock out a board to allow his large frame to pass.   Suddenly, Pontiki stopped frozen in place, then turned to whisper to Julius.  "The portside road," he said, pointing.  "Many guardsmen."   Indeed, they could hear commands ahead and shouts that were not of commerce between merchants.  




Suddenly, the boy moved back the way they had come, then turned aside and down an...  it was not an alley, but a semblance of tunnel made by the leaning of two ancient buildings toward each other.  Narrow it was and they could not stand upright, but had to stoop and move on hands and knees.    Suddenly, Julius reached to grab the foot of the youngster, thinking that he was about to emerge onto a street of some width - and filled with men in look for the miscreants that had slain several members of the city watch.  But, the boy stopped, then crawled under one of the buildings, the distance between the structure and the ground barely enough to allow him entrance.  




Underneath, he turned and waved for the men to follow, unlikely as that would seem to be possible.   With Julius watching down the narrow space at the figures moving past in either direction, he waved for his men to follow the boy.  Ngozi made it with difficulty, but Melglos could not follow - the thickness of his body at least three fingers more than the space between the dirt and the boards.   With some difficulty, the black seaman scrabbled his body around to face the tiny entrance, then with his pugio, began to dig at the ground, which fortunately was dirt and not rock.    Seeing the action, the Thracian reached for his own and also began to dig at the soil.  




Julius could not help, merely trying to stay low and motionless that no one passing in the street ahead would notice the strange sight of a man almost trapped between two buildings.   In a while of furiously jabbing then raking the dirt aside, a shallow ditch was made that allowed the big Thracian to just squeeze under the building.  As his feet disappeared, Julius lay on his belly and followed, moving to the side of the big man, his face only the width of two fingers from the dirt and with no ability to raise his head further.   




With himself and his men totally hidden now, and in apparent safety, began to examine their refuge - a difficult task as his head could barely be raised.  Finally, he decided that further on, the ground sloped slightly, giving a bit more space between dirt and wood.   Whispering to the Thracian, they began to move more dirt that the large man might move to the slightly larger space.   There was no haste now, but in a while Melglos had crawled to one side of the enclosure where he had no need of digging to make room.




For the moment, they lay in place, unable to even turn over.   They moved to face each other, talking in low voices about the events that led to their being fugitives.   Julius gave the tale, then answered the question from the Thracian, "...aye.  Kaeso will lay off the point of land to the south, waiting for us to either boat out to the Petrel or signal from the shore."




"Where are we?" came another question from Melglos.  "Our little paidí led us on a rousing pelter."




"Ahead is the port road..."  Julius turned to whisper a question to the boy.  "How far to the south of our wharf are we?"




Pontiki was in relax on his back, his small frame able to turn over in the cramped space.  He pointed and said, "The sidirourgeío of old Aristobulus is just beyond the street joining."




That meant nothing to Julius.  He tried again.  "How far is the area of fishing wharves?   Are we beyond the old stone..."  He struggled to remember the Greek word for lighthouse.  Finally, it came.  "...fáros."




The boy shook his head.  "Nay, Kur...  Kapetánios.   It is further on.   Mayhap as the distance from your wharf to the limenikós dikastís."




Julius thought for a moment.   The port Magistrate office was about... a stadium and some strides so from the wharf they had been using.   So...    The thought for moment, then said to his friends, "It is a considerable distance to the place where the fishers gather after the day.   We have no choice but to wait out the daylight."




That statement was obvious to all, and none gave comment.  They moved to gain as much comfort as possible for the hours of waiting that lay ahead.   The building was occupied and footsteps could be heard from time to time above.   In mutual agreement they ceased even their whispers and merely waited for time to pass.




The boy, however, could move much more freely than the larger men, and he crawled far along to the side of the building facing the street.  In a while, he returned to give an alarming missive to the sailors.  Whispering, he said, "The men of the city are giving much gab about the antamoiví from the dikastís.  Many drachma are offered for the finding of the three enklimatíes who gave slew to the astynomía."




Julius just looked blankly at the boy.  His command of the Greek tongue was good, but such words that he knew were of ships and trading and commerce.  Little of what Pontiki had said made any sense.  But, Melglos gave a rendering.  "The Magistrates have issued a reward of much silver for the miscreants that killed the men of the town watch."




The day passed slowly, but finally the gloom under the building descended into full darkness.  Carefully, Julius crawled back into the narrow gap between the leaning buildings, then forward to look into the street.  Unfortunately, there was a torch in a holder almost directly across the street, giving some light in the restricted space.  He moved with extreme slowness, that a passing eye might not see movement where none was expected.  Finally, he could see a considerable way in both directions.  A wide platea with a cobblestone surface, as in Rome it was not, but merely a street of dirt with wooden building lining both sides.  Whether this was an area of domiciles or merchantries he did not know, and the knowledge was not of importance.   




Torches could be seen here and there, and with the moon at almost full waxing extent, the extent of vision was considerable.   That was unfortunate - a black night would have served them much better.   He waited until the other men and the boy had struggled from their place of hiding, then looked again up and down the street.   There was no chance of reaching the area of the fishermen, and there find a boat for use - not without passing countless men, all looking for a fortune by the discovery of the fugitives. 




All were now from the confining concealment under the floor, but the distance between the two buildings was as narrow as had been their hiding place.   Worse, it was even more restricted as the walls came together above in their leaning.   Here they could still only crawl on hands and knees until they exited into the street.   With considerable difficulty he turned to whisper to his comrades.  "Nay.  The street is as the Forum on feast day, and all looking for three men and a boy..."




He stopped in thought for a moment, then said very quietly, "Aye.  They are looking for us as a group.  None on this street will know of our appearance by sight."  He hesitated, then said, "We need to alter our garb - even with the dirt from our groveling, we look too much the prosperous workers."  With some difficulty in the close confines, he unstrapped his belt and pulled off his tunic.  Cautiously, he crept forward to gaze out the opening to see if any ears were within closeness, then ripped it lengthwise to make a long sheet of cloth.  His belt was replaced, then the long remnant of tunic was wrapped to make a loincloth, or mayhap a skirt that would reach to his knees.  His gladius and purse was inside of the fabric, and not entirely hidden, but not noticeable unless one was giving close inspection.  




Quickly the two men copied his actions.   Then, "They are looking for three and a boy, but their eyes will only see what they expect to see.  We will leave as pairs.  I will take the boy, and if no alarm is given, you will follow after a hundred breaths.   Walk with purpose, but not as a run.  Melglos...  You are Greek - give chatter to your mate about the tavernas you will drink dry, and the wenches you will weary, with the money for the discovery of the miscreants."   




"Pontiki..."  He could barely see the boy in the faint light of the torch across the street. "If we pass men, speak to me as if I were your Patéras, and we are in walk to our home.  Do you understand me?"




"Aye."




"They will not stand in the street in gab with their neighbors the entire night," said Melglos.  "We can wait for a later hour."




"Nay," answered Julius.  "Now, we will be just more men in the street, but at a late hour, the watch will wish to query the few men that are seen."




Another look, then he said, "The junction of the port road is only fifty strides further on.  Cross it and walk to the water's edge.  If you are accosted, run to the shoreline and make for the depths.   None will follow a man wanted for slaying a watchman - not into the blackness of the water."




With one final look, making sure that none were close enough to see the strange sight of a man and boy suddenly appearing from a gap between buildings, he crawled out and stood.  The boy was quickly beside him, and they began to stride down the street.   He could see now that this was a long lane of small merchantries and associated dwellings, no different than in the lower quarters of Rome.    Groups of men were standing in the gloom of moonlight and the many torches at the storefronts, no doubt to converse about the fabulous offer for finding the wanted fugitives.




They walked with a goodly pace, but not such as to give any man the ridiculous idea that they were fleeing from some crime.   Just before the intersection of the street with the main port road, several turned to look with some interest at the pair, but Pontiki began his spiel.  "...Mamá will be in evil temper with our lateness."   Julius just looked down with a wry smile and grunted his agreement as the boy continued, and with a grin.  "Mayhap she will toss us from the house again, with pointing to find our own meal."  




The group of men turned from the sight of a laborer and his son returning to their household, to resume their speculations on the news of the day, and the pair passed without incident.  Julius could see almost the entirety of the port as they gained the intersection, with moving torches around the perimeter of the water showing far more activity than was normal after darkfall.  




None were close enough to see the man and boy as they failed to turn to walk in either direction along the road, instead continuing on to the edge of the water.  Here, behind a pile of rubbish, they were unlikely to be seen by any, even in the bright moonlight, and they settled to wait for their friends.   Shortly, both Melglos and Ngozi appeared, and again without noticement by any nor followed by shouts of alarm. 




No longer needing to whisper, Julius said, "We will enter the water, wading along to the quarter of fishers and find a craft that will take us to the point."  


Chapter 9




The voyage across the top of the Great Sea was without disturbance.   The escape of the four had been without incident, locating a suitable craft long before the mid of night, then waiting until their departure would find them at the point of land at daybreak.   There had been a moment of agitation when the elderly fisherman, woken from sleeping in his little skiff, found three men and a boy suddenly appearing from the dark.    Quickly, and before the man could shout his startled alarm,  Julius made offer, giving a gold piece from his purse that would have purchased every fisher in the quarter.    The only requirement was that the man stay with the four until they stood out.   Julius had no desire for the oldster to bellow his fortune to his friends, displaying both the gold and the knowledge of four men appearing from the dark.




As ordered and expected, the Petrel was waiting - with some apprehension - when the torn and dirty sail of the little craft appeared out of the dawning light.   With much shouting of gratitude to this god and that by the crew, the four were hoisted onboard and the ship turned to stand out to the west, the sail in full bellow. 




Even though the Petrel was in carry of several passengers, the ship was empty in comparison to its burthen capacity.   The winds were fair, if not completely in unison with their need and the progress of the vessel was rapid.   As Rhodes was directly on the path of the voyage, they stood in to that port to gain supplies - replacing those dropped into the street of Antioch in their need of haste in departure. 




Cambyses, the escaped slave that had been of much assistance, was given coin to purchase appropriate habiliments, replacing his ragged loincloth, and to obtain a berth on a vessel back to his city.   Julius made check with their agent, receiving no waiting scrolls and leaving none.   Within four hours of their standing in, the sail was pulled high and they stood out of the harbor and pointed west.




Moving across the bottom of the Aegean Sea to pass the huge domain of Sparta, their course was far from land, giving little threat of galley-rowed pirates.   A few ships were seen, but whether reavers or merchants could not be determined at distance.   As they reached the southern end of the Ionian Sea, even those few encounters fell to nothing.   The days were filled with talk and the interminable game of bones on the foredeck.  The two ambassadors, given the forward cabin, kept to themselves, issuing to the deck only for the meals and need for relief.  




Pontiki, of course, gave consider to himself that he had entered the Elysian Fields early in life.  He had no ruefulness in leaving the city of his birth - a place assumed by Julius to be of only memories of hunger and cold and beatings.   Every day was new, and the anticipation of the morrow was as sweetmeat to his being.   He sat with the man on the rudder, even giving hold of the wooden bar in semblance of pointing the ship, walked the bilge with Flavius in his continual search for leaks and for wood showing weakness, even giving assist with trim of the huge sail - the latter with hidden grins of the men to each other at the effort of the small boy to pull a rope that would fling him across the waters were it not held by a man.    Of course, his main duties were as any youngster beginning his life on the waters - as ship's boy to the cook, Densus.   




"Will we stand into Capua, Capitaneus?"  Kaeso had come to sit on the wicker chairs in the waist with his Captain.     




"Aye," came the reply.  "After we deliver yon travelers to Rome."   He gestured to the pair of ambassadors standing at the peak of the ship, apparently enjoying the evening coolness that preceded nightfall.  "I will be gladsome to see my family also."   He pointed to Flavius, leaning over the side of the hill, tapping with his small bronze hammer.  "We will take the opportunity to careen the ship and have the hull scrubbed.  So..."  He smiled.  "There will be much time for visiting."




Turning the point of Latium, to squeeze through the narrow waters to reach the Tyrrhenian Sea, they encountered winds flowing directly from the north, effectively blocking their voyage until the eye of the wind gave change.   Attempting to tack through a constricted and rock bounded strait was less than wise, even for a ship as nimble as the Petrel.   After a morning of more sail and rudder juggling than progress, Julius pointed them into the port of Rheginum, at the bottom of the land of Latium, and the southern end of the narrows.   There, at least, they could rest for the time needed, and with goodly taburnae and comfortable inns for their use.   




And thermae.  Julius had seen many cities and civilizations around the Great Sea, even in the span of his fairly short life, but in none had he found the equivalent of the baths in the domain of the Romans.  Every city of any size had such, from merely commonplace bathhouses with pools of stone to hold the waters, to spectacular and magnificent edifices of marble and tall columns.   And all with the three pools of water at varying temperatures.  Such would make for a wonderful evening after a month on shipboard.




But, it was not to be.  At least, not for the Captain.




As they hove into the huge harbor of Rheginum, it was Ngozi who walked back to the stern platform to give point to Julius.  "Yon is the family pennant on that spectrum boat."   




The black man had the eyes that would have been covetous to an eagle, even such that the Captain usually acted on any of his sightings without need of affirmation.   Now he looked across the waters, filled with ships such as they, waiting out the end of the northern winds that they might move up the coast of western Latium.   There, at the pointing of the hand was a small vessel, at anchor, and looking muchly familiar.  At least the type, itself.  Ngozi, in his broken Latini, meant speculatoria - a small and very fast vessel that was used by the family for delivering missives across the waters in great haste.   Long, narrow and heavily ballasted, it had a large sail that could pivot to any point on the horizon.  In light airs it could outpace even a galley a full stroke, and in a goodly wind it flew across the waters as the steed of Neptune.   




The dove-tailed pennant that marked the ships of the family, he could not quite make out, but had no reason to disbelieve the evidence of the eyes of his crewman.  Turning to Judoc on the rudder, he ordered, "Make for yon long-boat there.  Pass closely."




The Gaul measured the course, then said, "In this wind, we will have to wear around for a stadium, Capitaneus."  




Julius nodded, shouting for the proper change of sail trim to be made, then again to give cancel to his orders as Ngozi suddenly said, "The boat has raised cloth.   They are turning for us."    




In a while he saw - with little surprise - that the black man had been correct in his far-seeing.   Indeed, the pennant was of his family.   Such was not unusual - there were several such fast-boats in their fleet, and the chances of seeing one in this port or that was considerable over time.   Obviously, the Captain of the speculatoria had recognized the Petrel and was closing for reason.   And as the little boat was directly upwind, the closure was rapid.  




"Send the boy for my speaking trumpet."   This to Ngozi, who turned to shout at Pontiki.   To Flavius and Melglos, he called, "Pull the cloth to give minimum seaway."




All watched, including the two men on board as passengers, as the small and nimble boat closed the distance rapidly, then turned to stand just off the sinister beam of the Petrel.    A man - the Captain, without doubt - stood in the open boat and called, "Capitaneus Clavius!"




"Aye," came the shouted return.  With the minimal wind and closeness of the boat, the speaking trumpet was not needed.  




"We are carrying important missives for you.   A sealed scroll."




That was very interesting.  The family had few secrets that could not be given to the trusted masters of their fleet.   Julius nodded, thinking for a moment, then called, "Follow us into wharf."  The man gave a salute with his hand, and both vessels pointed further into the harbor.




The harbor was crowded, but they found a wharf allowing the Petrel to tie up with the speculatoria berthing outboard on the opposite side.  Immediately, the Captain of the smaller ship held to a knotted rope as he was hoisted to the deck by strong hands.   There was a line tied to his belt, and with it he quickly pulled a small leather bag from the outstretched hands of a crewman below.   Saluting again, he said, "This was a fortunate encounter, Capitaneus.  We stood in to examine the port, not expecting to see the Petrel on this side of Rhodes."




Julius knew of Decimus, the young Captain, having responsibility for his employment.  Still, he had not seen the man since his engagement to service.  Now he asked, "When did you stand out of Capua?"




The question was without actual meaning, as that city was not on the shoreline, being a hundred or so stadia from the sea.   The port of the city was actually Neápolis, south and west by about the same amount.   But, the query was understood in its meaning.  "On the mid of yesterday."




"You made goodly time, Capitaneus."  Indeed they had.  The distance was almost three thousand stadia.




"Aye, but the wind was stiff and directly on our course."  




Nodding, then taking the offered bag, Julius said, "Wait until I give peruse to this scroll.   Densus!  Some wine for the Capitaneus."   In his cabin, he left the door open to give more light than the small trap above would allow, then examined the scroll and the wax sealant.  Not for any reason to believe that the Master of the speculatoria would have violated his trust, but just in wonderment at receiving such a missive from his brother.  With a thumbnail, he slit the wax, then unrolled the papyrus and leaned back in his tiny chair to read.




The crew of the Petrel, having secured the ship to the wharf, and Patroclus giving the docking fee to the tax magistrate, prepared to enjoy their first evening in many days by traversing the local brothels and taburnae.   But firstly, Kaeso gave attempt to explain to their passengers the reason for the delay, finally calling Melglos to render his words to the ambassadors.   Their tongue was Greek derived, but strangely bent to the ears of a Plebeian Roman.  Finally, they accepted the fact that the wind gods gave no care to the demands of mortals, despite any protests in the need of haste.




The assumption of the crew that this porting would be no different than any other was suddenly broken - nay, shattered as a wine jug dropped to the stones of the port road.   Julius appeared, the scroll in hand - rather, with the wooden spindle in one and the shredded papyrus of the missive in the other.   Tossing the wood over the side, then the fragments to flutter away in the wind, he called to the first mate.  "Kaeso.  Attend!"




The man hurried up, although only a few steps beyond the mast.   "I am leaving on the speculatoria.  You will follow instantly the wind changes to allow you to clear the narrows, making best haste for Capua.   I will meet you there."  As to the ambassadors, they could take the diminished distance to Rome, further north along the coast, in another of the ships of the family - even in the speculatoria if none others were in port.  




The crew, standing as if having beheld the Gorgon, were obviously attempting to believe what their ears were giving to their senses.  Now Julius said, "Nay, there is no tragedy in the family, or in Latium, but I am summoned for a need that even to myself is not entirely understood."  To the Master of the small craft, he said, "Capitaneus.  We will leave immediately."  Looking around, he looked at the boy.  "Pontiki.  You will come with me."












































Book II


Chapter 10




"Master Julius!  Praise the gods for your safe return."  The Steward of the house of Clavius was effusive in his surprise at the entry of the second of the family.   




"Greetings, Virnius," was the reply.  "Even wandering feet have a need to find their home again, on occasion."  The Roman gestured behind him, at a young boy in accompaniment.  "This is Pontiki, and a valued crewman of the Petrel.   I would that you find him a room for our stay."




The Steward made no comment, nor even a look of surprise at the command to give welcome to a mere boy.  During the voyage from Antioch, Pontiki had been given instruction in the requirement of hygiene and would now be almost unrecognizable by his young friends, scrubbed and wearing a boy-sized tunic.  The time had also allowed him to obtain a smattering of the Latini tongue - sufficient to make and understand needs, although far from fluency as yet.   




"Where is the Dominus...".   The questions were stopped at the unusually rapid entry of the older Matron of the house - the Grand Domina - giving the effusive and open-armed welcome of mothers of every land.  "Julius! Son!"  After the squeezing hugs, she held him at arm's length, looking up and down, then saying, "Again, you have returned as a shadow of yourself.  Surely the wage of your voyages must allow you to purchase food enough to at least keep you from wasting to nothing."   She turned and ordered the Steward to find a goodly meal for the returned son.




Julius was not hungry, but such lack of need had no meaning when confronted by a Mother in welcome of a long-absent son.  He merely smiled, and said, "You are looking as resplendent as always, Mother.   And how are Volumnia and Aedinia since my departure?"  The only two surviving daughters had long married and departed the household, now Dominae of their own families.   As they walked down the hall to the huge atrium, he gave attempt to listen as the Matron began her recitation of events in the last year, he even nodding at the mention of unknown or unremembered members of this noble family and that.   




Finally, she answered the first question given when he made entry in the foyer.  "Aulius is at the Magistrature House, this day."  That was the ruling body of Capua, a lesser Senate as it were.  Now she remembered something, then gave another order to the Steward.  "Send word to the Dominus that Julius has arrived.  And with haste."  To Julius, she said, "There was some urgency in your return - a matter of some noble family in Alba Longa.  He was most insistent of being notified of your appearance."




The wife of his brother, and now the Domina of the house of Clavius entered, to give her greetings, but not to stay, giving apologies for her need at a previous appointment in some other domain - no doubt a clatch of noble women for chattering discussion in some atrium in the city.   Now, over a meal that he did not need, and was sufficient almost to feed the entire crew of the Petrel, he allowed his Mother to gush her speaking, done in response to the return of a son.   Until his brother arrived, there was nothing for his need, anyway.   The one-sided speaking was not all trifling - he was given knowledge of the changes in the city in his absence, the promotion or retirement of this official and the joining in marriage of a friend of his youth.  




Finally, there was a commotion in the long hallway and Julius rose to greet his brother hurrying into the atrium.   There was the usual Roman clasp of arms, then Aulius said with some wonder, "By the gods!  Mercury must have given lend of his winged shoes for your use.  Capitaneus Decimus was only given the commission five days ago."




The brothers had grown up with little of the usual sibling rivalry, mostly in cause of the complete difference in their beings.   The elder had no use for travel and even less to find new horizons, where the younger could imagine no realm of Hades worse than being tied to an office and days filled with tablets and scrolls and contracts.   Thusly, their desires complimented each other to wax the fortunes of the house of Clavius.    




Now, Julius replied, "Nay, the assist of the gods was not needed.  We were in return long before the speculatoria left port.   The Petrel is not in Neápolis, but is standing in Rheginum.  The wind was foul for the narrow passage, and when I received the scroll, I boarded the smaller vessel to make haste in return."   A speculatoria could close-haul the wind like no other boat and could traverse the narrow straits between Latium and Sicilia with ease and safety, even in the face of a northerly wind.   "Kaeso will follow when the wind gives change.  But, our reason for return is a tale of strange fate and even stranger fortune..."  For several hours, Julius gave his brother the saga of the last year - the ordinary commissions, the toil in Antioch to find the reason for the interrupted agency, and finally the charge for the hurried transport of the ambassadors.   Their Mother, bored and not understanding either the commerce nor the idioms of such, left the atrium.  Finally, he finished with, "In the Petrel is much gold, enough even that ballast had to be heaved overboard."   A pause, then, "Tell me of the strange summons and the sealed scroll.  We are commissioned for a salvage...?"




His brother shook his head.  "Let us find a place with privacy."  Standing, he called to the Steward.  "We will take our converse to the veranda.   Allow none but yourself on the steps."  Virnius nodded, and the elder brother led Julius to the uppermost place of the house - a platform high above the surrounding city, shaded with tented cloth and accoutered with comfortable mats and a long mensa, in the Roman manner.  




In a short while, the Steward was pointing a servant to place a jug of wine, and cups, and several platters of fruit and sweetmeats on the low table, then both left the two brothers to converse.   Rather than recline in the Roman fashion, Aulius leaned back against a large pillow, that he might continually view the door and the stairway to the roof.   Now, quietly, he asked, "Have you any knowledge of the family of the gens Julia?"   At the shake of the head, he continued.  "It is a noble family, dwelling in the city of Alba Longa - not vastly powerful, but of a goodly genesis.   There is a young son, by coincidence with the same nomen as yourself - Julius.   His full appellation is Gaius Julius Caesar, and is nephew to the General and Consul, Gaius Marius."  Now Julius nodded.  He well knew of the famous General, skilled in war and with a string of victories under his name that required a scroll of considerable length to list.  He had also been elected Consul seven times - a feat unprecedented in all the history of Rome.




"He is dead now, is he not?" was his comment.   The tutorings of his youth gave much talk of the man, but little of such learning was still in the memory of the young Roman.




"Aye.  He passed to his ancestors about ten years ago.   But, this Gaius Caesar is his heir, and highly married to...  I disremember, but the Domina comes from a powerful family."  He took a drink, then looked out over the city, giving order to his thoughts, then, "You will remember of the strife between Marius and the General Sulla, when the former invested Rome and tried to liquidate any supporters of the latter.  Only the death of the Consul prevented the descent of the city into complete civil war.  And in fact, our family was fortunate to have stayed out of the violence.  Even a distance of twice a thousand stadia does not guarantee safety when heads are being taken for cause."




Julius sipped from his own cup, trying to both follow the explanations of his brother and recall the lessons of history, given to a youth, ten years or more into the past.   "And Sulla himself, died...    as it were?"   They had heard the news at some porting, but even tidings of such significance lose much value when one is thousands of stadia away from the happening.




"Aye.   Two years ago it was.  But, the significance is that the man with your name, Gaius Julius, was the nephew to Marius...   I said that did I not?   And when Sulla returned to Rome with his army, he considered the young man to be a danger to his intentions of becoming dictator.   Only the interventions of the family, on the distaff side, and the Vestal Virgins, apparently kept him from being executed.   Even so, Gaius was stripped of home, wealth and property, and fled to the eastern lands - joining some army in the domain of Cilica."  Another sip, then, "Apparently, even in his youth, only a handful more than yourself, he has shown to be a goodly soldier, winning laurels for his deeds in the martial realm."




"And...   His needs now are apparently within our power to fill?"




"Aye.  And this is where the tale descends into something that might be told in the Forum by a bard on the cobblestones."  He leaned over and spoke even more quietly.  "On his attempted return to the east, his ship was taken by pirates and he is being held for ransom on some obscure island."




Now both just sat and drank for the moment, allowing Julius to consume all that he had been told.  Until...  "If you are suggesting that the Petrel sail into the cove of the reavers, storm the camp, killing all that resist, then flee with the captive, then I have apparently given too much bluster about the skill of my men."  He was japing, of course, but still...  




His brother smiled.  "Aye.  If any could, it would be your ship and band of cutthroats."  Now he grinned.  "But, nay.  The commission is of far less need of swinging iron and vastly more of trust."  Now, almost in a whisper, he said, "The ransom is fifty talents."




Julius looked at his brother for a moment, wide-eyed and stunned at the statement.  His first retort would have been at the top of his voice, had he not intercepted it before it was uttered.  But, his quiet reply of disbelief was emphatic enough.  "Fifty talents of gold!  That is ludicrous.  The fee-coin for the King of Olympus would be less!   Is there even so much gold in all of Rome?  And its domains?"




Aulius waved his hands in interruption of the disbelief.  "Nay!  Nay!  The pirates are from the Greek domains and the fee is to be paid in silver."  Now his brother raised his spread hands in front of a wry smile.  "I am a merchant, and such does not dictate to the shipper of lading, but merely takes the fee for delivery."   He leaned over and actually whispered.  "When one is talking about an amount of silver - or gold - that would purchase a kingdom, then it is imperative that one trusts the deliverer."  A pause, then, "Apparently the friends and families have been collecting the silver for some time, and will have need of a trusted courier..."




"Myself."  




Now Aulius gave a wry shrug.  "I would do so," he jested, "but likely the silver would vanish beyond the Pillars of Hercules with my known skill in ship-manning."  More seriously, he continued, "I do not insist on the commission, brother.  There will be no blame from me if you do not wish to sail into the lair of such scum.  Mayhap they would take both the silver and the Petrel.  And yourself, to send yet another missive for ransom to myself."




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  Pirates are an evil dross on the sea, taking both life and coin without even slight concern for their victims, but any contract for ransom is considered sacred.   Should some band of reavers give breakage to the agreement, taking value and refusing to complete the transaction, the livelihood of all pirates would suffer.   Once the tale of abrogation reached across the waters, their fellows across the entire sea would hunt them down and make good the contract, and mayhap with the heads of the duplicitous pirates delivered to the injured party as gesture of apology."   Now he paused for thought, then, "Why us?  Is there no shipper in Rome with a sound vessel?"




"Aye, of that I have no doubt, but...  A cargo of such weight of silver, even if much less than the assumed amount, is a prize indeed, and even an honest ship-master might find the pull of greed sufficient to overcome his scruples.  And I do not even speak of his crew."   




He held up a hand for pause, as he rung a small bell with the other.   Behind Julius, Virnius appeared at the summons, seeing the gesture toward the low table, then turning to call orders down the stairs.  Quickly, the wine jug was replaced with another and they were alone again.   "Ours is a shipping house of three generations, and without blemish of honesty for the entirety of that time.   Not only is that reputation widely known in every port that we service, but...  I have given guarantee of delivery if we take the commission."




Julius just stared over the city in thought for the moment.   He had little use for wealth, partly from never knowing the lack of such, and riches were not the master of his being.  Still, he would dislike seeing his family reduced to living in some farming house.  Finally, he said, "Can we stand the loss, should the Petrel founder in route?"




"Aye.  I know that you care little for such plebeian topics as income and expenses and such, but it behooves you to at least speak on occasion to the senior Numerarius of our house.  How else would you have detection of your brother spending our family into impoverishment?"  He held up his hand to stop the protest.  "Nay, I jest, but to your question, it would be a blow, but with little practical effect.  Our family is the second wealthiest in Capua, and would be so in the upper reaches of even Rome itself."




 "Then, if we have so much, then why our effort to produce more?"  As did his brother, he waved away any answer.  "It is my poor jape to your own, but...   Why take such a risk to gain wealth that might be earned with more benign risks?"




"That is what I have always admired about you, brother.  You see the world as it is, without shading or cozen of belief.   But, for yourself in your travels, are not pirates and such reavers a risk that must be passed, else you must retire from the sea and become the Caupo of a taburna?   Such is the same with men on the land, even if such risks do not come from assaultive ships and men with blades.   There are many in the land who would take our wealth, should they find a way to do so.  Only part of my days are spent in counting coin.  Just as important is the gain of alliances and agreements with all who are in touch with our domain - not only the magistrates and other noble houses, but the merchants and factors of every port we give call."




"And this young...  Caesar, is such a personage?"




His brother shook his head.  "Nay.  He is much like yourself, even beyond the sameness of nomen.  He apparently also has feet that are given to wander, his abilities in conflict are considerable and it is obvious that there is much cleverness on his chine.  I have little doubt that Rome will hear more of the young man before his dotage.   In any case, a successful liaison with himself - and his family and friends - would be of more value than gold in the strongboxes."




The young Captain pondered on the surprising - nay, stupendous commission that was being laid before him.  Interesting it would be, without doubt, but...   He looked at his brother, then said, "You know, of course, that such a mission cannot be kept secret, and will be the topic of gab in every taburna in the land.   And that every fisherman with a leaking boat will have dreams of boarding the Petrel to obtain the wealth of Croesus."




"And that is why the friends of the Caesar family are desiring a shipper who can supply not only honesty but a swift vessel and a well-armed crew."  Now, Aulus leaned back, then finished with, "Think on the proposal, brother.  I have not yet received word that the amount of metal has been collected, and in any event, nothing can happen until the Petrel hoves into the port of Neápolis.  And as to that, there is little haste - I had given that your return would not be for months."




With his thoughts swirling as in a heavy blow at sea, Julius walked to the back of the house, looking for the boy.   In surprise at one of the nobles of the house entering her domain, the Cocua pointed in answer to his question.  Around the corner, at a table, Pontiki was finishing what had to be the unsurpassed meal of his lifetime.  During the voyage, he had eaten the standard fair of sailors - on the Petrel, the repasts being of some goodsomeness, if not such as one would find in a shoreside cookery.  Of course, to the boy, used to a life of rummaging in refuse piles for his infrequent meals, it was as if he had been transported early to the slopes of Olympus.  But now, in a house larger than any he had ever seen - or even imagined - and being fed hot and delicious viands by the female cook, was...




"Come, boy.  We will find ourselves some repose, in Roman style."  Pontiki looked with regret at the mounds of uneaten food until Julius said, with some humor, "Nay, boy.  Socellia will still be here when we return, and her larder will not be empty.  Besides, from the look of your platter, you are in danger of foundering from too heavy a lading." 




Leaving from the back door, they moved along the broad avenue to the Therma of the Swan - his favorite bathing place since old enough to enter the small pool for children at the edge of the main baths.  




Roman bathhouses usually had no restrictions as to the stratum of the person in entry.  A common laborer could enter the opulent Therma of Apollo, or the Swan, and in contrast, a noble could pay his single copper coin to take the waters in the common pools of the Mons Oppius quarter.  In practicality, few Plebeians, other than wealthy merchants, would - or could - pay the silver denarius as the fee of entry in the noble bathhouses, and of course, it was just as unlikely that a Patrician would be seen in the pools of the commoners. 




The boy could swim, of course, having waded and sounded the boats in the harbor of Antioch since his beginning - thus a pool of placid water was of no consequence.  His age was below that of being allowed admittance into the main waters and the youngster was guided to the small pool, guarded by a servant to give watch over such that none not might founder without notice.




Now, looking around at the other bathers, Julius found himself in the waters with a few friends and many acquaintances.   He exchanged greetings with all, giving his absence of the last year with vague assurances that such were just ordinary voyages in support of his family.  In the lateness of the hour, he decided only to enter the tepidarium - the basin with warm water, and the largest of the three pools of varying temperature.   Here, he relaxed and listened to the conversations around him, and was given surprise that the topic was the same as had hastened his recall to Capua.  




Eventually, an elderly man floated over to bob in front of Julius - a Lanista of Capua, and the owner of the largest ludus gladiatorium in the city - indeed, mayhap in the entirety of Latium.   Started by his Father before him, the training and trade in gladiators for the amusement of the populace of Rome had made this noble the richest person in Capua, even beyond that of the House of Clavius, which made him a wealthy man, indeed.   Even his household was a declaration of his affluence.  The dwelling and surrounding compound of the Clavius family was large in itself, but three of such would have fit inside the marble walls of that belonged to the Lanista.  Indeed, the over-ornateness of the appearance from the street led many visitors to the city to assume they were passing a temple to Jupiter.  




Corpulent, petty in his needs for service, and given to unhidden disdain for any below his stature - which, to himself, were all others in the city - the slave-trainer was not a man whose friendship had been sought by Julius during his growth years in the city.   Still, the man - with the nomen of Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Batiatus - could often be seen in the offices of the family, discussing this commerce or that with Aulius and, many times, at the evening banquets, given by the Domina of this house and that.   




The training compound was fifty stadia to the east and in a comparative wilderness.  Julius had only seen it once, as a child, taken along by his father on some trip or another.  His remembrance was that of naked men, muscular and browned from the sun, wielding weapons of every description in their daily rituals of drill.  Exciting it was to a boy, and it was only later, as a young man that he realized the purpose of the fighting men.   The invitations to the games in Rome by a merchant-customer of the family allowed him to see the reality of the sport, where his distaste for the unneeded carnage and waste of good men - all in the prime of life and condition - instantly rose to the fore.   He never attended such again.




His distaste for such cruel wastage of men extended to the fat proprietor who trained such, but he did not wish to complicate the needs of his brother by making an enemy of a powerful man.   Thus, he forced a noncommittal nod as the oldster gave his salutations.   "My greetings to you, young Clavius.   I am glad to see your body in wholeness after traversing the far reaches of the Great Sea.   Mayhap you have brought back some ravishing siren from the exotic lands as mate, to begin your own household."




Julius politely smiled at the jest, saying, "Nay.  I have yet to find such that would be satisfied with a husband who is seen only at the equinoxes of the year."




The man smiled also, then said, "I had word that you are just arrived.  Have you heard of the news of the abduction of the scion of the Caesar household?"




Of course he had, but the man meant from the many conversations in the baths.  It was the only converse that he had heard since entering the waters.  It was interesting in the fact that Julius had heard of neither the man nor the family before this day.  "Aye, Sos.  One can scarcely fail to gain the news.  It would appear that such is the only topic of conversation in the city."  




"Mayhap the enterprise of Clavius is to be used to deliver the ransom."  Julius kept his face in hold at the leading question.  "Such would seem to be a commission giving to your need of stimulation."




Now the young Roman shrugged.  "Such a matter is a question for my brother.  I merely have need to point my ship where he requires."




The man smiled, giving no suggestion as to his belief or nay in the reply.  "You are coming, of course, to my house on the morrow evening for the fête?"   This was an actual question.  "Your presence would be a seasoning to the usual droll attenders - and not least among the feminae."




Julius was long beyond the usual age of marriage, many being consummated in a pair of years after taking the toga virilis in the coming of manhood.   In most part, it was because his returns to the city of his family were seldom closer than a half-year between, and he had little reason to take a wife that would be seen with less frequency than needed to remember her features.    But...  To the noble Matrons of the city - with marriageable daughters - his being a handsome member of a wealthy household overcame the deficiencies in his presence.    He had not been told of such fest for the evening, but knew that such rituals were common among the nobles.  And as his ship was still far to the south, there was little for his use until it stood into port...   "Aye, Sos.  If my family is in attendance, then I am sure that the Domina will insist on my inclusion."


Chapter 11




Julius had some appearance of a Captain this evening.  On board the ship his usual garb was a faded tunic, sometimes with the addition of a straw-woven sun hat should the day be hot.  He had never had use for display of habiliments as seemed necessary for the men - and women - of Capua.   All seemed to give need to exceed their neighbors in display of finery.    To himself, to garb oneself in hot wool robes, wrapped innumerable times about the body - and on a night of warmness - was...  ludicrous.   The toga might be a goodsome symbol of authority in the Senate, but for mere impressment of others it was useless to himself.




Despite the vociferous protests of his mother, he was garbed as on shipboard.  The difference being that his tunic was of spotless white linen reaching to his knees and his sandals of the finest and softest leather that could be supplied by the cobblers of the city.   His only concession to the desire of the Grand Domina was his brilliantly dyed red cloak - the saglum - secured with a gold fibula fashioned in the shape of a ship.  As such, his entry into the huge atrium of the Aedile was little less dramatic than had he been a successful General, returning from war.   Tall and handsome, browned from the sun, and with sinews that had not atrophied in lack of use, he stood out among the males of the fête as a jake in the poultry-yard of a farm-wife. 




The Domina in the house of the Lanista, realizing that her function this night was given great enhancement by the sudden appearance of the young man, came to gush over his presence.   To the mother, she exclaimed, "Sextilia!  Why did you not send word that your son had returned?   We would have made invite of the younger nobles of the city."




"Alas, good Cordia.  Julius does not give me forewarning of his arrival.  His sudden manifestation at our door was as great a surprise to myself as any."    She looked at her son with affection, bordering on pride.  "I only give thanks to the gods that he has returned in whole form."




The young Roman had no dislike of such gatherings, although the idea of a lifetime filled with such, and at a pace of every few days was not a choice he would make.   Several of his friends from youth were present, although after almost ten years, they had little in common.   Still, his conversation was pleasant, and a change from his usual life at sea.   




Less enjoyable was the need to interact with Matrons that lined up as merchants at an auction, presenting this unmarried daughter or that, all of whom just happened to be present on this night, as was claimed.   Most of the presented feminae, of course, were far younger than Julius, even to the distance of ten or twelve years, and...  superficial would be the word he would have used.   Few had any knowledge of either history or the world beyond the bounds of the noble quarter of the city.   Still, he nodded and somehow made the proper responses to the compliments and invitations, although, alas, he had to inform all that the need to visit the shipyards in Neápolis with some haste.




Such was not precisely truthsome, as he had little to do until the Petrel arrived, but he would make the visit if needed to avoid calling on one household and another, that the mothers might parade the suitability of their daughters as a proper wife.   As he held a smile, waiting for the next Matrona to arrive, he decided that he would make such a travel and actually visit the shipyards of the family.




"Your pardon, Sos."   He turned to see an elderly noble standing with his wife, apparently, giving a bow then continuing, "Might I beg the boon of converse with yourself, and with some privacy?"




Julius nodded, then followed the man and woman from the atrium to the garden - one of them - that bounded the western wall of the house.   He knew the man from sight, but the name was long forgotten...




Stopping within the foliage, then looking around for any wandering ears, the man said, "You might remember myself, good Sos.  Gnaeus Calvinus, of the house of Domitius?  And Titinia, my wife."




Now the memory came back.  "Aye, Dominus.  It has been long, but I well remember the good Domina, Titinia..."   He bowed to the woman.  "...many times chasing myself and Marcus from her garden of flowers and herbs, as we fought our boy-battles with wooden swords."   Indeed, their young son had been a close friend in their youth, both with many bidings to either household, for play or food, even to stay in security while parents were out of the city.   "How is Marcus?  I have not put my eyes on him for these... four or five years now."   Before he finished the sentence, he knew that the answer was not to be goodsome.  The faces of both oldsters gave easy evidence of such.




"The tidings are evil, Sos.  He and his family were captured by pirates, and even now are being held for exchange."   There was a pause, then quietly, "They require a sum that we cannot deliver, even were we to sell our possessions down to the last farmhouse."




With a sudden flash of perception, Julius asked, "Was he...  Were they on the ship with Gaius Caesar?   The man from..."   Where had he been told?  "Alba Longa?"




"Aye, Sos.  Voyaging to Rhodes for the edification of the children.  And to allow Camelia some measure of distance from her desolation at the death of her husband."  He had only a vague memory the younger sister of his friend, mainly from the disdain of all boys to the existence of such useless beings.  Of course, such scorn began to disappear with time, and eventually feminae were looked upon with more interest. 




Now the man looked around again, then spoke quietly.  "I am given that you yourself will deliver the ransom for the Caesar family."   Julius kept his face passive, marveling at the speed that a secret moved from the lips of the maker to the ears of all.  He gave a wry thought to himself, at the insistence of his brother that they speak of the matter on the roof terrace, that no one else might know of the potential commission for their enterprise.  




He shook his head.  "I have received no such mandate, Sos.  In fact, I have only arrived in Capua on the yesterday."   He disliked to give words that were less than accurate, and before the Mother of a good friend - a woman in much distress, but managing to hold her poise even so.




Now the man nodded.  "Nay, Sos.  Break no confidences for myself, but...  should you find yourself in such a task, then...   Any alleviation of our distress would be remembered by our family far beyond mere friendship."




Now the woman, Titinia spoke.  "Should you find yourself in the happenstance of voyaging with the ransom deliverers, then I ask that you might deliver a missive from myself to my son..."




Now Julius nodded.  "Aye, Domina.  Be assured that I would not sail without giving inform to yourself and the Dominus."




The rest of the evening was blank in his memory the next day.   He had made all the correct responses to all that had spoken to himself, but his thoughts were elsewhere.  And his surprisal was not finished with the fête that night.   In the middle of the following morning, Virnius brought word of a visitor to the house - the noble Antonius of the family, Pullus.   Both Aulius and Julius waited as the noble was escorted to the atrium by the Steward.  The Dominus of Clavius bowed, saying, "Welcome, Antonius.   My brother and I grieve with you at the evil happenings of your family."




Julius had no idea of the evil happenings, and little of the man beyond remembering that he was another head of a noble family in the city.   But, such ignorance did not last beyond the next sentences.




With a bow in return, the visitor said, "My gratitude, good Aulius.   And to your brother..."  He bowed again, this time to the younger man.




"Is there word of conditions of release of your son?"   Now Julius knew what this had to be about.   With some bewilderment at the situation, he wondered how many Romans were on that ship voyaging to Rome, and with such an apparent count of important people, did they carry temple Priestesses as protection, rather than veteran soldiers?




"Only the demand for the release-fee."  There was a hesitation, then, "Word comes that your goodly brother..."  He nodded toward Julius.  "...will deliver the ransom."   




Aulius knew that the news of piracy was known in the entire domain of Latium, but obviously was startled to hear of the assumed part that his family might play being given so freely as fact.   His control of facial expressions suffered from the sudden startlement.   Quickly, he replied, "Only that we are being considered for such.   Certainly, no commission has yet come from the family of Caesar."   That was a statement of truth.  "Indeed, the only ship in our possession that would be suitable for the task is not even in port at the present."




The man just nodded, then said, "Even so.  When such is decided, I would wish that the courier might make the transaction for my family.   Our remuneration will not be beggarly."




Watching the back of the man as he took his departure from their house, Julius said quietly to his brother, "I am certainly gladsome that you took care in recalling me in secret, and to the extent of sending a sealed scroll.  Else, all in the land might know of the plans."




Aulius looked at him for a moment, and in some wonder, then seeing the jest of the words, shook his head with a crooked smile.  "Aye.  Such news might find its way even to the streets if one is not careful."




For the next few days, Julius relaxed, walking the city that he had not seen for a long year or more, and even back then, little more than his own house.  Pontiki was given over to the Steward, with bidding to place him at work with the many and various craftsmen that supported the family.  And to give watch so as to allow the determination as to the industriousness or nay of the boy.




The quiet of the days even allowed for the visiting this therma and that brothel until a runner came with the missive that the Petrel had hove into the port of Neápolis.   As the day was young, and the distance only about two hundred stadia, he called for a mount from the household stables.  By evening, he was cantering into the harbor quarter, looking for the familiar silhouette of his vessel.  




Such was easily found, and with only Flavius at anchor watch.  Waving to the sudden noticement, he strode on board, giving greetings to his crewman.  "How was the voyage?  I was expecting you several days from now, given the winds."




The sailor picked up another cup from the basket, then filled it.  Handing it to his Captain, he replied, "There was little for the bards of the Forum to give tale about.   The eye of the wind changed after two days of your going - enough as to allow us passage through the narrows."  Then he asked, "Will we careen to be giving clean to the bottom in our stay."  As the Carpenter of the ship, he would be responsible for the proper removal of the green growths that eventually hampered the movement of any ship that was in water for many months. 




"Aye, and on the morrow even as the sun rises.   It is possible that we will have a commission that will require the utmost from the Petrel."   After finishing his cup, Julius gave the farewell to the crewman, then walked the distance to an inn placed on a low hill, far enough from the port to gain the freshness of airs, and not the reeks that sometimes infested any harbor.   This common, but comfortable devorsorium was both owned and operated by the family for the use of any crew that stood into the port.   Except for Kaeso, the first mate, who had a house and wife in the city, all others were itinerant.  Indeed, this inn was the only place in all the Great Sea that they could call home.  




Though the doorway and into the grand hall that served both as an eating room and a taburna, he was met by the Caupo.  He was also the Mensarius for the building - acting as the Numerarius that would disperse the wages of any crew to their needs and desires.   And who would accept any extra funds that had been made on a voyage, to be placed with the senior Numearii in Capua, there to be invested and grown until their retirement from the sea.   "Welcome, noble Julius Clavius," boomed the rotund man.  "Densus gave that you were already landed and several days ago."




"Greetings to you, Bellus.  Is the crew in residence, or already giving trade to the brothels?"




The man grinned.  "Aye, and you have it in correctness.   All but master Kaeso did not even pause for a cup, but dropped their bags in the rooms and strode out for their evening of feminae chase and taburna gab."




Julius gave a wry smile, then said, "I will need a room - for a single night, unless some defect is found in the bottom of the Petrel."   The man nodded, waving at a servant, who immediately left to prepare one of the opulent rooms held in reserve for family members or their friends.   "I will return before the night."




Now he strode down the street for a few stadia, to the neat and whitewashed house of his First Mate.  It was a stunned woman who answered his knock.   As she seemed reluctant to close her mouth to speak, he asked, "My pardon to you, Matrona, for the uninvited call, but might I speak to the good Kaeso for a moment?"




From behind the woman came the voice of his First Mate.  "Capitaneus!  I was not expecting yourself till some days from now."  To the still motionless and speechless woman, he barked, "Bithia!  A cup for our guest."   As if suddenly awakening from an amazing dream, his mate started, then fled from the room, no doubt to the kitchen area.  "My apologies, Sos.   My wifemate has little experience in the greeting of a noble personage in our house."  With a grin, he waved to a chair.  




As they settled to opposite sides of the table, the woman returned with cups and a jug, allowing her man to pour that she might not disgrace the house by decanting the red liquid over their guest in her discomposure.  Nodding his gratitude to her, he waited until she vanished again from the small room, then leaned over and asked quietly, "Any problems to report with the ship?"




Kaeso shook his head, saying, "Nay, Sos.   I will have the forestay rerove before we stand out.  The tag ends are showing some fray.  Unless, the Capitaneus has need for other mending..."




Of course the mate was in wonder at the sudden hail by the message-boat and the immediate departure of his Captain, but certainly would not directly ask without cause.  Julius smiled, still with a quiet voice, and replied, "This is for your ears only, for now, but we may have a commission that will require both speed and guile.   For now, I can only say that it will involve an unbelievable amount of wealth and our ship will attract reavers even from beyond the Pillars should the facts become known."   Now the first mate was wide-eyed as he listened.  "There will be a considerable element of danger, thus...  You will query the men, giving that statement, and ask if any would wish to remain behind for this voyage."




Now the man spoke, and with some fervor.  "By the hanging pouchstones of Mithras, Sos.  If I give such portent, the men will refuse to leave the ship even in the harbor, in fear of missing the journey."   He thought for a moment, then continued, "It might be wise to leave the Sage, if the peril is as you say, but the rest would sail into Hades for the chance of blading or feathering some assailant.  And the new man, the Thracian, if his tales of the past have a particle of truthiness, then he has already made the voyage to the edge of the river Styx several times."  Now a dismissing wave of the hands.  "Nay, Sos.  Your only worry of the men would be if one was told that he was forbidden to come."




Now Julius nodded.  "Aye, and I agree that you are correct in your survey, but still... ask for their desire."   He took a drink, then leaned over to say, "On the morrow, at first light, move the ship to the yard for careening, then scour the bottom.  Afterwards, inspect all standing and running rigging, replacing any with the slightest wear.   And have another set of light weather cloth stowed - new and closely weaved.  I will give orders to the master Shipwright that the work is to have the greatest urgency and first call on needed supplies and labor.   You will oversee the work, as I have need to remain in Capua until...  certain facts become known."   Now, draining his cup, he stood.  "My apologies for the interruption of your first evening at your home.  And my gratitude to your goodly wife for her delicious wine."




Kaeso stood also, and with a wide grin.  "You have given her a present unexpected and of great magnificence in her eyes."  As the puzzled look of Julius, he said, "On the morrow, she will regale her women-friends with the tale that her house gave entry to the noble Clavius, and that he even sat at our table and drank of our wine."




The Captain gave his own grin, clapping his man on the shoulder, then striding back into the street.    A journey to the shipyard of the family and a short meeting with the Shipwright for the morrow finished the day.   One last stop at the offices of their shipping concern was to arrange for the ambassadors to be taken to Rome on any vessel that was in port, even using the speculatoria if none other was available.




By now his legs and feet - and bottom -  were complaining of the number of stadia that had been trod in the day, and he retired to the inn for the evening. 


Chapter 12




"We are making almost eighty stadia in the hour, even in this moderate wind.  It would appear that your work on the keel fin was most efficacious."   Julius was speaking to the Carpenter of the ship, Flavius, as both stood at the stern giving count of time as the small piece of wood floated past the rudder post.   He waved forward, giving halt to the man who had been tossing the small sticks overboard at call.




During the careening in the shipyard, while the ship was rolled to one side and exposing even the bottom most planks, they had made a major change to the contour of the hull.   Much time had been passed in previous voyages - and not just in this ship nor its crew - in talk of improvement of vessels.  Indeed, the previous ships with the same name of Petrel had been reformed over the years in search of more pace through the water and less fall to leeward.  The current vessel was the product of those generations of sailors that had come before.  




The Petrel - and its ancestors at least two vessels back in time - carried a deep fin under the keel runner.   Such made the vessel less useful in shallow waters, but over the blue sea the action of the deep and lengthy board turned the tendency to leeward - of any object on the sea to be constantly pushed downwind - into a greater forward motion.  Before leaving on the last voyage - the foray to Greece and the doomed city of Salona - Julius had placed an order with the shipyard for a construction to be installed when they returned.    Now, such was in place, and apparently with goodly effect.




Rather than the thick board of previous use, this one was thin and sharply edged in both forward and after extremity.   Laying on the sand of the shore, more than one man gave opinion that it resembled the fin of a squatina - a shark.  Other improvements were that it was deeper than the previous fin, and held to the keel runner with thick dowels of cedrus wood, rather than the copper nails of before.   Such should allow the fin to shear away should the Petrel find itself hove into shallow water and rock.   Hopefully, rather than rearing at the grounding, and possibly with much damage to hull and mast, the ship would discard the touching fin without harm. 




Flavius was still leaning over the side, watching the action of the hull as it pushed through the waves, then stood and replied, "Aye, Capitaneus.   There is no doubt that it has much less resistance to the water than the old board.   My wonder is of what improvement the bronze fin would make."




That component existed only in their talk and imaginations - thus far.   Many times they had given discussion about a metal fin, far stronger than wood, much thinner and therefore with even less resistance to the water, and giving the ship a ballast weight of leverage far superior to the damp sand in the bilge.    Alas, thus far it was just gab to fill the evenings on shipboard.




"Your pardon, Capitaneus."  Julius turned at the voice of Densus.  "Our menial drudge has finished his duties in the galley.   Mayhap he might take his midday meal now?"




"Has he dressed down the rope locker?"




"Aye.   And his task of scrubbing the privy boards."




"Then let him take his meal."




For the first time in the month, Julius relaxed without need of either thought or planning.  He sat in a wicker chair in the waist, watching the idle crewmembers in their gaming and gab.   As the Petrel had just come from a thorough mending of wear, there was not even the odd rope in the locker to be rewove.   If the men were in worry about being in a ship that was the mark of every aspiring reaver on the waters, they were concealing their fears with goodly skill.




Almost a month after the return of Julius and the Petrel to Capua, the commission for delivering of ransom was initiated.   Their vessel was standing at wharf with almost a Century of guards at encirclement, even though the lading line showed that the hull was empty of cargo - or even ballast.  Cleaned and scrubbed, the ship had entirely new standing rigging and a new suit of sails, although to the landman, the latter would have seemed to be of oldness and well-used cloth.  Such was only to the eye.  The sailcloth was expensive, close-weaved and dyed a dull gray by the not-inconsiderable efforts of a local manufactory.   Such was a measure for secureness - a new sail was blindingly white in the light of day, and with any illumination from the moon, would be as a guiding lamp across the spanse of the sea at night.   The voyage would probably be perilous enough without giving ease to roving pirates in spotting the Petrel far on the horizon.




The ship was fully stocked for standing out, the crew told off and waiting.   Aulius had come to Neápolis with Julius, along with several of his office.  Even the boy, Pontiki, was allowed to refrain from his trade-learning to attend and watch the Petrel stand out with the unique cargo.  Of course, he would not be accompanying the ship on such a dangerous mission, although the Sage would be among the crew.  Even at the insistence of both brothers that his old head need not to be placed in such jeopardy, the oldster was indignant that such a suggestion even be made.  "I have guided the Petrel - aye, and its mother-ship before it - long before your Pater gave his seed to produce yourselves!"  




Standing at the wharf, the untrained eyes of Aulius gave a question to his brother.  "Either my memory is defective, or the ship has gained some bulk?"




Julius grinned to himself.  His elder brother had no equal in merchantry - knowing the value of any commodity in any land, gauging the price and cost of grain even before it was planted, and in making a golden aureus grow where the silver coin of a denarius was planted.  But as a seaman...  The younger had often said to the Sage - in private conversation and only partly in jest  - that his elder brother would probably capsize a fishing skiff on dry land.   But, each man had his skills and strengths, and he replied without deigning words, "Aye, but you see the ship as if it were just built, being shoved into the waters directly from the hands of the wrights.  The sand ballast has been removed even to the cleaning of the hull boards of the bilge."




"Because the silver talents will act as such."




"Just so.  A heavily laden ship is a slow ship.   Fifty talents of silver will take little room, but will easily replace the wet sand, and more."   The bilge had been altered somewhat, with extra planking to hold the metal, and courses of lumber to keep such in place, should a storm and high waves be encountered.   A chest of such weight - and there would be many - was very small and could easily punch a hole in the bottom hull should it shift and hurdle with any violence.




"Pardon, Sos."  This was the boy, giving the correct appellation for a Roman Captain on land.  His education - mostly in trade skills and hygiene - had been enhanced by the back of many hands for the lack of use of such honorifics - not such as to cause damage to the youngster, but enough to stimulate his remembering for future need.  Julius nodded and the boy asked, "Will such iron-men take a place on your ship?"




His learning of the tongue of this land was progressing with the enhanced ability of youth, but none would yet mistake him of having genitors from this domain.   He had been instructed to only use such, rather than falling back into his natural tongue of Greek, that his learning might be hastened.  Julius gave the rendering that he was asking about taking the soldiers along as guards.   "Nay, boy.  If the crew of the Petrel cannot give discourage to reavers, then another handful of Legionaries will be of little assistance.  And every extra man is two talents and more of weight that gives diminish to our pace through the water." 




Now Aulius said, "Come.  Our standing in wait will not give haste to the arrival of the caravan.  And my belly is in need of filling." 




Julius nodded and as they turned to go, the boy asked, "Sos.  Might I tarry with Densus on watch?"  He pointed to the ship and the single man standing at the tiller of the docked ship.  




There was little harm in such, and Pontiki had no tasks in his need while in visit to the port.  "Aye.  Give converse with your friend as you will.  It will be a pair of months before he returns, at the least."  Now he walked to the guard Captain, giving word that the boy had free access to the Petrel.  




Both brothers plowed through the crowds standing outside the ring of guards, although there was little to see.   Still, all knew that such a departure was a topic to give tales to grandchildren in their olden days, and none wished to miss seeing the greatest quantity of wealth that their eyes would likely ever behold.   Of course, they would see nothing but small wooden chests, and little enough of those, but still - the occasion was as one of the greater feast days of the year.




It was midmorning on the morrow before the caravan arrived with the chests of silver coin and slugs.   The asses and drovers were far outnumbered by the masses of guards - actually Legionaries from the training fields of Rome.   Such brought a greater crowding to the port than even on the yesterday.   Julius gave a fleeting wonder as to where the quantity of men would take their night-rest, but quickly dismissed such useless thought-wandering in the necessity of the moment.




Each ass was loaded with two chests, but each only half filled.   As they were paraded past the boarding plank, the boxes were set on the sand, then one emptied into the other.   Julius had as little knowledge of land voyaging as his brother did of the sea, but realized that the reason was to distribute the heavy load on the flanks of the animal. 




Each chest was carried aboard by two soldiers, and carefully placed in the hold under the eye of Flavius.  They had long discussed the loading of such heavy cargo, and made many calculations as to the distribution.   In total, the lading would be far less than the capacity of the ship, and indeed, the Petrel would be sailing lightly loaded, but the massive denseness of the metal required careful placement.  Any carelessness in stowage would have the Petrel down by the head, or lifting the bow from the water, either giving much impairment to the seaworthiness of the ship.   And the pace through the water. 




All in the crew were on board, and accoutered with their blades.   Such display was unneeded in the presence of alert Legionaries to the count of two Centuries or more, but in the presence of such thief-bait, none would be comfortable without weapons.   Pontiki had been allowed to watch the loading, with stiff instructions to maintain distance from the working men.   One of the worries of Julius - and the Carpenter - was the possibility of a distracted man giving falseness of step and stumbling to allow his heavy burden to fall.  Such could easily punch a hole in the deck and not end its journey until it had smashed a path through the hull to rest in the sand of the harbor bottom.




The loading took the rest of the morning, then more than two hours were consumed in balancing the ship by moving this chest to here and there before both Julius and Flavius were satisfied.   Finally, as there was no reason to tarry, he walked to the end of the wharf where the Admiralis of the fleet of Pentaconters was standing with his staff.   Seeing him approach, the officer said, "We have seen no signals from the courier boats.  Your way will be unhindered at least as far as the straits of Messina."




"My gratitude, Admiralis.  You can send the recall if desired.  We will stand out shortly that I give farewell to my brother."   The presence of the man was proof of the status of the family of Caesar in Rome, as was the huge number of soldiers that made the march to Capua to guard the ship and the caravan of silver.  For the fourth part of a month, the small Pentaconters of the Roman navy were patrolling the waters from Rome to the narrow opening of the straits to the south, looking for reavers that might wish to examine the cargo of the Petrel.   As the tale of the silver and ransom had probably reached even the shores of Egypt by now, Julius had no doubt that many wishful pirates were standing along the main routes to the east.   Hopefully, the designated place of meeting was still a secret, else the Petrel might find itself allied with one band of pirates against many others.




Nodding to the officer, he turned and walked to where Aulius was standing in wait.  And not alone.  Almost surrounding him were several men - important nobles from Rome, no doubt - come to watch their payment in fee as it was readied for the voyage.   Nodding to his brother, he said, "The wind is fair away.  I see no reason to tarry, unless you have other orders for me."  




Rather than replying directly, he turned to one of the older men and said, with a gesture, "This is my brother, Julius, bound to the instructions of the commission."




The noble bowed and nodded.  "Aye.  His reputation needs little introduction."  To Julius, he asked, "What think you of your chances of making the voyage unhindered by marauders, Capitaneus?"




"My concern is not the reavers on the waters, but those at the end of the journey.  One hopes that such are honorable in the way of such.  I can only guarantee the delivery of the chests, not the conduct of the receivers."  A pause, then, "You have me at a disadvantage, Sos..."




Hurriedly, Aulius said, "This is the honorable Triferus Papius Caesar, patruus to the man you are voyaging to release."   Aye.  Julius had assumed the man to be of the family of the prisoner, in this case an uncle.




The man gave another bow and a gesture to each man around him.  "Aye.  This is Hortensius and Marullus, his son, nephew and cousin to Julius.   And Publius, Coruncanius, and Paulinus, good friends of the family.   All have made their work in the procurement of the ransom silver."  Now he waved open-handed to Aulius.  "Our gratitude in your acceptance of this need is beyond expressing, and will be repaid with more than just words.   We have found few others that would agree to treat with known sea-plunderers for any amount of gold."




 Julius took his brother by the wrist, holding it for the moment, the said, "Standing on the wharf will not gain us success.  With any assistance from the Anemoi, we should be at the meeting cove by the second Ides."  He doubted that any such wind gods existed, but wishing for such assistance cost nothing.




"Fair winds and smooth seas, brother."   




To the cheers of the crowd, the Petrel pulled in the wharfing ropes and pushed away from the dock, turning even as the sail was hoisted to catch the modest wind.  Their work done, the crew resumed their normal stance while on an easy sea - either jawing tales with each other, or casting the knucklebones in play.   Melglos strolled back to the rudder post, standing beside the Captain as the port of Neápolis began to recede.  "Romans gain much joy from the departure of a ship, it appears.  I have seen less celebration on a feast day in the Agora."




Still looking at the diminishing figures by the wharf, Julius replied in a dry tone, "Aye.  This was as a day in the Circus, and no mistake."   Turning to Judoc, at the rudder pole, he called, "Follow the coast about five stadia out."    This was following their planned course, discussed many times in the taburnae and brothels with any who asked.   Down the coast of Latium, through the straits of Messina, then across the waters heading directly into the east - such was the usual route for trade between Latium and the eastern lands.




Now, two hours later, the port of Neápolis was far behind them




Patroclus came on deck, holding his marking board and scribing pen.   Julius nodded, and said, "Our pace is about fifty stadia in the hour."  




The Sage looked at his map, giving thought for a moment, then said, "We should fetch up to Paestum by nightfall.   From there, take a pointing of south by west."   As there were none on the ship but the trusted crew, the subterfuge of their actual course was not needed.   In the first hour of the night when skulking eyes would be dimmed, the ship would turn from their assumed course, to leave the land and make passage around the island of Sicilia, and from there due east, far - many stadia far - from any coast.  Such duplicity would have advantages - firstly, the reaches of the open sea would preclude any galleys from attempting a foray.   Row-ships, with the myriad of oarsmen, had very limited range before food hutches were emptied and water barrels became dry, thus the need for such to remain near the coast and their sources of provisions.  




Secondly, in the wide spaces of the open sea, even a large ship is a very small mark on the waters.   The Petrel might encounter the odd vessel on infrequent occasion, but the chances of a pirate craft finding a particular ship, and without close knowledge of its course, were vanishingly small. 




The winds were goodly, the sky clear of all but scudding clouds, and the horizon empty of anything but distance. Thus far, the voyage had been no different than any other.  With one exception...




After turning away from the land in the second hour after dark, to make their crossing of the wide waters between Latium and the island of Silicia, leaving any possible followers and miscreants in wait further down the coast, the ship settled down to normal duty.   Although little peril was expected in the waters, a double watch was set with orders to immediately report any sighting of a ship, even should such be an unlikely fisher.   It was now that Densus made his report, taken with incredulity by Julius.




The cook had walked across the deck with another in the dim light of the crescent moon - his companion being of some unusual diminution in size.   It was with total disbelief that the Captain recognized Pontiki - not in accompaniment with the crewman, but being pulled along with a firm grip on an arm.  "How in the putrid name of..."   He broke off the oath to demand, and in no moderate tone, "Where did you hide yourself, boy?"




"In the sail locker," replied Densus.   Aye.  Such would have been unnoticeable by the men, preparing for the voyage.  The boy had been allowed on board during the loading, and had kept himself out of notice by the busy crew.   Certainly, in the tumult of standing out, none would - and did not - give notice of the youngster and his need to leave the ship before the undocking.  No doubt he had hidden long before the silver was completely stowed - out of view and remark by all on board.




It was with some hidden amusement that Julius regarded the young miscreant.  Such was something that he might have tried in his youth, had he not been placed in life to fulfill his need to journey.  Still, this was not a trading mission, and might be as perilous a voyage as could be made by any.  The boy would be useless - nay, a hindrance should the ship have need of defense.  




But, the youngster had done what he had done, and the ship certainly could not come around for the return of a mere boy.  His fate was bound with the crew to the end.  But, in the interests of both discipline for the ship - and the boy - the Captain had need to express his displeasure.   An expression of scowl was useless in the dim light, but he made his displeasure known with both tone and intensity of voice.  "Did you think on what you were doing, boy?  And the burden on others that have given a place to an urchin of the streets?  That the Dominus might even now be scouring the port in succor of the youngster that he thinks might have been taken by degenerates for their use?   And the Carpenter who has given you instruction that you might take a trade, rather than sleeping on the cobblestones of some street for your mat?"   Wisely, the boy said nothing, merely holding his head low in either real or feigned rueness.   




The Capitaneus paused in his anger - only partially feigned.  Then, "Very well.  You wish to gain instruction as a man of my crew.  Then, know that such Tyros begin in the bilge, rather than the after deck."  To the cook, he said, "Put our unfledged sailor to good use.  At first light, after his assistance with the break of our fast, he can give empty to the bilge - and to the last drop of water.  Then, to any need of the ship, given goodly instruction that to man a ship is not to play, but to work."




"Aye, Capitaneus."  The tone of the rotund man was with harshness, but such that the amusement and understanding was apparent.  Pontiki might well regret replacing the ease of life in Capua with the labor of a ship's boy, but Julius realized that, to a youngster condemned to a life on the streets of a city without either genitors or protectors of any kind, even the toil of work as Densus would put him to might be as if given transport to the wondrous fields of Elysium.


Chapter 13




Julius looked up to make sure the crossed pendant was whipping free in the wind, giving the identity to their ship in the proposed convergence with the pirate ship.  Of course, this was giving assumption that such would actually appear from the land on the dexter beam.   In far less than the month, the Petrel had coursed across the Great Sea, seldom coming within sight of land, but touching at the western end of the island of Crete as if following a marked road in Latium.




Which, in a way it was - the pilotage skills of Patroclus could be claimed by a lesser god of the sea as his own.  Thrice each day, the Sage counted the time taken by the thrown stick to pass from the forepeak to the rudder post, making his marks on his papyrus, then using some arcane numbering to figure their gain in distance.   At night, he would use a single star on the horizon to gage the difference between the waves and their course, to allow for any push to leeward - again, adding numbers to his script, and merging those into his figuring.   Those, and the rising and setting positions of the sun, a knowledge of passage of such since the last equinox, all were squeezed for juice by the skilled navigator in his reckoning. 




With the intermediate destination in sight, the pointing of the Sage was no longer necessary.   They had merely to follow the coast until the opposite end of the huge island was reached, the pinnacle that pointed east.   Here they were to be accosted by a messenger from the pirates, to gain instruction for delivery of the ransom.




Thus far, this morning, nothing had been seen other than a few fishers and a merchant ship far out on the horizon and quickly disappearing below it.   At the moment, all on board were standing in watch to the land, in anticipation of their next...




"Sail away, Capitaneus!"  This was from Ngozi, standing in a loop of rope about a third part of the way up the mast.   "Pointing to us."




Julius needed give no cautioning orders to such a crew.  All were accoutered for battle, and with their bows and a plethora of shafts laying to hand.   This was not the first possible peril they had encountered as a crew, although the circumstances were unique.   Should yon vessel be a band of free rovers, come to ask for a share of the silver, all would be ready to give denial.   




"A merchant vessel, Capitaneus," said Kaeso.  "No doubt taken in their reaving."




"There is the signal, Capitaneus," shouted Flavius from the rudder.   As agreed in the original message from the pirates, the craft raised a pole on which were two streamers - a black above a white.




Julius looked around to see that his crew was still at alert.  They had not survived the many tribulations on the Great Sea by giving unnecessary assumptions.   None had moved, still standing at their posts and at the ready.




Finally, the ship, approaching from windward, turned to give pace with the Petrel and in easy hailing distance.   They saw a man, standing in the stern, cup hands to his mouth and shout, "Halloo, Roman!   Have you tribute to give the Nesoi?"




Julius nodded to Patroclus, who bellowed back in his native tongue of the Greek lands, "Aye!  To salve the rages of Poseidon!"  Those also were give and take signals, again to make authentication between deliverer and receiver.    According to the Sage, Nesoi referred to some clan of obscure goddesses of these domains and with a saga that involved their god of the sea, Poseidon.




Again the shout between cupped hands.  "Follow!  We move about thirty leagues to our meeting!"




The Sage merely waved and Julius shouted the commands to set trim to follow the small boat, now turning about and moving at the edge of the eye of the wind.   Now he asked, "What think you of the course?"




The old Greek replied, "North of Crete is a myriad of islands, unnamed and uninhabited.  Their lair is obviously on one such."   He shook his head.  "My maps and scrolls do not even begin to show the extent of such, other than the larger."




Julius was thinking furiously, then said, "Continue your pilotage as best you can.  We might wish to find their den in the future."




Night fell, cloudy but still with some diffused light from the moon giving vision over the sea.  They had no trouble in maintaining watch on their leader, following a stadia or so in their wake.   Occasionally, about on the hour, the ship they were following would tack to the other slant, giving them an overall course of almost due north.    Morning had gained them a distance of mayhap ten leagues, or to a Roman, about three hundred stadia.   The Petrel was a vastly better sailer than the clumsy merchant.  Where the pirates had the full extent of cloth hoisted, their follower was spilling wind so as to not overtake the slower ship.




"Your pardon, Capitaneus."  Julius turned to see Pontiki, standing with respect and waiting for permission to speak.




"Aye, boy, what is your need?"




The youngster turned and pointed aft.  "A sail, Sos.  And I have seen it on other days.  Always in trail with our course, but far away."   The lad's Latini was becoming very good - with accent of course, but his diction was now understandable by all, unless confronted with an unknown word now and again. 




"You have goodly eyes, boy.  And a goodly stoop on your chine to notice your surroundings.  Such is the way that one survives at sea."  Now he looked aft, also.  "Aye, yon boat has been following us since we quit the land of Latium.  But, give it no worry, as yet."




"Land to the sinister bow."  This shout came from forward.  "Three handspans off."




"Is that our destination?" wondered Kaeso, walking up to the rudder post.  




Patroclus looked to gauge the course of the leading boat, then replied, "It does not appear so, and certainly not if their measure of thirty leagues is of correctness - we have made only a third of that distance as yet.  And, they could easily slant into landfall from our course, but they make no change of pointing."




Shortly the answer was made.  The island was a mere speck in the sea - a rocky outcropping without greenery showing of any kind.   Long and irregular of outline, a man could walk from end to end with only a few more than a thousand long strides - assuming that he could move at all over what seemed to be nothing but a jumble of huge rocks.   The Sage made a small spot on his map, and some notation on another scroll, then said, "Such would be useless as an encampment, other than for an overnight refuge.  The only water would be from rain and yon stones would make for poor farming."




It was obvious that the leading boat had only used the small island as a point of mark, as they now turned to the eastern edge of the wind's eye and maintained that course without further tack.   Now the Sage pointed to his map board.  "We are only about two hundred and fifty stadia south of the island of Astypalaia.   Here."  He pointed to another small spot on the papyrus.




"Know you of it?" asked Julius.




"Aye, but only from script.  It is small but habitable, with little use other than giving place to succor voyagers in a blow.  Still, it may be our destination."   He looked at the boat they were following, still about a stadium ahead.  "We will know within the hour if they move to the opposite tack."




"Is there a port at such?"




"Nay, Capitaneus.  The island is far too diminutive to support other than a few fishermen.  And mayhap a few goat herders."




The sea was still devoid of any but the two ships, even though all continually scanned the horizon for any such.   In actuality, only the windward side and forward was of any concern.  Julius doubted that any galley would be in these waters and a sailing vessel could not make a course upwind for any attempt at closure.  The waters behind were of even less worry.   A stern chase is a long pursuit, and few ships with sails could even begin to follow the Petrel under full cloth, far less gain on the vessel. 




In the midday watch came the call again from forward.  "Land ahead!  Directly forward!"




The men at the stern could see only the faintest shadow on the horizon, but in less than the half hour it was revealed as another island, and not one of great size.   At the question of the Sage, the old Greek shook his head.  "Nay, Capitaneus.   My maps are blank, in the main, for these reaches.   All I can say is that we are about half the way between Crete and the coast of Rhodes."




Julius nodded absently.  "Rhodes?   Aye, that might be of some convenience."




"Sos?"   The Sage was looking with question, since there had been no discussion of touching at that port for any reason.




"Nay.  Just given reign to my thoughts."   Now he shouted to the men forward, "Spill some air!  Yon guide-boat is slowing its pace!   Kaeso!  A man in the bow for the lead at the ready."   Julius knew that the deep keel fin of the Petrel needed a man's height between hull and bottom.




The first mate waved a salute, then gave instruction for Ngozi to post himself at the rudder, relieving Flavius to measure the depth of the water at command.  The Carpenter was the only man on the ship besides the two officers and the Sage who could give count beyond the number of their digits.  




The guide-boat gained the other tack to allow for follow along the western edge of the island, about two stadia away from the coastline.  They could see that, again, this was just a spot on the sea, although considerably larger than the little island used as a marker, earlier in the day.  In full length, from what they could measure from mere looking, the distance from end to end could not be more than ten stadia.  At least, north to south. 




But, unlike the barren rock of earlier, this small land had greenery, if not towering trees - nor any of size.  Still, if this was the permanent lair of the pirates, then even this tiny island had to have a source of water. 




Suddenly, an indention appeared in the land, and quickly became a long narrow cove, reaching back into the island to the south.   The small boat pulled its sail to no more than a mere remnant, quickly followed by the Petrel.  As the wind was flowing directly into the cove, the push on the hull of the ship would suffice for a slow entry, especially as Julius had no intention of gaining the shore until further knowledge was found.  




And, they could see a ship at anchor and at least another half-part larger than the Petrel.   Ahead, the guide ship of the pirates dropped its cloth and hove out the anchor only a stone's throw from the other. 




"No bottom at forty pous!" came the call from Flavius, at the lead line.




"Ngozi!  Melglos!  On the forward stone!   At my command!"  This was Kaeso, preparing for their anchoring.




"Bottom at thirty and three!"




The little cove - it could hardly be called a harbor - was only about two stadia long and less than one wide.  But, being long and narrow, it was a goodly refuge for a ship, giving excellent shelter for any weather from any bearing except due north.  




"Thirty and less two!"




They could see men at the far end of the cove, many of them indeed.  But whether pirates or prisoners could not be determined.    The Captain looked along the shore - both of them - less than a hundred strides on either beam.  He could see no skiffs or flatboats or any such craft that would allow for the Petrel to be stormed and boarded.  There were at least three at the far end of the cove, but such was to be expected.  It was obvious that the bottom shallowed quickly at the shoreline, as the big pirate ship was anchored a long arrow shot into the water.




"Five and twenty pous!"




This was far enough.  He waved to the first mate, who gave the command for the pair of crewmen to heave the anchor stone over the bow.   As it settled into the bottom, and the rope began to tighten, the Petrel slowly swung around to point the bow into the wind.    Further into the cove, Julius watched the pirate ship drop their own anchor-stone and close to the shore.  Either the rise of the land from the bottom was steep or the boat had little keel.   Or, mayhap, the ground had been dug away from the piers to allow for such to wharf.




"They are keen on their desire for payment."  Kaeso was pointed to a considerable number of men standing near the little wharf, and several more entering a small skiff.  




Julius turned to Patroclus.  "Take a count of the men you can see.  Such might have value at a future time."




Now turning to face down the length of the ship he called,  "Our hosts are about to arrive.  Maintain your watchful stance, but do not give animus with blades unless on my call."  Then, "Boy!"  He waved for Pontiki to approach with haste.   As the youngster ran up to stand for his orders, Julius said, "I am giving your first duty as a crewman.  The safety of the ship may depend on your actions."




Now, with wide eyes, the boy nodded vigorously.  "You have your pugio?  And it is sharp?"  Julius knew that he did and it was.  Even the youngest crewman on a ship needed a small blade for even the slightest tasks, including the carving his meal.    At the nod, he continued.  "Take a stance at the forward anchor line.   If I wave, thus, or call, then cut the rope and with haste.   If we have need of departing, then the safety of the ship will depend on your action to give us release.  Now, go."   He had little reason to believe in the possible need to flee from the far destination given by their commission, but he and his ship and men were still on the mortal side of the river Styx due to his always giving assumption to the irregularity of the fates in their beneficence.   His gauge of the wind gave belief that they could - barely - reach the opening of the cove on a single tack.




Julius smiled as the boy ran to his new duty station.  Pontiki had accepted the discipline for his illicit boarding of the ship, doing the regimen of scut-work with goodly aspect.   Once again, he reminded himself that condemning a starving street-boy to give work on a ship in travel to adventure was no punishment whatsoever - indeed, no task given to him on the voyage - no matter how repulsive or odious - had removed the satisfaction of his new life from the demeanor of the boy.   




But now the youngster was forgotten as the Captain watched the small flatboat approach.  Five men were in the boat, with two on the sculls and three as passengers.  The wildly dressed man standing at the peak - short bearded in the Greek fashion - was the leader of the band, no doubt, but behind him had to be the noble that was the cause of the entire expedition.   Gaius Julius Caesar was almost the age of himself, short a pair of years or so.   A young man of little wealth, due to the machinations of the Roman General, Sulla, but of much charm apparently.   Any man who could gain fifty talents of silver from friends, in measure of his release from captivity, was one with more than a modicum of allure to his life.




The man was tall - as tall as himself, although with less bulk to his body.  Clean shaven, as were most Romans who had not reached the age of dotage, and well-garbed, he certainly did not look the part of a craven prisoner.  One might almost mistake him as the Commander of the little boat - he was pointing and speaking to the assumed leader as they approached the stern of the Petrel.  




Kaeso accepted the nod from the Captain, then turned and ordered Judoc to cast the rope boarding ladder over the side.  In a trice, the little skiff had gained the hull, and both of the row-men pulled tension in the lines and - surprisingly - the passenger gained the deck even ahead of the pirate.    Even as his captor was boarding, the man said with some haughtiness.  "I am Gaius Caesar, Kapetánios.  I give assumption that you have arrived with my release-fee?"   He spoke in the tongue of Greek, no doubt in habit of such converse in the lair of the pirates these last months.  But it was the manner of his talk, rather than the words.   A man with less the aspect of a craven wretch held for ransom was unlikely.  It was as if the man himself was in hold of his destiny - not the band of reavers that were still waiting by the wharf.  




The Captain nodded, standing straight and with hand on hilt.  "Aye, Sos.  Julius Clavius at your service, and in commission from the honorable Triferus Papius Caesar."  He waved vaguely toward the waist of the ship.  "Below are chests containing fifty talents of silver, in coin, and slugs given stamp of certify by the Senior Numerarius of Rome."




The man turned as the other gained their presence.  "Then, Kapetánios.  May I present the leader of these putrid rogues, one Aniketos from some stinking village on the shores of the Aegean Sea."    Julius just stood with a blank expression.  This encounter was beyond his expectations - indeed, even seeming as a tale on the acting boards of the Forum.   In his thoughts, one did not deliberately give insult to a man who had merely to give an order for an affronting throat to be slit.   Even more confusingly, the pirate leader grinned at the abuse, giving even less of an aspect of a fierce villain with helpless hostage.  "Now, pull your ship to yon platform and give to unloading."  He turned to the pirate.   "Aniketos, have your men pull a rope to drag this vessel to the shore..."




Julius stood without giving order, rather, waiting for the man to turn back from his... orders.  "Your pardon, Sos," said Julius in the tongue of Latini, still with little expression on his countenance.   "I am the Capitaneus of the Petrel and the commission is mine.  You will be a traveler when I have given decide that the transaction has been concluded.  As such, I would ask that you remember your position."   Ignoring the sudden amazement on the face of a man obviously unaccustomed to naysaying to his needs, Julius said to the pirate leader in his own tongue,  "In the holds I have fifty talents of silver for the release of Gaius Julius Caesar and any of his attendants.   Also, there is a talent of silver and a half of gold, as agreed ransom-price for the family of Antonius Pullus."




The man, still grinning like an acting fool, nodded and replied, "Aye. What of the fee for the other oikogénia?"




Julius hesitated at unfamiliar word, then realized that he was asking about the ransom for the Domitius family.  "We have that also - thirty minae of silver."  About half a talent, he knew.




"Aye, then the agreement is made on both sides and in goodly fare - freedom for some and wealth for others."  The man smirked, then continued, "In truth, I would have not felt sadness should our merciful offers been refused.   There is a factor in Gaza that will pay well for such high-born drudges."




Julius turned away and called to Kaeso.  "Break out the skiff and two ropes long enough to reach yon wharf.  We will tow the silver ashore..." He thought for a moment, giving estimates of both weights and burthen of the little boat.  "...Three chests at each crossing.  And take care when lowering over the hull."  A dropped talent of... anything would not even pause as it fell through the planks of the skiff.   "Judoc.  You will come with me."




Shortly, they were on the shore, surrounded by a myriad of men - and some women, although those standing away from the crowd.  From their demeanor, these had to be the wenches of the pirates - all were pointing and laughing among themselves.  




The empty skiff was towed back to the ship, about fifty strides out into the cove, with Judoc paying out the rope that would be used to pull the loaded boat back to land.   On each landing, three chests were taken from the boat by shouting men, opened for examination, then carried off up the slope to the small... village, it appeared to be - the lair of the pirates when not reaving on the waters, no doubt.  In a pair of hours, all had been landed and the Petrel was riding visibly higher in the water.  




Gaius had come back in the skiff with the pirate leader, both standing to watch the process of transferring the chests from the ship.  Finally, as the last began its move up the slope, the Roman captive called to Julius.  "Come.  We will meet our band of outcasts."  To the surprise of both men of the ship, he clapped the pirate on the back with a grin.  "Aniketos has promised all a feast to astound the gods upon receipt of payment.  Bring your crew ashore - there is no need to stand on an anchored ship now that the commission is fulfilled."




Julius nodded.  "Nay.  Our ballast must be replaced and with haste.  I have little wish to make this island my home by allowing it to capsize should a goodly wind arise."




At a wave, both he and Judoc were towed back to the ship, now met by the entirely of the crew as they climbed the rope ladder to the deck.   Immediately he asked, "What count did you get?"




"At least sixty, without include of the women," replied Patroclus.




"That is a great number for just the two hulls," said Kaeso.




"Aye, but such a question can wait.  We will resand the bilge in the same manner as taking the silver ashore.  Kaeso, break out... ten of the large buckets.  Put three men on the shore to fill and load the skiff."   The first mate nodded and turned to give the orders that would replace the load of silver - or a portion of it - with the usual sand that served as the ballast.   Until such was done, the Petrel could show only a portion of sail in any wind without capsizing to the leeward beam.




Now, he said to Kaeso, "I will go ashore to make disposition of our returning passengers.  Keep your discernment sharp, and with extra care when the sun is gone - there is a strange cant to this commission and I cannot fathom the reason."  Indeed, the attitude of the noble Gaius was beyond understanding.  It was as if he had befriended the pirates, and almost to the point of becoming their leader.   And, he remembered, on reaching the deck of the Petrel, Caesar had had no hesitation in heaping insult upon the genesis of the Captain and on the quality of his band.  




In truth, the man called Aniketos was cut from poor cloth as a fearless and murderous leader of pirates.   Or so it seemed.




Now, in the bow of the ship, and with much pointing into the distance by Julius and nodding by the First Mate, they spoke for a while, the Captain turning to leave at the shout from Ngozi that the skiff was ready. 




At the shoreline, beside the crumbling pier, he stepped out of the skiff as his men removed the water buckets in preparation for filling with sand.  Up the slope he could see the multitude of men in obvious merrymaking - no doubt gloating over the chests that would have made the ransom of a king.


Chapter 14




"Julius it is?"  The man, of an age of the Captain, stared again, then said, "By the gods, it is so!"




"Greetings to you and your good wife, Marcus.  And to you, Camelia."   Indeed, he had eyes for the sister of his friend - that femina who was once the object of both scorn and mockery by her brother and his friend, in the manner of small boys to young girls the world over.   No longer a femina, but not an aged Matron either, she had lost none of her beauty over the handful of years since he had last seen her.   




They were in a large hutment on the edge of the encampment - a mere shelter made of sticks and reeds, but apparently clean and dry.  In any case, in this clime, there was little need for cover other than from rain.




Both friends strode to grasp arms in sudden welcome, then the man said, "I had heard tales of your need for adventure, but to sail into the lair of such reaving scum is not a task that I would have thought proper for a noble of the house of Clavius."




Now the sister said, "Nay.  I suspect that our friend would gladly sail into the maw of Hades and enjoy the venture.   Julius was always the one who led your pack of fledglings into trouble, brother, if you remember.  And not even the wrath of the Priest Magus at finding such noble street-rats climbing the statue of Jupiter in the alcove dampened such play."




Now Julius smiled.  "Aye, but the cane of both Fathers made some impression afterward."  His friend nodded with a wry smile at the memory.  Gaining a serious expression, he continued, "Where are Lucius and Velia?"   The two youngsters were brother and sister, about two years apart and now about to enter their formative years before being vested as adults, although his last sight of them was as they were barely weaned. 




"Out in the run of the camp," said Marcus.  "I fear that the excitement of our situation overrides any seriousness with them."  




There were two other people in the hut - a man and woman and both considerably more aged than the family of his friends.  Marcus turned and gestured at both.  "This is Antonius Pullus and his wife, Vergilia."




Julius gave a shallow bow to the elder couple, saying, "Aye, Dominus.  It has been many years since I dined at your table with my family."   Indeed, he could barely remember the household and not at all the two nobles by sight - a boy of minor years had concern only for the food on the table and the converse with any young friends that happened to be also invited to the fête. 




The man himself bowed deeply.  "You are the son of Cassius?"  At the nod from Julius, the noble said, "He was a goodly man, and a better friend.  His early departure from life was an ill-use by the gods."  He paused, apparently attempting to dredge some faint recollection from his memory...  "Aye, you are the brother of Aulius Clavius, the second son that discarded the mantle of overseer to the family business for the need to wander."




Julius smiled.  "Aye, Sos.  My attention at the scribing tables and the counting vaults tends to wander beyond any use.  But, in my own defense, my voyaging to the ends of the Great Sea are in the interests of my family."




"Nay, young man.  It was no criticism that I gave, only a feeble jest of an oldster.   I would certainly not denigrate any who risked life and freedom to gain ours."




Now Marcus pointed at the scroll that Julius had in one hand.  "Is that from Father?   It appears to have the seal of our house."




"Aye, and both he and your Mother send their hopes for a goodly resolution of the dilemma."  Handing the spindle to his friend, he said, "I will return after my discourse with the noble from Rome."   




He bowed to both the wife and the sister, then turned and walked back into the camp.   It was large for a pirate lair.  Like the hut that he had just exited, all of the buildings, except for a longhouse - apparently the meeting house and cookery of the band - were flimsy structures.  Of course, wood of building quality did not grow on this tiny island, and must needs be brought across the waters from Greece - or Armenia.  Such would take a major effort and he knew that men who assumed the labor of thieves had little desire for manual labor unless necessary for their reaving.




The longhouse itself, was just that.  Probably fifty strides in length and apparently made of flotsam planks, it looked as if it had been built by men without the slightest knowledge of carpentry - which was undoubtedly the actuality of the construction.   There was a wide opening, but no closable door and he could easily hear the merrymaking inside.  




It was the layout of the encampment - actually, just a small village - and its location on the small island that was of interest.  He walked to one end, seeing a knoll with a crude tower at the peak, although such a word was a misnomer for a mere hill that was barely rising above the surrounding layout of the island.   Not a watchtower in the usual sense, it was just a stacked pile of the whitish rocks laying everywhere about the ground, and about the height of two men - no doubt for use to see the distance on all sides of the island, although no sentry could be seen on its heights now.   He climbed the crude steps to the top and the isle shrank to even smaller proportions than his precious assumptions.   More rounded than not, it could not have been more than ten stadia across any portion.  There was nothing else that he could see other than the low scrub that gave a modicum of greenery to the landscape.   And, to the horizon in all directions, was nothing but sea.




Should the Admirals of Rome, or of the cities on the coast of Armenia - or even of the small domain of Rhodes - become tired of the constant reavings of their trade ships, this nest of vermin would be easy to eradicate.  It would take only a galley or two in blockade of the narrow cove, then another few shiploads of Legionaries, moved ashore, to begin the extermination of all on the island.  There was nowhere for the pirates to either flee or hide. 




There was little else to see, and he walked back to the longhouse, having absolutely no desire to consort with pirates, but needing to converse with the man for whom this voyage had been made.




The chests were set in the middle of the floor, all opened to show the glistening contents.  Most of the pirates were well along in their cups, either cavorting to each other or sitting at tables in loud converse, pointing now and again at their spoils.  At a table with the pirate leader and his apparent officers, if such could be called so, was Gaius himself, giving forth as if a member of the band, and not a desolate prisoner.   Seeing Julius enter, the pirate captain, Aniketos, pointed and nudged the Roman at his table.  Turning around to see the newcomer, Gaius called, "Come.  Have a cup and celebrate the end of our biding on this putrid island."




 The pirate leader, still grinning like a fool in the Forum, pointed to a man next to himself, motioning for the place to be vacated.   A cup was placed at the spot by one of the few women in the long room, then filled to the brim.  "We can leave on the morrow, Kapetánios," said Gaius, as his liberator sat on the bench.   Of course, he was using the tongue of his captors.




Julius tasted the wine, then set the cup down.  It was sweet and goodsome, but undiluted.  If the men in the room continued their quaffing at the current pace, they would be a rousing mob before the hour was over.   Now he answered, "Aye, but such depends on the wind, of course.  My need is to know how many are in your party."




"Only myself and Aebutius, my Socius.  All others were released with the ship that carried the missive to Rome."   Julius nodded.  The family of Marcus was five and with the other noble pair would make seven.  With Caesar and his associate, the berthing count would only be nine - the Petrel would be almost empty, compared to the lading weight on arrival at this island.  Of course, his ship was not well-appointed for passengers - nobles used to having their private cabins would be sleeping on mats in the hold, but he assumed that such would be a minor inconvenience compared to being prisoners on a remote island.




   "Our company will be the poorer for the loss of such highly placed companionship," said Aniketos loudly, drawing guffaws from all near enough to hear his words over the tumult. 




Now Gaius said with equal blitheness, "Aye, but your loss will be only for the few months."  Turning to Julius, he said, "I have given sworn oath that our fat friend here, and his stinking comrades, will be looking down at myself from their high positions - nailed to the side of this longhouse."




Julius was glad that he had not had a cup to his lips, else he might have sprayed the men across the table.  He was appalled at the... impudence of a man in the custody of one who had need of only speaking a word to have the verbal assaulter carved as a haunch on the spit.  




But, rather than taking insult or seriousness of threat, the pirate leader brayed his laughter again, as did all at the table.  "Aye.  And so he has told us from the beginning."   To his men, he lifted his cup, saying, "We must needs spend our silver in haste before our fearsome guest returns in his vengeance."  Again the men cheered the jape, although in their increasing state of temulence, they would have shouted fanfare had their leader recited the oath to Jupiter.  Now the man stood, somewhat unsteadily.  Holding his cup on high, he said, "You are free to leave on any wind.  It is our hopes that your departure will be with haste.  We have much need of visit to the porneíos and taverna in the upper lands.   And, mayhap with a stop in Miletus that we might sharpen our skills with women and cups before encountering the skilled wenches of Athens."   




With all well into their drunken carousing, it was obvious that Aniketos and his men would be beyond lucid converse and soon.   Julius stood, saying, "I must needs make sure of the fastness of my ship for the night."  His nod to the leader was not even noticed as he walked from the building. 




Passing the little hut that was the abode of his friend the family, he was suddenly confronted with his friend, and the man in considerable distress.  In his short absence, the joy of the appearance of a ship from the Roman domains had been replace by despair, apparently.   Standing in the opening to the hut, the mate of Marcus was distressed in no small manner, and even the young woman, Camelia, was teary-eyed.   




Julius had not read the private scroll, but had a goodly idea what news it had delivered, but he asked, as if in totally puzzlement, "If the missive has evil tidings, then your Father hid it well when he presented it to myself for deliverance."




Marcus looked at his friend, obviously with some anguish, then said, "Father writes that he has been unable to raise the necessary coin for our release."   He pulled Julius to the doorway, then outside that his words might not be heard within.  "You may know that our granary warehouses burned in the last year, and even the adjoining mills."  He looked back at the doorway, then continued, "I knew that it was a sore blow to our accounts, but Father did not give me that it was so serious.  We would not have made our journey to Rhodes had I known."  A grim look crossed his face, "He must have visited the moneylenders even to find our fare for the voyage."




With a look of feigned surprise, Julius said, "There has been an error by the scribe that penned the missive.  Obviously, he has delivered the wrong scroll.  Mayhap the Dominus had trouble in collecting the ransom, but he was successful before we stood out of Capua.   We have delivered a chest of silver for your release."




It was with total incredulity that Marcus looked at his friend, attempting to give belief to what he had just heard.   Julius held up his hand to stop any exclamations, saying, "Go.  Tell your family of the error.  Do not let them have further sorrow from a mis-penned scroll."   As his friend just stood as a statue in the Senate-house, he said, "Make ready to leave this misbegotten isle on the morrow."




He turned to walk down the slope to where the small skiff waited, to ferry him to the Petrel, but was halted by a hail from behind.   Gaius, it was, waving for him to stop, then strode up to say, "Come.  Let us discuss the voyage to be made from this nest of stinking dross."   Julius had noticed, while seated in the drinking house, that like himself, the noble Roman had taken only sips from his cup.     




In the darkening of the evening, Gaius said, "You are in wonder at my chafing of men who could cut my throat on a vagary of want."  The man was no dullard - such was exactly in the thoughts of Julius.  Without waiting for an answer, he continued, "When one grasps a nettle, it is done firmly less you are pricked at an easy touch.  Had I played the part of the cringing supplicant, I would have been treated so."  A pause, then, "And do not take my words as jape as they have done.  By oath to Venus, I will return and crucify Aniketos and his scum to their own boards."   He stopped in their aimless walk, looking at Julius.  "I wish to know of yourself.  Few men, and I include my friends, would have agreed to carry ransom to pirates.  The fee for the service must have been a goodly part of the ransom."




"I have no idea what the charge was for the voyage.  My brother makes all decisions as to the running of our family enterprises."




In the gathering darkness, it was difficult to see his expression but his tone was not that of a jest.  "A man who values venture over mere merchantry.  And one who adds peril to his life that obese jobbers and agents can gain yet another coin in their grasping hands."




Julius had little care for either the acclaim or criticism of others, even one so highly placed - or, rather, a man who would probably rise in the governing hierarchy of Rome in the future.   Looking along the narrow cove, even past the Petrel, barely visible in the gathering dark, he replied, "One must do what he gains most pleasure out of in life, else his time on the mortal bank of the Styx is wasted."  His words were without thought - his attention was far away on the horizon, where a single spark of light - red in color - was flashing.




"Nay, Capitaneus," said Gaius.  "That was not censure, but admiration for one strong enough to cast off the mores of civilization."  He paused, then, "Many times have I given dreamweaving of just such a life - to sail where the wind takes my vessel, seeing new and wondrous places unknown by even the pedagogues in their teaching."




The red spark disappeared and Julius changed the matter of converse. "Why is the count of pirates so great?  My count is sixty or more, with only two ships to man and only one of those larger than mine.  It has been my experience that such bands keep their numbers limited and their shares of pillage at maximum." 




"Aye.  The last months have not been kind to Aniketos and his rabble.  Indeed, he himself only gained the leadership at the death of...  I disremember the name of the putrid bastardus, but the previous leader was just that - a leader of men and a successful one.  He had what could almost be called a fleet of vessels - four in number and a considerable skill in their use."  He pointed in the dark.  "Should you walk to that side of the island, on yon shoreline you can see the hulk of one, grounded and splintered, just ahead of its foundering."




The roars and guffaws from the longhouse were increasing in volume with each jug that was opened.  Both looked back as the noble continued.  "After my ship was taken and we deposited on the island, two vessels were dispatched for supplies on the mainland.  Greed being the watchword of reavers, their leader decided, on their return, to fish again in the waters south of the kingdom of Melos."




"Without success, I would guess?" commented Julius.




"Aye.  According to the men, their mark was a hulking and slow trudge moving across the bottom of the Aegean Sea, but...   The Capitaneus and crew of this merchant were not as flowers along the Parthian Via, to be easily picked on feast days.  In the brawl, the pirate leader and his first were slain, among others, including the Archigubernus of the reavers.   Now, without either competent commanders and the only navigator of worth, the two vessels managed to gain release from the fury of their mark and set sail for Syrna."




"Syrna?" queried Julius.




"Aye.  The name of this island."  Gaius pointed in the darkness, and both took their steps toward the small dock in the cove.  "During the return, Aniketos took command, or was elected such, mayhap."  There was a pause, then the man spat in the dust.  "A man less competent to command a Tiber ferry never strode the planks of a vessel - both his pointing of their course and actions during the return gave such evidence to his proficiency.   The ships wandered around for half the month trying to find their lair, encountering a storm that must have been sent by the gods for their merriment."




Thinking of the foundered hull spoking of earlier, Julius asked with some disbelief, "They drove ashore?"




"Aye.  Approaching the island on the lee shore, the imbecile who measured himself as a sea-Capitaneus failed to account for the fact that his remaining ship was overmanned by twice the numbers and fully laden with supplies."




"Remaining?" asked Julius, now accepting the tale with some grim amusement. 




The man gave a chuckle that was devoid of humor, but laden with droll measure.  "In the storm, the ships managed to encounter each other, and with such violence that one stove in the hull of its mate to the extent that it foundered on the next morning.   Finally, with both crews aboard - most of them - they encountered their destination, but with the result that the band now has only the two hulls anchored in the cove."   They stopped at the waters edge, then suddenly, Gaius asked, "You have much skill in navigating these waters, I have little doubt, else the goodly Triferus, my uncle, would not have engaged your vessel."




Julius nodded in the dark.  "I can find my way with some competence - that I have proven, but the Petrel has an Archigubernus who can find his way across the Great Sea with easier facility than you in the household of your youth."




"And where did you gain this savant?"




"He is Greek, and an oldster, but a trusted friend.  Indeed, I have put the lives of myself and crew at his pointing far more than once.  I give oath on his skills."




Both just stood, looking at the shadows of three ships in the faint light of the thin moon in the west, then Gaius said, "Then I would commission your ship upon our return to Rome.  I intend to make good my promise to that laughing fool, and would have your vessel as a guide."


Chapter 15




Naturally, the whims of the gods came to the fore, laying the wind during the night and into the day.  As the cove was too deep to allow for poling the Petrel into the open sea, and with the airs in a dead calm there was little reason to do so.   Julius was hesitant to allow his crew to stand ashore during the stay, there being more than some risk that the dislike of his men for reavers might emerge.   Still, he could not allow his legs to walk the land and require his men to stay.   With many warnings to Kaeso to keep the men from the longhouse, they boated to the land to stretch their legs as they would.  




Julius had little to do but wander the island, and the encampment, passing the hours until even the merely waft of wind would return.   Finally, standing at seaward point of the cove, he decided to give both his men some task of use and advantage to the ship when they stood out.  After the midday meal, he called the crew to pull the ship toward the seaward span of the cove.  With a line tied to the bow, and with Flavius on the shoreside hull to give depth, they slowly towed the ship along the cove to the entrance, anchoring at the very opening of the tiny cove.   




It had been a goodly impulse - the returning winds on the next day were directly from the north and would have pinned the Petrel in place, unable to tack in the narrow waters and the wind, pushing even on just the hull making any such tow now impossible.  With the ship swinging at anchor only a double handful of strides beyond the point, his passengers gathered to be ferried four at a time in the small skiff.   At least half of the camp of reavers were in watch, although using eyes still without clear sight from yet another night of merrymaking, in celebration of their newly acquired riches.   




The dawning day did not see the Petrel on its way without contention.  In the half-light, Marcus strode up to Julius, standing beside the skiff.  With distress, the man spoke in low, but emphatic words.  "Camelia is being kept from the ship!  The mongrel scum gives that her price was not made!"




Almost disbelieving the words, Julius looked at the assembled group.   Except for Gaius, now conversing with the leader of the pirates, all were waiting for their entry to freedom again, standing in wait for the short journey in the skiff.   Then, despite another count and look, he did not see the young woman.   Taking a deep breath, that his wrath might not take the form of carving the loathsome pirate captain into food for the fish, he strode to the group to stop an arm's length from the man.  "Why is the sister of the Domitius family not ready for boarding."




Caesar was taken in surprise also.  Turning from his converse with Aniketos, he asked, "What is your meaning?  All taken in captivity are assembled..."   He pause, looking around to see the error of his words.   Then to the pirate, he asked, "Where is the woman?"




Aniketos spread his hands, and gave his usual derisive leer.  "Alas.  The scroll of demands listed yourself and man, and both families.  The woman called Camelia is not of the family of the man Marcus, but only a kinswoman."




"You are bandying words," said Julius with some heat, barely contained.  "The meaning of the claims in your scroll were clear, and the price for Marcus included all in his party."




Aniketos showed to be a man set with regret, trying to give apologies for the misunderstanding.  And his acting was even less that of the most incompetent player on a Forum platform. "You have misunderstood the matter of her tarry.  I am not without wealth and power in my domain, and she has agreed to stop here with me, mayhap to become my mate after our sojourn on the mainland."  




Now, the ire of Gaius emerged.  "The female is a noble woman of Rome, and not to be bartered as if some wench in the brothel!  I demand that you release her and without delay!"




Again the spread hands of the pirate.  "Alas, I cannot force a woman against her will.   If she wishes to stay, then it is not meet for ourselves to give force to her desires."  The infuriating grin came back.  "Aye.  You will have me crucified at the highest eves of the longhouse.  You have told me such many times.  But a man can only be condemned once, and since I am already a dead man in your eyes, what harm to gain further ire?"




Now, with icy calm, Julius asked, "What is the amount that would allow you to deny the woman her desires?"




The man gave pretension to thought, then said, "Two talents of silver will salve my regrets and overcome her needs."  He held up a finger.  "But, such must be delivered by the start of the Pythian games.  We cannot tarry here forever."




Julius had no idea when the Greek fest would happen, and did not care.  "Aye, we will return with the fee.  You are charged with keeping her safe until we return."  Turning to Kaeso, he barked, "Board the passengers!  And with haste!"   Quickly, the skiff was pulled back and forth and soon all were on board, Julius and Gaius being in the last ferry.   To the first mate, he said, "What of Capitaneus Decimus?"




The man pointed over the bow.  "Still standing in wait over the horizon."




"Then make sail to give the meet."   With the skiff pulled aboard, the Petrel heeled into the wind, beginning a tack that would take them indirectly into the eye of the wind.   Seeing Antonius and his wife standing at the foot of the mast, apparently giving consolation to the Domitius family - those standing in considerable misery, he called to Densus.  "Make our passengers comfortable below, then relieve Flavius on the rudder."




Gaius waited until the orders for the ship had ended, then walked back to the afterdeck, stopping beside Julius, and both looking back at the receding island.  "Those were good words to your friend."  The Capitaneus just nodded without reply.   Then, the noble Roman said quietly, "You realize, of course, that unless your ship borrows the wings of Pegasus, you cannot possibly deliver a ransom by the date that was given."  He paused, then said, "But be assured, that if the woman has been harmed before my return, that putrid wretch will have regret of his birth, hanging by his nailed limbs for as long as he can be kept alive."




Now Julius replied between pursed lips.  "Aye, and it would be a satisfying sight for myself, but I doubt that the good woman wishes to remain in his possession for such a length of time."




"You do not mean to assault his camp?"   The man looked around at the crew in their duties.  "Aye, your men are of goodsome ilk, but I remind you that the numbers are ten to your one.  And such a count even of scum as on the island is not to be overcome where they all trained Legionaries."




Julius was deep in thought, and with his gaze still on the land in the distance.  Finally, he said, "I am told that your skills in warfare are...  laudable - finding weaknesses where the enemy sees none and giving surprise to those lax of attention."




"It is true that I have been successful in leading soldiers.  As to my skills as a commanding General, then we must wait for such to come."




"Then know that my crew, and their forerunners have plied the seas for three generations of my household and no pirate has found the measure of ourselves as yet.  Your pardon, but I must needs discuss the day with my men."   He turned and called, "Pontiki!"   The boy ran up to receive instructions, and not such as given as mere punishment for disobeyment.   For the bulk of the morning, he met with each man, giving orders and asking for opinion of betterment in his plans.  By the midday meal a craft had appeared, itself steering to the meet.




"You had yon vessel in follow from your home port," said Caesar.   It was not a question.  




With little left to accomplish for the midday watch, Julius was willing to stand and converse.  "Aye.  A speculatoria is even faster than the Petrel and such may be a convenient tool on such a mission as this.  Or such was my thinking."




Gaius was doubtful.  "Even so, the Pythian games on the mainland are in little more than a month.  Were yon craft thrice the runner as this, the distance could not be crossed in that time."  A thought came to him.  "How were you to give call at need, if the boat kept its distance on the horizon?"




Julius smiled.  "Had you looked far beyond the pirate cove during our walk in the evening, you might have seen a red spark on the horizon.  It was answer to another from the Petrel, shielded that it not be seen on the island.  We carry such special torches, imbued with certain chemicae to give different color, each in array with different command and answer."  He waved a hand toward the hold.  "But do not ask of the method of impregnation for color - such is done by a Freeman of the family - a Physiologus of goodly intellect, in his merchantry of such arcane art."




The two vessels sailed together, but without gain of distance, although such could not be known by the passengers.  To their thoughts, the Petrel was well on its way to Capua - or Rome.  Gaius, staying on deck, and an active man of action, naturally knew that something was in plan.  Finally, as the sun began to touch the horizon, he strode up to Julius and said, "Capitaneus.  This is your ship and your command, and as such I have no say in the course, but I have been patient in my queries.  I would remind you that should your crew succumb to...  misfortune, there is little chance of myself and our passengers to either guide or work this ship."




Julius actually grinned at the noble.  "Aye.  But have no fear.  I have no intention of stripping the ship of seamen.  Nor of storming yon camp with blade and shaft in some reenactment of a Roman Thermopylae."




"Will you not toss a crumb of your plans to one who might wish to help."




"If you wish."  They watched the small skiff being lowered into the water - a strangeness to the noble Roman, since the only land was many stadia away - on the horizon, in fact.  "But, do not ask to join.  I know my men and their form and actions, even in the dark.  You are a stranger and I have no time to learn of your... abilities."   Julius spoke for a while, then walked to make a last word to Kaeso, both reciting the times and actions, to gain assurance that both were reading from the same scroll.  Then the skiff crossed to the speculatoria with himself and two men, Melglos and Ngozi, returning with two of the crew of the smaller vessel to make replacement.  Only the young Captain, Decimus, and another was left of the original crew.  




Darkness fell, and the two boats began to fall downwind, but without haste.  There were many hours of darkness left until the time to act.  The two men from the Petrel were selected as being the fiercest at bladework.  All in the crew, except the Sage, were men for whom it was exceedingly unwise to draw metal against to match, but these two were exceptional.   Ngozi swung his iron with the speed of the hooded serpent of his far southern land.  The Thracian was less in swiftness, but his bulk of sinew and size of frame gave him a stroke likely to slice the body of a man in twain. 




With any help from the gods, their weapons would not even be pulled from scabbard.




"Pales is at the peak, Capitaneus."   




Looking at the bright point of light directly overhead, Julius said, "Aye.  Stand us in."   The young Captain gave quiet orders to the man on the rudder and the little speculatoria swiftly covered the last stadium to the shoreline.  Unlike the Petrel, with the extended fin at the keel, this boat could easily be grounded on a sandy beach.  Now, Julius was gratified for the hours of boredom on the yesterday, making him walk around the encampment and a goodly part of the island to pass the hours.  There was no moon, the thin crescent setting hours before, but the sky was clear and the faint light of the astral lamps gave good direction, if not vision.   As the distance from their point of grounding to the encampment was only the half part of a stadium, they quickly made the distance, even with much stumble in the scrub and bushes.   There was a short bit of confusion, but he finally recognized the low hill - a mound, in actuality - that gave a goodly vision of both cove and encampment.   Or would have served, had there been light to see anything but stars and blackness. 




Now the three sat to wait.  Of necessity, they had to be in place before the events began that would rouse the camp.  Their course, both to the shoreline and across the land was easily gauged, while the time to give task of those in the little skiff was less certain.   Still, if the boatmen attained their goal, their success would be easily seen. 




As they waited, Julius said quietly,  "Imbue the torches."   They had three, to be used if certain actions came to pass.  He could see the shadow of Ngozi as he poured the liquid from the small flask into the dry wicks, finally handing one to each of his comrades.   All had flint and iron, to be used with the dry moss, infused with niter, to start a flame, but such would probably not be needed...




 "Capitaneus!  There!"  The sudden call from the black crewman was in a whisper, but such was just instinctive caution - their distance from the encampment would have allowed them to speak normally without fear of pirate ears.   




"Aye," was the reply.  Julius could easily see the tiny flame in the distance.  His worry of was that the undisciplined reavers might be so far into their cups as not to even notice the disaster in the making.   If such, he had a plan to act the part of a startled pirate and give his own shouted warning.   Standing, he said, "Let us close the distance.  Even the goddess, Theia, could not see a man in this night."   Slowly they stepped down the long slope, still in anticipation of chaos to come. 




To the pirates - indeed to most men ensconced in the safety of home and port - there was no need of sentry in the night.  Julius knew that no anchor watch was set on the two ships in the cove, having watched and examined the vessels from the shore in the last two days, merely in the curiosity of his calling.    For himself, even the benign waters of Neápolis - the port serving his city of Capua - were not given trust.  The Petrel was never left alone.  The anchor watch might be only a laborer of the family's shipyard, but the deck was never left without guard.   Here, and this night, the pirates would regret their lack of discipline.




Suddenly, a brightness on the far vessel began to give outline to the nearer.  Then, as if on cue, that hull itself sudden exhibited a tongue of flame as if the looking-port on the cookstove of a cocua were opened.  On the Petrel that day, he had had Pontiki descend into the lower hold and give count to the barrels of pitch carried for repairs on voyage.  Divided in twain, they were to be carried onto the pirate ships by men in the skiff, then the contents poured along the planks of the holds, and preferably onto the barrels of caulking fluid carried by all vessels.  Given flame by the small torch carried to allow for such search of the hold, the dry planks and pitch of the hull and deck would enkindle as the funeral pyre of a noble Roman.




Indeed, in the time needed to make only a few breaths, the small flames - apparently issuing from the open scuttles - became bonfires, the roar now heard from their position, almost half a stadium away.  Julius suddenly realized that the three men, previously standing invisibly in the darkness, were now given considerable illumination by the massive torches on the water.  Quickly he led his men to the shadow of a crumbling hut - one that he knew was empty of both persons or supplies.   




"Yon scum are slopped even beyond that of a taverna sot," muttered the Thracian.  "We might begin to cut throats with the ease of a Koré picking flowers for her kirt."




The idea was tempting, but the light given by the raging ships would not extend to the inside of huts, and blackness of vision was a weapon that could be used by all, including men swinging blades in terror.   




Finally, a man emerged from a hutment, no doubt to pour out his overabundance of wine-water, and suddenly giving the alarm in almost a feminine scream.  In only a few heartbeats, someone began to beat a hammer on iron, and the encampment filled with men woken to disaster.   As Julius had expected, all ran with stumbling feet down the long slope to the edge of the water, although had their vessels been on dry land and accessible, not even the gods could have given halt to the towering infernos.  And, again, as anticipated, many were carrying torches, giving flame from each other as they ran.




Julius quickly moved to the center of the encampment, holding his torch against a guttering flame in a holder stuck in the ground.  In a heartbeat, the three now had illumination to begin their search.  "Now, and with haste."   As neither Melglos nor Ngozi had ever seen the Roman woman for which they searched, they had been practiced in the proper annunciation of her name.   Indeed, such would have been necessary had she been a sister of either - in the darkness of the huts even her own mother would not have given recognition.   Moving quickly, but standing erect rather than as skulking intruders, they moved among the shelters, calling at each doorway with the name that had been rehearsed.   Julius knew that they would be just three pirates in the night, should any move their vision from the mesmerizing sight of two ships in roaring flame.   




At least for a short while.




 The first hut he examined was that of the leader, Aniketos, assuming that the wretch would have immediately abrogated his promise, and enjoy the use of the attractive woman as soon as the Petrel sailed from the cove.  But, it was empty.




He could see his two men hurrying among the shelters, also without success, then a thought of unease came to him.  The woman might not respond even to her name, if sounded by a man whom - to her thoughts - had to be one of the captors.    A glance down the slope showed that the pirates were still standing in watch of their livelihood in flames, and no doubt freezing the very air with black oaths in a quantity seldom heard even in a grouping of such rabble.   Should they realize that their encampment was in welcome to men who had responsibility for their loss, their wrath would become such that even a man with little skill in weapons might be as a raging fury. 




Suddenly, at a doorway, a man suddenly appeared and at no more than arm's length.  Obviously sotted even beyond the norm for the night, he had not even roused for the alarm until now.  But, his wits were not completely drowned in drink - he looked at the face of Julius in the flare of the torch, attempting to match the vision with a confused memory, then opened his mouth to shout his sudden realization.   A balled fist crashed into a jaw and the man sprawled on his back, mayhap to waken on the morrow with broken jawbone - or not at all.




Julius could see torches in movement back up the hill.  Either the men had overcome their dazzlement of the disaster and had given assumption that such were indeed mere covering for an assault, or...   Mayhap, the movement was just need to give action, even if to no purpose.   For either cause, their mission was becoming desperate.   They had to find the woman in the next few moments or their exit from the encampment would be in battle with overwhelming numbers.  




Then, cursing himself as a fool, he gauged his position in the camp, turning to run to the outlying huts that had housed the captives.   In his celebrations of both wealth and success, the pirate leader would probably not have even had thoughts of the woman - as yet.   With a sudden laudation to the gods for their beneficence, he saw the woman standing in the doorway of the hut in which he had first seen the family of Domitius.  No doubt aroused by the tumult, she was watching the fires in the cove as were all other women in the encampment, without doubt.  Only a dead man - or woman - would still be in slumber at this moment.




"Julius?"  




The name came in sudden disbelief, but he had no time for either explanations or soothing words to a captive.  Turning, he gave the loud whistles that had been described during his orders of the night.   Hurriedly, his men appeared, but with news of some concern from Ngozi.  "I bladed three men in yon hutment, about to give alarm."   Julius wondered at the reason for anyone to have such disinterest in the calamity of the night as to just remain at his mat, then realized that the black crewman must have entered the structure where several of the pirates were recovering from severe wounds taken in the aborted attack on the merchant ship.




His concern was not for the injured scum, but that the discovery of dead men would give notice that the camp had indeed been attacked by the men who had destroyed their livelihood.   The gratitude of the pirates was not likely to be pleasantly given.




"Snuff the torches. Let us depart and with haste!"  He could see more movement down the slope as the shock of the happenings began to wear off and rational thought returned to the reavers.  Torches were now coming back toward the camp, and not in the distance.   




They had not made the distance past the second hut when they were halted by a muffled cry from the woman.  Julius turned as she whispered, "I have no sandals.  They were taken on the first day."  This was no time and place to give commiseration for the tender feet of a femina.  Julius barked a quiet order and Ngozi quickly hoisted the woman over his shoulder with the ease of carriage of a bag of grain.  Now, with as much haste as was possible over unfamiliar terrain and in almost total darkness, they moved back toward the coastline to the west - only about three stadia in distance.   




Julius stopped in his careful walk, and with such suddenness that Melglos careened into him.   The reason was obvious - ahead, and moving quickly along the shoreline were several torches.  In the darkness, there was no need to hide, but instance made the men move to the cover of a low bush.  After a moment of thought, the Capitaneus said, "They are looking for the Petrel.  They give assumption that it has grounded somewhere around the island and our crew is making assault on the camp."




It was too dark to see anything on the water, but he had no doubt that the young Captain of the speculatoria had backed away at the first sign of the pirates searching the shore.   For the moment, their situation was not of peril - even the tiny island of Syrna was a gigantic area to search in the darkness.   But, come the sun...




In a low voice he said, "We will move further to the south.  The place where we were put ashore can be seen from the encampment.  If we are still here at the rising of the sun, the speculatoria will be seen trying to extract us.  Mayhap, the reavers will walk the shoreline, finding nothing, and return to their camp."




There was no haste, as Julius wished to determine if his thoughts were correct.   They would tarry for a while to allow the enraged pirates to determine that, despite their assumptions of attack, the Petrel was not engaged in a raid.   In any case, he knew that the distance to the southern end of the island could only be ten stadia or less.




And in fact, it was less - much less.   The shore tended to the southeast and in about four stadia they could see the slight glint of starlight on water.   From the distance of an arrow shot, they watched four men - or at least four torches - move along the water's edge, almost making a half circle around the small group of fugitives.  Julius sudden realized that they were on a small jutment of land, barely a stadium wide at the base and narrowing to a point and with water on three sides.   




He wished the Sage had had a drawing of the small isle in his scrolls, that he might now use the memory to select a goodly refuge until the sun rose and they could spot the Petrel or the speculatoria.   He snorted quietly to himself, remembering the long-ago droll comment of his Pedagogue to a boy-wish for some trinket.  "You should supplicate the gods for your desires, young Master.  Your entreaty will not be granted any with any more facility than your wish but you will join the exalted ranks of men who believe their needs to be of concern to any but themselves."   Aye.  His wish should have been for magical transport to the Petrel rather than for some mere scrap of papyrus - the fee for either supplication was the same.




As he had no knowledge of the extent of the island, other than the gaze on the yesterday from the small mound close to the encampment, this would be as goodsome a spot as any to wait for the rise of the sun.   He knew that both vessels would be traversing the shore in search of three man and a woman giving hail for reprieve.   Still watching the four torches as they moved back to the north - and several others in the various distances - he said quietly, "The water is only fifty strides ahead.  We will stop here for the nonce."    The ground was rough with a few large rocks protruding here and there - at least, it appeared so in the darkness of the moonless night.   The four would not - could not be seen unless some searcher actually strode up to their location.   In the light of day, the matter would change to that of some seriousness, of course.


Chapter 16




"Lay quietly and do not move," said Julius.  Camelia was sitting, huddled behind some low bushes, as were the three men.  His concern was not of her fright, of which she was showing none, but of her garment.   The full-length tunic of a noble woman, while showing some decay from her current misfortune, was still of a whiteness that would become as a dazzling glare when the sun topped the horizon.  Any movement by her would be instantly noticed by any in range of vision.




They could see the Petrel up off the western coast of the island and moving south, but also followed by a double handful of pirates that were keeping pace in their walk along the shore.  Once it stood off the end of the point of land that was their concealment, they could easily give signal, but unfortunately, such would also be seen by the reavers.   And the still-enraged men would be between themselves and the water's edge.  




Had the woman not been in company, Julius would have waited until the closest reach of his ship, then given presence to all.   He had goodly confidence that he and his two men could master the scum walking the shore, especially with his bow giving reach long before any blades could be used.   But, in the hot work against the foe, none would have any measure of time to protect the female.




Still...  They could not stoop behind bushes indefinitely, allowing the Petrel to sail out of sight around the island.  He watched the group of pirates, no doubt giving wish that the ship would indeed come...  




With only his eyes above the bush in the growing light, he measured distances, then turned to the woman.  "Camelia.  I must ask that you sacrifice a part of your garb for our needs."




She looked with a steady gaze into his face, then replied very quietly, "You may have the entire garment if such will remove me from this cursed island."   




He nodded with a grim smile, pulling the pugio from his belt, then lifting the hem of her tunic.  With a quick motion, he cut a gash just at her knees, then with both hands ripped the piece from the garment.   To his men, he warned, "Make ready.  If the scum see my signal, then we will have to carve our way to the shore."   Looking at the woman, he said, "You will have to walk behind us - Ngozi will need his hands for other than your carry, but the way is not far."   She just nodded, no doubt willing to walk over hot coals if such would carry her from captivity. 




Julius knew that the pirates would be looking out to sea, at the Petrel, whereas his men would be looking ashore for their Captain and mates.   With any fortune at all, his signal would only be seen by the ship.




Now was the wait for the Petrel make the distance to the point of land.  Both Ngozi and Melglos might have been sitting in the Forum waiting for the performance to begin, for all the concern they were showing about accosting a group that was three to their one.  And Camelia was merely waiting without visible show of affright.   That was unusual - and admirable - in the eyes of Julius.   His experience with women - other than brothel wenches - was limited to his sisters and overgarbed feminae that he met at social gatherings on the rare occasions of his return from a voyage.   Such pampered women tended to excitement, even when merely encountering a rodent in the hallway.   Until now, he would have assumed that a femina in the dire situation as this would dissolve into a quivering mass of uselessness.    Either this woman was made of different cloth than most, or his conceptions of females needed more thought.




But such could come later.   Now, lifting his head slowly above the bush to gain full view of the pirates on the shoreline, he looked carefully for any with a gaze other than out to sea.  Quickly he stood, holding the white strip of cloth high, then moving his arm back and forth a handful of times to give wave to the fabric.  He stooped again, looking to see if the reavers had given notice.   




"Capitaneus!  There!"  




He turned to see Melglos pointing back into the island.  "We have gained the attention of another group of the putrid scum."   Indeed, much movement and activity could be seen between them and the encampment.   That gave much need of haste in their next actions.  The Petrel was only a few handfuls of strides from the water's edge and he could easily see the crew lining the shoreward beam in their search for just such a signal as he had given.  And he could see the sudden orders that gave proof of the sighting of the fugitives. 




Quickly, he drew his weapon.    Both of his companions immediately pulled their blades - a gladius for Ngozi and a longer sword for Melglos.  Now, without worry of concealment, he strode between the bushes toward the beach.   Their foe was without notice, all looking at the ship, swinging into the wind as the line to the anchor stone was tightened.   As they approached, one of the men apparently suddenly listened to his inner sense, gaining that feeling that all was not goodsome in their being.   He turned just as the three strode onto the sand of the shoreline. 




The sudden shout of the man did not give sufficient warning.  Julius had no idea of the skills of the reavers, but such made no consequence.  Three died with their blades still in the leathers and the forth barely showed a double handspan of iron before the long sword of Melglos cleaved his head from his being.




Julius looked around for the woman, seeing her in wait at the inner edge of the shoreline, eyes wide to be sure, but not with horror as would most females in the situation.    He waved for her to join them, that she might be first into the skiff...




It was then that he realized that the little boat was not in the water, but still at the resting place of its stowage - in the waist next to the mast - and no man seemed to be unstowing it for use.   Looking back inland, he could see a pack of men in full run toward their position, and in numbers that gave little hope of success of defense.   Even the sons of Mars could not contend with numbers that were twenty to their one, and it seemed indeed, that most of the band of pirates was in full bay as a pack of hounds in pursuit.




"Camelia.  Can you swim?"   He knew the answer even as she shook her head.   Few people could, and interestingly enough, among sailors of the sea the percentage was even lower.   Ngozi could thrash through the water without fear, but as to his ability to do so for fifty strides or so was a question.  As to the Thracian, he had no idea.   Still, it was take to the water or...




The oncoming mob of enraged pirates was close enough to hear, now.  He was looking around for the best - for any outcropping or rock that might give them a slight advantage, the Ngozi barked, "Sos!  There!"




He turned to see the circles of a splash at the side of the ship, then realized that a man had leaped into the water and was striking out for their position with some speed.   It took a moment to realize that the swimmer was towing a line, being payed out by a man on the deck.   He quickly said to the woman.  "We will be pulled to the ship with a rope.  I want you to grasp it with both hands and with all your vigor and do not release your grip for any reason."   She nodded.    Both of his comrades were standing in wait and watch of the incoming horde.   From his estimation, it would be a close race - the pirates were only a hundred strides away, or less.




Turning, he saw that the swimmer was almost to the sand and strode to meet him, no doubt with well-tired sinews now.   It was with utter surprise that he saw that the 'man' was Pontiki.  In the back of his memory was the notice by Flavius of the skill of the boy in water, but such was a topic for later, should there be one.    The boy stood up, chest deep in the water, handing a loop of the line to Julius.   With dismay, the Captain saw that it was not a rope, but merely a lanyard, such as might be used to secure the sail for the port call.  Such could not possibly take the pull of four - nay, five - bodies without parting, but before the thought was completed, he realized the reason.  Pontiki, no matter his ability in water, could not have swum with a heavy rope in drag, and indeed, he could see a crewman bending another line onto the light lead.




At the wave from the ship, he began to pull with utter haste, calling to the two men to assist.  As the knotted junction of line and heavy rope sped across the water, he said in a shout, "Camilia!  Come into the water.  You will be first on the rope."  To the men, he ordered, "Hold with both hands and firmly.  It will be slippery in grip."




Looking back, he realized that the race between rope and reavers would be lost.   Even a quick glance back gave that the pirates would be on them even as they were being dragged from shore.   He turned to take stance for the impact of the onrushing men, then heard the sudden 'pfffft' of a shaft passing close above.  The visual sight was more spectacular than the audible - a pirate in the first ranks fell forward in and rolled into a clump of man flesh, with a pair of his followers giving loss of foot as they failed to check their rush before passing over their comrade.  Then another arrow gave sound - and equally startling results.   He knew that the man giving wing to the wood was Judoc - no other on the ship besides himself could give such exactitude of aim.   




It was enough.  The pirates stopped for a hesitation at their mates falling from the sudden surprise of shafts.   From behind he heard Kaeso give bellow through the speaking trumpet.  "Capitaneus!"   He turned to see the two men and the woman being pulled with some haste through the water.   But to his surprise, not with the boy in tow.  The youngster was still waiting in chest deep water for...




Tossing his sword into the water and pulling the clasp at his waist to allow the belt, with both pugio and empty scabbard of his gladius to fall away, he turned and sprinted through the water, diving forward even as Pontiki turned to begin his swim back to the ship.   He hated to gift the pirates with weapons of superb quality, but a man needing to hold himself in the water for a hundred paces is not assisted with a cargo of iron and leather.  And, any who cannot abandon possessions in need is one whose years may be given diminishment for the foolish act. 




Julius was comfortable in water, but he realized that the words of Flavius were without overstatement.  Where he was paddling himself at his customary slow pace, the boy was stroking along as if he were one of the large piscis that sometimes leaped and jumped with their cavort in follow of the ship in open sea. 




The boy was already pulled to the deck as he reached the hull of the ship, a loop of rope already dropped for his use.  Quickly placing body and arms in the coil, he was hoisted aboard with zeal by three men on the bitter end of the rope.  Looking around, he saw that the men deprived of their desire to engage the despised reavers, by their service on the ropes, had quickly taken their bows and were launching a stream of arrows at the land.  




A glance to shoreward gave that the effect of the rain of wood was rapidly diminishing.   With their quarry out of reach, and death raining from the sky, they had scattered and were moving away from the shore.




"Hold!" he called.  "Pull the stones.   Stand us away from the land."   Kaeso immediately began to shout his orders for the Petrel to begin the voyage back to Latium.  




Now, their noble passenger walked up.  "Capitaneus Clavius.  Should my future include any high office in the Legions, and yours have tirement of your sea-wandering, I would welcome you as my leading Admiral."




Julius smiled with a nod.  "Aye, Sos.  We have been fortunate."




"As all who sail with you will be fortunate."   He gave a grim smile, looking back at the land, now slowly beginning to recede.  "My hope is that your incomparable archer did not feather the putrid Aniketos."




Now the Captain shook his head.  "You saw the haste that the pirates were attempting to close with us.  Their fat leader could not have been in the forefront of such.  Those were all younger men."   Looking down the deck, he saw the family of his friend, Marcus, in tearful joy and welcome of his detained sister.   Then, to Gaius he said, "If you indeed return for your vengeance, you will find them still here.  They have nothing but two flatboats for use."




Now he walked forward to examine the skiff and the reason it had not been used for their succor.   And such was immediately obvious - the little boat was inverted and several of its bottom strakes had been removed, with their replacements laying by in preparation for shaving to size.   From behind, and in follow, Kaeso said, "I am at fault for such, Capitaneus."




"How?"




"I was the man who fired the second ship, and the hold suddenly burst forth a blaze as if the forge of Vulcan had overturned.  Fire blind, I missed my handhold in descending to the skiff, and my fall was in haste enough for my feet to crack through the bottom strakes."

 

Julius clapped his First Mate on the back with a grin.  "After your deeds of the day and night, such a failure is as a single grain of sand on the shore."  He turned, with the intention of descending to his cabin to change garments - his work-tunic even more disreputable than before the activity on the island, and now still dripping with seawater.   Behind him, Marcus and his family had come to stand.




"Our debt to yourself, Julius Clavius, can be acknowledged, but never repaid in full."   




Julius was abashed at the humility of an old friend, but merely nodded as he said, "Nay.  My ship was in commission for contract and we would be neglectful had we had less than success.   And, my men would cross the Styx to rid the world of such pirate..."




He stopped as the femina, Camelia, suddenly stepped forward to take a most un-noble grasp of  himself.   Taken totally aback, Julius moved his hands to hold the woman, then stopped the motion in confusion of propriety.   As she squeezed with unnatural strength, he could see the crew of the Petrel - and not a few of the passengers - grinning at the sudden discomfiture of the Captain.   At the sudden scowl of their master, the crew suddenly gave attention to their duties, although with facial expressions of less than respect for a Captain.




Finally, he managed to unwind the woman from his body, holding her at arm's length.  To Marcus, he said, "Take your sister below and gain her some dry garb."  He smiled.  "The Petrel, alas, does not carry a bath, but there is sufficient clear water to bathe with a rag, else the salt of the water will begin to redden and itch her skin as it dries."




As the gladdened family moved to the scuttle, the other came forward with their gratitude.  A far older couple than the other, Antonius Pullus bowed deeply - as did his mate.  "As the goodly Domitius spoke, our thankfulness cannot possibly be rendered in full, but know that your name will be ordered at the highest level in our family." 




Julius bowed, then descended to his tiny cabin to wipe the salt from his skin and find a less disreputable tunic for use.    The work in the days ahead would be light, merely sailing due west until they fetched up at the island of Silicia, then a few days north along the coast of Latium to Capua.  The Petrel was sailing almost empty, the lack of burden other than the few passengers giving her a quick and nimble pace.   Any reavers encountered in route would be left in the wake and should the winds give goodly blow, they would be back in their city within the month, mayhap much sooner.




At the evening meal, taken by all in the waist, except for Judoc on the rudder, he asked, "How came you to use Pontiki for haul of the line?"




Kaeso was the aim of the question.  "He has a greater facility in the water than even Flavius.  During the night of the burning, when my clumsiness stove in the bottom of the skiff, we - Flavius, Judoc and myself - found ourselves swamped before covering half the distance back to the Petrel.   The boy and Densus were all that were left on the ship - other than the passengers - and of course, we know that our cook swims with all the facility of a stone cast into the water.    But, just as this day, Pontiki swam a line to our foundered, but floating boat, and we were slowly towed back to the Petrel."




"Aye," interjected Densus.  "The water-filled boat, with three whole men and the youngster, was not easy of pull.  All the men on the ship were on the line until it hove close aboard."




"It was no small venture, Capitaneus," said Kaeso,  "for a youngster to leap into black water to swim in the fullness of the night.  Even a man of goodsome courage would give imagination of menace coming from every point in the darkness."




Now the Dominus of Pullus gave comment.  "Indeed.  It is quite a praetextatus that you have added to your crew.  I have understanding that the fledgling was gained in the city of Antioch during your last porting?"




Julius nodded.  "Aye.  He was engaged as a...  shadow by myself, to assist in the uncovering of some unpleasantness to the family in that city.   He gave good service even beyond his agreement."  He waved a hand toward the far horizon.  "But, the voyage to Capua will be long enough to give the entire tale."




"And I eagerly await the saga," replied the elderly man, "but should you find his age to be insufficient as yet for crew of your ship, I can easily find a solid place for a youngster with a goodly stoop on his chine.   My senior Dispensator is always giving complaint that he cannot find young men of goodsome work-habits for his needs.  And I give oath that he will be fairly waged."




"Pontiki is his own man, or will be in a few years.  All on my ship are such.  None are bound to me with legal shackles.  It will be his choice, but I will not allow his mettle to go unremarked while on board."  Turning to Densus, he asked, "Where is our fledgling sailor?"




The rotund man pointed down.  "At his duties in the scullery after the meal."




Julius nodded.  Aye, it would be so.  The boy was still under discipline for his brazen act of securing himself below when the Petrel stood out from Capua.   The cook would maintain the punishment - if such gentle tasking could be called such, especially by a man fond of his charge - until the Captain gave other orders.




Now was the time for such.




To Densus, he said, "Order the young scamp to wait on us."




Shortly, the cook returned with the boy, pointing him to stand before the chair of his Captain.  Julius looked the lad up and down, realizing that the youngster had added at least a handspan of height since the start of the voyage.  Obviously, he was entering that age where his growth would be as hasty as an unwanted weed in the grain fields.




The Captain stood, looking down for a moment, then said, "Once again, I am told that our young miscreant has performed actions that are unsuitable for a mere urchin of the streets.   I have come from a foray, and barely with a whole skin, to find that the ship's boy has been gamboling with ropes and cavorting in the water at all hours of the day and night."  Pontiki, not daring to take his vision from the stern face of the Captain, could not see the wide grins of all sitting around the mast.   "Such actions cannot be overlooked or ignored.  Therefore..."  He pointed a finger at the wide-eyed face of the youngster.  "... the man, young though he is to gain such a description, known to all as Pontiki, is to be considered a member of the crew and receive full shares of wage for the voyage, the bulk to be placed with the family Numerarius until he is of an age to safely receive such."  Pointing again to the cook, he ordered, "Bring a platter and a cup for our new crewmate."




Julius sat back down as the men pounded the back of the boy, all with wide grins and mild japes, as the youngster stood in daze at the sudden happenings.  As the cook brought the cold haunch, Judoc filled a cup - with crew-wine, not the diluted drink usually given to the boy.   Placing a hand on the young shoulder, Julius said, "I am proud of you, youngster.  I have known many men who would not dip a foot in the sea after dark, far less jump overboard to swim towards an inferno of burning ships.   Nor to approach a shore with raving hordes just beyond the tideline."  He paused, then said, "Your time in hull-cleaning must have begun even as you left the paps of your mother.   The pace I saw in the water did not become learned by wading a shallow bottom."




"Aye," said Kaeso. "The fish could learn a thing from his skill."




"Neptune could 'gage him for a messenger."




Julius turned his thoughts to the future, leaving both crew and passengers in their extolment of the boy - the young man.   Lightly loaded and fully provisioned, there was no need for the Petrel to touch a port for the voyage.   They would offload their passengers, then stand in port for a half month or so, unless the family had some pressing need for the ship elsewhere.   By end of the half-month, the crew - including the Captain - would have a surfeit of land-living and all would be in desire of feeling a pitching deck under their feet.


Chapter 17




The Petrel had returned to Capua with their freed captives and without incident.   The ship had appeared off the port of Neápolis one early morning without noticement of the busy harbor until the mist had lifted enough to show the familiar lines of the taut vessel.   As the word spread, the wharf and water's edge filled with citizens to the extent that the harbor Magistrate had need to call for the city Virgilis, that order might be maintained and even the women prevented from being pushed into the water by the surging crowds.   Mounted messengers were dispatched to Capua to give word of the arriving.




As both families were from that southern city, their journey ended at the wharf, needing only to make the short distance to Capua.   During the voyage, Julius had offered a fast speculatoria to put Caesar in his own city of Rome with the utmost haste, but, interestingly, the noble was vague on his plans, giving that he would decide his purpose when they stood into Neápolis.




The crowds had cheered - even culling out a feast day for the occasion - as the two families and Caesar, with his man, walked from the wharf between two ranks of the city watch.   Julius had offered refuge in the inn of the family until they began the final leg of the journey.   For himself, he kept the crew busy making their ship secure, removing the planks that had been used to hold the heavy chests and knocking down the flimsy partitions that had given their passengers a modicum of privacy in the return voyage.




Eventually, the ship was given over to a watchman from the shipyard of the family and the crew departed - Julius and Kaeso for their homes and the rest to the inn to begin their journeying between taburna and brothel until the next voyage.   The Captain smiled as he watched Pontiki stride along proudly beside himself.   The youngster had come far from that day, not long ago, when an urchin approached with his rusty blade to offer scraping for a coin. 




As the day was yet young, Julius gained a pair of steeds from the stables of the inn and set off on the short journey to Capua.  He was an indifferent horseman, but four legs would make the distance of about a hundred and sixty stadia much faster than his own.   The time was shortened by the entertainment of watching Pontiki in his first ride on a horse.  Fortunately, his mount was tame and knew to follow its fellow, as the boy did little but lean forward with both arms grasping the neck of his mount.




As the news of the Petrel and the successful conclusion of the mission had reached the city by riders a few hours before, his entry into the household was no surprise, but of joyous celebration by all.   Aulius took the place of the Steward, meeting him at the door with the usual clasp of arms in the Roman manner.   There was no need to call for the celebration wine - the atrium was already filled with a banquet of massive proportions, with all the family present and in desire of the tale of the voyage - after, of course, the teary hugs of the Grand Domina, that again her wandering son had returned and with his feet still on the mortal bank of the Styx.




The meal was welcome, after the cold rations of the voyage.  He speared this delicacy and that as he gave a sanitized version of the saga.   His brother knew that the tale had been culled for the ears of the women - it would be fleshed out in private between them at a later time.   




He rested for the bulk of the day, allowing his buttocks to gain some relief from the bouncing of the horse on his land-journey, then, in the cool of the evening, settled onto a comfortable mat on the upper terrace for the talk of the next need of the Petrel.  "We still have the unfinished business in Antioch, brother," said Julius.  "As you have said many times, that is a port that we cannot just relinquish without struggle."




"Aye," Aulius replied. "But, while you have been roving the seas, there has been a considerable change in the ruling structure of that city.  You will remember the two ambassadors that you gave passage in their meeting with the Senate?"




"From the presumptive ruler, Antiochus."




"Aye.  As it happens, the Senate has made...  arrangements with that King and the real power of the land, King Tigranes."




"Arrangements?"




"Rome has little need of another war, especially at such a distance.  The conflict with the kingdom of Pontus is heating to a white-hot pitch, and consuming both gold and men as a fowl eats grain in the courtyard."  He waved to the servant to fill the cups again.  "Fortunately, unlike some of our august leaders of the past, both the Consuls and the Senate realize that he who attempts to conquer all at once, usually conquers nothing."




"And these agreements with the Kings?"




His brother nodded. "I am not privy to the entirety of the discussions - as yet - but it would appear that Antiochus will be given power over Antioch, provided that he agree to the ultimate suzerainty of King Tigranes to the region.  It would appear that Tigranes is engaged in his own conquests to the east and such are not falling into his hands as one plucks fruit from a bush.   Thus his need also to avoid any major conflict with us.   For now."




Julius thought over the words of his brother, then said, "So...  Supposedly with the auspices of this pretend king, Antioch, we will return to the city of his name and restore our agency."  It was not a question.  He nodded.  "Aye.  There is a man in that city with whom I have need of discussion about the matter."




 "There is a speculatoria of the family taking scrolls of agreement to Tigranes.  Until it returns, you can relax and mayhap learn a modicum of what happens with the family enterprise while you are galavanting on the wide seas."  




His plans for an easy rest for the nonce was quickly dissipated.  On the morrow, the families, entire, of both the clans of Pullus and Domitius made call, bringing peans of gratitude and declarations of eternal friendship with the family of Clavius.  The tales began to flow up the road from the port of Neápolis and each with more blather than the last.   Julius gave wonder if such had their source in the taburnae of that port city, mayhap from the crew of a certain ship now in port.  




The bards of the city began to recite the saga of the rescue, finally reaching the span of tale where the crew of the Petrel had stormed the citadel of the pirate clan, slaying hundreds of reavers and burning ships and the encampment with flames seemingly enkindled by Vulcan himself.   At the head of this band of heroes was the Captain of the ship, his iron blade slaying pirates on either hand until the captives were reached - himself carrying the helpless femina over his shoulder even as he cut his way back to the ship.   Aulius gave a wide grin as the latest tale reached their ears.  "It would seem that you have culled the narrative, somewhat, brother.   I knew that my sibling mate had skills in the martial realm, but Mars himself would claim relationship to such a hero."




Julius just shook his head with a grimace.  The tale was goodly enough even within the bounds of truth, but the latest versions of the saga were becoming ludicrous.  Finally, he decided to forsake his daily - and enjoyable - sojourns in the Thermae of Apollo for the plain heated bath of the house.  The bathing rituals were becoming ridiculous, with each man in turn moving to give congratulations on his triumph of epic proportions.  Even more disconcerting were the women in their pools, beyond the lattice separating them from the male waters, coming to look over the flimsy barrier and pointing himself out to their female fellows. 




He knew, that like all news of import and triumphs - either real or expanded - such would eventually begin to wither to insignificance.   He would sojourn in his own house until the saga was overplayed into tedium, before venturing into the city again.




Patroclus had arrived the day after porting, walking the distance in part of the day.   He and Julius were in the scribery, filling in details on their maps, examining the voluminous notes made by the navigator on the voyage.  "...have found a sketch of the island of Syrna made by some literate voyager from Gaza.  The position matches my figurings, but I cannot give credence to the shape."  He waved at the expanse of blankness on the map.  "The reavers chose a remote haven for their lair.  There is no land in any direction from that isle that is closer than two hundred stadia."  Another finger pointing.  "Except for these three islands here, about thirty stadia to the southeast - mere specks in the nothingness.  None are as much as a stadium across."




Julius was deep in thought.  "Two hundred stadia...   They would be fools to attempt to cross such an open expanse in nothing but two flatboats."




"Aye.  And there might be some harsh discussion among the pirates, between the few that could use such to an attempt to escape and the mass of men left behind."




"Master Julius."  Both turned to see the Steward, Virnius, standing in the doorway.  "The families of Domitius have arrived, asking the boon of your reception."




The Roman looked at the Sage.  "That is interesting.  They were here only on the day before yesterday."   To the Steward he said, "Show the guests to comfortable mats in the large atrium.  I will appear immediately that I have regarbed."   Deciding not to venture into the city for the early days, he wore only his casual ship-tunic in the house.   By the time he was presentable for noble company, Aulius had arrived and had already welcomed the extended family with cups and platters of sweetmeats. 




As he entered the huge atrium, he could see that the families, entire, of the clan of Domitius had indeed made visit.   In addition to the senior Dominus, Gnaeus and his wife Titinia, were Marcus and his mate and several others.  He thought he recognized the elder sister of Marcus, and the man standing beside the woman had to be her husband.   The other couple he had not the slightest idea of their identity.   Only the young son and daughter - Lucius and Velia - of the family of Marcus were missing.




But, with them was the younger sister of Marcus, Camelia, her appearance greatly changed from the tattered captive on the island, and the passenger on the return, then having nothing for habiliments but her ripped tunic and another tattered wrap given by Patroclus.   Now, she was garbed as a noble woman, in a full length stola, dazzlingly white and topped with a shawl - the palla - of golden cloth, covering her head and draped down over both shoulders.




All had risen as Julius entered the room, with the elder Domitius walking to stand and deeply bow before him.  "As I was giving to the good Aulius, we have come because of conflicting reports given to myself about the return of my family to safety."




Julius gave a mild grimace.  "Ah...  I would warn you, Sos, do not be gulled by the tales flowing around the city even now.  They have little relation to the actual facts as happened."  




The man smiled in return. "Nay.  I do not speak of the acts of bravery performed by yourself and your crew, heroic though they were, but of both my surprise at the return of my family, and their worry that the ransom had now descended the family into beggary."   The Dominus stopped to gaze steadfastly into the eyes of the other, then, "The magical delivery of a ransom that was not sent - one that I could not find even with sale of the entirety of our holdings."




Julius had totally forgotten about the matter - that he himself had caused a chest to be taken on board with a weight of silver that matched the demands of the reavers on the island.  He had known that the question of a ransom paid, but not sent, would come to light on their return, but...   Again, his total indifference to wealth beyond need had passed the matter from his mind.




With a spread of his hands and a shrug of shoulders, he said, "My brother has lectured me many times on the waste of wealth that is stashed in a vault, rather than being put to use.   And what better use than to be spent on friends?"   Of course, even though half the riches of the family were his, he had given Aulius his intentions before calling for the chest.




Now Marcus came to stand beside his father.  "Know this, Julius.  The funds will be repaid if it takes my life and that of my son."




"Aye," agreed the elder.  "This debt will stand before all others, even beyond such distance."




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  Let us not worry about debts and payments.  It may be yet that the ransom will be returned with interest.  In any event, the matter is not pressing in any way.  Do you agree, brother?"




"Aye," replied Aulius.  "Come.  All resume your mats and let us drink to the safe return of your family.   Other days will suffice to speak of mundane affairs of such."  He waved back at the mats around the tables filled with viands and jugs.




All turned to make their ease except for the woman.  Camelia walked to stand in front of Julius, stopping his movement with some surprise.  Looking at the young Roman, but speaking to the others in the room, she said, "During our voyage home, Patroclus spoke of his vast scribery of maps and sketches of the lands of the Great Sea.  I wonder if his Master would indulge my interest in such with a showing of the treasure?"




Marcus grinned at Aulius.  "Aye, my sister is the rare female who spends much time in wish that she could visit far places, rather than maintain the form and tasks of a proper noble matron."




With some sharpness, the elder Domina, Titania, said, "Her place has been uncertain since the unfortunate death of poor Castus.   One can allow a widow to gain her relief from mourning in her own manner."




Julius had much experience with women - those whose time could be purchased for a while with a coin - but not for noble Roman females who were immune to such...  uses.  It was not that he had trepidation of such consorting, but rather that his opportunities for such had been almost nonexistent since he became of age.  Nine parts of ten of any year - and more - were spent thousands of stadia from Capua - from Latium itself.  Indeed, he had more knowledge of noble Egyptian women - or Greek or Armenian, than those of Rome.   Still, the woman was at an age of maximum comeliness - between the middle age of becoming a staid female with a family and household to maintain, and the empty-headed chattery of a pubescent femina.   His lack of familiarity did not equate lack of interest.




"Aye, Camelia.  It would be my pleasure."  Even to himself, it sounded as stilted as the blab of a Forum performer.   He waved for her to walk with him, turning to enter the wide hallway that spanned the house from door to kitchen.




Patroclus turned with a look of surprise on his countenance.  This room was in the far back of the house, one of many in which the servants labored or household items were stored.  Such remote places as this scribery were seldom seen any member of the family, and indeed, he suspected that few noble members, other than Julius, even knew of its existence.  




 "A goodly morning to you, Patroclus," said the woman.  She and the scribe had made much converse during the return voyage, both with an interest in the wide world and she listening to his tales with much enthusiasm.  




"And to you, Matrona," replied the Sage with a smile and a bow.  To Julius, he said, "I admit my surprise at our visitor to the dusty environs of the lower house."




"The Lady Camelia has asked to see the place of our planning and your vast collection of maps and scrolls of far places."




The oldster was a man of great erudition and a lifetime of learning.  And with full cognizance that when a woman asks a man to accompany her to a place of quiet and privacy, she has little desire for another to be present.  "Alas, it would be my pleasure to guide you through my trove of knowledge-wealth, but I must wait on the senior Numerarius to settle the expense score for the Petrel."  He gave a slight bow to the man.  "Master Julius will be able to guide you through the trove as well as I.  If you will give pardon, I will do so now."




Julius watched the old man leave, and with some wonder.  Patroclus, as the crew would say over their cups, could talk the ears off the statue of Jupiter in the Forum about his maps and scrolls, even giving little notice when his audience had reached their fill of such knowledge.  Why would he depart with a willing listener suddenly at hand...




"You have told me that the Sage is the wisest man on your boat.   I have wonder if the appellation might not be insufficient."  




He did not understand the meaning, still watching the back of the oldster as he walked down a side hallway.   Julius had little experience with the social constraints of Latium, although he well knew of such.  "Mayhap we should call for your ancilla to give presence with us?"




The woman had not lost her smile.  "Nay.  We have no need of my maid to give attend as chaperona.  No one, least of all my Father, would think the customs would be violated by the son of Cassius Clavius.  And certainly not of the man who took this woman from the clutches of those despicable villains - even with the female over his shoulder as he cut his way through the horde to his ship."




Now Julius gave a sheepish grin.  "The street gabble certainly has given embellishment to the tale, but you of all in Latium, know the actual facts of the matter."




"Aye, and I can say that the stories certainly have been colored by the telling, but are built on a solid basis of truth."  She exchanged her own grin for a serious expression.  "But, I am not a chaste femina, unknowing of the conjunction of man and woman.  I am a proper widow, although poor Castus was taken by the red furies only months after our nuptiae, and in the prevalence of that time he was away with the Legions."




"It was a saddening loss," said Julius, although he had had neither knowledge of her marriage nor the death of her Tribune husband.




"Might I speak of yourself?"  




"Me?"  He paused in wonder, although such a diverting female could have his attention for any matter.   "Aye, ask me what you will."




"Nay.  I need no query about the noble Julius - I asked to speak, not question."  She looked around, then said, "My interest in the scrolls and maps of Patroclus is real, but not this day.  Might there be a place that we can converse, but be in view of our families, that they not worry about the forms?"




Curious at the intentions of the woman, he nodded.  "Aye. In the garden off the atrium.  There is a mensa and chairs of comfort."   He led the woman through the house, passing in sight of the other group, then to the small table surrounded by the greenery of the Conservatorium.  Motioning for her to sit, he took the tall Greek-style chair immediately across, then spread his hands in invitation for her to begin her spiel, whatever it might be.




"What is the destiny of your young ward, if I may ask?"




Julius was surprised at the sudden turn of the question, assuming the answer to be plain to all.   He had seen the noble woman and the urchin boy in much friendly converse during the long voyage back to Capua, but had thought little of it.   "He will serve as young apprentice until he reaches his size, then his own actions will determine his place."   The woman sitting before him appeared to be hiding some self-amusement, he began to realize.




"Mayhap he is unsuited to a life on the sea?"




Julius almost snorted his reply, then culled his words to fit the listening ears.  "He has already shown more ability - aye, and courage, than men far past his age.  If he is a goodly learner, I can see his commanding a ship of the family in some future..."   He slowed his speaking to a stop, then gave a stare at the woman.   Then, "Your words are not in step with your countenance."




She gave a short laugh, then said more seriously, "It was not my confidence to give, and I made oath that I would not, during the voyage, unless directly asked by yourself."  She continued with a serious expression, "You call your new crewman by the name of Pontiki.  A diminutive name in the Greek tongue for a small rodent, but not derogatory for one so young.   Were the child born in Latium, the nomen might have been Mus."




Julius nodded slowly, looking for indications of the jape that must be coming.  "Aye...  But when he gains his age, he can select a proper nomen to fit a grown man."




Now she smiled.  "The name for your new crewman, had it been correctly selected, would not have been Mus, but Muris.   Mayhap, in Greek it would be Pontika."




The woman was talking nonsense, but he could not see the end of the jest as yet.  "No boy born of woman - in any land - would select a female nomen for his..."   He stopped, his eyes widening as he stared in disbelief at the sudden realization of what the noble Matron was saying...   "Nay, it cannot be.  We would have..."  He realized that he had risen at her words, likely having jumped to his feet.  Looking around at the elders in the next room, and seeing that none had noticed his sudden confusion, he seated himself, his thoughts moving rapidly over the last months.




She reached forward to put a steadying hand on his arm.  "Pontiki is of the age that all clothed youngsters look alike.  But, she is close to the day when her body will begin to change - indeed, it has already begun."  A pause, then, "During your voyages in the hot season, I would wager that your crew lay out their off-watch by lolling in the shade the sail, in enjoyment of the moving breeze?"  He nodded.  "And, probably without a single garment for concealment, if you have no female passengers."  Again the nod.  "Have you ever known Pontiki discard even his loincloth?"




Thinking on the sudden revelations, Julius slowly shook his head, then started, "Aye, during the need of swims for the ship at the island..."  He paused, then shook his head once again and with a frown.  "But the first was in darkness..."




"Aye, and during our hasty leave of the cursed island, even though in the bright of morning,  you and your men had far more on your mind than noticing any lack of manhood on one of your crew."   Another smile.  "And again, have you wondered at the continual wearing of a tunic on the return voyage, rather than the usual loincloth?  As I said, she is on the cusp of the change, and her little papillae are beginning to swell into small berries.  Soon, even her mammae will begin to grow.  You and your men saw what you expected - a young boy - but eventually her swellings would have been noticed, and even through her tunic.  During the voyage, I helped her fashion a strophium band from a bit of cloth that prevented the little points from showing through the cloth of her garb."




Julius just sat, marveling at the sudden revelation.   He - and his men - would regard themselves as fools for the lack of realization that their crewmate...   He paused and chuckled to himself.  Nay, the noble woman was right - at that age, all urchins wearing at least a loincloth are boys.  




"I offered to break the...  news to yourself, after we landed in Capua.  She had no intention of carrying the deception further - even had it been possible.  But, she is not a grubby street-rat, to use the words of Flavius.  When you next speak with her, gain the tale of her becoming an orphanus.  It marches in step with your troubles in Antioch."   She paused, looking into the far atrium at the elders in their converse, then said, "During the voyage from that accursed island, I learned that the young femina performed tasks that might have been baulked by a grown man, and was a major instrument in gaining my freedom, even without the need of swinging a sword."   Julius nodded.  That was indeed an accurate statement.  "As I assume her time as sailor-crew has come to an end, I would be honored to accept her as a ward, making sure that all opportunities for such a femina are opened before her."




She waved at the servant standing in the open doorway.  Quickly the two cups were filled again.  "Now, as I said in the room of Patroclus, might I speak of yourself?"




It was with considerable astonishment that he heard her following words - nay, the effect on his being was closer to stupefaction, even more than the revelation that one of his crewmen was female.  He could have imagined the spirited female to beg an accommodation as crew on his ship, to see the world far beyond the reach of a mere woman confined to the house and Forum of the city.   Such a plea would be humorous, but not beyond imagination, but her actual words barely found place for thought in his mind, so unexpected they were.




He had barely begun to assimilate the tryst with the young Matron when, the next day, a visitor arrived at the house, accompanied only by his man.   Summoned to the office of his brother, he saw Gaius Caesar sitting across the work table from Aulius, then both rising as he entered.   Instantly, he knew what this had to be.  The noble was his usual ebullient self, heartily giving greeting to Julius, then turning to the other and saying, "Know you that I have offered the Admiralship to your brother, should my future find myself in a position to call upon the Legions to move?   Such appointment would relieve myself - or any other - of worry about the water aspect of any war.   His ability on the sea is unmatched in my experience."  Now with his smile in abeyance, he said, "Indeed, had I had the wisdom to make berth on his ship to the east in the first instant, I would even now be relaxing and learning in the Collegium of Rhodes."




His brother nodded with a wryness to his expression.  "Aye.  Sometimes I give thought that he and his crew of cutthroats often attempt to sail into the path of peril, merely to give some excitation to their voyage.  But, you are entirely correct - Julius is the direct incarnation of our sea-going ancestor, Myron, if the tales of our grandmother are to be believed."   He waved for their guest to relax again.  "Tell us your need."




Reclining on the mat, he nodded to Julius.  "He knows the reason, I would wager any amount."




Julius nodded, then said to his brother.  "He will make goodsome on his oath to the pirates.  That they be nailed to the walls of their own longhouse."




With widened eyes, Aulius looked back and forth to each man, then replied, "Ours is a house of trade, not that of making war.  In any event, if we gathered the entirely of our men with goodly skills in arms, across the total of our ships, not even a Century would be created.   And those are not in Capua to be inducted, but even now are scattered across the sea..."




Gaius waved him to a halt.  "You misconstrue my need of your services.  I have no wish to hire a band of swords to gain my revenge.  Nay, I will hammer the first nails into the limbs of the reavers myself.  I need only for your ship to guide my fleet to the island."   He gave a gesture to Julius, then continued, "As your brother can tell you, the island called Syrna is a mere speck in the wide sea, and a ship with less than goodsome navigation could sail back and forth for months without sighting it.   Your man, Patroclus, might be merely a Greek, but I learned on the return voyage that his skills in pointing are unmatched on the water."  Now he grinned as he admitted, "And with loyalty to this house.  No amount of gold that I offered would detach himself from your service."  Then with a serious expression, "I would have Capitaneus Julius and his ship lead my fleet to the island.  Once it is found, then the contract is concluded and the Petrel can sail on to other needs."   He spread his hands.  "You can name any levy you require - it will be met."




Aulius shook his head.  "If the needs are merely for guidance, and not storming a pirate encampment, then the fee will be..."


Chapter 18




"I could imagine myself as Consul Gaius Duilius, leading the fleet into the battle at Mylae."   Julius doubted that his Plebeian first mate was conversant with the history of Rome in sufficiency to know of that ancient sea battle that had started the wars with Carthage, but no matter.  He and Kaeso were standing on the afterdeck, looking back along the wake of the Petrel.  The two ships of the family - including one of the small speculatorie - were now making far less haste than usual as they coursed through the waters of the lower Ionian Sea.    Their pace was limited to the plodding merchant ships in follow - none of which had had the superb founding of the leader.  In addition, the four following hulls were laden with more than two Centuries of Legionaries and food for months.    Seeing the deep draft taken by the vessels, Julius gave wonder if they would take the pace of a walking man even in a storm.




"If one so low might give a judgement on such a high-born, yon Caesar does not give bluster in his threats," said Kaeso with a wry expression.  "And for one that had his wealth seized by the dictator, Sulla, he seems to have little trouble finding coin for his adventures.   What would be the cost of yon ships and soldiers?"




Julius kept his gaze on the following ships in reply.  "Gaius is a man who cares only for the use that a coin can be put to, not the gathering of such.   To him, a golden aureus may have a sharper edge to his purpose than a gladius.   This foray is not merely to avenge his ill-use at the hands of the reavers, but also to give notice to the citizens of Rome that the man will be a force to be reckoned with in the future."




Both turned as Patroclus and the Korí appeared.  The young girl was now being called Pontika by the crew, although the oldster, Greek descended himself, gave that the new nomen was not actually a correct change from the masculine to the feminine.   Still, it sufficed and the girl was satisfied with such for the moment.




The youngster was carrying the large map-board used by the old Archigubernus to figure his directions.  Unlike the scrolls and papyrus maps in the cabin below, this one was painted and fairly impervious to water spray.  Not an exact and accurate copy, it was sufficient to allow the rough calculations that would be refined later below and in cover.  "Yon reaver isle should show over the bow before the evening meal, if the wind holds."  Waving to Pontika to hold it for use, he tapped a finger in the middle of the blue paint.  "Our point should be about here as of now."




The Capitaneus nodded, then turned back to Kaeso.  "Spill some wind and bring us into hail of the command ship."   Shortly, the men were loosing ropes to allow even less cloth for the wind than the usual amount to keep ahead of the trudging vessels in the wake.   In a while, Julius pointed his speaking trumpet toward the merchant and relayed the information to the Commander of the expedition.   Finally, he shouted forward to Ngozi, on the bow watch.  "The Sage gives that we are in approach."   The man just waved in salute, then turned to continue his gaze into the distance.




As soon as the island was spotted, they would come to and wait for the night.   It was unlikely for a band of undisciplined reavers to give halt to the two Centuries in the following vessels, but should they have forewarning, the offloading of soldiers onto the shore could have difficulties.   As there was no dock or wharf to be used, the small boats carried by each ship would be used, and even hardened Legionaries would be at disadvantage if met by numbers ten to their one.




The day passed with Julius sitting in his chair at the base of the mast, needing to give no orders nor to receive any reports as yet.   The crew not on watch played their interminable games of knucklebones the other end of the waist and the Sage and the Korí were engaged in their usual perusal of scrolls or single sheets of papyrus.




Pontika, not a boy but a girl - indeed, a fledgling woman, a Korí in the Greek tongue, was no longer only a member of the crew, but a passenger as well, as it were.  Obviously, the standing between him... her and the crew had changed, but such was to be assumed just from the nature of the situation.  She was still a respected being, all knowing of her skill and courage, but the attitude of the men had changed - once the disbelief and astonishment had faded.  She was no longer a boy, to be chortled and japed in his growth to manhood, but was now a femina, or to some, a Korí - gaining deference from her former shipmates.  




And protection.  More than one bystander on the docks of Neápolis, the port of Capua, had received chastisement from a crewman after making a call of some indecency toward the attractive young woman - now garbed as such.   Indeed, Densus had flung an idler from the wharf when that man did not take the warning in full. 




The girl was still under the wing of the oldster, he becoming his usual critical taskmaster in teaching as he instructed his pupil in basic navigation, even to the extent of cracking his wooden pointer across the knuckles of the student when she attempted to use fingers rather than thought for counting.  Julius smiled the first time such was seen, remembering the same treatment for himself and his brother long ago in their adolescentia.    Criticism was often and praise seldom, gaining chuckles from the crew when the oldster offered his open hands to the sky-gods in mock helplessness, groaning that the position calculated by the Korí showed that the Petrel was firmly aground at the base of the Egyptian pyramids. 




As the noble woman, Camelia, had suggested, the Korí was not an urchin of the streets, thrown there to live or die by unknown parents, but a girl who had had some education before the fate that took her from house and home.   "Aye," made comment by the Sage at one evening meeting in the cabin of the Master.  "It is no bluster of her youth.  She indeed had a Pedagogus in earlier days.  A dáskalos, she would have called him."




Many times during this voyage, his thoughts returned to the day that the young matron had sat with him in the family Conservatorium.  Her words he had rejected as farcical and absurd - not with reply to Camelia, but with considerable internal turmoil.  It was only after the voyage had begun that he had had time to explore the ideas of the woman.  




He listened to her words of that day - after the startling revelation of the true being of Pontiki -again and yet again in his relaxations under the sail, and it must be said, for more than one night when roaring thoughts pushed away the sleep.   "...We are of the same age, in effect, and far past the time of the usual nuptiae for man and woman, but still...  A single woman has no place in Latium - not of any usefulness, and a man needs to assure his future being with a son."  At the time, he had just sat as if turned to stone by the Gorgon, his expression - he hoped - not showing the utter surprise with which he was receiving her words.  "You are a man desirable beyond the norm, and who has not yet taken a wife only because your haste in your life has kept you ahead of the matrons and matchmakers of Capua..."  




Aye, she had the truth of that.  Any time the second son of the house of Clavius returned from a voyage, the invitations for this fête and that fiesta arrived at the door with almost the regularity of the dripping water-clock.  Of course, the biddings were for the entire family, but there were always a plethora of mothers with yet unmatched daughters filling the room, all giving feigned surprise at his return.   Despite the encouragement of his Mother, as with all such, in the need to find a mate, he had managed to avoid any...  entanglements, with the stated need, always, to set sail on urgent demand of the family.




"...I have no claim to such laurels as yourself, but I am not entirely unattractive in appearance, as is said to me.   I have some skill in scripting and counting, although to a women in our city such has little practical use."  She held up her hand.  "Nay, Julius.  Please allow me say of my words."  He nodded.  "It is beyond the norms for a woman to give such offer to a man, but my quandary is not unlike yours."




"Mine?"




Now she smiled.  "I have seen you accosted by every Matron in the city with an eligible daughter, and most being mere puellae a double handful of years your junior, and shallow of both thought and speech.   I can well understand that a man who has the entirety of the world at his desire would have little interest in tying himself to a chattering infantis, speaking of her clothes and scents and the pending fête that she insists of your need to attend."   




The woman had hit the mark fairly with that shaft.   Now he said quietly, with a look back at the families still conversing in the atrium, "And your husband..."  He furiously tried to remember the name, but it would not come.  "...was a man who gave you such comfort in the union?"




She paused, giving a shrug, then said, "In truth, I was one of those chattering puellae that I spoke of, although I desire to believe that my converse had some measure of interest, and not mere female-gabble, but...   Only a month after I was wed to Castus, the Legions marched to fight Mithridates, and he was taken by the red furies of the blood in the next year without my ever having vision of him again.  Indeed, it shames me to admit that I cannot conjure up a vision of his face in my mind, which gives you a measure of the shortness of time between of our joining and its end."




"I have spent my widowhood in the peruse of history scrolls and the classics of the Hellens, but such can only maintain interest for a while before a woman wishes to become whole again."   Now she paused and also looked back over the greenery into the atrium. "I am no longer that young femina with needs to spend hours at the dressing table or in the atrium to trade gossip with my friends."   




Now she fell silent, mayhap wondering if she was in the process of making a jape of herself.   He just sat, looking at the woman, seeing a mature and intelligent female, and not without some attractiveness to himself.   In a while, she apparently reached a decision, looking at Julius and with full eye contact, as if she were a man in contest.  "I am a woman who needs a man and you are such who must find a woman, and before your dotage, should you desire an heir.  Should you find such need with me, I give promise that I will keep a proper home, and not gainsay you should your absences be extended, nor give complaint of misuse from your dislike of attending gabbling fêtes."




It was a measure of his confusion that he was still sitting in the tall chair.  A few years before, in his enjoyment of discovery of the wide world he would have given short length to the startling idea of a woman giving proposal of nuptia joining.   Now, his thoughts were split between bemusement and waxing interest.  He had long known, in the rare times that he thought of such at all, that eventually he would have to take a wife, else his descent would end with himself. 




Still, no man, and especially one whose knowledge of women was limited to such that could be purchased for an hour, could just reply to such a proposition as if giving answer to the merchant in some kiosk.   Carefully choosing his words, he said "Aye.  I will give that you would be a mate that a noble of Latium would have pride in relation - and showing.   For myself, you have the truth of it - I must eventually find such and establish a proper household, but..."  He desperately searched for words that would delay a decision, but not give flight to the woman - one who he even now admitted would be a sterling Domina in any household.  "Allow me to give the matter some thought before my answer..."




Now the woman grinned.  "Of course.  Sextilia gave me that when one is stalking elusive game, one must take much care not to afright the quarry before it is in range."




"Sextilia...?  My Mother?"




"Aye, brave Capitaneus.  Think you that a mere female has courage to stalk such magnificent game without consult of a seasoned hunter?"




Of course.  His Mother, in the manner of all throughout the world, would give any assistance to see a son wed - and especially to such a noble woman as Camelia.




Now she looked back into the atrium and the conversing families.  Lowering her voice, she said, "I am no fell woman, experienced in the couplings of wedded mates, but yet also no chaste virgineus without knowledge of the needs of men.  Should you need to... sound the firmness of the hull before purchase, I will deliver the vessel for your...  inspection."




Astonished, he tried to cover his abashment with a question.  "You are conversant with ship-gab, now?"




"Of course.  I spent much of the time on the return voyage in talk with Patroclus, with him occasionally giving explanation of ship-work, including the reason for your man, Flavius, to continually search the hull in tapping with his little hammer."   She paused, then, "But, should you find favor - or nay - with my ideas, have no fear that this conversation will ever be known.  My Father will approach the Dominus of Clavius with the proposal, in the proper manner..."




His reverie of that unbelievable day broke with the call from Ngozi at the bow.  "Smoke ahead!  A handspan off the dexter bow!"




Julius stood, looking at the faint smudge on the horizon.  For the blackness to be seen at this distance, the fire would be of some magnitude.   As the Sage walked up, he commented, "A ship, mayhap, in unfortunate dire."




Patroclus shook his head.  "I would wager that yon smudge marks our destination."




"The isle of Syrna."




"Aye.  Just so."




Julius nodded, turning to call to the first mate.  "Spill the wind.  Bring us in hailing of the command ship."




As the Petrel hove to a stop, the following vessels closed the distance rapidly, the leader pointed to close the distance, it being obvious that a converse was wanting.   The Capitaneus could see the leader of the expedition standing in wait, but his words were for the Master of the ship.  "Come to a slow pace!"  he shouted through the trumpet.  "Our destination is on the horizon but we must needs make examination of yon smoke."   At the affirmation, he nodded to Kaeso and the sail was hoisted to the pinnacle, allowing the Petrel to course across the waves with her usual pace.   Quickly, the lumbering merchants were left behind and within the partial hour the smudge ahead was beginning to be resolved into land.    




Once again, the eagle-eyes of Ngozi were first to give resolve of the sight.   "That is the island, Capitaneus.  I can see the white stone pile at the hill.  The smoke is a smolder on the height of the tower."




"Turn us about!" he called to the first mate.  Any closer and an observer might recognize the ship that had delivered the ransom.  To the Sage he asked, "What think you?" 




It was the Thracian who answered, holding the boom-line as the sail was tied off on the new tack.  "They are giving dear hope for a ship to heave in to examine their signal."




Patroclus agreed.  "Aye.  Melglos has hit the mark.  They are desperate to summon any passing ship in these empty waters."




The Petrel was now pointed back at the slowly advancing ships of their 'fleet.'   Looking across the water, Julius said grimly, "Then their desires are about to be filled."




Coming up to the vessel of the commander, the Petrel spun around, spilling wind to halt in hailing distance.  "Yon island is our destination!   We will heave to and maintain distance in wait for night!"   The affirmative reply was returned and the clumsy ships hove about into the wind.  "Kaeso.   Take yourself and Ngozi and Judoc below and gain some rest until the after midday watch.  The night mayhap be full."




With the Sage in discussion - and the femina in watch - they looked at the sketch of the island, gained from some obscure scroll from the scriptorium in Capua.   "...aye, if such indention exists, it would gain some calmness to put the soldiers ashore."  As to the accuracy of the drawing, they had no idea, but it showed the small cove that they knew existed, but also a much larger one at the southern reaches.  If so, then it was fortunate.  Obviously, they would not wharf at a dock, needing to put the Legionaries on the land by using the small boat carried on each ship.   His worry was, that with landsmen, most of whom had never set foot in a skiff, far less a sea-going vessel, the losses might be more in the debarking than any fighting afterward.  The soldiers might be veterans of battle, but none would have success in swimming the distance in heavy leathers and weapons should a foot be misplaced in the embarkation to the small boats.




Julius looked up at the sail, only partially set as they plodded along in the necessity of waiting for darkness.   "The wind is four handspans off the north.  It maybe that yon clumsy tubs cannot enter a narrow channel pointing so close to the eye of the wind."




Patroclus pointed with his carbo drawing stick.  "If so, then we will be in the wind-shadow of the island.   The sea will be as calm as in any cove."  




And so it was.  By dark the wind had pushed the hove-to ships far to the southwest of the island, and Patroclus pointed a slant that would take them to the putative cove.  Once in sight, under the cloudless sky and half moon, the Petrel once again laid on full sail to surge ahead.  The crew was in a line stretching from the bow to the stern, that they might quietly pass along the word from Flavius, casting the lead to mark the depth as they closed.  




And, as the map had given, there was indeed a cove, almost a stadium wide and a half longer in length.  But, as the Sage had pointed out, tapping on the hard-map, it was only two stadia from the pirate encampment.  Thus the need for silence by all. 




The wind was such that the merchant vessels should be able to enter, but it was no matter.  If needed, they could stand off at the entrance and disembark their passengers.  




"Bottom at thirty pous, Capitaneus."   This was from Densus, the last in the message-passing line.   About the depth of five man-lengths.  




"This is goodsome," said  Patroclus. "The shoreline does not shelve gradually here, it would appear."   




Julius just nodded.  He was on the rudder pole himself, and gently moved it to allow the ship to approach even closer.  




"Thirty pous less three." 




They were now almost stopped, even the light wind of the night now blocked by the island.  




"Twenty pous...    Ten and seven..."




"Drop the sail.  A pole over each side."  With the long pushing canes on either beam, the Petrel was slowly pushed until the bottom fin touched, bringing the ship to a gentle stop.  "Kaeso.  Have two lines ready at the bow.  I will examine the bottom.   And send Pontiki...  Pontika forward."




At the peak, both Judoc and Flavius were already standing with bows in hand, giving close inspection to the white-lit landscape only about five strides away.   As the Korí ran up, he said, "We will make determination of the bottom.  Remove your garb."  With that, he dropped both belt and tunic to stand naked - neither weight of weapons nor sodden garments were helpful in a swim.    The young girl showed her white teeth in the moonlight, grinning at the thought of yet another adventure.  




Julius sat on the edge of the deck, turning and dropping to the extent of his arms, then falling the water with a quiet splash.   Quickly, Pontika did the same.   As he hoped, his body touched before his head was immersed.  Moving his bare feet he could tell that the seafloor was mostly sand, but...




To the girl, he said, "Find the type of bottom where the keel fin is touching.  And do not break your chine on the hull of the boat when you come up for breath."    As the Korí disappeared under the water, he moved along the shoreline, attempting to determine if rocks of size might be projecting from the sand.  In a few strides his feet had touched none - a finding that would simplify their next hour.




Back at the boat, Pontika held out a double handful of... sand.  Another goodsome find.  "No rocks?"




"Nay, Capitaneus."  She thought for a moment, then gave small alter to his words.  "Small stones, but none larger than the head of a man, and few of those."   




A short whistle, and two ropes fell on their heads and in heartbeats both were heaved back to the deck.   To the first mate, he ordered, "Pole us out and gain the wind.   Point us to the ship of the commander."




About four stadia out, they turned to almost touch the side of the merchant ship.  Gaius was standing in wait, but his words were for the Captain of the vessel.  "The shoreline is sand and shelves steeply.  Ground your ships beside ours, forward to the land.  Your men can drop to the water over the bow and walk ashore."   At a wave of understanding, the Petrel hove to and allowed following ships to pass, giving the same orders to each, then, setting full sail, strove to the lead again.




 Within the hour, the five ships were gently grounded side by side, although not with total fineness of labor.  One made the landing too close to its mate, the beams of both rubbing with a scraping of wood that sounded almost as the fall of dry timber in the night.  "By the stinking orifice of Mars!" muttered Flavius.  "Why do they not sound tubea and cornae to announce our arrival!"




Julius had been startled also, but it would make little difference if the pirates had heard and realized the meaning.   The bulk of the soldiers were already standing on the land, and assembling into their own ranks.   Against two Centuries of veteran Legionaries assembled for battle, no band of reavers on the mortal side of the river Styx could make the slightest impression. 




Unloaded, Gaius ordered the ships to stand out, to wait their time away from the shore, leaving only the Petrel.  The order gave even more countenance to the ability of Gaius Caesar - at least in the option of Julius.  The leader was not filled with contempt for his foe, and allowing that there was at least a possibility for a desperate unit of reavers to storm a ship, mayhap taking it for escape.   They would not do so with all stood out for a stadium.  Telling his men to take their rest on the deck, but fully accoutered for any conflict, he again dropped over the bow and waded ashore.   The men were also resting, one man reclined as his closest mate sat in watch.   Further out were posted sentries that the night camp might not be surprised.  




From the small knoll, he saw Gaius and his commanders standing in gaze across the land.  The pirate encampment was not visible from here, being on the far shallow slope of the land, but the stone tower could easily be seen.   The white stone glinted in the setting moon, but the coals of the fire at the top was a beacon that could have been seen almost to the horizon.   Caesar was pointing here and there, giving his commanders an actual look at the layout of the island.  No doubt, they had studied such on maps before landing, but now they could see the actual land that they would cross at first light.




Seeing Julius walk up the short rise, Gaius said quietly, "My compliments to your Greek and my apologies for any denigration of his character.  He is indeed a master Archigubernus such as I have never heard.   It was as if the gods were guiding his navigation from the gameboard of Olympus."




Julius just nodded in the faint light.  "Aye.  He has the gift and no mistake.  My dilemma is finding his replacement when his old bones finally give insistence in resting."




Gaius pointed across the island.  "We will step off at first light.  Will your men be in join?"




The Capitaneus shook his head.  "Nay.  You have sufficient strength to accomplish what you will, and there is much peril that your men might mistake the crew of the Petrel for reavers.   Remember, most of your men have not seen myself or mine."   Indeed, the Romans were garbed alike, in reddish-brown leather torso armor with a red sagum - a cloak - hanging behind.  The helms and shields were as alike as eggs in a basket, as were the short swords - gladi - in their scabbards.   By contrast, in a crowd of the pirates, none of his men would stand out as allies - and especially not to men in the hot blood of battle. 




Gaius nodded.  "Aye. That is so."  He thought for a moment.  "I will assign my unit of Immunis to stand with you until the strife is over."  Those were soldiers of the Legion, but specialists that were too valuable to merely stand in ranks and hack at a foe.




"Nay.  That is unnecessary.  We will stand out at first light."




Caesar stepped forward to clap Julius on the shoulder, saying in partial jest, "If you return to Latium and find that I have still not appeared, you might send a vessel to scour the open waters for my helpless fleet. I have doubt that the Archigubernus of my ship can find his own member while in the latrine, far less the route back to the land of Latium." 




With a smile at the jape, Julius returned one of his own, "My brother could find himself lost in floating down the Tiber from Rome to Ostia, and even he could find his way from this island.  Any man who can point a ship north will find the land, then may follow it toward the setting sun to find his destination in Latium.   But as to that fear, we will return in a few days, the wind gods willing. I give you good fortune in your mission."  With that, the Captain returned to the ship to gain a few hours sleep before the morrow.




"Capitaneus!"  Julius woke at between one heartbeat and the next, his hand instantly on the hilt of his gladius, then relaxed as he saw the face of Densus in the dim light of pre-dawn.  "The soldiers are making ranks."   His man waited until the Capitaneus stood, then offered a cold meat-bone and a cup.  "The day will be busy, and with little time for sustenance, I give wager."




Julius nodded his gratitude, then walked to the bow to look over the landscape, munching and drinking without noticing either taste or action.   His men were roused, or beginning to break their fasts - all accoutered as if for major battle, both blades and iron at hand.   There had been some disappointment when the Capitaneus had given that they would not participate in the discipline of the pirates, but agreed with his reasoning.  None had any desire to be spitted in failed recognition of friend and foe. 




He could see Caesar waiting for the ranks to finish assembly and then for quiet to drop over the hundred men.  The voice came clearly in the quiet of the morning dimness.  "Men of Rome!  This day will not see a battle to enter the annals of our people."  He pointing across the landscape. "Rather, it is a day of removing some of the vermin of the Great Sea from their incessant plunder and butchery of honest citizens, plying their trade.  As such, I do not wish a slaughter, but a maximum number of prisoners."   He waited for the words to sink into the men, then, "To that effect, I will bounty every man with one silver denarius for every live reaver that is taken.  For those who refused to learn the counting of numbers in their youth, know that every man could return to Latium with as much as three aurei in his purse."   There was a series of grins and muted chatter at the thought of receiving three gold coins - the wages of more than a year for most - for the work of a single day.   "With such you could drink the taburnae of Rome dry and cause the prostitutae of the brothels to offer complete surrender."  Now, of course, there was a raucous laughter among the ranks.   Turning, he said to the commanders, "Begin the action."




Even as the ranks began their stride forward, Julius turned and called to Kaeso. "Pole us out and set for Rhodes."


Chapter 19




"Broken man on the sinister bow!" came the call from forward.   Even in the half light the men could see the crumbled remains of the huge statue that had been erected hundreds of years before in celebration of...  some victory by the Rhodeans.  Julius thought that it must have been impressive beyond belief in the days of its glory, and even now, the broken remains were arresting. 




The port city of Rhodes, on the island of the same name, was reached in a pair of days, being only about five hundred stadia from the pirate isle of Syrna.  The wind was steady and directly on the beam, giving goodly pace to the ship.  




A stadium from the wharf area, they pulled the cloth, allowing the wind on the hull to slowly carry them into an empty dock.  Even as the ropes were readied for looping around the bollards, Julius could see one of the speculatoriae of the family tied up a half stadium along the port shore.   With any fortune, it would be the one that he was expecting.   




To Kaeso, he called, "Allow all but the anchor watch to have visit in the port, but mind them to keep watch for the recall streamer."




"Aye, Capitaneus."  A hesitation, then the first mate pointed, "Have you noticed the merchant yon, and the speculatoria there, with the streamers of the Clavius at the mastheads."   Indeed, he had.  In fact, had the larger ship not been in port on their arrival, then such would indicate something gone amiss with his plans. 




"Aye.  When the Masters come aboard to report, have them wait on my return.   And call for Decimus to attend."  That was probably unnecessary - he could see the Captain of the swift message boat even now walking toward the Petrel.  




For now, he strode across the boarding plank, turning to make his way to the offices surrounding the harbor, but suddenly...  "Your pardon, Kurios."  A man in his path raised his hand for a plea to speak.   As Julius stopped in puzzlement, the man said, "I come from Euonomos, Kurios.  He regrets his inability to meet your ship, but he is indisposed and on his mat with his leg in some distress of breakage."




Euonomos was the agent of the family in Rhodes - a Greek, but tried and tested for many years.  Surprised at the news, Julius asked with some sharpness.  "How did he gain such an injury?"   The man was not an oldster, but neither was he a young man.  And like all men of scrolls and tablets, was not one to take an active stance in life.   His first thought was that the tentacles of the putrid Dionysophanes had reached over the span of distance from Antioch to strike again at the family, but...




"Alas, Kurios, he gives himself reproof for his actions.  Instead of calling for a younger scribe, he climbed onto a table to reach an upper shelf and a scroll, but his weight - and that of many clay tablets - was excessive.   Table and tablets and Euonomos collapsed in a heap, to the detriment of a limb."  Now the man waved a hand in denial of the total severity of his news.  "But, the Giatrós has captured his leg between poles and gives that it will be healed by the middle of Gamelion."




The man was speaking in the tongue of Greek, of course, and Julius was uncertain as to the references to both physician and month, but such was no matter.   At least this injury to another worker of the family was benign.  He nodded and said, "Lead me to Euonomos."




The distance was not far, only on the next street beyond the one that spanned the wharves.  Inside a sturdy building of stone, even to the roof, he was led to a back room - the cubiculum of the agent.  The man was laying on his sleeping mat, reclining against fat cushions and in peruse of a scroll.  At the entry of the newcomers, he looked up to speak.  "Greetings, Master Julius.  And my sorrow for not meeting your ship in the importance of the voyage."




Julius shook his head.  "You old fool.  Does not the family give goodly enough quittance to hire young servants that you might keep your aging feet on firm ground?"




The man gave a dry smile.  "It may be that my remembrance of age is somewhat defective, but I certainly did not think that I was overmatched in merely retrieving a scroll.   Subitus."  This was to the man who was in escort.  "Bring a chair for the Master."




Now settled, Julius asked, "What news of Anticoch?"




The man nodded, picking up another scroll - this one only a short piece of papyrus wrapped around a spindle.  "This came on the missive ship only..."  He counted on his fingers for a moment.  "...five days ago.  It appears to be goodsome tidings, although to my reading it makes little sense."




With some haste, Julius took the sheet and began to read.   Indeed it was goodly news, but seemingly incomplete.   Then he realized that the script was on both sides of the papyrus.   He read it again, then ripped it from the spindle, folding it to place in his purse.   Now, Euonomos asked, "Need you anything from my agency for the nonce."




"Nay."  He stood, then gave a salute to the old man.  "For yourself, take some care in your daily being.  I have no interest in attempting to find a replacement of your value - at least, not for many years."




Back at the vessel, he found that all three ship-Masters were waiting in the chairs on the deck.  Both rose as the Capitaneus walked the boarding plank, giving a salute as he strode up to take their wrists in the Roman way of manly greeting.   "Decimus!  Fundanus!  Greetings on your most opportune arrival."   They were standing with the Master of the speculatoria that had arrived with the Petrel.   He could see that all had cups and a tray of sweetmeats was sitting on the small mensa.  "My men have seen to your comfort, I assume."  




"Aye, Capitaneus," came from both.  In fact, given the strata of the second of the house of Clavius, the proper title would normally have been, 'noble Master' or 'noble Capitaneus'.   That only lasted past the first meeting of a new Captain.  Julius had little interest in pompous blather to proclaim his importance.  To himself, a man was what he was, and came in all colors of quality, from incompetent fool to brilliant thinker - and all shades in-between.   Arrogant titles had no effect on the quality of the man, high or low.




The Captain of the merchant boat, one Fundanus, said,  "Might I introduce Heraklides of Argolis?  Selected as the agent for Antioch, per the instructions given to me in making passage."




Julius bowed to the man, who returned it.  "My welcome, Kurios."  The man was Greek, of course, and the Captain made change to that tongue.  He waved at the chairs.  "Sit you down, all." 




The Captain of the fast message boat said,  "I have delivered a scroll to Euonomos, from the Dispensator of King Tigranes."




"Aye, Decimus.  I have already received it and goodly news it is.   Let your men have their indulgence in the city - we will not stand out before morning.   Your boat will accompany us back to Syrna."




Julius waved them back to their chairs.  "Now, sit and let me regale you with a saga of our voyage - and what is to come..."    There was a short tale of the voyage to the island of Syrna, then he asked the newcomer.  "Have you been told of our problems in Antioch?  I wish any who take the post know that there may be some little peril in their engagement."




The man was neither young or old, as expected, and looking less of the merchant than a man of labor.  Of course, his brother would not have selected a fat and stolid man for agent - not for a position with possible need of physical action.   He nodded.  "Aye.  The honorable Dominus of Clavius made such clear in his offer and scroll, and set my wage in appropriate level for such."  He took a sip, then continued, "But, I came from the position of Condictor for the agent in Gaza, where I have served for these...  oh, four years."




Julius nodded.  The man was - had been the strong arm of the agent in that rough city, watching for pilfering storemen and dishonest vendors.  And even dockworkers who might drop a bag or box of value overboard during the busy time of loading and unloading, to be retrieved later when the ship had sailed. 




They were still in talk when a man strode aboard, stopping to be noticed by Capitaneus Fundanus.  "Aye, Lars," said   "Make your report."




"Aye, Capitaneus. The first wishes to report a throng of wagons with supplies, and orders to deliver to the ship." 




"Aye.  My compliments to the First.  Tell him to load the supplies in the fore and aft holds, and make ready the waist containment for forty men.  Do not dump ballast.  Our passengers will not be loaded in Rhodes."  A pause for a last thought, then a sharp nod.  The man saluted and left at a run.




In a while, a meal was delivered - from the wharf kiosks and hot.  Afterward, Julius stood, as did the inferior Captains.  "We will depart on the morrow.  I give you a good evening." 




With salutes, the three Captains turned to depart, then hurry along to their respective vessels.  To Judoc, the only crewman left on the ship, he said, "Go.  Join your mates.  I will take the anchor watch."




The night was pleasant and the need for stratagems was nil at the moment.  He set his thoughts back to that startling day in Capua, after the noble guests had left...




   Giving a servant a series of orders, he had walked back to the office of Patroclus, finding the oldster at work on his maps, as expected.  Without preamble, he had sat heavily in the wicker chair, to the surprise of his mentor.   The man had stared for a moment, then dragged another chair to face his visitor.  "It would appear that some news of startlement has arrived..."   It was a question, and no doubt.




Julius had nodded, then gave the tale of the noble woman in full, stopping as the servant arrived with a jug and cups.  "Your pardon, Sos.  Pontiki, is not in the household.   Virnius was told that the young man was seen in converse with the noble Matrona, Camelia, upon her leaving this household.   The Steward asks if you wish to send a summons to that house?"




"Aye, but give that there is no need for haste."    As the servant turned and left, Julius had said, "It would appear that my news is not of surprisal to yourself."




The oldster nodded, his face grave.  "Indeed, it is so, but only in the last days of the voyage did I learn of the... subterfuge."  At the questioning eyes of his Master, he nodded, and continued, "I was taking my rest in the cool of the bilge on a hot evening, waking to the sound of voices around the next bulkhead.  The noble Camelia and Pontiki were in quiet talk, and apparently about some need of garment mending to prevent certain... female parts from giving show to all above."  He had paused.  "Had I made the discovery on my own, I would certainly have given you notice immediately, but with a noble woman involved in the... concealment, I could not know that such knowledge was for my being."   He had spread his hands, then said, "Pontiki meant no deceit, I am sure.  It was her means of surviving."




Now Julius had waved his own hands.  "Nay, I am not taken with either insult or anger at the change of our little drake into a duckling.   As you say, Pontiki was taking measures to endure and such does not negate the service to myself and our cause.  Rather, I need to find the best path forward for her growth.  It is obvious that she cannot remain a member of the crew - at least, not for long.  Eventually the little duckling will be full-grown and goodsome to the eyes of a male.   I fear that the crew might have other thoughts than reefing and furling in a gale, with a crewmember wet from the spray and her garb showing more than hint of the treasures beneath."




The talk went on for a while, then the subject of the discussion appeared in the doorway, and with some apprehension at the summons.  Before she could speak, Julius had said, "Come in and sit down.  There, on that bench."   Waiting for him... her to settle in place, he continued, "Firstly, let me say that I have no ill feeling for your disguisement over the last months.   It has no bearing on the courageous acts that you performed in my service.  But..."   He paused and looked at the Sage, then said, "You know that to continue as a sailor on a ship is impossible, now."  She nodded, about to speak, but Julius continued.  "Nay, you may give your thoughts about such later, but for now, the noble Camilus gave that, while you are an orphanus, your genesis is not of the back alleys and streets.  And that it may have some connection to our problem in Antioch.  I would hear the tale, if you will..." 




Now, here in Rhodes, far from both Capua and Antioch, the girl was still on board, but rather than escaping a life of hunger and peril, she had a destination and a goal - and powerful friends to share in her needs. 




Patroclus, at his advanced age, still had the occasional need for a woman but, of course, his desires did not flow in raging torrents as did the younger men.  After a short tryst, and a hot meal, he casually walked back to the ship, enjoying the coolness of the evening.   There, he joined Julius in the waist, finding the Captain looking at the map-board and obviously in much thought.   Sitting in a chair beside the mast, he said with some waggery, "Even after a month at sea you have no need to relieve your juices with some well-accoutered wench?"  Julius looked at him with puzzlement at the words.  Not at the speaking of such unasked jocularity between Patrician and Plebeian - in private, they had been equal confidants since the time that the noble boy began to make crude pictures on a clay tablet under the instruction of the elder - but at the jesting tone of the question.  "Mayhap, your thoughts of the Lady Camelia have removed any desire for some mere taburna doxie." 




Now the Captain looked at the elder with surprise, and with some abashness.  "You old fraud.  Even you are in cohorts with mother and Camelia with their schemes?"




The Sage quickly shook his head.  "Nay.  I have no knowledge of schemes, but I need no great intuition to guess the gentle plots of a noble woman who desires to speak to a man in private."  He paused, then, "But...  I had many hours of converse with the goodsome woman on our return from the island, as I am sure you well know.  She is intelligent, questing and without the usual frivolousness of many females.  If I may offer an opinion, she would be a superior mate for any man, and especially one who values the learning of knowledge."  




"Aye," replied Julius.  "That is easily seen, and I give admit to considerable yearning for such as she.  But how would such a mating be sensible?   In my usual absences a son could be born and weaned and almost be measured for the man-toga by my return."   Patroclus did not speak for the moment, merely looking at his Captain as if waiting for self-cognizance to form.  Finally, the younger Roman said, "Speak your mind.  There has never been any manner of secrets between us and no words will cause such a bond to bend even slightly."




The Sage waited for a moment, then said with careful selection of words, "You are searching mightily for reasons to avoid the matter.   Your extended absences are not from need, but the desire of yourself - and all in the crew - to move their feet to new places.   Except for Kaeso, with his mate, none of us have any binding reason to return to Capua.   But, is not the Petrel the fastest vessel on the waters, other than the tiny message boats?   Did we not make the crossing from Cyrene on the southern shores to the straits of Messina in the span of three days?"




Julius gave a wry frown.  "Aye, with the wind howling as the putrid breath of Neptune."




The Sage waved his hands in dismissal of the objection.  "But, there is no reason that we could not put into Capua each month, or even more often should our mission be on the northern shores of Latium or Gaul.  Indeed, I have thought that such touching at our home port might be considerably more efficacious than standing into one harbor after another, searching for some directive that might be months old by the time of delivery."




Julius nodded slowly.  "Aye, there is some goodness to your ideas.  I will add them to my churning thoughts this night as I attempt to gain some rest."




The oldster stood.  "And I will go below and start my rest now.  Even my poor attempts at wenching are draining for these old bones."  He walked to the rear scuttle, then turned and said, "Your speaking of no secrets between our beings was not with full veraciousness.  I know well that the matter of the ink jug and my newly received scrolls from Athens was as a result of the desperate battle between two young soldiers at play - despite their vigorous denials to both myself and the Dominus."  He waved.  "I give you a goodly night."




As Julius watched the old man descend into the hold, his look of surprise changed to a wide grin.  In all the years since their boyhood, both himself and Aulius had given self-acclaim to each other at their successful concealment of their 'crime' from the adults of the household.  He remembered the play with the wooden swords, as they moved through the back of the house, clacking their weapons together, until they reached the scribery of Patroclus, he being their tutor at that time of their lives - and fortunately absent for the day.   A mis-swing by one or the other hit the large holding jug of black ink on the shelf above the table, with predictable results.  Not only were some newly arrived scrolls completely blackened, but also the boy-tunics and aye, even the skin of the wearers.    Their efforts in the river to clean themselves almost removed skin as well as ink, and a quick foray to the house of a friend got them borrowed tunics that allowed them to saunter back to their home with feigned calm.  There, they entered the front door, chattering of the day spent at watch of the puppets in the Forum, two innocents on whom no blame could fall for any mishap in the house that day. 




Julius still smiled as he remembered their vehement denials - nay, pure falsehoods given to both Father and scribe.   And now he knew, in all the years hence, he and his brother had fooled only themselves about their cleverness.




He heard the chatter of men on the shore, knowing that it was the rest of the crew in return from their day of wine and women.   Without waiting for them to board, he descended to his tiny cabin and began to write a script, which he wrapped around a spindle.   It finished, he began another and shorter missive, given wrap of it own.   Calling to the deck for any to hear, he gave command for an oil lamp to be ignited and brought.   Now, scrabbling around in his chest, he found two items that had had little use even since he had taken to the sea.  




"The lamp, Capitaneus." 




Julius saw Pontika standing in the doorway holding the small flame.  "Aye.  Call a man from the deck."    Finally locating his needs, at the bottom of his chest, he dropped a small piece of red wax from a frozen lump into a small bronze cup, then melted it over the tiny flame.   He poured the thick liquid into a gobbet onto the smaller spindle where the end of the papyrus was showing, then pushed his small seal into the hardening wax to make the impression.  Both wax cup and seal he had not used in enough years to even have a memory of such - few messages among the enterprise of the family were of such secrecy that a guarantee of security was needed.   And this one was not such either, but only a matter of privacy.




As Judoc descended in question of the call, Julius said, "Take this to the speculatoria of Capitaneus Amulius."




With that, he prepared for an early sleep.


Chapter 20




The north wind was still directly off the beam on the return to Syrna and the four ships made the passage in goodsome time.  Of course, their pace was not as on the voyage to Rhodes - they now had the family merchant in follow, and while it was vastly more nimble than the clumsy tubs that they had led to the island, it could not match the Petrel and the pair of speculatoria in movement across the water.




The ships of Caesar were now at anchor in the southern cove, giving the arriving observers notice that the strife on the island was over - and had been found in favor of the Romans.   Rather than moor in the deep center of the inlet, Julius led the four ships to slowly ground on the sand, only then tossing the anchor stones overboard.   Such would allow them to leave and enter the ships without the bother of unshipping the skiffs.




With orders for all to stay with him until they reached the encampment, all left the ships except for Densus - and three others on the merchant and the speculatorae - on watch.   Julius had no desire for a wandering crewman from his vessels to be mistaken for a pirate, in skulk and hiding from the soldiers.




Before they had strode the few stadia to the huts of the pirates, they could see the Roman encampment toward the center of the island.  The tents were set up a considerable distance away from the hutments and the reason was soon seen.   The men of the Petrel were not strangers to death and broken men - their missions around the sea were not taken because the affairs of the family in that part of the world were proceeding smoothly.  But for the crew of the merchant ship, for whom violence was usually limited to some brawl in a taburna between overly-cupped patrons, the sight of the long line of poles planted into the ground was...  dismaying, at the least.  




  "As I have said before," muttered Kaeso.  "The noble Caesar does not make threats of emptiness."




Julius nodded without speaking.  He had known of the assured certainty in the outcome of the expedition, but thought and actual vision were as the difference between the ant and the elephantus.   He turned that their walk might avoid closer approach to the appalling sight of half a hundred men nailed to poles and crossbeams, and planted with the care that a conscientious farmer might place his seed.   Thinking of the days that had passed since the Petrel had left the gathering soldiers on the shore, he knew that few, if any, of the condemned pirates would still be on the mortal side of the Styx, and soon this island would be a festering Hades of rotting flesh and swarming seabirds. 




Even on an island where the entire extent of the land could be seen, along with the approach and mooring of the ships easily watched, the discipline of the Roman Legion was not in abeyance.   An officer of the guard, with his men behind him and at the ready, gave challenge to the group of sailors in approach.  




"Julius of the house of Clavius, to give call upon Gaius Julius Caesar."




"Aye, Capitaneus.  Pass and enter."




The Captain turned to gesture at his men.  "I would bespeak for my men, that they not be taken for skulking reavers by your soldiers."




Before the officer could answer, a jovial call came from behind him.  "Nay, Capitaneus.   Unless your men make foray into Hades, they will see no living reavers.  The entirety of the island has been scoured for such."   




The man stood to attention as Caesar appeared, striding forward to give greeting to Julius.  "Come, let us take a cup and discuss our next moves."  To his man, in his perpetual stance behind his master, he said, "Call upon the Quaestor to make a hot meal for our guests."




Julius followed the noble to his huge and gaudy tent, then was waved to sit at the table in the center.  The chairs were not such as would be used in a noble household.  The Legions did not burden themselves with furniture while on march to battle.  These had obviously been constructed from the leavings of the destroyed pirate encampment by the Lignarius of the unit.  Indeed, even a portion of a Legion in campaign carried a Carpenter, as well as Smith and other skilled workmen in support of the men in the ranks.




As their cups were filled, the noble pointed to a chest in a corner of the tent.  "That is your silver brought for release of the Domitius family."  Julius nodded, as the man continued.  "I have taken the liberty of adding to the weight with a portion of the spoils that we found in the camp." 




"They gave you little trouble in the subduing, I assume, from the number of poles that we passed in our walk."




Caesar shook his head.  "Nay.  Such scum can affright merchant seamen by their numbers, but their skill in battle is as a Matron flailing her stick at a rodent in the pantry.   Most were with swollen heads from the wine of the night and merely ran from the sight of a rank of Legionaries in approach."   He took a gulp then grinned.  "Of course, on this mite of an island, any flight from peril is very limited.   A few were cut down, but the greater number fell to knees to ask for quarter."   Now he pointed, vaguely toward the pirate encampment.  "I did discharge my oath as promised.  Their despicable leader, Aniketos, is nailed to the side of his own longhouse.  If you wish, I will show you his final place of command."




Julius shook his head.  "There is no need.  I have seen dead men ere now.  But what of you?   We stand out for Antioch, as planned, but the Petrel can touch at Rhodes again, that you might begin your delayed instruction there."




The noble shook his head.  "That point of my life will be consigned to a strategy that is now without use.  With the death of the dictator Sulla, I need not now sleep with blade in hand in fear of my life."  He grinned.   "I will return to Rome at the head of my successful men, to bask in the glow of my glorious victory."   Julius knew from the tone that the man was speaking in jest - at least partly.  "Before we took ship for this island, I procured an appointment as Senior Tribune Militum, in the Legion now forming for war in the eastern lands.     With any success at in that post, in a pair of years I mayhap stand for election of Quaestor.  With such in the bag of achievement for a man, who knows what level to which he might aspire?"   He waved at the aide to fill the cups again, then leaned over and asked, "What of your task?  Did the needed covenants arrive, with agreement by all parties?"




"Aye.  It is an agreement between two kings and the Senate, and seemingly as viable as a ship made of stone, but in effect, while Rome is involved in the eastern war, and Tigranes with his on the far side of his land, Antiochus, will rule the city of his namesake and the several others in his domain."




Caesar thought for a moment, then replied, "My knowledge gives that the Queen mother, Kleopátra Selene, is the power behind the man, and a woman of vast scheming."




Julius shook his head.  "You have the better of me with any cognizance of Kings and Queens.  My knowledge of such ends at the tide mark, but in any case, such highness in rank will have little effect on my mission.  I have the auspices of the royal scrolls to return to Antioch."




  The noble nodded.  "Then you still wish my men in accompaniment?"




"Aye," replied Julius.  "What a scroll allows may not be given heedfulness by men who see their livelihood threatened."  He looked out the tent flap at the soldiers relaxing in their way.  "Have any given notice of interest in my offers?"




Now Caesar snorted.  "For the opportunity to gain another golden round, all would ship with you.  But, I have selected twenty of my best, and a Pilus Posterior as their commander."  He turned and called an order to the aide standing at the tent flap.  "Call Centurion Drusus to wait on me."




In a moment a large man, firm of body and straightness of form in the manner of an officer of the Roman Legions entered to stand and salute his reporting as ordered.   Pointing to the Captain, Caesar said, "This is Capitaneus Clavius.  He will be your Commander on this mission as of now."




"Aye, Sos."




Julius looked the man up and down, gaining a favorable impression - at least outwardly.  "I will meet with you in a while, Centurion, to give some notice of what we are about.   For now, have your men assemble at the merchant in the cove - the one showing the red streamer.  We will depart within a pair of hours."   




He nodded, but before the man could acknowledge the order, Caesar pointed to the chest against the fabric wall of the tent,  "Detail two men to take that silver to the vessel of the Capitaneus."   The man saluted, turning to leave.  Quickly, two men entered to take the chest, disappearing out the tent flap as quickly as they had come.




Now Caesar asked, and not entirely in jest.  "What of myself and my men in our return voyage to Rome?  Are we to be given to the mercies of the man in my ship that has pretensions of having skills in navigation?"




Julius smiled.  "Nay.  Capitaneus Amulius will guide you to Capua in his speculatoria.  From there, I assume that even a pointing dolt as you describe can follow the coast a few stadia to Rome."  He stood, saying, "We will stand out immediately to use the goodly north wind while it is still strong.  I give compliment on your successful mission and wish you a steady return to your home."




Caesar put a hand on the shoulder of the Captain, then said with some intensity.  "You are a man of great ability, Capitaneus.  Remember my offer of high office should I have rise in my vocation."  He smiled.  "The house of Clavius would have heightened gloss with the bust of an Admiralis of Rome in the atrium."




Before Julius could answer, the tent flap opened and an officer strode in to stand before the Commander.  "There has been a brawl between a man in the Contubernium of Rufrius, Sos, and one of the crew from yon merchants."




Surprised, Caesar stood and looked at his guest, then back to the officer.  "A brawl?  Over what need?"




"I am not completely privy to the reason, Sos, but it was not from the overuse of wine.   Rather, there was some discussion of past events in some eastern barbarian land of which I have no knowledge."




"They did not pull iron?"




"Nay, Sos.  According to the Decanus of the unit, such temper would have quickly been reached, but the comrades of both pulled them apart before blood could be spilled."




Caesar looked at his guest, then asked, "Do you make sense of this?"




Julius nodded.  "Mayhap.  There is a Thracian in my crew who has had some disagreeable encounters with Roman units in his land.  I would guess that it is he."  A pause, then, "It is our need to depart, and such will guarantee no repetition of the unpleasantness.  I would not give harsh judgment to your man, Sos.  I will wager yon chest of silver that the fault lies with mine."




Caesar nodded.  "Aye.  Go with my gratitude for your imposing service to myself in my need.  We will meet again in the near future, I have little doubt." 




Julius bowed, exiting the tent with the intention to gather his men from their wandering of the island.  At a word with the guard Captain, he learned that the officer in charge of their group had ordered all back to the ship.  Aye, Kaeso was no fool, and knew that the quickest way to assure no further unpleasantness was to put all back on board.




Within the hour, the Petrel, the merchant and the remaining speculatoria were in full sail to the east.




As soon as the course was settled, he sent for Kaeso to conference in his cabin, to gain knowledge of the scrap between the soldier and the crewman.   "...red-accoutered toad gave issue with the presence of a foul Greek on a Roman island," began the First Mate.  Like most Romans on the green side of dotage, all in the crew were clean-shaven - as were the soldiers on the island.  Melglos, however, still followed the tradition of the Greeks, and his short beard gave goodly indication of his genesis, as did the subtle differences between the working tunics of both lands, his being with shorter sleeves and a narrower opening at the neck.  "Let me say that the Roman was the instigator of the contestation, even if Melglos gave some overly hostile reaction to the words."  




"But neither drew a weapon?" asked Julius.




"Nay!  There were hands on hilts, although I have doubt that it would have descended into blood-work.  But the soldier began a cajoling tale about the use of Greek women in their forays about that land, in obvious baitment of our man, and the blood of Melglos was in boil.   Both gave decision to discuss the matter with fists, but both bands of men showed good sense to hold their fellows back.   I immediately gave the order to return to the ships as to avoid any untoward actions that might have...  unpleasant results."




Julius nodded.  "Aye.  It was a good order."  He thought for a moment, then said, "As you give that Melglos was not the instigator, nothing more will be said.  But, counsel him about future conduct ashore."   The First nodded, leaving the Captain to his thoughts.   




Kaeso was a good officer, and worthy of his own command.   Julius made the decision to place his name for assignment to the Captaincy of a merchant when the Petrel returned to Capua.  Or, mayhap a swift speculatoria, if such was desired by the man.   But, that would be months in the future.




The voyage was swift, the wind gods giving goodly blow, and with little seen except for one incident...




"Sail to wind'ard!" came the call from Judoc, on the rudder.  Julius and Patroclus looked up from their mapboard, and the crew kneeling in the shade of the sail in their game of knucklebones stood in gaze across the horizon.   For the nonce, it was just a gray spot in the distance but within the hour it resolved into a ship of considerable size and obviously pointed to the small vessel ahead of the bow.  




"A Triíris," said Kaeso.  "Two masted with a scudding sail on the forepeak.   Looks to be a Phoenician."  




Julius just nodded, but Pontika, gladdened for a reason to stand from her practice navigating, asked, "It is a pirate, Capitaneus?"




The Sage snorted in reply to his student.  "What else?  In these waters, no Master will approach another without intent of offense.   An honest merchant would have turned in haste at the sight of our ships and instantly."




Indeed, at a distance of a stadium or so, the other ship pointed its course to give follow to the other three.   Directly upwind, the newcomer was given protection from being set upon by the Petrel or its mates, should they have desire of reaving of their own, and their position gave poise to swoop downwind and accost their quarry at desire.  At least, that was their thought.




Without orders, the crew had accoutered themselves in anticipation of the assault, blades at belt and bows laying on the deck at their feet.   The wooden partitions had not been raised as yet - no indication of bowmen could be seen on the other deck.




"They seem to be in some wonder as to which fruit will be picked," said Meglos.  




"They could never catch Capitaneus Decimus in his missive boat, and they see the Petrel as the smallest plum for their grasp," gave Densus, "but the merchant would be a heavier basket to their eyes."




Julius grinned.  "Aye.  It would gladden my liver to see yon reavers shake that tree.  As young pueruli, my brother and myself learned that ripe fruit is often accompanied by wasps that have little like of disturbance."   Indeed, a ship of pirates standing close to board a merchant with twenty veteran Roman Legionaries in hiding-wait would be a sight to give sweetness to the eyes of any honest man.




"Mayhap a bit of discouragement with bows would give them either rage or flight," said Flavius.  




Julius shook his head.  At that range, he or Judoc could, no doubt, hit the ship, but even for them there would be no question of marking down individual men.   "Nay.  They will decide soon - either to make the attempt or move to find an easier task."




"We can point to the edge of the wind and trim the distance," said Kaeso.  "Yon hulk could not match the Petrel within two handspans off the eye of the wind."




"I have a different thought.  Have the men stand ready for some rapid use."   Turning, he ordered, "Pontika, relieve Judoc on the pole.  Densus, stand by the boy... girl."   The man from Gaul was far too skilled an archer to waste in use of the rudder pole and the youngster, by now, had much experience in conning the ship. The cook would watch her movements, that the youthful excitement of the moment did not overcome the need for good pointing.  And that she kept her head down should any arrows begin to fly.




To the new agent, standing by the mast, he called, "Heraklides.  You would favor me if you stood below."  Then to all, "Stand by to go about!"   




To Densus, he ordered, "When I command, take us to the opposite tack but full to the wind."   The man merely nodded his acknowledgement, turning to speak to the young rudderman... woman - no doubt, giving advice or warning of what was to come.




 Looking around to see that all were ready, the Captain nodded to Kaeso. "Now!  Take it about!"




"Hard to sinister!" the First shouted aft to the Korí.   Then forward to the crew, "Let go the wind'ard lines!"




The Petrel spun as a dancer in the Forum, the sail weather-vaning as the eye of the wind moved from the sinister beam, across the bow, then to the forward quarter of dexter.  "Haul and tie!"   As the lines were pulled, the cloth popped and filled, the ship gaining way and in point to pass behind the vessel of the pirates, if indeed such was what they were.




Julius watched across the water, in some wonder at what the reaction of yon newcomer Captain would be - and thus far, it was nothing.   Looking back, he could see that the merchant with the soldiers was still standing its course.  Captain Fundanus would not do otherwise without orders, unless the situation gave need of action, and the Speculatoria would keep a goodly distance.   The small boat of Captain Decimus with three men would be a mere cockleshell to be trampled in a fight with pirates.




In an exceedingly short time, the Petrel had reached upwind to the level of the intruding vessel, but necessarily in point away from such.   That quickly changed as he gave the order to make the opposite tack, then stand down from the edge of the wind.  Apparently, before the pirates realized what their quarry was attempting to accomplish, the smaller ship had gained a stance a stadium or so behind and windward of the larger, but with the distance closing rapidly.  Now the Petrel had the advantage of position.  With superior speed and handling, they could maintain any distance in follow - and to the ends of the sea, if desired, unless the eye of the wind suddenly moved to some far quarter.




"Bring us to a hundred strides to the windward beam," Julius said suddenly.  




Kaeso relayed the order to the girl, "Let go a half handspan!"  The ship moved off the wind a little more, reducing the distance that they would pass the pirate.   Now, forward he called, "Do not show your wood until they give reason."  Thus far, the unknown vessel had not yet given offense to the Petrel, or even threat, unless the action of deliberate closing could be considered as hostile.   He walked the short distance to stand beside the rudder, saying quietly to the cook, "Raise the shields for the femina."   The person at the tiller was the most important on the ship - any attempt to seize a vessel would always begin with efforts to slay the man at that post, that the quarry might become uncontrolled, and hopefully turn into the wind and halt any progress.    The barriers on each side were hinged at the deck, giving a narrow and wooden valley in which the man could kneel, giving the rudderman complete protection from any wood that might be sent his way.




There were other such barriers around the deck, but none would be raised unless the other ship was determined to be hostile.

 

"There, Capitaneus," said Kaeso, pointing.  "Archers."  A pause, then, "Although I see no wood on the string."




Julius nodded, about to give the command for the wooden barriers to be raised, then halted in his call.  The other ship had suddenly pulled its rudder hard over, turning the vessel to course almost directly downwind.   Now the First gave another comment, "It would appear that they have decided to fish in other waters."




Aye.  It was obvious that the situation was too uncertain for the Captain of yon ship to give assault.  The dancing maneuvers of the Petrel gave notice that the ship was not crewed by plodding crewmen and a stolid Master, and that the vessel was not giving indication of dread at the appearance of the larger marauder.   And the presence of the second larger ship gave hesitation.  There was little doubt that it would come to the aid of its fellow, if needed.




"Point us back to course," ordered Julius.  The other ship was now far downwind and of no danger to his ship, if indeed, it had actually been in plan of assault.  Other than the close approach, no threatening action had been taken or posed by the other vessel.   Now, all in the Petrel unstrung bows and dropped belts, setting all by the scuttles to be taken below, later.




Julius and Patroclus resumed their chairs and discussion over the map, allowing Kaeso to put their vessel back in lead of the other.
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Chapter 21




"Your pardon, Capitaneus."  Julius opened his eyes to darkness, the man standing in the opening to the tiny cabin barely even a shadow, but with a voice that identified itself as Flavius.




"Aye."




"The fire on the harbor tower of Antioch can be seen just on the horizon."




"What is the hour?"




"About the tenth.  Two hours to first light.  With this wind we will reach the entrance before sunrise."

 

Julius thought for a moment, then said, "Reef enough to slow our entry until then."   As the shadow departed, he lay back on his mat.  The voyage from Syrna, with the goodly wind had only taken a few days, and with little seen, other than the strange approach by the ship of the supposed reavers.   It was what they would encounter in the city that was of concern.  Even with a scroll in his cabin, marked with the royal seal of the monarch, Antiochus, such might not be considered by men whose livelihood was threatened, and with few scruples in maintaining such.




The Petrel was not unknown in the harbor, and especially by men who knew of its participation in certain recent... activities.  Activities that had resulted in a number of men lying on the cobblestones.   The first day would tell the tale.




Both larger ships tied to the wharf within an hour after sunrise, the speculatoria merely pulling itself to ground on the sand.  The port-taxman that stepped onto the wharf was obviously surprised to see the passengers on the merchant.   Julius knew that the word of a unit of the Roman army arriving would be known throughout the city before the first cups were emptied in the tavernas.




He would not have been surprised at a unit of the city watch arriving with some official writ of confiscation.   Still, caution was the watchword for the day.  "Keep the men on board until I give otherwise," he ordered Kaeso.  "And with some readiness for unpleasantness.  Should you perceive some oddness to any group in approach, push out without wait for myself."   He walked to the big Thracian, giving some words until the Greek nodded and descended into the hold.  Now, crossing the wharf to the merchant ship, where the Centurion was waiting for orders, he ordered,   "Detail a Contubernium for my use, then stand in watch for the ships until I return."




A Contubernium - a tent unit of men - was a group of seven led by a sub-officer, a Decanus.   He only wanted such as a show, not battle.  In any case, even the third part of a Century of veteran Legionaries could not fight an entire city, and he had no intention to do so.  Such would destroy his reason for the return to Antioch.    




Preparing to depart, he called, "Ngozi!  Heraklides!  You are with me."




He had queried and tested the new agent, finding that he was not an accomplished skirmisher with his longknife, but neither was he a helpless venturer of the streets, being at least as adept as any cutpurse or miscreant of the lower quarters.




"Nay, Pontika. Stand down and do not ask."  This was Densus, seeing that the Korí was about to give plea to follow, that even yet another adventure might be encountered. "Get back to your tablets and learning.  The time for your action is not yet."




It was a short march to the huge building that was the offices of the ruling magistrates of the city - or at least the port.  The actual city of Antioch was some stadia inland.  At the gate, the guard Captain was properly impressed - nay, stunned would be the word, seeing a small unit of actual soldiers marching along the street to the gate of the magisterial building.  The men were in full kit, helmets above leather torso armor, with the petal skirt - the petruges - hanging to the knees.  Below the greaves, protecting the shins of the legs, were army sandals - strongly made with thick soles and broad straps to serve the wearer for thousands of stadia of march.  All carried the rectangular scutum - the standard Legion shield in the sinister hand, leaving the other to hold the iron pilum, the iron throwing spear used to stave in the front ranks of closely packed foes.  And, of course, at belt was the short sword, the gladius, now the standard blade of the Legions.




During the days of travel from the island of Syrna to Antioch, the Centurion had required all to buff their kit to an oiled shine on leather and a gleaming polish on metal and now, the soldiers from the merchant ship could have been used in march on a feast day in the Forum, giving salute to the watching Senators.




With widened eyes, almost unable to take his gaze from the unit now standing at order in front of the gate, the Captain was shown the Royal scroll, emblazoned with the seal of Antiochus in a huge gobbet of red wax. The Captain nodded and turned to call the command allowed entry that, pointing at some retainer to give escort to the office of the senior magistrate, the Dikastís.




In the courtyard, Julius turned to the sub-officer, the Decanus, ordered the small formation to halt.  "Stand here in wait, and in sentinel formation."   The man nodded, calling the command that caused the soldiers to stand at their ease, but turned outward from each other that all quarters around the unit might be under eyes.




Inside the building they traversed a long hall, finally coming to the entrance of a large room where they were bade to halt.  With Ngozi and the agent in wait outside the doorway, he was announced to the overgarbed official.  Such pomp in habiliments was not the exclusive attributes of the Greek lands.  More than once, he had given wonder at the strength of a soft-sinewed Roman official, and of the ability of the man to hold himself erect under the weight of enough robes to clothe a Plebeian family for the winter. 




Handing the still-sealed scroll to the official, he said, "Kapetánios Clavius, with a Writ of Mandamus to the Dikastís of Antioch."




The man was surprised, at the least.  Julius was not garbed as an important man come with commands from a king, but rather as...   what he was - a working Captain of a ship.   There was a hesitation, then he accepted the scroll, looking intently at the seal before picking up a dull wax-blade and freeing the papyrus for reading.   "Please sit...  Kapetánios, whilst I give perusal to this..."




Julius nodded and sat, giving little worry to his backside with Ngozi on wait at the door.   The official attempted to keep his expression blank, but the irregular twitch of his facial sinews gave away his surprisal at the content of the missive.   Finally, he set the scroll on the table, still unrolled.  "This is most unusual.  Indeed, even irregular.  It was our understanding that King Tigranes would be granted entitlement to Antioch and the environs, per the heirship of King Phillip."  He paused, thinking out his words before continuing.  The "Ypálliloi and the Astynomía will have much dislike for this declaration."




Julius had little idea of the exact substance of the words, other than describing various officials in the ruling body, but...  "Romans have little liking nor knowledge of Kings, but even one as ignorant as myself knows that such Royal beings have little care about the opinions of minor officials."  He pointed.  "As you have read, this declaration is vouched by the Roman Senate, in agreement with both the Kings Antiochus and Tigranes.  The new Senior Tribune Militum, Gaius Julius Caesar, has lent me his unit of veterans, to be used should the dislike, as you say, become overweening.   And, there is Proconsul Cosconius, now resting in Illyria after conquering that land - he has four entire Legions that are now seeking other employment.  Might I ask you to imagine the sight of ten times a thousand veteran Legionaries in ranks to quell some rebellious magistrates?"




His bluster of the soldiers was the truth, except for the lack of mention that neither Commander was likely to waste the thought of a single moment on subduing a city on the remote edge of the Great Sea. 




The man looked at Julius with narrowed eyes, then replied, "I would give that they are with much other needs for soldiers now that the war with Mithridates of Pontus has begun." 




Julius kept his face placid, even though his thoughts began racing with haste at the statement.  If true, and there was little reason for the man to give falsehoods that could easily be examined, how could a war with the eastern lands bordering the Aegean Sea have begun in the short time since the Petrel departed Capua?   He gave a forced gesture of disinterest, then, "Mayhap.  But Rome has many Legions and her confederated domains even more."  Now he spread his hands, in gesture of concord. "But why speak of war?  I am the son of a merchant family, not a warrior come to conqueror, nor have I a writ to rule.  My only desire is to gather honest wealth in trade for my people and in doing, for the merchants of the cities with which we have commerce."




"You come to reestablish a trading presence in Antioch?"  At the nod from the Roman, he continued, "I would give thought to remunerating any agent with sufficient wage that he not suddenly depart as did the previous."




Julius looked at the man, keeping his face expressionless.  This magistrate obviously knew of the closure of their agency, and twice.  His wonder was if the man knew the reason.  He decided that it was time to shake the tree again, to see what might fall to the ground.  "Our factors did not depart.  They were slain at the orders of certain citizens unwilling to submit to honest competition."




"That is a harsh accusation.  One might gain a belief that it is your enterprise that fears challenge in merchantry."  The voice had some uncertainty - a wavering of voice that gave indication of worriment that he himself might be given accuse of such foul doing.




"I have a scroll, testimented by others and given by the Adjunct of one of your major trading houses, giving particulars of the foul deeds of the master.  Nay, hold your words."  Julius cut off the impulsive denial that was about to be uttered - a denial that any merchant in the city would stoop to such.  Now he reached forward to take the unrolled scroll, turning it to display the script.  "As you have read, the last issuance gives me sanction to adjudge this matter without interference of the officialdom of the city."  He quickly rolled the papyrus back onto the spindle.  "I have brought half a Century of soldiers to do just that.  If necessary, I will have an entire Legion ferried to Antioch."    He paused for effect, then, "And mayhap, an entire Stratós from King Tigranes.   I have belief that he would have much desire to show strength in this domain.  An army of a thousand Hoplites would do so, and with much effect."




The last was pure pretense, but given life with the flourish of the seal of that Tigranes at the bottom of the papyrus, alongside that of the Senate of Rome and Antiochus.




Now Julius said, "I give gratitude for your cooperation, Kurios.  Such will be reported to the King - whichever one intends to claim Antioch for his own."  As the magistrate seemed to have no further words to give, or else such were stuck in his throat, the Roman gave a shallow bow, then turned and strode from the room. 




In the streets, he gave only a glance at a large man standing at a kiosk on the far side, then led the two men and the unit of soldiers along the main via to the area of the port offices.  He would have laughed at the expressions of Eukles, the Conciliator, and the scribes in his large workroom when the party arrived in their doorway...  had the situation been humorous in any way.  




"Kap...  Kapetánios Clavius.  I am... It is a goodly meeting you again."  The principal of the office seemed to have the same problem as the Dikastís, with issuing words from his throat.  "I was not in expectation of your arrival..."




With a smile, Julius replied, "Aye.  Such was the thought of the Dikastís, also.  But, here I am and come to resume our trade with the city."  He turned to receive the Royal scroll from Heraklides.  "And with considerable aegis."  He held it out - not to give, but only to show its existence.  "This is my Writ of Mandamus from Tigranes... and others of power.   Nay!"  He waved the man to silence.  "I will speak any words needed this day.   From you I give two requirements.  Firstly, an office for my new agent, and of goodly aspect and frontage.   Then, the presence of the scribes with given names of Cineas and Pigras.  They will report to my vessel before the midday hour."   He gestured to the rank of soldiers standing in the street just outside the doorway.  "These are the vanguard of a Legion of such, should I find the need.  I will be forgiving of any who have made offense, under duress, against men of my employ under but the heart will be cut from any that I find were implicated in the acts.  Have notice sent to my ship of our new offices by the mid-afternoon hour."




He turned and departed the offices, leaving a group of men who were as Gorgon-frozen statues.




Across from their wharf was a storeyard, large and enclosed as most, with a stone wall.   With a full purse of silver rounds at the belt of Julius, the bargaining time was short, and within the hour the soldiers from the merchant were erecting their tents in the open grounds.   With eight men on watch at the ships, the rest would make an encampment just as if on maneuvers in war.   Julius made custom with a food kiosk to supply the meals and a taverna for wine, then found a close inn for the crews of both ships.   On the wharf, he called all together to give warning.  "I have made notice that we are come to establish our presence again, and with need of any action required.  And, as I doubt that the miscreants who slew our agents will go quietly into the night, all need to take extreme vigilance as the watchword.  None may enter the city without leaving word of their destination, and not in less than four men in the group.  And keep your intake of wine at minimal.  Your need for sudden action might arise in a mere heartbeat."




Walking to stand before Patroclus, he said, "I have received word from the Dikastís that the Legions are in move to battle against Mithridates of Pontus.  Gain what news you can find in the scriberies of the city."   The sage nodded and donned his cloak before walking from the wharf.  Now, as the crew left to make their abode in the inn, he called the Centurion to talk with him under the mast.  




For a Plebeian man - even a veteran officer - to sit with a noble Tribune of the Legions was somewhat discomfiting, but Julius waved off his objections.  "Nay, I am such in name only and only because of mandatory requirement for young men of noble families.  I am a Capitaneus and without pretense of vantage over any competent man."  He filled a cup and handed it to the Centurion, then began to speak of the reason for this mission, giving goodly tale of the past actions against the family in Antioch.  He left nothing out, needing to impress the man that the days might be filled with some peril for himself and the men. 




The tale of the reason done, he discussed possible responses to actions that might be played against them.  Encouraging advice and counsel from a man who had seen actual desperate battle, he finally began to break through the reserve of the officer.   They agreed on a range of options, the most extreme being the closing of ranks to fight their way back to the ships, if needed, then to push away from the wharf to gain the succor of the open sea.  "...but if such happens, then we will have failed in our mission, requiring yet another effort and a half year of wasted time to plan and plot another."  He caught movement on the wharf, then said, "Ah.  Here is my man, come to tell us of the basket from which the rotten fruit of the city comes."




Waving Melglos to another chair, and offering a cup, he said, "This is my shipboard Greek - one of them."  Pointing to the Legionary, he said, "Centurion Drusus, that you saw on Syrna and in command of the soldiers on the merchant."  Now he asked, "What of your watch?"




On the visit to Eukles, the Conciliator, he had given orders for Melglos to straggle along at distance to gather what he might.   Unlike the shaved Romans, his presence among the men on the streets would be as a single nut in a basket of such, unseen and unremarked.  Pontika would have done as well, but Julius was with fear that the girl might be recognized as the youngster that had given aid to the Petrel on their last visit.  If so, then her life would end at the next heartbeat.   Indeed, even Melglos might be pointed by some observer from before, but disposing of the large Thracian would be an entirely different proposition.

 

Melglos pointed vaguely with his cup.  "Aye, it was as you said..."




Julius waved a hand to halt the words.   "Nay.  Speak in Latini.  The Centurion does not have the tongue of this land."




The Thracian nodded, then began again, "On your disappearance along the street, a man issued from the building and hurried along the drómos...  the street named Pentagathe, to the moneychanger's, then to a building facing the Agora - the frontage of yon with the statue of some Koré in the yard."  Julius nodded, knowing without asking that he was describing the compound of Dionysophanes.   "His missive was of some importance, apparently - other men issued from the building in haste along the streets in different directions."   There was a pause, then, "If I may, Capitaneus?"   Julius nodded.  "We need not wait until the body has garbed with armor, to allow our stroke to be deflected.   If the head is removed, the sword-arm need not be feared."




The Roman nodded as he replied.  "Aye, such would be truthsome were we at war, but as I have said to both Drusus here, and his Commander, Caesar, a half Century of Legionaries cannot contend against a city such as Antioch.   I need more knowledge before we initiate any contention..."




"Yon comes Ngozi and the Korí."  Melglos was pointing back over the bow.   




Julius turned to see that indeed the pair was in walk - nay, in some quick stride toward the ship.  For the nonce, the girl was dressed again as a boy, as young female urchins did not run loosely around the docks.  Of course, it was becoming obvious to all on board that such deception would soon come to an end.  The tight band that kept her swelling nipples from tenting her garment would soon be insufficient to hold back the mammae that would be growing under the cloth.  




"This cannot be goodsome," he muttered.   Why Pontika would be in escort by the black man, rather than Densus was a question.




Striding onto the ship to where the three men, now standing, were waiting, Ngozi said, "'Tika has some tidings for yourself, Capitaneus."




The youngster did not wait for the nod from his Captain before blurting, "I saw the man, the second of Ardeshir, standing in stare beside the garment vendor by the inn, Capitaneus!  He was with three men and measuring our presence, sending one to run up the street even as I watched!"




"Who?" blurted Melglos.




Julius was in puzzlement also.  The name was vaguely familiar but he could not quite bring the memory....   "Hold, Korí.   Who is this man you are speaking of?"




"Ardeshir!  The manslayer in the hire of 'Phanes, Capitaneus.   His second man is a brute.  I have seen him break the bones of a serving girl for spilling a drop of wine on his garb."




Ah.  Now the memory came back.  Aye, Ardeshire was the strong arm of the leading merchant, spoken of by Cambyses of Sidon, the escaped slave that had given his knowledge of the evilness against the family by such.   Apparently he had an assistant that followed the violent needs of his master.  "Now, Pontika, give us your seeings from the start."




The girl swallowed, then nodded.  Taking a deep breath, she began, "The ypnodomátio of Densus and me is high in the house, and with goodly view of the drómos, all the way to the dikastírio..."




"Slow your pace, youngling.  Think on your words."  In her excitement, the youngster was mixing both her native tongue with that used by the Romans on the ship.   Julius could make the meaning, but for the advantage of the Centurion, he repeated the first sentence.  "Your room with the sleeping mats gives goodsome look over the street leading to the Agora...  Continue."




With another breath, Pontika rethought her words, then said with some care, "I was in watch of the tachydaktylourgòs...  the...  the...   man giving toss of his colored stones in the air..."




"Juggler," gave Melglos.  One of the myriad street performers seen in all ports, giving display in hopes of a coin or two from watchers. 




"Aye...  Juc.... Juggler.  But, then I saw, standing under the thatch of the clothing vendor, the man."




"Ardeshir.  Or rather, his second."




"And three men, but one was sent running up the street.  I pointed the man to Densus and he gave that we should give the tale to you, Capitaneus.   But he bade me to wait until Ngozi was given call to accompany."




Julius nodded.  It had been a wise move on the part of their cook.  Densus was a good man in a scrap, but the black crewman was vastly more deadly as escort should the girl be accosted upon leaving the inn.  To her he asked, "You saw no one of threat in your steps to the ship?"




"Nay, Capitaneus.  But the distance is not far."   Indeed, it was only a hundred strides to the inn - hardly a length to find and plan an ambuscade, if such was wanted.   Suddenly a thought came, and not one that was pleasant.   Turning to Melglos, he ordered with some emphasis, "Go with Ngozi.  The Sage has gone to give queries about some tidings that I was given.  On the street with the port magistrates and scriberies.  Find him and give escort, and with haste."




There was no statement of question, or hesitation - both men strode with swiftness along the wharf.




In deep thought, he stood for a while, now with only the Korí and the Centurion in presence.  Looking at the position of the sun, his thoughts were with some turmoil.  "It is almost the midday hour.  It would appear that Eukles has greater fear of Dionysophanes than myself."




"Capitaneus?"   




In a start, Julius realized that he had spoken aloud.   "Nay, Pontika.  I had giving desire to speak to certain...  men of the establishment of the Conciliator.   Such were to appear before the midday gong.  It would appear that my bidding was discarded."  Indeed, those were the scribes in the office of Eukles - their names given by the escaped slave Cambyses that had witnessed the deeds against the previous agents of the family - or, at least, the orders given for such.   He muchly desired a session of questions with the men.




Finally, he turned to the Centurion.  "Return to the storeyard.  Do not allow your men to leave, and maintain readiness."   The man saluted, then paused as Julius said, "Give word to Capitaneus Fundanus to hold the men of both ships at the inn.  No man to leave and all to give goodly watch for any threat that might arrive.  And tell the man, Judoc, to attend me."


Chapter 22




The sun was dropping past the midday point and Julius realized that his demands for the two scribes to attend him was not going to be met.   It was obvious that Eukles had determined the Captain to be the lesser of perils in his situation.   With both Ngozi and Melglos still absent in their search for the Sage, he could not leave the ship.  With his men split between the ships, the inn and the storeyard with the Legionaries encampment, he was required to maintain his presence that all might find him in case of... whatever might happen.




The Contubernium of eight soldiers were in watch on the dock, taking their rest, but all facing the shore with weapons at the ready.    Capitaneus Fundanus had come back to the ship, bringing his crew, not in guard, but for mending.   He had given that his satisfaction with the set of the forward mast was less than wanted and now his men were giving re-rig to the stays in attachment to that pole - and other smaller mendings always needed to the myriad of fittings on any ship of the sea.




The Petrel being pointed inward to the port, Judoc was sitting in the bow, merely watching the flow of port workers and vendors - and trulls in their unclothed and tempting poses - in the endless meandering of such in any harbor around the Great Sea.   Julius could see his unstrung bow and a full quiver of shafts beside him, although to his thoughts - and hopes - there was little use for such a distance weapon in the midst of a city.




Then, mayhap not.  He could well remember the arrows passing overhead in the doomed city of Salona, as they floundered in the water at defense from some over-bearing noble attempting to take the Petrel for his escape.




But, of far more concern was the failure of both Ngozi and Melglos to return.  Such meant that they had not found Patroclus in their search, or...  Either man was the equal of an entire pack of street-toughs, but ...  even a man with the skills of Mars himself can be struck down from behind by some cowardly slayer in the crowd.  




Flavius and Densus appeared, the Carpenter no doubt wishing to gain some activity of interest, rather than sitting in the quiet rooms of an inn.  With only a nod, the man began his interminable search for any wear or defect in the ship, his occasional tapping of wood with his hammer faintly audible through the scuttle opening.   




The cook had a basket, filled with viands hot and smoking from the dock vendors.   Offering the repast to Julius and receiving a nod of gratitude,  a haunch was set on the small table, along with bread and cheese.   It was obvious that the meal could have been hard and dry rations, for any notice that the Captain gave to his meal.  Only his eyes were with ready use, still examining the port road from end to end, and then again.




As the darkness began to fall, the three men stood in quiet solitude in the bow, still in watch of the diminishing crowds around the port.   It gave rasping to his being, to just stand as three of his friends went missing, but if his three crewmen - and two with unusual skills in battle - had been overcome, there was little need for himself to stumble around the large city in search - and with the darkness falling rapidly. 




As the Centurion came to change his watch, Julius called to him board the Petrel.  There he gave instruction with emphatic warning.  "There is evil in the city, and it has already struck without warning."  At the widened eyes of the officer, he continued, "I have three men, gone into the city, and who have not returned since before the midday gong.   Make sure your sentries know that any slackness on their part may find them waking on the far side of the Styx."




That accomplished, he continued his watch in the gathering dusk, but with emphasis on his self-loathing, for the foolish act of sending men into a hostile city as if on a task of argument with a factor who had delivered spoiled rations.    Finally, to Densus he ordered, "Break out the torches and the jug of burning fluid.  We will keep the edge of the wharf in illume for the night, and four soldiers standing back from the light."




"Think you that some host will give assault?" asked the cook.




Grimly, Julius answered, "I would give hope for it, but I have much doubt that such will happen.  Dionysophanes, if indeed he be the instigator of our woes, would scarcely give such blatant ignore of the law, with two Kings and the Senate giving us auspice."




Night fell, with a torch in the holder at the place where the wood of the dock met the shore, and four soldiers in full kit standing away from the circle of illumination.  He had given Capitaneus Fundanus orders to maintain a double watch - one at the bow and another aft - the latter to roam the side away from the wharf, always looking over the beam of the ship for...  whatever might not belong in the water.   Another crewman was borrowed to flesh out the diminished crew of the Petrel, that it might have the same watch.   The Centurion was given that his men could gain their rest in the usual manner, but both kit and weapons were to be ready at hand.




"Capitaneus!"   Julius had laid down on the deck for his rest, rather than his cabin - not for any well-founded reason but his desire not to be isolated to himself.   It was, no doubt, a self-criticism for his acts during the day when he had taken little care for his men.   Now, he rolled at the sound of the call, gaining his feet with hand already on the hilt of his gladius.   The interruption was by the crewman borrowed from the merchant ship. "A boat is being sculled towards us," came the quiet, but emphatic explanation.




Both hurried aft, to look over the waters, lit only by the glow of a moon behind thin clouds.  Turning his head, he saw that Judoc had strode to the rear of the ship, his bow already strung and a shaft on the string.  Now all looked at the shadow slowly approaching the sinister quarter of the stern. 




It was no larger than a skiff - not even the size of an ordinary fisher.   That precluded the idea of an assault from the water and the shadow of a form gave indication that only a single man was aboard.  If the intention was evil, then this could only be an attempt at firing the ship, mayhap with a flaming pot of pitch thrown aboard to shatter across the boards of the deck.  Turning to Judoc, he ordered, "Stand ready at the first sign of flame..."   The archer took stance, bow high but not yet pulled. 




Out of the darkness came the voice of Densus.  "The man is taking little effort in avoiding notice."




Julius was of the same thought.  The sound of the oar - or paddle - could be heard with the rush through the water and occasional impact on the edge of the boat.   It was not the actions of one who had need of silent approach.   He stepped to the rudder post, then called, "In the boat.  Give identity of yourself."




The sound of oar-work stopped, then a voice returned, "Ngozi, Capitaneus."   A pause, then, "With the Sage and need of much care."




There were exclamations from all waiting in the stern.  In the darkness of the night, nothing could be seen in the boat, and certainly not another man beside the shadow of the black man.   All knew that the oldster had to be laying in the bilge - not a thought that gave a pleasant feeling.   The boat reached the side of the Petrel, rasping wood against the other, then came to a halt at the dip of the waist.  




"Bring a torch."  To Hades with the danger of fire on board a wooden vessel.  Leaning over the side, and now seeing even less in the shadow of the larger ship, Julius asked, "Is he with injuries?"




The reply was chilling with its import. "Aye, Capitaneus.   If he still lives."




"Give us his arms."




"Nay, Capitaneus.  I have little use of my limbs for such work."




Julius did not hesitate.  "Bring the boarding ladder and a line!  Flavius, with me!"  Turning around, he let himself over the side, then down to the extent of his arms, feeling for the little craft below.   He did not wish to drop into the boat, fearing to land on the body of their friend, but also, in the fear that he might spear through the rotten hull of some stolen fisher.




A foot touched wood, then was moved to give assurance that under his sandals was not flesh, then he dropped into the boat.  Kneeling, he felt around, quickly finding the prone body of Patroclus - at least, it was the old man according to the words from the black crewman.  He could see nothing, but the flesh was still warm - mayhap he was still on the mortal side of the Styx even yet.




Beside him, Flavius had also boarded, reaching out to touch the Captain to give notice of the line that he was holding.   "Lift him by the shoulders..."  Rapidly, the rope was looped under the arms, then tied at the chest of the silent man.  Both carefully lifted the Sage from the muck and slop of the bottom hull, then...  "Hoist away, and with care."   




From above came words of command and the light of a torch.  "Papius!  Tiburs!   Hoist, and gently.  Durius!  Give hold of the belt."   The voice was that of Capitaneus Fundanus, obviously wakened in the tumult and come from his ship across the wharf and with men to give assist.




As the feet of the Sage rose above their stretch of arms, Julius turned to Ngozi.  "And you, my friend.  What are your hurts?"




"Little to speak of, Capitaneus.  A day of rest is my need."




"The gods of your land would give ill-rewards for such falsehoods," said Flavius, holding up an open hand to the Captain.   A hand covered with blotches of dark color.  "This life-blood is not yours, is the claim?"  In the torchlight from above, they could see that the crewman was ill-used, and with torn garments muchly stained.




The bitter end of the rope dropped again, and Flavius moved to give the same tie for hoisting as Ngozi gave dispute of need.  "Nay, I can reach the deck with the ladder."




"Tie the rope!" ordered Julius.  To his black crewman, he said with some disdain, "You could not climb onto the mat of a brothel trull were she to lay it on the deck."   A pause, then, "Hoist away."




Quickly, but with care the man disappeared from view into the waist of the ship, quickly followed by both whole men, scrambling up the rope ladder in follow.   He could see that a second torch had been ignited, held by some man over the prone body of Patroclus as Densus cut the rags away with his pugio.   Looking up at the Captain, he said, "He lives, but I can not give any hope that his time will stretch to sunrise.   We must find a Medicus."


Chapter 23




Julius stood, looking down the scuttle at the small group huddled around the man laying on the triply stacked mats.   The Sage had been carefully lowered into the hull that he might escape the damp wind that blew across the water and Flavius had been assigned to give watch, and with two water buckets at hand, lest some inadvertent flame escape the torches held for the need of the ministration. 




Ngozi was still on deck, leaning against one of the straw filled bags used for bow-practice and on a mat brought up for his comfort.  His hurts were far less than those of the oldster in the hold, being mostly cuts that had not touched any vital insides of his body, except for one deep penetration in a leg.   The weakness he displayed was from the loss of the red life-fluid rather than any significant wounds. Densus had washed all of the gashes with wine, then wrapped them in clean rags, giving the black man the appearance of some strange apparition on the acting boards of the Forum.




In the hours until the break of day, Patroclus had not ceased to breath, although Julius could not have given a reason why.   The man had been beaten to look as if the carcass of some animal in the bleeding rack of a butcher.   Fortunately, his punishment had come from hands, apparently, and not blades, else he would have long have paid the ferryman.




In the first light, they had searched for a Medicus - Giatrós, in the tongue of this land.     The Captain cut short all wonderment and hesitation with the show of a handful of gold, and shortly, they were escorting the man and his apprentice back to the ship.




Now, Julius was just waiting for the opinion of the Medicus as to the future - or not - of the Sage.




Looking across the dark city, he walked back to stand beside Densus, still sitting with the black crewman.  Looking up, the cook said, "The wine has finally given effect.   He will sleep through the morning."




"Aye.  Did he say more of Melglos?"




"Nay.  His need of tossing the Sage into the boat, then pushing it away without receiving iron in the back did not give him chance to look, until the distance and dark precluded vision."




Now the cook gave the saga, as told to him by his black comrade...




Densus had gently queried Ngozi as he was binding the wounds.   In the tale, both had moved along the port road where the scribal and magisterial offices were, looking into each for the old navigator.   They had followed his path, this merchant and that scribe having seen the man of description, earlier.   At the office of the Port Magistrate, they were given that their man had stopped for a considerable time, giving converse with a scribe that had come from the same city as Patroclus.  With the permission of the senior Ratiocinator, or whatever an accounting scribe was called in this city - and a silver round for easing the permission - the Sage and his friend had sat across the road in an open-air kiosk and drank to their memories of long ago.  




The merchant of the eatery had given the same tale - both men had sat and taken their cups for the hour or more, but had little else to add.  Looking further up the port road, Melglos had said, "He is still in move around the curve."  The road naturally followed the waterline closely, to service the multitude of wharves and warehouses in the half circle of the harbor.  "We are on his path, still.  He cannot have gone further than yon stone tower in the far distance.   Beyond that is just warehouses and stinking flaying sheds."




Ngozi had given comment on another matter.  "I would rather give question of the man who has been our shadow since leaving the Petrel."




Melglos had almost turned to gaze in sudden surprise at the words, but fortunately caught himself.   Quietly, he had said, "You have sureness of such?"




Ngozi had half turned and pointed up a side street, his hand jabbing as if making notice of some import, but it was merely a beguilement.   To the big Thracian, he had said, "Back along the street to the labor-notice board, the man with the red mitra..."




Melglos had given show of following the pointing of the hand, then looking at his companion, nodding in the show of seeing.  His eyes, however, were in gaze along the path they had taken.  "Mitra?   Ah, turban, you mean."  Indeed, there was a man standing in watch with a headwear of red cloth.   Now, looking back up the side street in false show, he had asked, "You have sureness of his following?"




"Aye.  He has been standing across from the Petrel all morning, leaving only to give follow to us."  




Melglos had given shake of his head.  "The Capitaneus was not giving falsehood when he gave that you have eyes that the eagle would covet."




With a blank expression and no trace of humor, Ngozi had shaken off the compliment, saying, "Mayhap he has wish to sign on as crew and desires to speak with us as to the goodness of the berth."




Now the Thracian had nodded with a grim smile.  "Then let us allow him to make his plea.  I crave to ask him a question or two, myself."  




The black man had turned and began the walk along the street, followed by his comrade.  "Let us not spook the prey.  In these crowds, he could disappear as a pebble thrown to the ground, and in a single breath."




They had continued their walk until Melglos said, "This would seem a goodly spot for a tryst."   It was an empty stable - not derelict, but merely without animals at the moment.   They walked without haste to the far side of the wooden building, then Ngozi stopped to wait as his companion hurried behind the structure, then down the narrow alley - back the way they had come - past two other merchantries until he found an opening that allowed view of the main road.  Now, with just an eye peering around the corner, he waited.




The wait was short, the man with the red turban hurrying past to gain vision of his quarry again.  Melglos moved to the street, then hurrying along in the wake of their shadow until...




The man disappeared, suddenly yanked from view by a black arm that appeared as the strike of a serpent.  Hurrying to the stable, the Thracian saw the prone figure laying in the dirt of the floor at the back of the structure, and with the pugio of Ngozi just touching his throat.   The black said to his companion, "Mayhap you should give query - his tongue is the same as yours."




For the moment, there was doubt that any speaking would be forthcoming from the man laying on his back.   His mouth was working but nothing was issuing that could be heard as words.  Both men of the Petrel knew instinctively that their catch was only a street laggard, hired for use by...  whomever, not a hardened fighter with weapons skills.   In his terror, there was little doubt that he would eventually speak, but would it be in the fullness of truth?




Melglos reached down with a hand to roughly cover the mouth of the prone man.  "Cease your babbling.   You have only one use and that is to answer my questions, fully and with no hesitation.   Or...  You can begin the journey to Hades even now, if you wish."  He looked at his comrade, who pushed the point of his pugio further, actually giving prick to the neck of the man.    The hand of the Thracian withdrew, followed by more unintelligible blather.   Melglos again moved his hand, this time to squeeze the jaws to stop the flow of words.  "Nay.  I will ask.  You will answer."   A pause, then, "Where is your leader?"




The man managed to swallow back his spittle, then said, "Nay.  I was given hire only to give report of any..." 




Again the squeezing of jaws stopped the flow of words.  "Spare us the story of your labors.  That was not my query."   A firm press, then he hand gave release.  "Where were you to give report?  I want to know of the man needing your tale of observance, not his needs."   Melglos moved his face close, then said with goodly menace, "Where might he be found?"




A violent shake of the head and words quickly in denial came forth.  "Nay, Kurios.  It was only a man with a purse, giving me to watch and remember..."




"You would have me believe that no manner to let reporting with haste was given?   That your principal would search the streets of Antioch to find his man, merely to inquire as to any discovery?   Such would be a foolish miscreant-officer, to give no place of report."   The Thracian leaned back on his knees, looking at his black comrade.  "This street scum is of no use.  Cut his lying throat and let us continue our search."




Ngozi gave an emphatic show of giving brace to his body, moving the short blade to readiness - and at a position that could easily be seen by the terrified eyes of the prone man.   The contrivance worked well - the man babbled his plea.  "Give mercy, Kurios!   There is indeed a place of report!  It is the apothíki of Lobates...   The storing shed by the water!"




"Apothíki?" asked Ngozi.




"Warehouse."  Now the Thracian snarled at the man.  "We do not know names in this city, fool.   Where is this hive of scum?"




The man tried to think of the course to such as he had given - a difficult task as his eyes were fixated on the hovering blade - a weapon even closer than his eyes could give other than blurment.  Finally, he said, "Just beyond the wind-cloth yard of Mitaki..."  His arm bent to allow a finger to point beyond his head.  "...the stone tower and poles that are used for...  the making of ship-cloth."




Ah.  Melglos knew that he was speaking of the sailmaker merchantry.   He had seen such in the distance, with a stone tower and various poles planted to allow for sails of different sizes and shapes to be given test in actual wind.   "Keep talking, scum.  And with haste.  We are short of day."   Indeed, the inside of the shed was growing darker with the gathering departure of the sun.  "Tell us of the old man that was taken."   This was only a guess by the Thracian - Patroclus might yet be found sharing cups with yet another found comrade of his birth-land, although such wishing was without much hope.




Still with eyes almost bursting with wideness, the man hesitated, to allow understanding of the question, then said, "Nay, Kurios.   I know of no such."  With the moment of the blade above his eyes, his denial with violent shake of head.  "Mercy, Kurios!  With oath, I have given no follow to any oldster!  Only to yourselves." 




"What is the name of your principal?"




"My... principal?   I have not his name - only the offer of a coin for the labor of a day."




"Dionysophanes, mayhap?" offered Melglos.




Now with mouth open as a gasping fish, the man shook his head again.  "The master of the trading guild?   How would such as I even have auspice to speak to such?"  It was obvious that this was truth.   Such scum of the street might be hired by the merchant - or by an attendant more likely - but would be considered as little more worth than the dust under foot.   "Nay!   My offer came from...  just a strapper with coin to display for use.   He waits with his men in the Apothíki."




"Men?  How many in count?  And for what purpose do they gather?"




"Kurios!  I have no knowledge of such.  There were a handful of men at the building in my view, but I was only given offer to watch the ship, following any who left, then returning my seeings for a coin."  




Melglos stood up, followed by his comrade.  In Latini, he said, "This scum can tell us no more.   Let us move to find the nest of these vipers."   To the man, he said, "We will examine the truth of your words.  You should give plea to Zeus that your words are not with falsehood."  A pause for thought, then, "You will remain here until we return with such evidence."   Of course, the Thracian knew that once the pair were out of sight, the man would flee as if the furies were in pursuit of his being.




Or mayhap not.   Ngozi nodded, then stepped back to stoop at the feet of the man.  With quick moments of his wrist, he cut a gash in the soles of both feet, not of such depth to cause lasting disability, but enough to preclude any movement of walk for days to come.   It took a heartbeat for the senses of the man to realize what had been done, then a scream began to issue with some volume, cut off with the quick stooping of Melglos and a hand over the mouth.   A pause for the man to gain some sense of purpose, then, "Hold your protest, else we have need to do so the same with your throat."  It was with great effort that the man ceased his need to bellow, then lapsed to a whimper as the Thracian stood again. 




Quickly, both turned and left the stable, Ngozi pointed to the shore, only a few handfuls of strides away and behind the structures across the street, "Our progress will be less evident if we avoid the road."




Behind the merchantries fronting the water in this area, their path was cluttered, but except for a single servant stacking bags behind a structure, they were given notice by none.   However, the yard of the sail-maker was fenced and with men in some number giving tasks to end their day.  Should they vault the barrier to cross, they would be confronted as to purpose, without doubt.  And moving out to wade into the water would also give wonder at such action.   Casually, as two men returning from their labor for the day, both walked back to the street, then along to pass the large yard of the sail-maker. 




Now both realized the insufficiency of their previous requests from their shadower.  Beyond, and following the curve of the shore was not a storehouse, but an entire line of such.  "We have made error in not asking closer description of our destination from that scum," muttered Melglos.   They could not begin hacking at doors to gain entry, one by one.   From the substantial appearance of the buildings, the entries would be as sturdy, and two men seen pounding in the darkening of the workday would be accosted by the port watch and in haste.   Finally, the Thracian said with a wave, "Come.  Let us walk the rear of the buildings.  Mayhap we can find some hint for our use."




The warehouses were separated from adjoining neighbors by a narrow alley only, leading from the port road almost to the water, which was only a handful of strides from the rear walls.   Any wonder that either had of why valuable harbor edge would be taken by buildings, and not wharfs, was seen immediately - the water was shallow at this curve of the port, spotted with rocks and scarfs of mud for a half stadium from the shoreline.   Even a shallow draft fisher would ground fifty long strides out, at least. 




 The backs of the wooden warehouses were just that - mere walls of planks and without opening or window.  And they were not derelict, with warping wood that might give one a view of inside.   These were well-kept and no doubt, in use as storage of lading entering or leaving the port of Antioch.




At the end of the line was a stone yard, and beyond, a long stretch of lumber stacks - nothing for a man to use as his place of wait.  "Mayhap we must need return to give further query to our shadow, if he has not crawled back to his hole," said Melglos, looking up and down the row of building walls.




Ngozi did not answer, standing against the far building with ear pressed to the wood.   In only a heartbeat, he walked back down the way they had come, listening to each in turn.   It was obvious what the black man was doing, although the Thracian doubted that voices could be heard through the planks, unless the owners were in shout - even assuming that any inside were in converse to each other.   At the first warehouse, Ngozi stood away from the wood to just stare into the distance.  Finally, Melglos said, "There is likely none in..."   He ceased his words as the black man held up an open palm in need of silence.    Then...




At a wave from his comrade, he followed the other down the narrow alley between the first and second long buildings.   Each was about forty strides long, and windowless as expected - no merchant-Carpenter would add openings for the use of thieves and pilferers in the night.   The structures were of hefty build, and in goodly repair, but still not with planks joined and caulked as if the hull of a ship.   As the black stopped to examine the walls - each within arm's length of the men - Melglos finally had need to ask quietly,  "What is giving call to your ears?"




The alley was growing darker and quickly.   The unseen sun must be under the horizon by now, but the shadow of Ngozi still stood with his only his head in movement, swiveling this way and that.  Finally, he answered, "I can hear the call of digitus ossis in play."




The black man had taken learning in the tongue of Latium after his join of the Petrel, but even now, years later, his diction could sometimes become smothering, using words that he had heard from the educated Sage - words that might have little meaning for the average man in a taburna.   Melglos thought for a moment, then gave his guess.   "Knucklebones?"   At the barely seen nod in the dark, he bit back a reply of some asperity at the over-ornate description of a common game, replacing his words with, "Where away?"




Rather than answer, Ngozi began to walk down the alley, slowly, but strangely - bending at the waist, then straightening while looking sideways at the long sides of the two adjoining buildings.   Suddenly, he stopped, frozen in stare for a moment, then stepping to put his ear against the wood, once again.




In only a heartbeat, he turned to his companion and said with a useless pointing in the darkness, "There."




Confused, Melglos stooped to give gaze at a blank wall, for no reason that he could determine, then gave the same sudden reaction as his comrade - suddenly stopping his movement as if turned to stone by the Gorgon.   Between the cracks of two boards was a long sliver of light - a torch or such, inside the second building.   After the stare of a moment, he put his ear to the wood to hear - barely - indiscernible voices beyond.  Finally, he stood and said very quietly, "My apologies, friend.  You have the ears of a ferret, to accompany the eyes borrowed from an eagle."  He looking up and down the long - and now dark - alley, then said, "Come.  Let us see if the entrance is usable by two miscreants in the night."




The port road was now dark, with a torch in a holder here and there, but none close to their place of watch.  Labor around the harbor had stopped, with the men either returning to their homes or in search of wine and women.  This end of the port, far around the curve of the harbor, was almost deserted, now.  In the compound of the sail-maker, they could see a flame moving here and there - no doubt the merchant giving secure to his property for the night before making his own rest.




The doors of the building were wide, as was normal for a warehouse in which a wagon might be drawn for loading or unlading of whatever might be stored there, but there was a smaller door, made for entry without the bother of moving the large wooden portals and no doubt, the huge bar that secured such.   With hand on hilt, Melglos pulled on the handle, finding that the door was not fastened from within, but swung noiselessly outward on its rope hinges. 




Peering within, both could only see a flicker of light about midway down the area.  This long and wide building was almost empty of lading of any kind, other than a few piles of something barely seen in the flickering light.  From the calls and shouts and japes, they were kneeling around their apparent game of bones.




Neither had drawn their blades, as the malevolency of the men inside had not been discovered. All may well being innocent of wrongdoing, doing nothing more than enjoying the company of each other after a long day of labor.   In fact, the only suspicions being laid on any in this building were mere accusations of a man who had given follow to crewmen from the Petrel.   Thus far, absolutely no connection to the apparently missing Sage had been found.  Indeed, the old navigator might even now be back at the ship, sitting in a chair with cup in hand and giving wonder with all as to the whereabouts of their two mates. 




Slowly, both stepped inside the building, allowing the door to close without sound, then, testing each step in the dark, began to move, staying close to the wall and thus at a distance from the torches near the far side.  Soon, they had advanced past the intervening stack of...  whatever blocked vision from the door, to see a pair of flaring torches held by two poles jabbed into the dirt of the floor.  Now they realized that this building was more than a storehouse - at least at the present.   Along the wall, next to the gaming men, was a raised platform and long enough to hold the sleeping mats of the six men - and more.    A barracks - or at least, a temporary shelter for the group.




Moving slowly and far from the illumination of the torches, both knew that they were invisible to any even should they glance across the almost empty warehouse.   And, all in the pool of light cast by the flames would be fire-blind to some extent.   Still in wonder at the nature of the group, both stopped to listen, hearing only the gab of men in contest with the throw of the bones - calls of jubilancy from some and good-natured groans from others as the spots were counted.




They slowly stepped further along, to examine the far extent of the storage building, and knowing that, if seen, they would, no doubt be taken as thieves in the night and with need to fight their way to the door.   And mayhap against honest men giving honest call to protect the property of their principal.




Their move to the rear of the building was fortunate.  Suddenly, there was a noise of wood on wood, and another torch appeared in the small doorway, with four men entering.   The loud chatter of the newcomers gave notice that such were not interlopers, but other men come to join their comrades kneeling around the flat board that served as a playing surface.




 The building was empty to a great extent, with only a few stacks or piles of something here and there - mayhap trash or empty containers.   But such gave fairly good cover for the two men far in the back and in total shadow.   Moving across to gain the same wall against which the gaming men were in play, they moved rapidly at first, secure in the far darkness of the long building, but slowed their pace as they began to approach.  The addition of two more torches to the pair already flaring above the heads of the men gave now gave considerable light.  Ahead was another pile of trash, rubbish, detritus - no matter the content, it was only waist high but gave good cover to the men, now stooped in quiet move.    Finally, they came to the pile, realizing that it was either rags or empty bags such as grain was given haulage, but it was only a double handful of strides from the kneeling players.




The conversation was easily heard, but consisted only what would be expected for a group of men engaged in the universal game of knucklebones.   Even as they watched and yet another torch appeared, showing the entry of two more men, but one of these was not a mere underling come to take rest.   The game stopped in mid-throw, as all stood waiting for the newcomers.   It was obvious to the pair of watchers that a man of importance had entered. 




With just eyes lifted above the pile of bags, they saw a large man, neither young nor old, and - interestingly, not short-bearded as was the norm in this land.  Indeed, the man could have been taken by a citizen of Rome, but it was obvious that he was no mere messenger and his speaking was not as a comrade to the group.  "What news of the ship and crews?"




One of the men spread his hands in reply.  "Armad came with report at sundown.   The crew of both have abandoned the inn and the grounds used for the encampment.  All are onboard.  Or were when the dolt left his post to bring his declaration."




The leader thought for a moment, then muttered, "They do not wish to be surrounded without path to retreat."   Then he demanded, "What of the other scum?  Trojus, you called him."




"Nay, Kurios.   He has not appeared to give report.  Mayhap he has taken disinterest in our offer of coin."




"He is laying behind a taverna in his cups, more like."  A pause, then, "No matter.  End the gaming and take your rest.  The morrow will be full."   He pointed to a man, then finished with, "At first light, take the men to break their fast, then to gather at the Saltos grounds."   




The leader turned and strode toward the small entry but immediately was a call from the man just spoken to.   "What of the putrid oldster, Kurios?   He has little more to say until he is mustered into Hades."




The leader did not pause to reply, only called back over his shoulder, "Give him to the fish."




Both men in hiding looked at each other, both in surprise at the question.  The old man spoken of could only be their crewmate, but there was certainly no sign of Patroclus in the building.   The door swung shut and all sat again in their circle, now jabbering to each other.  "...he gave that we make halt to our bones..."  "Aye, but let us finish the game.  I have some goodly coin in play and Tyche is smiling on my throws this night."  "The goddess is fickle, Belos.  I wager a tetraobol that your run is ended on the next toss..."   All knelt and began again with the sound of chanting for fortune from the gods and the oaths of mock despair as the spots gave evil count.




The game quickly ended, the pile of coins being taken by the winners and all began to settle onto their mats, unlacing sandals and some even their tunics in this warm night.  The man who was the apparent minor leader of the band suddenly said, "Thoas.  Lykon.  Drag that wretch to the water.  In this heat, his entry into Hades will not give goodly scent to our noses by morningtime."




Grumbling, two men halted their preparations for sleep, then stood and began to walk toward the pair hiding behind the stack of empty bags.  Silently, and as one together, the two watchers drew their blades, moving that only their eyes showed above the pile.   They were still confused as to the supposed presence of another man to be disposed of, knowing that they had neither passed nor stumbled across such in their creep from the back of the building.   




Just as the hiding pair - in quivering stance for their inevitable discovery in mere heartbeats - began the order for the sinews of arms to thrust blades into chests, both of the oncoming men stopped just at the base of the pile, one stooping from sight.   It was only a moment, then, "This reeking dotard is a tough buzzard.  He is still warm."




"That is easily mended.  Stick your blade in his gullet."




The stooping man had little chance to act on the suggestion nor to even register surprise as two apparitions suddenly appeared across the pile of empty bags.   Both were cut down even before realization of happening was gained.   Now, standing, both assailants could see a prone figure at the base of the pile and without doubt, their quarry and fellow crewman.




Unfortunately, while neither of the marks had made exclamation in their sudden entry to Hades, the clatter of metal on stone as the standing man fell was enough to gain attention of their fellows.   It was as if a nest of waspus had been struck by a stone thrown by a gamboling boy in the street.   Shouts rang out as men, some as bare as newborns, took up their swords and hastened to give chastisement to the intruders. 




Placing themselves between the prone body and their sudden foe, the two crewmen took the onslaught of what almost seemed to be a mob with confused fury.   In numbers, the match was ten or eleven to the pair of sailors, but had the fortune to be still standing in some shadow while the oncoming men were still fire-blind from the torches to some extent.   




The men were foolish.  Had they assembled both their thoughts and actions, a count of ten men or more can easily take the better of any two fighters in existence, but in their rage and the flailing attempts of vengeance, they were cut down as they approached a foe that was mere shadows in the flicker of dying torches.   Finally, one, with either less fortitude in his makeup, or mayhap more grasp of the embroilment, turned to run for the door, giving call to any that might hear.  




Neither Ngozi nor Melglos had escaped unscathed.  In the flailing iron some made contact on limbs and body, but without either strong impetus or goodly aim.  Cuts they received, but none to be mortal or disabling.  




As the Thracian finished off the last man, Ngozi stooped to examine the man that was the reason for the battle.  Turning his head, he called, "He still breathes."




Melglos was pivoting on his feet, looking around the huge building for any other threats, then called, "Take him, and with haste!  Yon escaped slag will call down the furies of the city on us."




The black did not have to be told.  He could hear the faint shouting of a man in the street, calling for succor from any who could be found.  If any other band of their enemies could be found with any haste, they would soon be trapped in a building with no exit for escape.    He quickly pulled the old man from the ground, to drape him over a shoulder, causing some measure of groan to be emitted by his burden.   No doubt the act did little to give either comfort or repair to the old man, but unless they could disappear into the night, his existence would be ended quickly in any case.  




Quickly, they gained the street, now seeing a mass of torches in the distance - either the town watch or mayhap more of the men of the evil magistrate.  Or both.   As there was little chance of carrying their burden through the streets and back to the Petrel, they both came to the realization of need of a small craft.   Meglos was looking down the street at the gathering mob in the distance, then said quietly but with emphasis.   "Go!  Follow the harbor edge and find a skiff or flatboat.  I will lead yon rabble on a coney chase away from you."


Chapter 24
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The bare gleam of the next morning was not yet showing over the city and the laborers of the day had yet to stir.    Densus appeared through the waist scuttle, walking to stand before the Capitaneus as a shadow in the starlight and dim flickering flame from the torches at the beginning of the wharf.   Without preamble, the rotund cook said, "He still lives, although as to how I can not give reason."




Julius looked back at the opening in the deck, then muttered, "The metal of the old man is made with more temper than any of us."  Nodding to the sleeping black man at the mast, he asked, "What of Ngozi?"




Densus shook his head.  "Nay.  His hurts are trivial by comparison.  We need only watch that the red demons not begin their feasts on his cuts.   The leg will be bothersome for a half month, but I see nothing that will give him halt in time."  A pause, then, "I would be among the men who give regard to the putrid scum that gave proof to their manhood by beating a harmless oldster."




Julius nodded, then replied with some grimness.  "Aye, but you may have some wangle with the others should you hinder their own desires for recompense."   The usual jovial camaraderie of the ship had departed in the night, the rage of all only apparent in the total absence of any display of feeling.  All were accoutered with weapons - they had slept with belts close at hand - silently giving plea to the gods for only a slight glance of any who might be held to account.  He had even heard Pontika, in the darkness of the night, giving man-curses from the shore.




For himself, the vehemence was as fiery, but was only a smoldering spark as compared to the self-loathing of himself.   The Sage was laying at the threshold of Hades because of the error - nay, stupidity, of his Captain in sending an old man, alone, on a mission into a city known to harbor enemies of all on the ships. 




At least he knew that their nemesis was indeed the merchant and guild leader, Dionysophanes.   Ngozi, in his tale, had given that the man who had issued orders in the warehouse was with the name of that merchant.  




The black man had ended his tale by telling of his stumbling, with his burden, along the harbor shoreline - away from the Petrel - until he reached an area where fishermen gained the shore after the daily catch.   Among the crumbling docks and stinking flaying sheds and drying platforms, he selected a boat for use.  It was not a fisher, being too small for even that use, but was just a skiff for puttering around the water for whatever reason.  The leaky craft did not even have an oar for use, requiring Ngozi to rip a small plank from a rotting wharf as means of moving.    But, with his strength fading from considerable loss of his red life-fluid, he had managed to paddle, scull, and push the small craft across the waters to the Petrel. 




And still in the wonderment and worry of the Captain was the absence of the big Thracian.   Melglos had gained the attention of the mob in the streets, allowing his friend to carry the Sage to safety, but surely he did not attempt to engage all in the night.  It was the hope of Julius that his crewman was safely ensconced in some building, or even across the wall into the woods and waiting for daylight to make his way back to the ship.  Otherwise...




There was a period of thought in waiting for the sun, then he called for Flavius.  "Tell the Capitanei to board for a meeting.  And send word to Kaeso and Centurion Drusus to attend."  As the Carpenter strode away, he walked to where Densus was standing.  "Make a meal for five, yonder at the mast."




As the men assembled in the waist with the sun just began its rise, Densus set down a jug and a platter of cold meats and bread bought on the yesterday from one of the many food kiosks around the harbor.   Even as the men began the break of fast, Julius said, "I am in need of ideas.   Any that come to thought, do not hesitate to bring it forth.  Here is our plight as I see it..."   He gave all the story of the happenings of the last months, including some history of the area as he understood it.  "...Antioch is a plum that will be taken by someone eventually, either Rome or Armenia.  The port is too important to leave in chaos without leadership.   For the nonce and by agreement between the Senate and King Tigranes, Antiochus, is in nominal kingship, although the Sage gives that his mother, Kleopátra Selene, is the real ruler, although how she intends to maintain control from faraway Damascus is beyond me."




The discussion went long into the morning, without any real plans coming to the fore that had any measure of possibility.  "...do not wish to leave.   There is the matter of our shipmate gone, and for the reason of protecting his mates from the storming mob.  And, if we depart, then it will effectively end our use of this port - at least until the ownership of this domain is settled."




"Mayhap we allow the putrid Dinophanes... whatever the name of the cursed toad might be, to think that we are waiting for the massive fleet of Rome to arrive, bringing a Legion or so in assistance."




Julius shook his head at Kaeso, and with a wry grimace.  "My shaking of the tree the last time brought down serpents, rather than fruit, and our Sage bore the pain of that folly.   We would need a goodly plan for their reaction at receiving such news."




Drusus pursed his lips, apparently gathering his thoughts, then replied, "During my time with the men, in yon taburna, the men gave some chaffering with the locals.   They were well-disposed toward the Legionaries, and much gab went back and forth - at least between those that had a common tongue - but...   I can say that comments about the family of Anto...  Antochus..."    




"Antiochus," offered Kaeso.




"Antiochus... aye.   The peoples of this city are not with gladness about the continuing rule of that family."




"Did they give the reasons?" asked Decimus.




"Nay.  Not to my hearing, but they gave little doubt of their dislike."




"This would be a question for Patroclus, were he at his station," replied Julius.




"How fares the oldster?" asked Kaeso.




"Densus gives that he is breathing, but little else." 




The day passed without change in the condition of the old man, nor with any news of Melglos.   Julius set a double watch on the ships during the night.    The next morning, he was in furious thought about their next need of movement, again calling for the officers of the little fleet to join him in converse.   The morning meal came and went, and the discussions continued until Pontika strode up and with some excitement.   Julius turned at the call, "Capitaneus..."




There was a pause as the Roman waited for the need to be said, then seeing the eyes of the youngster quickly shift back and forth from the Captain to the assembled men, said, "Nay.  All here are trusted.  Speak of what you have."




Pontika pointed forward.  "There is a boy, come to offer his blade for cleaning of our hull."   Seeing the Captain about to dismiss the offer of an unneeded service, and with some pique at the interruption for a trivial matter, she hurried her words.  "It is only a pretense, Capitaneus.   He has brought a missive from Melglos!"   As the men stared and began to rise, she continued in a panic.  "Nay!  The pretend must not be broken else he will be slain even as he leaves the ship!"




Julius understood instantly.   There was no doubt that the ship was under observation by unseen eyes even at this instant, and no doubt by many.  To the men, he said with some emphasis, "Maintain your bearings and without gaze away."   He looked at the youngster standing on the deck, clad in only a rag and holding a tattered bag - no doubt it contained the crude pieces of metal that were used in scraping the green growths from hull planks.  He knew that even were he to question the boy himself, the street-talk of the youngster would almost be as a foreign tongue.   Pontika was by far the better crewman to give speaking to a street-rat of Antioch. 

 

To Pontika he asked, "What has he said?"




The Korí shook her head.  "Nothing as yet, but if we engage him for the use, I will give monitor of his work and take his missive without any on shore gaining any misdoubts."




"Do it!"




The two youngsters walked to the side to the hull and made discussion for a moment, Pontika pointing here and there along the line of the beam.   Nodding, the urchin walked to pull a scraper from his bag, doffing his ragged loincloth before leaping over the side to disappear into the water.   The Korí turned to say quietly to Julius, "There is a scrap of missive in his bag, Capitaneus."   Then, she too, dropped from sight over the beam ends of the ship, although strangely to any that noticed, still garbed in a tunic.




Julius casually looked around the harbor, giving the aspect of a man waiting without current task.   Then he absently paced back and forth, obviously in deep thought until his feet encountered the kit of the boy now in the water beside the hull.  With an aspect of bothersome chaff at the disturbance, he stooped to grab both garment and the bag, throwing them forward to clear his path in his pacing.  By chance, they fell through the forward scuttle into the hold below.  




 The conversation of the men had changed to useless guesswork, but also relief that the Thracian was still on the mortal side of the Styx.  "Your young sailor is no asinus, Sos," remarked the Centurion, Drusus.  "I have known few pueruli that can give such nimble thought.   Should he care for admittance into the Legions, his acceptance as an Optio would be almost certain, when he gains his size."




Julius was staring along the shoreline in his walk and feigned thought, but Kaeso gave answer.  "Aye.  And more than once he has acted as a fledged crewman in our service, even at risk of his hide."  Then with a grin that puzzled the Centurion, he said, "But, I fear that his service in the Legion would not be approved by the high commanders." 




Finally, the Captain walked aft to descend the rear scuttle - no doubt to enter his tiny cabin in the stern.  




Densus was below, also, giving watch over the broken oldster, and Julius said to him, "When the boy in the water finishes his work, give his compense to the amount of ten staters, but with small coin."   A pause, then, "And advice to keep his wealth to himself if he wishes to keep both life and metal."    The service of this street-rat was worth gold, but such would only get his throat cut the instant he displayed it for vending.




Now, away from any unfriendly eyes on the shore, he quickly moved forward, crawling over the center beams that gave some separation of both forward and aft holds.  Picking up the tattered bag of the boy, he pulled out a thick wad of scripting sheets, folded twicely to the size of a palm...




 On deck again, Julius casually wandered back to the group, looking out over the harbor as if merely passing the time.  But, once seated, he spoke and rapidly.  "...Melglos is at the Palace with the party of Timotheus, the Conservator to King Antiochus."   




"The Palace?  Where is this Palace?"  Of course, Kaeso never been to the city proper, as neither had any others on the three ships.  Just as with Rome and Athens, Antioch was not situated on the shoreline of the Great Sea, but inland about twenty stadia.   The community that he - and all sailors - called Antioch, was just the port, large in itself, but not the actual domain of that name.  




Julius shook his head in ignorance.  "Somewhere to the east and in the city is the extent of my knowing."




"Antiochus is here?"  This was Captain Fundanus.  "Then why has this rat, Dionysophanes, not been nailed to a crossbeam?"




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  The King and his dam could be at the pillars of Hercules for the extent of my knowledge, but I muchly doubt he is in the city.   There has been no word of a royal entry, and a monarch that is required to skulk in hiding from his citizens is not long to be a ruler."   He looked up and around into the harbor again, then finished with, "My last knowing was that both were in their ruling city of Damascus, and that is almost three thousand stadia to the south."




Now, Julius waved the exclamations and questions to silence.   "He sends word for us to stand out and with immediacy."  He looked back into the port, then said, "There is much that Melglos has written - far too much for my understanding with haste, but his warning is specific."  Now to the other two Captains, he asked, "Do either of you know of some seaport with the name of Persidium?"




Fundanus shook his head, but Decimus nodded.  "Aye.  It is a backwash of no importance..."  He stopped to search a memory from some distance, then, "South, it lies.  About a hundred stadia and ten more, mayhap."




"How many men are away from the ships?"  This was a question to both Captains and Kaeso.  




His first mate answered.  "The usual off watch."  Kaeso pointed.  "There is Pullus, standing sentry outside the taburna."   Julius knew that all the men were restricted to the closest wineshop, and that a man was always posted to give watch for the recall flag.  "Shall I hoist the return streamer?"




Julius waved a hand in negation.  "Nay.  Make ready to set sail, but I will take the recall."   As the men moved to the sudden duty, he walked down the boarding plank and across the road to the taverna.  Like all around the port - and in fact, any harbor on the Great Sea - it was nothing but a large structure with rough-hewn tables and benches.  This being early morning, the usual crowd was absent, but enough of the local idlers were inside for his use.   As he walked to the tables of his men, one saw his approach and gave notice to his fellows.  Immediately, all rose in wait for what they knew was probably the reason for their leader to appear.  "Empty your cups, men.   We are standing out for Latium within the hour."




As he hoped, a query came from one of the men - a sailor from the merchant ship.  "Our task is completed here, Capitaneus?"




Julius shook his head, replying in a voice that would carry across the taburna.  "Nay, but this putrid city is not worth the effort and coin to maintain a trading establishment.  We will depart and allow those traders without good judgement and wit to make their transactions with the foul merchants and magistrates of Antioch."   He turned and strode for the door, confident that the local patrons of the taburna would carry their tales to the full extent of the city - and quickly.




Soon, the three ships were in full sail to the west.  


Chapter 25




Their westerly pointing lasted only until the port of Antioch disappeared below the eastern horizon, then the bows were turned south, to follow the eastern shore of the Great Sea.   The winds were good and their destination was reached long before the end of the day.   The small city - or village, rather - of Persidium was far too close to Antioch for the three ships to enter and dock.   Julius had no doubt that word would reach the large city before the sunrise, giving total negation to the tale he had spouted loudly before the patrons of the taverna.   As the Petrel and the merchant lay on the horizon with sails on deck, the swift speculatoria under Captain Decimus hove in to ascertain if the big Thracian was indeed in wait.   Judoc had been sent with the swift vessel, as a man that Melglos would recognize as one of the small fleet. 




As all waited, Julius called for both Captain Fundanus and Centurion Drusus to stand aboard for more discussion.   During the short hours of the voyage, he had given much perusal to the missive from Melglos.  "...and what I tell is only from the script that was sent by Melglos, thus do not ask me to explain anything not understood.   After leading the rabble away from the warehouse that night, to allow Ngozi and the Sage to escape, he spent the night in the trees but, the next morning, moved to the road between the port and the city.  But, there as he was breaking his fast at a kiosk, he heard of the bounty on the heads of the two miscreants that had assaulted innocent men in a portside warehouse.  It seemed unwise to enter the port in daylight with all in look for a large man of unknown countenance."




Now, for the benefit of Drusus and Fundanus, he spoke of earlier events.  "There is a man, the second Steward of the domain of King Antiochus, who commissioned us with the royal missive that we delivered to the Senate - the instrument that began the talk to gain agreements between Rome and the Monarchies of Antiochus and Tigranes.  Timotheus is his nomen, and giving some surprise to all on the Petrel, we found that the man had once made friendship with Melglos, after the Thracian delivered some service of value to the man."




"With his metal, no doubt," was the comment from Fundanus.  




"Aye.  Some matter of assault to the son of the Steward and another, but given violent stop of the miscreancy by Melglos with his blade."  Julius paused, looking back toward the land for any sign of the returning missive-ship.  "To continue, our shipmate turned his steps into the city proper of Antioch, in hopes of finding his friend in the Palace, and obviously did so.  But...   More than just succor was found by Melglos, apparently.  But do not ask what.  His scribbling did not give the reason to meet him in yon port of Persidium, but it is apparently more than just allowing the return of our shipmate.  Mayhap..."




"Capitaneus!"  Julius ended his words and jerked his head around to the call from Densus.  His first thought was the old man below had given up his being, but the rotund cook would not have called in such haste had such been so.   And, he could see from the expression that the news was not entirely badsome.   At a wave and another call, "Come!" Julius almost ran to the scuttle to descend below.  There, as he turned to look at the soft mat of the old man, giving silent gratitude to the gods for the open eyes that were obviously seeing his Captain approach.




He kneeled beside the mat and very lightly placed a hand on the arm of the oldster.  "By the reeking backside of Zeus, men from the Homeric lands are uncommonly difficult to dispose of!  I have seen scrapping soldiers succumb to less than your harms, and yet you have managed to give the back of your hand to the guardian of the Elysian fields, whatever he may be called."




Densus kneeled on the opposite side, placing a hand to the back of the old man's head as Pontika gently offered a cup to his lips.   Patroclus managed a sip, then another, nodding for the sufficiency. 




For some reason the hold began to darken, and long before nightfall, to the confusion of Julius, until he looked up toward the scuttle opening.  There, every man on deck was attempting to give gaze below, to ascertain if the goodsome news was true.  Calling impatiently, he shouted, "Back away and give us light.  I will come with the news, shortly."




The hold brightened and the old man managed two words.  "How long?"




"A pair of days.  No more."




Only the eyes of the oldster moved, but he glanced from side to side, then asked, "How did I return to the ship?"




Now Densus shook his head, looking first at Julius before saying, "Nay.  That tale would take the rest of the season.   For now, your task is to lay and rest.   Care you for a nibble of some meat?"




As the cook hurried to get a small bite of food, Julius said, "Aye.  Our cook has it said correctly.  Your need is rest and gain of some strength.  I have much to do, and do not wish to make my moves without consulting your wisdom."   As Densus knelt again, the Captain gently patted the arm again, then turned to climb the scuttle ladder.   On deck, he gave the goodsome news, but with some caution.  "The old man has a long climb to reach his whole being, but such begins with a first step and he has made the first."




"Capitaneus."  This was Kaeso, standing and pointing.  "Yon comes our boat."




That was goodsome news - the quick return of the speculatoria probably meant that the mission had been accomplished, that Melglos was indeed waiting as said in his missive.   Had the boat taken the entire day to make its return, no such hope would be forthcoming.   And indeed it was so.  All could see the large Greek standing with a hand on the mast as the swift vessel turned to drop its sail then coast to the side of the Petrel.  




Beside him was another, and not one of the crew for the speculatoria.  "By the gods," muttered Kaeso.  "That is the missive deliverer from our departure at Antioch.  Timucus or some such."




"Timotheus," returned Julius.  "The Conservator for the King of Antioch."




Flavius tossed a thick knotted rope over the beam and quickly the Greek was on deck to the grins and backslaps of his shipmates.   The older official was slower, hoisted to the deck of the larger ship with both arms by two men.  The big Thracian nodded to Ngozi, grinning himself, then said one word to Julius, "Patroclus?"




The Captain nodded, then said, "This has been a day of sunshine sent by the gods.  The Sage arrived back from his near-journey to the under-lands even as you were on-ship to the Petrel."  More solemnly, he continued, "He is in sore condition below, but regained his waking only in the last hour.  Time will be the judge."   He paused, then, "What of your findings?  I admit, the missive from yourself was brought with both surprise and wonderment..."




"Capitaneus," interrupted Kaeso.  "Decimus wish to know if his presence is desired."




Julius looked over at the speculatoria, now pushed away from the side of the Petrel and being held away with extended oars.   Coming alongside another vessel in a protected harbor was an easy task, but in the open sea even a small rogue wave could reduce the little boat to splinters against the much larger Petrel.   Quickly giving thought, then turning to the other ship-Master, he said, "Nay.  Capitaneus Fundanus, we will make for Salamis, on the east coast of Cyprus.  It is only a thousand stadia to the west and the winds are fair."   The man nodded and called for his skiff as Julius turned to the official of the King.  "Our need for planning and converse will be far easier in a harbor."   Without waiting for an answer, he turned to walk to the weather beam to shout the same orders to the Captain of the little missive vessel.   Quickly, the cloth was raised on each ship and all pointed to the west.




Giving the command to Kaeso, Julius waited until the big Greek descended for a quick look at the now-sleeping oldster, then waved him and Timotheus to the after cabin.  At the tiny table, he set three cups, filling them from the wide flat-bottomed amphora.   Then he said, "You talk.  I will listen.  You may begin at the time that Ngozi took the skiff back to the Petrel."




Melglos nodded. "I took a stance at the entrance of the shed, waiting for the shouts to gather a goodly mob of men, then led them up the harbor road to give Ngozi a path to escape with the Sage.  In the blackness of the night it was more effort to allow enough sight for the raging city-men to follow than to just disappear.  By now the city was well up in arms, although most had no idea of the reason for the alarm.  I could hear someone giving orders to find two men who had slain the guards of the warehouse.   It may have been that none had given connect to our presence that night, that we were there in rescue of our old comrade.   My thoughts are that the men of Dionysophanes were making assumption that ours was a vengeance attack and the ordinary townspeople assumed a raid of bandits on the warehouse."




He paused, but no question was made of his statements and he continued, "I could hear the commands to find a black man and another of considerable size, and made decide that my chances of making way back to the Petrel were slim.  Spending the night in the trees, I moved at first light to the drómos that leads between the city and the port, but while breaking my fast at a kiosk, I heard of the bounty on the heads of the two miscreants that had assaulted innocent men in a portside warehouse.  It seemed unwise to enter the port in daylight with all in look for a large man of unknown countenance."




"Thusly, you went to the city to find your previous acquaintance," said Julius.




"Aye," nodded Melglos.  "It was my hope that the good Timotheus..." He waved at the man sitting next to him.  "...was still in residence, as caretaker, and that I might find some refuge - and a manner of getting word to you about my absence."   Now he grinned.  "Indeed he was, but instead of finding an empty Paláti, with my friend and a few servants in care, I discovered that the King and his Mother were in august presence."




"The Royal Court is in Antioch?" asked Julius, with some surprise.  




Now Timotheus spoke for the first time.   "Aye.  They have come to affirm their claim for the land for which they claim sovereignty, now given legitimacy by treaty with Rome and Tigranes." 




"It took no small argument," continued Melglos, "and a few tales, to move a message to my friend around the disbelief of guards at the gate."  Now a wider grin.  "As a noble Roman, you may not have realization that a man of the streets, and with torn and red-stained tunic, does not merely stroll into a royal compound when the Majesties are present."  He drank, then continued, "Timotheus greeted me with some disbelief, but quickly gave word to the royal Family that a man had come, and one who was a crewman on the Petrel.  After hearing my tale, a message was given to a pair of urchins.  They apparently successfully made earn of their coin."




"Aye.  At least one," replied Julius.  "You spoke with the King?"




Melglos snorted.  "Again, you confuse your lofty status with one of a tattered commoner.  Be assured that I did not.  Indeed, I did not even place my eyes on the Royal Family.  All converse was through Timotheus and the moldering Mnesiphilos, who is Camerarus to his Majesty..."   The big Thracian paused to find a replacement for the unfamiliar word.   "...Chamberlain, mayhap?"




Julius nodded.  "Calling him the first Steward will be a good enough label."




  Timotheus gave a warning shake of his head.  "Mnesiphilos is not a man you would wish to trust, Kapetánios.  If you indeed make travel to see King Antiochus, beware of speaking words that you wish to keep from others.   His eyes and ears are behind every wall."




"I have little experience with royal courts," said Melglos, "but I would give full agreement that the man is a bloated bástardos and no doubt.  One that would sell his own Mitéra for the gain of an obol."  




Timotheus leaned forward and spread his hands. "The King wishes to give meet with you, the intimation being that much gain may come for both factions upon agreement."




Julius just looked at the official for the moment, then said with some drollness, "King Antiochus has desire to meet with an unknown sea-Capitaneus?  Were we in the taburna, I would give assumption that my companion had been lifting too many cups."




Now Timotheus shook his head.  "Nay.  I suspect that the being of your Captaincy is not the reason, but the fact that you are of a powerful family of the Roman domain, with attachments to powerful men of Latium.  And, of course, the King knows of you because of your hasty delivery of his missive to the Senate."




Julius just sat in thought for the moment, a wasted effort since he had far too little knowledge of any reason for the startling request.  Seeing the eyes of the official giving gaze with widened eyes, apparently in speculation, he said, "What are you not saying?"




Timotheus looked around, more from mannerism than any thought that other ears were listening, then said, "I must ask for your confidence for my next words."




"Aye.  You have my oath on it."




"The throne is sat on by King Antiochus Asiaticus, three and tenth of his dynasty, as is told to me, but the master of that domain is actually the Queen Mother."  




"Kleopátra Selene."  It was not a question.




"Aye, and a woman who has survived peril and threat that would have taken a man to the Elysian Fields between one breath and the next.  One should always look beyond her statements, and those coming from the throne, for... substance other than given by the words.  Look for meanings within meanings, and plans within plans."  Another look to his rear, cut off even as he realized the action.  "You may have heard of the...  unrest in the city - and the domain - at the whispers that the King will return from Damascus to take abide in Antioch?"   A nod from his listener and he continued.  "The citizenry are not enthralled with such a prospect.  Indeed, the rule of the Antiochus line for generations has been without concern with the needs of their subjects.  Taxes are usurious and the treasury officials have grasping hands.   The Adjudicators are less than concerned with law than filling their own coffers.  The wealthy own all of the city, even as they exact fees and rents that have little scale to the fact."




Melglos suddenly said.  "Why do you stay in their service?   A travel of a handful of leagues would gain you another place and away from any grasp of the King - mayhap Tarsos.  Or Damaskos.  I have seen your quarters.  You are not destitute of wealth."




A grave expression crossed the face of the official.  "I have given dream of such, but I have a family, and my two sons have theirs.  Should word reach the King that a man of his court was about to depart without his auspices, both man and family would be slaughtered.  There is no doubt by any man of the court, that his servants and slaves are direct conduits to the royal ears.  Antiochus is not forgiving, but the Queen Mother is such as to make him as the god of mercy."  




Julius gave a dismissal expression, then replied, "I doubt that any ruler around the Great Sea has more interest in anything beyond his own needs - and I include those of my land."




"Aye, but the dynasty of Antiochus has been as a man standing between the wolf and the serpent, with the lion in wait for his chance at the meal, and their skills for such endurance have become great, indeed.   I have little doubt that the Royal Family is in plot to continue their sovereignty and without care as to the requirements for the deed..."   Now, in a quiet voice, unnecessary but by reason of long habit in self-preservation, he continued, "My thoughts are that the domain of Antiochus is doomed, no matter their skill in plotting.  They will be as a kernel under the wagon-wheel when the far greater lands that surround them turn their attention to the matter..."




"Rome, you mean?" said Julius.




"Mayhap."  A pause, then, "Or not.   There is also the kingdom of Pontus in the north, with  Mithridates a grasping monarch in search of ever more land and wealth.  Rome has already fought with that King twice in only the last fifteen years.  I would give wager that the armies will be in march again before many seasons have turned.   And Tigranes to the east has a greed that matches any monarch in the great world.  When a pack of dogs gives fight over a fallen haunch in the street, only one enjoys the feast."




Julius nodded.  "I cannot give denial of your reasoning.  The domain of the great Alexander is a prize of richness, and I give admit that Rome has never been reticent in trading blood for wealth."




Now the court official spoke again, "Two of the factions will ally with the other, to reduce the third.  To say against that would be a foolish wager.   The only question is, which two?   To find and join that combined faction is the entire focus of Antiochus and the Queen Mother."




The harbor of Salamis was on the horizon at the rise of the sun, and within the hour the three ships had wharfed.   This was a minor trading port, and without any agent of the family in residence, but as always, men arriving with coin are welcomed in any land.   Julius could now allow both the sailors and the Legionaries to take enjoyment in the small city, and without worry of either firepots coming aboard their ships, or throats being cut in passage by an alleyway.




As the men went ashore, he called a meeting of his officers and the Centurion, giving them the words from Timotheus of the desire of conference with King Antiochus.  And the general belief that this gigantic land would soon fall into the chaos of despoil under the feet of marching armies.  




Captain Fundanis had no reticence in giving his opinion.  "...my thoughts tend to give that we should leave that reeking land to the unfortunates required to live there, and find our trade elsewhere. When the victor has claimed the prize, we can return for trade in a city of normalcy, hopefully."




"Aye," said Kaeso.  "There are rich lands to the west that have still not seen the hulls of our ships as yet."




Captain Decimus shook his head.  "I would dislike the loss of discussion with the men who made evil play with our oldster."   




At this reminder, all nodded their heads in agreement but Julius spoke of other matters.  "We have the auspices of two Kings and the Senate.  I doubt that my brother would gain satisfaction in learning that his fierce band of sea-raff ran away as puellae from noises in the night.   And from the threats of a mere merchant."  He paused, quickly reviewing his thoughts over the last day and night, then, "I will meet with this monarch, and make my plans from then..."


Chapter 26




The swift speculatoria had made the distance between the island of Cyprus and the port of Persidium in an astoundingly short time, even with it overmanned.  The wind had been strong and in the optimum quarter for the little missive boat and indeed, they had arrived at their destination long before the fall of night.   A merchant ship did not usually attempt to wharf at night, and especially at an unfamiliar port, but the nimble little vessel could ground on the sands with little risk.   Julius doubted that the boat would be recognized as one that had been docked in Antioch for several days, but he did not wish to take even that small chance, waiting until they could stand into the port in the gloom of falling darkness.




In their discussions before standing out of Salamis, Captain Decimus had given mention of a noticement by himself.  "One matter of some interest, Capitaneus.  In the harbor of Persidium, we wharfed next to a ship with two masts - one somewhat larger than the Petrel and recently familiar."




"The ship that gave us the strange encounter on our passage to Antioch?" asked Julius with some surprise.  "Of the type that Kaeso named a Triíris?"




The Captain nodded.  "Aye.   In the short time before Melglos appeared, I walked to the harbor-master and made inquiry, giving my reason as a need of my principal for more ships in his trade.  The man was genial, but gave much good-natured chaffing at my question.  'The men on yon vessel are in some busy pursuit,' said the man.  'but I would give good wager that trade is not their cause.'  To my question, he pointed at the empty wharf beside the ship.  'They dock here at intervals, but I have never seen aught but victuals put aboard and never any lading delivered.   And, even were they in the rich cedrus-wood trade to Egypt, their profit would be minimal with the wages for such a bulked-out crew.'"




"I waved at a wine-jack walking by in his rounds and offered the harbor-master a cup at my expense, which he naturally accepted with goodly cheer, then asked, 'Over burdened with crew?   Mayhap they are making reave in their forays.'  The man shook his head, saying, 'Nay.  That cannot be so.  Yon ship has wharfed here for years, at intervals, but no ship-master has arrived with tales of being accosted by pirates in such a vessel.  And as you can see, the build is distinctive - even a lubber could find it even among the multitude of hulls in Alexandria harbor.'"




Julius shook his head.  "The reasoning of the man is defective.  A reaving band would not prey on ships near its home port.  Many pirates give a major harbor as their home."




"Aye," replied the Captain of the little missive boat.  "But, my news has not reached the peak.  As we stood with our cups, in friendly drink, he pointed to a man standing at the forepeak of the two-masted ship in converse with some dock-merchant, mayhap.  'That is the master, should you wish to gain your own try at engagement.  His name is Ardeshir.   He can point you to the owner of the hull, a man of Antioch and a rich merchant of that city.'"  




This was stunning news, causing the cascade of several unconnected thoughts to suddenly merge into one.  Julius made search of his memory, then said, "Ardeshir was the name of the Captain that took the ship of...  of...  What was his name?  The scribe that gave us tale of perfidy by Dionysophanes..."   A moment of furious thrashing of memory, then, "Cambyses.  Of Sidon."  Decimus nodded.   "And it was a two-masted ship that approached us in apparent thought of reaving, matching your tale of the hull in Persidium."




"Aye, Capitaneus.  One and the same."




So...   The ship was a pirate, although not of free-ranging rovers, but rather as an instrument for use by the grasping merchant.   Such would need some considerable thought...




Now, in the dark of the night, all but the crew of the speculatoria jumped over the side, pushing the little hull back into the water before they waded the short distance to the shore.  Julius had only brought three men, two from his ship and another from the merchant of Captain Fundanus.  Maccalus was his name, young and with goodly bulk and skill with his short blade.   All on the Petrel made plea to come, but Flavius and Melglos were the only two whole men that could be used.   Kaeso was needed to retain command and Densus was not of either age nor bulk for the journey.  As there would be much walking, the shortened leg of Judoc would be a hindrance.   And of course, Ngozi was not yet healed, despite his many and loud protestations to the contrary.  




And there was two others in the party, Timotheus and a youngster.   As Julius was making his selection, Pontika had walked up with an obvious need, but quickly was waved down.  "Nay.  Do not even ask.  This may be a walk for men with arms..."




"Aye, Capitaneus," came the surprising meek reply.  "But, might I ask a question?"  At the nod, the girl continued, "Do you know the location of the Palace?   Aye, Timotheus, will, of course, but what of the bridges over the Orontes river?  And the streets and alleys that might be best used if in need of haste in the return?" 




Julius could see Kaeso standing by the mast, grinning at the barrage of queries that had only one purpose.   The Roman would have returned the expression had the situation been humorous in any way.   But...   The Korí had made goodly points.    The city proper, just as with Rome and Athens, was not situated on the shoreline of the Great Sea, but inland about twenty stadia.   The community that he - and all sailors - called Antioch, was just the port, large in itself, but not the actual domain of that name.  




"What would an urchin raised in the port know of palaces?" asked the big Thracian - not in disdain, but gently and with concern for her being.




Pontika shook her head.  "Nay, Melglos.  I was birthed in the city and only made my way to the port with friends, in promise of labor in a sortery."




"And the work did not appear as given, I assume?"




"Nay.  The man was a sklávoi..."   She hesitated, to find another word, then, "...a crimp that sold Agória and Korítsia to the brothels for use by sailor patrons who desired youngness in their needs." 




Julius mentally shook his head.   Behind those words was a description of life that would not have even entered his thoughts - or been believed - were he still a young noble in Capua.  Aye, such beginnings might give iron to the backbone of even a female youngster.   Still, only he and Patroclus knew of the reality of the young girl's early life.    To all others, she was just an unfortunate urchin of the streets, cast off by unknown parents at an early age.  Certainly, it had been a surprise to all at her change of gender, but to them, Pontika was no different than Pontiki in all other aspects.




But, for now...  A citizen actually of the city, even if very young, might have knowledge that would be vital should their position become dire in any way.   With a grimace, he replied, "Your association with Patroclus has not been wasted.  You are even grasping a bit of his guile.   Walk beside me and with your eyes open." 




Now, finding a nondescript inn at the southern end of the wharves - there were few to choose from in this small port - they procured a room and a meal for the night, Julius calling on the Caupo for certain arrangements.  Then, rising early and needing to leave the small port city before sunrise, they set foot on the road to Antioch, following Melglos as he retraced his journey.   As the distance was only about a hundred stadia, they would reach the big city before the midday.   Their load was easy - besides weapons, they had only a waterbag and another filled with walking rations. 




As the sun rose to their dexter shoulders, they were already a third part of the distance, and now the road filled with travelers and farmers and merchants, beginning a new day in their lives.  It was the fifth day after leaving the port of Antioch and all had the beginnings of a beard, by orders of Julius.  While not exactly a disguise, they were far more likely to blend in with the populace with barbate faces.  The three Romans, however, found the growing facial hair less than pleasant.  




Flavius was continually scratching his cheeks, finally muttering to the Thracian, "My big friend, I have little understanding why a man would wish to cover his face with a blanket of fur.  I would say the men of your land are beset with strange thoughts of comfort."




Melglos just grinned as he said, "We do not care to give the appearance of a virgin bride in our manhood."  Then he offered a morsel of mercy to the man.  "You are in the early days of bristle.  When it gains some length, the prickle will end."




"Do you know this road?" Julius asked of Pontika.




The girl shook her head.  "Nay Capitaneus.  I have left Antioch on travels to the port.  But, when we see the city, I will know our place."




The pace was fast and without rest, and suddenly the crest of a hill gave show of the large city spread out along the river ahead.   Now Pontika gained some excitement, beginning to point and name.  "There is the river," she said, unnecessarily.  "This road reaches the Daphne bridge, there.   The only other across the river, to our side, is the one to the island of the King."




"I can see others," said the merchant sailor, Maccalus.




"Aye," came the reply from the girl.  "But those bridges only lead to the island from the city.  You can see that the river splits and follows two paths for many hundreds of strides."  Had any of the men, besides Julius, bothered to think on the matter of Pontika being able to give use of such a large number, their wonder might have led them to further questions for the Korí.  A street urchin seldom had knowledge of a sum greater than the total of her fingers, and even then without the ability of giving verbal count to each digit.




To Julius, the city was similar in layout to Rome, even to the low hills to the east of a river.  The style of edifices was entirely different, but temples were easily recognized, even from their distance.   And all could see a Forum, apparently, although in this land it would be called an Agora.  Now to Melglos he asked, "Where do we move from here?"




The big Thracian just waved a hand vaguely.   "Just to follow this river road to the island bridge.  The guard will meet us on this side of the river and you can give your needs to him."  A pause, then, "And I hope that your supplication is taken with less scorn than mine, else we may have need of chaffering with the guard for the rest of the day."




Rome had once had a palace - and a King - but that time was far in the past - in fact, a span of many hundreds of years.   The form and appearance of the actual structure  - once on the top of the Palatine hill - was not only beyond the tales of long-departed ancestors, but did not even take form in the dusty scrolls and records of the scribes and bibliothecarii.   The idea of a monarch was not only anathema to Romans, but was a topic that could gain the unwanted attention of the magistrates even for discussing the idea of such with approval.




To his eyes, this first vision of such a royal structure gained a wonder of its use.   Rome certainly had structures of magnificence, built with glistening marmor stone and fronted with towering pillars and statuary. The Senate house and Temple of Jupiter were just two of the many grandiose buildings scattered all across the city.  Despite their pretentious sizes, they were practical in their use, with each section built or added with a purpose.




This royal compound, by comparison, seemed to be constructed with an eye to grandeur, rather than need.  The island was covered with various ornate buildings, surrounding the central structure.    A wall surrounded the island, built up to the riverside and of a goodly height - this compound would be difficult to assault. 




At the ornate bridge leading from the west to the island, even the approach was guarded.  Another wall, and gate, making a very small compound of itself, gave blockage to any desiring to cross the river at that point.  Guards were in place, at least two double handfuls, and waiting in stance.   No citizens were on this road with intention to make the crossing - except for the four Romans and the girl, she now dressed again in the unrevealing garb of a child, giving little indication of her gender.




As with any guardsmen in any land, their welcome was less than cordial, the officer giving demand as to their reason for approach.   Timotheus stepped forward and pointed toward the island, "We attend by order of the King Antiochus, delivered by the hand of Mnesiphilos, Archithalamipólos to his Majesty."




They had obviously been expected, as the officer turned to bark an order to another - an aide, apparently, who turned to run through the gate and across the bridge.  Without speaking, all just stood, no doubt in wait for persons in the royal compound to give acceptance of the visitors.  And quickly, the man returned, bringing a sheet of scripting material that was quickly scanned.  Now the guard-captain said, "Which of you is Julius of Rome?"




"Aye."




"Your presence is admitted."  To Timotheus he said, "You may return to your duties."   Turning, he shouted an order, then the small party followed a soldier through the gate, over the bridge and into the compound.




Once onto the island, the dirt of the land disappeared - every last bit of land was paved, and not with cobblestones, but cut and flat stones to match the whiteness of the buildings.   There was no doubt in the minds of the newcomers, that this domain was - or had been - both powerful and wealthy.   




The street ran directly from the bridge, through the outlying buildings and statuary, to the gigantic portal to the equally imposing palace.   At the entrance, another elaborately garbed individual was standing with flanking servants on either side.  Behind and at both sides were other soldiers, these with some grandness of garb - elite palace guards, without doubt.




  The towering staff of the official was adorned with a bejeweled likeness of some strange being on the top and gave that this man was of some importance - a thought that was quickly affirmed.   Melglos spoke quietly, out of the side of his mouth.   "That is the Oikonómos.  And as I said, a man bloated beyond size with his own worth."




The description was not needed, as the man thumped his staff on the pave, then pronounced, "I am Mnesiphilos, Archithalamipólos to his majesty, King Antiochus Asiaticus, three and tenth of his dynasty."   The man spoke the purest Greek, but the strange word meant nothing to Julius.   The Roman had no knowledge of the old regime of his city, ejected from Rome long ago, but he was familiar enough with monarchies around the Great Sea.  He assumed that this man was the Chamberlain - and if so, a high official indeed.  "You are the Kapetánios of the Romaïkós vessel?  Clavius by name?"  At the nod of affirmation, the man gestured, saying, "Your men will remain in the outyard, but you will be graciously admitted to the Presence."




Julius had instantly taken a dislike to the overbearing official, a man enamored with his own high position and no different than a myriad of others that the Captain had been unable to entirely avoid in his young life.   "My men have voyaged from Salamis, then walked from Persidium at the request of your King.  I require that they have comfortable quarters and served with a meal."




The sneer on the face of the man was not even given an attempt to hide.  "A apóvrasma from Rómi does not make demands of the royal household..."




Julius spread his hands in mock disappointment.  He had no idea of the meaning of the word, but out of the corner of his eye he could see Melglos tense and scowl at the supposed insult.  "Alas, that is unfortunate.  Please give the regrets to the King from the putrid Romaïkós Kapetánios."  Turning, he said to his group.  "We return to the ship immediately.  If the winds are good, we should stand into Capua by the ides of the next month..."  Without further notice of the official, he strode toward the huge doorway.




"Hold, Kapetánios," came the expected call.  Julius turned as the official barked an order to some lackey.  "Escort the party of the Kapetánios to the stratiótis billets and call for a repast to their needs."   Julius nodded, then waved his hands in acquiescence.  The Chamberlain turned, and strode down the wide and long hall without further look at the visitor. 




The first chamber was both wide and tall, the ceiling far above being held up by pillars spaced around the area.    Interestingly, in the shadows of the heights, the overhead seemed to be of the same material as the walls, but he knew that was impossible.   There was no art of the stoneworker that would span such distances without immediate collapse.  Nay, the ceiling had to be of wooden beams - just as in Rome and every other city - but painted to look as if made of stone.




Another large chamber was reached, and again through a portal with no doors and also empty of any practical use.    The idea that this royal compound was mostly for giving mere evidence of grandeur was given more credence.  Other than woven rugs on the stone floor, and hanging festoons on the walls, the huge enclosures were empty.   




Turning aside from what was almost a street within a building, the man stopped before an ordinary wooden door, turning to say, "Beyond is the plenum chambers. You will wait here until announced, then stride forward to kneel in veneration, not rising until graciously given leave.   The proper honorific is, Your Megaleío, but you must say nothing without the given auspice of the royal Person."




Julius ignored the strictures in his surprise that King Antiochus was waiting, and apparently the instigant of his summons.   It was with some small uneasiness that he waited as the door was opened and the man stepped through.   This was a far distance from the deck of the Petrel, and not completely in terms of stadia.   His was the profession of Captain, knowing the sea and winds and currents - the maneuvers of power and plotting of and between domains was as an unread scroll.  What a summons from a King had to do with...




"Enter, Kapetánios."     It was immediately obvious that this was not a court in session.   Julius had little knowledge of the workings of a royal assembly, but this could not be one.  This was not a throne room - merely a small room with little but a few chairs and a long table.  




And two people sitting in wait - a man and woman.




The overbearing lackey thumped the end of his staff on the stones of the floor, then ordered loudly, "Kneel to the Vasiliás of Asiatius Philadelphus, ten and third of the dynasty of Antiochus..."   The man tailed off as he realized the mark of his word was giving no indication of obeying.   Indeed, Julius had no intention of prostrating himself before any man of whatever rank, and certainly not to a King that was apparently hiding in his own palace.   He merely bowed deeply, as if to an older noble of Rome, then waited for the reason for the summons.




The Chamberlain was apparently about to give forth with some stern words of sanction when the woman said with some drollery, "Nay, Mnesiphilos.  The Kapetánios is a Roman and such do not willingly give obeisance to one of any throne."   She waved a hand in dismissal.  "Leave us."




According to the knowledge of the Sage, the Queen Mother - known as Kleopátra Selene - was far past her middle age, probably having seen fifty or sixty years in her time.   Even so, she was still quite attractive in her being and apparently still of cunning mind and thought.  Indeed, by the thoughts of Patroclus, she was the power behind the King, giving pointing and advice for every need.




 Her son, beside her, was still on the younger side of middle age, although probably some years older than Julius himself.   Neither was dressed as would be expected of a Monarchial family, but rather as wealthy nobles in the simple garb of the household. 




She gestured to a chair.  "Please sit yourself Kapetánios.  You have our gratitude for your prompt delivery of our needs to the Senate of your city.  There are few men to whom gold can be given with utter assurance of goodly treat."




Julius nodded his head.  "Any abscondment of wage without delivery of service is a gain that will be paid for in future loss.   Had the mission been accepted from a mere grain-merchant of the docks, my family would have been no less intent on its completion."




She nodded back.  "Just so.  But, our delegation was successful, as you know.  We have retained suzerainty over our domain, properly inherited from Philadelphus, and attested to with agreements with both Rome and Tigránes."




"Aye.  Such was given to me by my brother at our last meeting.  I am gratified to have been of some minor service to the house...   throne of Antiochus."




There was a pause, then the King spoke for the first time.  "You are no dullard, Kapetánios, not to wonder at many things.   To begin, our motive for your invitation to our company, and the need of myself to be in Antioch without ceremony."  




Julius nodded.  "Aye.   Just so, but I have no reason to believe that you gave invite for me to merely sit and make guesses of the royal needs."




Now the woman smiled.  "A Roman, indeed, and with all the traits of your peoples.  One being the need to cut through mere gab to find the nugget of information."   She waved a hand vaguely.   "You yourself have found that the city of Antioch is in the throes of uncertain succession.   Some wish for this domain and that to accept suzerainty over Antioch and others to give some thought to the city itself becoming master of its own fate."  A pause, then, "And some even with the idea of using the uncertainty of succession to elevate their own position."




The King spoke again.  "We speak, of course, of the Émporos of the port.  A man who has done much damage to your family and its merchantry."




Julius assumed the word to mean 'Magistrate' or such.  "Dionysophanes," he said, simply.




"Just so."




Julius nodded, then said, "Aye.  He has slain innocents of our employ in his quest for control of the trade - men employed by my family and without desire for harm to either the man or his merchantry."




"But your rancor has taken on more weight than would come from the machinations of a man for mere trade."  The man looked for a moment, then said, "Is your shipmate still with the living?"




Julius kept his expression blank, wondering at the impossibility of the Petrel to harbor a spy in the employ of...   But of course, they had received the tale from Melglos - or at least, from the Conservator, Timotheus.   The question to himself, was why a King and Queen mother would give the slightest concern for an old sailor.   "When I left the ship, he was still breathing, but little more."   Now, he carefully chose his words in realization that even a Roman does not interrogate a King in his own chambers.  "Might I ask the reason for my travel to this palace, rather than merely sending word for any need?"




"A man of your erudition will know that these lands are in dispute - indeed, all of the old realm of Alexander is the prize being sought.  Three domains are in contest, and it is our assessment that Rome will be the winner.   Does that surprise you."




"I have given it little thought, but my Pedagogus...   Dáskalos?   Aye, the oldster that gave my learning from young age is a Greek, and has the same thoughts as yourself.  His ideas say that Rome is young and in ascendency - the only question being how fast and how far." 




"Aye, a man of obviously great acumen, and his belief is in follow with ours.    If Rome is on the path to greatness, then our vastly smaller domain would be wise to join the procession."  Now the Queen Mother smiled grimly.  "Your family has need of making cause for the harm given by the Émporos of the port, and for more recent reasons having nothing to do with merchantry."   She gestured to her son.  "As do we.  Despite the understanding between our three domains, in agreement that the Dynasty of Antiochus will rule between Armenia and the lands of Cicilia, we find that King Tigranes is...  less than sincere in his wish of amity between the kingdoms.  Indeed, Dionysophanes is his... what is your word for such..."  The woman paused, then continued, "Agent?  Aye, agent charged with fomenting rebellion in Antioch."




Julius just stared across the table for the moment, his mind racing.   Aye, such could well be the reason for a man to deliberately give insult to a strong trading house on the Great Sea, rather than join in the usual goodly profit.   Again he hesitated in giving query to a royal Person, but this was not before a court and the usual formalities were moot, but before he could formulate a proper question, the King said, "We have known such for most of the year, even before the agreement between the Senate and Tigranes was reached, that Dionysophanes was grasping in his need for aggrandizement over Antioch.  We are uncertain if he made offer to the King of Armenia or if that monarch reached out to a convenient source for his plans, but there is no doubt of the grasping - to become the Kyvernítis of this domain."




Kyvernítis?  Julius assumed that the word meant governor or such.  "Might I ask how such information came to your knowing?"




"We have long had our own ears and eyes in his court."  This was the Queen Mother.  "A hare must keep eyes on the lair of the lion if he wishes to live another day.  And such games are not only played by us.  I would give wager that one in ten of our entourage in Damascus is in wage to Tigranes."  She gave a grim smile.  "Such details are not for your ears, but suffice it to say that a courier from that King to Dionysophanes was intercepted and convinced to give us his missive."




Julius just sat in thought for the moment.   It was becoming apparent to himself that the actions - whatever they had been - of Roman citizens long in the past, to eject a Monarch from the rule and substitute that of a body of men was wise, indeed.   Not that the Senate was incapable of devious machinations in their desires, but such were usually fought out over the ivory stools, with the only casualties being the digestion and temper of the Senators.   The Captain was no stranger to force and violence, but that was by direct action with iron and arrow, not with spies and hidden plans and subterfuge.  Finally, he said, "Again, you have summoned me to your presence for a reason - may I know of it?"


Chapter 27




The forth part of a month had passed since their coming to Antioch, and little had been accomplished, other than a realization of the actuality of life in a palace.   The King and Mother had departed in some measure of secrecy, to take their place in the official procession of entry into the city that gave the name to their dynasty.   Or mayhap, the other way around.  Julius did not know of the history of this land, and were he asked, little interest.




The first days had been...  interesting.   As guests of the King, they were treated as if visiting royalty by the lackeys of the palace, with even the Chamberlain giving some temper to his haughtiness.   Julius had met several times with the royal Pair, but mostly with just the Queen Mother, for the two days before the Royals left to make their official entry.  Kleopátra had an insatiable desire for knowledge outside of their domain.   For many hours by the watercock - the land of the Hellens used the same measure of time as the Romans -  Julius gave description and explanation of life and living in his land.  And in others, that he had visited, although his knowledge of such foreign lands did not extend far beyond the various ports.




Then, suddenly, the Queen asked, "What would be the reason for a man of Rome to have a Greek Korí as companion, and in a time of turmoil?  I have much doubt that a strapping ándras as yourself enjoys use of a half-budded Koritsa for his mat-pleasure."   




Julius was not entirely surprised by the knowledge of the woman as to their young companion.  The friend of Melglos, Timotheus, had given many warnings, in private and with some intensity, that nothing was a secret from the rulers of this land, and, "...within the confines of this royal compound, even the success or nay of your labor in the latrine will be reported in full."   Pontika was still garbed in the nondescript clothing that gave little notice of her gender, but beyond that, little effort was made to keep her actual being a secret.   Such attempt would have been useless in any case, with every bodyslave and servant attendant hovering closely for any slightest need of their designated patron.




Julius thought over the question for a moment, then realized that dissimulation would be useless, and possibly with some peril.  "To us she is called Pontika, although her given name was Minthe and her father was one Echemmon of Antioch - a wealthy grain and warehouse factor.   Her association with the Petrel began innocently enough, but at the cusp of several incidents, she gave goodly service to myself and my crew, performing acts that would have given pause even to a strong and spirited man."




The Queen nodded, saying, "And as she is still in apparent wardenship with yourself, I assume that her principle has fallen on evil times."




"Alas, he was one of the men whose property and power was coveted by Dionysophanes, and during some travel in cause of his merchantry, was set upon by bandits who gave slaughter to all in his party.   His young daughter was in their household, and seeing men arrive, giving rough handling to the servants, made hide in a place known only to herself. Such coveted and secret refuges are common for all urchins, born high or low.  From there, through the cracks of the boards, she could hear the Axiomatikós, in accompany with the men, give proclamation of the sale of the property to the leading merchant of the port.  But..." He gave a grim smile of no humor, then said, "Later in the day, she heard the banter of the gang of men, sitting in unusual comfort and giving goodly quaff of wine from the vaults of the house, then realizing from their gab that the proclamation of the taxing magistrate had been false and in conspiracy with Dionysophanes.   The japing was of the slaying of her father and all in his company, and by the men of the wealthy merchant, led by his strong-arm, one Ardeshir."




"It speaks goodly of her metal, for an unfledged Koritsa to have such control in receipt of such dire news."




"Aye," agreed Julius.  "As she doubted the tender mercies of either man or men who had performed the crimes, the night saw her crawl from her secret space and disappear into the darkness, just another homeless waif in the underbelly of the city.   She had the foresight to present herself as another boy to the other urchins and any grownsters of the city, knowing that a young Koritsa would have been taken by the first man who discovered her lack of maleness."   Julius waved away another fill of his cup, then continues,  "For her actions in benefit of myself and the Petrel, I - and a noble woman of Rome - have offered wardenship and guarantee of goodly placement in our land, but..."  He paused, "As you say, her metal is unnaturally hardened for a mere Korí, and she gives oath of retribution to the evilness, should it take her life."   He paused, then, "For myself, I can give no words of disagreement, but one has to take notice of the reality for such as her to take vengeance against an evil man of such power."




The Queen Mother nodded.  "And you have decided to keep her close, so as to prevent any... impulsive actions."   It was not a question and she continued.  "It mayhap that the throne can give assist in her desires.  Our cause is common and need the same."   A pause, then, "Call her into our presence that we may gain acquaintance with our young subject."




As a servant was dispatched to summon the young woman, Julius said.  "As to the putrid Captain of that merchant, Ardeshir, I will give his deserve, both for the evil done to the Korí and my aged crewman, even now laying in the hull of my ship in effort to gain his back his life."   Very shortly, the lackey returned with Pontika, with her giving a deep bow before the Queen Mother.




"A fetching Korí, indeed, Kapetánios.  One such as her will be a jewel for the household of any man."  To the girl she said, "Your life has taken an unfortunate path, through no fault of your own, I am told."




"Aye, your Majesty."  The girl glanced at Julius, then continued, "But, despite the evil put upon my family, I have gained friends who have given comfort and assistance."  




"Indeed.  And I would hear of it.  Go and rest yourself and your men, and with a goodly meal from the Royal kitchens.  Your Korítsi and I will make converse of women's matters, of little interest to a man."




Shortly after, the King and Mother, and the residue of court, left for Damascus, in preparation for the return.   During the next days, the five wandered the compound, with interest in seeing the home of a Royal Family, but also in need of privacy in their talk.  Any room might have a myriad of ears pressed to hidden holes in the walls, but such close observance was impossible of men - and a girl - walking around the open streets of the island.   The top of the eastern tower was a goodly spot for converse, although at this time of the season, could be sweltering on a day of sun and no wind.  "...for a vow by the King to give depress to this evil merchant, I see little enough in this city to assault the virgins of the Venus temple, far less to give halt to a man with an army of miscreants at his call."  This was Maccalus, speaking as they walked past one of the eastern bridges over the river.




Julius waved vaguely in the direction of south.  "Aye, but Antiochus has no real military.   The domain of that dynasty has diminished over the many years to only a part of what it once was.  I doubt that he has the coin to keep a standing army, beyond palace guards and the Vigilis - or whatever the civic guardians of the streets are called in this land."




"Timotheus gives from his hearing, the estimate is that 'Phanes has half a legion of cutthroats in his hire," said Flavius.  




"Aye," gave reply from Melglos.  "But most will be nothing but harbor toughs that will make stand only as long as they see no peril coming for them.   The tough nut of the putrid merchant will be only a few handfuls of sea-rovers and soldiers late of some army and wishing for employment that does not require labor."




For the nonce, the island was almost deserted, having only a handful of caretakers to keep and clean the palace for the formal arrival of the monarchs.  "...aye, and when the court arrives, it will be as feast day in the Agora, and as crowded," advised Timotheus as he prepared to depart with the bulk of the retainers for Damascus - to return with the promenade of the royalty.




Julius had dispatched a runner with a missive, ciphered as to mean nothing to any but Decimus, the Captain of the speculatoria.   That small boat would touch briefly at the port of Persidium, and just after darkfall, allowing a man to run to a particular taverna to determine if a missive had arrived, to be held by the Caupo until retrieved.   The taverna owner had been contracted - with a round of silver, and a promise of another with each delivered message - before the six had begun the march to Antioch.   For this single dispatch, it contained nothing but notice to return for another in five days.   That would allow the little boat to port in Salamis, rather than bob in the waves for endless days to no purpose.




The men walked and slept fully armed, and always with one on watch in the night.  They would have done so as a matter of course, but the days gave full proof that they were not in a land of friends...  




"Where are Melglos and Pontika?"  It was a question from the Julius, but not with expectation of answer.   In their opulent quarters, adjoining the palace, the evening meal was being placed and the sun less than the part of an hour from setting.  




"They wandered out after the noon meal," said Flavius.  "I saw them standing at the statue of... the one on the road to the east bridge."   




Julius nodded.   The huge white figure of Apollo was in a small circle that served as an intersection for five streets on the island, and was passed by any that were moving on that end of the island.  But, it did not give clue to the whereabouts of the pair.  He waved the other two men to take their meal, then moved down the hall to the entrance of the building.    By walking into the courtyard, he could see in three directions, down the wide avenues to the extent of the island.  Only the south view was blocked by the massive edifice of the palace.    A few figures could be seen moving here and there between the buildings that occupied at the present - the cookery, slave and servant quarters, a warehouse or two apparently.  But none were a large man and small girl in companionship.   Vaguely, troubled, he was about to turn and reenter for his meal when he saw two men in a dead run - guardsmen - coming down the street to the north.  As he watched, they reached the intersection in front of the palace, then turn to continue their pace toward the western bridge - the span over which the four men and girl had entered the island.




Soldiers - or rather guardsmen attached to the Royal unit - were not an unusual sight in that western part of the compound - the main barracks was situated there, but these two had news to report, obviously, and such that would not brook delay.   Even more troubled now, he looked in the direction that the pair had come, seeing nothing but a deserted street, leading to an equally empty section of the island.   On an impulse, he began to run toward the housing of the soldiers, but turning aside that he might approach from a narrow alley, rather than the wide avenue.  He had barely reached a crossing lane that allowed him to both see and hear into the compound of the barracks, when the assembly call was sounded.




Quickly the grounds filled with the guardsmen, pouring from the buildings - about the equivalent of a half-century or so, most still fastening their kit around themselves as they hurried to formation.   At the command to stance, an officer began to speak hurriedly, then motioning here and there, told off the men to form several units, each with a different destination.




Julius did not wait to hear more, but now ran back to the quarters bursting into the common room, his entry throwing a serving man and his burden to the floor.  Flavius and Maccalus jumped to their feet, knowing that their leader was not bringing words of honey and sweetness.   "Leave us!" he barked to the several servants in the room.  "And with haste!"   As the retainers fled the room, he said in an urgent, but lowered voice.  "Get our kit!  And all of it!   We must needs disappear, and this instant else we will be spitted like fowls over the fire of a hunter."




Both men did not query the order, knocking and throwing chairs out of the way in the hurry to their sleeping quarters.  In less time than the serving girl could have filled the cups, the three men were out the front entrance and moving rapidly down the road to the east.   "We will cross at the southernmost bridge into the city."




"What is our destination?" asked Flavius.




"You will have to query the lord of Hades for that.  For the nonce, we are trying to avoid using the ferry over the Styx."  As the distance was only about a stadium, they reached the span quickly.   "Maintain an aspect of men entering the city for pleasure as we cross.   The guards cannot have received any orders about ourselves as yet."    Indeed, they had not.  As they entered the wooden span, Manilus loudly chatted some inanities to his companions - in the local tongue - about the hope that a certain trull might be available again this night.   Both men just grinned and nodded as they passed the four men in guard, merely waving and being waved on in return.  




Turning a corner, now hidden from the guards at the span, their pace returned to a fast step, almost a lope.   The night was falling rapidly, but he did not stop their route step until the southern end of the city was reached, finally turning into the gate of a devorsorium - although in this land, the inn would be called a pandocheío.  He gave self-praise to himself for the impulse to allow their beards to grow.  By now, they were indistinguishable from men in this land, rather than being clean shaven Romans, to stand out as apples in a bin of nuts.   




Giving the Caupo - again, the innkeeper being a panikofýlakas in the land of the Greeks - a tale of arriving from the south on a mission of trade, they purchased a room and a meal for the night.   At a table in the corner, Julius waited until the fat inn-wife had delivered the platter of meats and the wine-wench the cups and departed.   Then...  "I could hear the officer give that a guardsman was found slain, with his weapons and mate apparently taken.  He also said that the crime was committed by the large man that had arrived with three others and a boy."




"Melglos slew a guard?" said Maccalus, with some incredulity.  "Why would he do so?"




Flavius set his cup down and gestured with both hands open.  "Our big friend has an ire that is easily kindled, but I hesitate to think that he would allow his wrath to reach into slaying a guardsman, and while the femina was in companionship."




"I believe he did not," said Julius.  "I have little doubt that the guard... guards were the instigators of the strife.  And at least one was so unwise as to match iron with the Thracian.   Or, mayhap they came for Pontika, for whatever reason, and Melglos gave disagreement for the action."




 "Why did not the commander send an entire Contubernium, rather than two men?" asked Maccalus. 




Julius snorted.  "Think you that I was at the command table of the Royal guards, to hear the orders as given?  Mayhap all were away at the taverna and that pair was all that he could find."   More seriously, he continued, "It could be that the Commander of the guards disliked not knowing the reason for five strangers come to Antioch, and apparently with the auspices of the King.  Magistrates and Vigilis are seldom comfortable with the unknown, especially close at hand."  Waving for the cup-wench, he waited for the jug to be poured, then said, "Nay.  My thoughts are that someone - the guard Captain, his superior, anyone - wanted to know the reason for our being here, and for the learning to be kept from general knowledge.  Had he sent a large unit, the task would have been babbled around the taverna before their cups were filled for the night.  Thusly, a pair of men - no doubt trusted and reliable - were sent to either question or follow Melglos."




"Could the King himself be the instigator?" asked Flavius.




Julius shook his head.  "Kings and Queens do not need deception to lop heads from any that give them worry.  And, from my converse with the Sage, the dynasty of Antiochus has always been particularly inclined to shorten anyone thought to be the slightest threat."




"I would say that the guards made stumble across our big shipmate, and words flew to heat the blood of all," said Flavius.  "Melglos has done so ere now."




"Nay, you miss the significance of the matter.  The two who stumbled upon the crime, apparently in look for their mates, reported only that a guardsman was found slain and one in extremis.  That is all they could know, since the miscreants were obviously gone."  Both men slowly shook their heads, still without understanding of the meaning of their leader.  "How did the guard officer know that our big Thracian was the culprit, unless he was in knowledge of the reason for men sent to either accost or apprehend our friend?"




Flavius nodded.  "By the gods.  You are right."  A pause, then, "But why did they not come for us?"




"And why did they have need of accosting Melglos?" added Maccalus.




Julius had more in his thoughts than discussing the unknowable.   Was Melglos still alive - and Pontika?  And if so, how would they join their mates when both pieces of his unit were in hiding?   Indicating his need to empty his water, he wandered to the back door, then around the building, the layout of the inn barely discernible in the light of the single torch over the entry to the latrine.   Finally, he returned to sit with his men.    Quietly, he said, "This devorsorium is a coney trap, should the guards come to ask of strangers.  We will make a presentation of retiring to our room, but we will bed down on the straw of the stables, behind this building.  The night is clement and we will need no cover against rain or cold.  I will take the last watch."




The first light of day had not even begin, when Julius prodded his two crewmen awake.  He had spent the entirety of his watch in thought and planning.  "Take your kit.  We must needs cross the Daphne bridge before sunup."  He had only a vague idea where that span was, but as they were in the south of the city, it could only be a short distance to the west.   Quickly, they gathered their bags, then quietly rounded the building into the street.  Fortunately, the night was reasonably clear and gave primary directions.  Quickly, they were at a street that fronted the river, but in the darkness little could be seen as yet.  Taking assumption of their place, he set their course back north and was rewarded to see the faint outline of the bridge after only a few hundred paces.  When the first glow began in the east, they were beyond the river and three stadia along the road - south.




"...Melglos will make for Persidium."  If the man and his young friend were still alive, came the unbidden thought.   "He will know that Capitaneus Decimus will appear in the speculatoria in two days and that it is the only common place for our joining.  Certainly, he will not move for the port of Antioch.  With the size that the gods put on his stature, he will know that recognition by some cohort of Dionysophanes would be inevitable."  




Flavius nodded.  "Aye, and there is the chance that Pontika would be remembered by some urchin, with her now garbed again in boy-disguise."




"Might I ask, Capitaneus," said Maccalus, "what our next measures will be?"




Julius gave a wry grimace.  "A wise man would call for his ship and take the first winds away from this cursed place.  But in truth, I have little thought to such as yet.  Much will depend on the appearance of Melglos and Pontika.  We cannot just depart without some measure of their being - or peril."





Chapter 28




The three men looked as if of this land, wearing short beards and the course tunics of a commoner, but... Unfortunately, should they speak, the illusion would be shattered even to a dullard.  Julius spoke the tongue well, but would never be taken for a native.   Flavius could order his cup in a taverna, or find his way through the Agora, but his first gab would instantly reveal himself as a visitor to this land.  As for Maccalus, his proficiency was limited to giving or nodding to the words, 'aye' and 'nay.'   Thusly, Julius gave warning for both to contain their speaking until they were in their room, or settled at a table in the far corner of the cookerie. 




He had ascertained from the Caupo that no missive had been sought by an arriving boat, then guided his men to a decrepit taverna - one with tables outside of the dilapidated building that gave a measure of privacy.   As the two crewmen sipped from their cups, Julius was deep in thought.   In actuality, he was at some loss as to their next destination - or objective, in fact.   Their mission had been to regain their place in the largest trading center on the eastern shore of the Great Sea, but it had somehow plunged them into a spat between Kings and usurpers.  As he had said - and thought before - the wisest move might well be to abandon this domain until sufficient blood had been let to bring stability to the land. 




Indeed, had he not been missing a crewman, and his little female ward, he might well, even now, be on the voyage back to Capua.  Finally, he said quietly to his men, "We are agents from Siracusa, on Sicilia, come to walk the land in search of goodsome trading agreements for our principal."  Both nodded, well knowing that their lives might be easier - and longer - were they not immediately identified as being from the environs of Rome.   Sicilia had been conquered by the Legions over a hundred and a half years ago, but still remained a mixed community of Romans, Greeks, Phoenicians and men from every other domain around the Great Sea.   That such men could look Greek, and speak with a Latini accent would be easy to accept.  With that warning, he left to walk the port, with interest if the two-masted ship was stood in - it was not - and to allow the fresh sea winds to give enhancement to his furious thoughts.




Little happened while the men were in wait, the two crewmen spending their time between the taverna and the brothels - and in sleep.   On the third day, Julius called both men to walk with him, down the southern road to gain some privacy in their speaking.  "You are engaged by the family of Clavius as seamen, not to hazard your skin in games with Kings in a far domain, thus what I ask of you now is not an order, but a request.  Know that you have no requirement to take the duty, and I will not give rebuke for a refusal..."




The winds had been as usual during the days, an as expected, Captain Decimus and his speculatoria hove into port just after darkfall.  The three men were in wait, and Julius quietly hailed the boat as it touched.  "Nay, Capitaneus.  We will stand out immediately."  Turning to his two men, he put a hand on each shoulder, then said, "In your cups and wenching, keep an eye for your environs.  I will be muchly angered if you fall afoul of some putrid ruffian and I must needs trouble myself with finding replacements for men who know mast from pole."




With that he heaved himself aboard, and both men pushed the bow of the little ship back into the water.  It was turned with poles against the shallow bottom, and quickly was standing out under full sail. 




The open sea with the fresh wind abeam was a balm for his being, after the dusty roads and stench of city-life.   He settled into the forepeak and allowed his thoughts to wander through his tentative plans.  He had no task on the boat other than passenger - indeed, Decimus would have taken insult if Julius - the actual owner of the vessel - were to breach convention and give orders to the three crewmen.   Of course, unless the appointed Captain were in sore straits, Julius would never have given thought to such offense.   Nay, any orders from himself would go through the Master of the boat.




"A handsome wind - three hands off the north."  Decimus had come to the forepeak to make converse with his leader. "We will touch in Salamis in the morning hours, if the wind does not back."  




Julius knew that the man had also come forward in hopes of news, but would not ask without prompting.  He waved the Master to sit, then gave the tale as he knew it, but not his plans as yet - such were not firm, but merely a loose collection of possibilities.  Firstly, he asked about the being of the oldster, receiving the satisfactory news of a climb from the near death, although many months would pass before Patroclus would be striding a deck with his own feet.   




The crossing was swift and the speculatoria was both expected and watched for.  The officers of his little fleet were already waiting on the deck of the Petrel when he strode aboard with Captain Decimus.  "Greeting Capitaneus," said Kaeso with a wide grin.  "It is a gift from the gods to find that one's leader is still unshriven and not consorting with the dark Lord."




Julius did not return the expression as he replied, "The Dominus of Clavius will mayhap have a different opinion, of his brother giving loss of both trade position and crew."  He turned to nod to Captain Fundanus and Centurion Drusus, then saw the mat laid on the deck with an oldster grinning in his direction.  Striding to kneel beside the Sage, he said with obvious pleasure.  "How are faring, my old friend."  




Still holding his wide grin, Patroclus replied, "I will take my place as Archigubernus of the Petrel before the moon waxes again."




Knowing the total falsity of that statement, Julius put a hand on the old shoulder and said, "Aye, and that will not be soon enough for myself.  Without your guidance, I fear that I have led our men down some unwise paths."




"And you have come to make more plans."  It was not a question.




"Aye, and I would have you in both listen and give council."  Julius stood, then called, "We will meet here, on deck, that Patroclus should not have to be moved.  Bring chairs and the map table."




Quickly, Julius gave the story of the missing crewman and the Korí, and his quick foray to the royal barracks, hearing of the death of a guardsman by one of the recent visitors.    Questions were asked, the few available details given, then he turned to the newly hired agent for Antioch, although at the moment it seemed that the man might reach his dotage before establishing another office.   "Heraklides.  What I am about to ask is not a requirement of your employ.   You were engaged to buy and sell goods, not insert yourself between the upper and lower millstones of a kingly spat."   Julius would give the offer to the man, then, should he deny the task, set the men to searching for another who would be willing.   His choice would have been a crewman of one of the three ships, but in the total of the rosters, not a single man was a native of this land.   Many spoke Greek, but all were clean shaven and their tongue bent in a noticeable accent.  Only Melglos would have fit the requirements, except for his massive build, easily recognizable by any in the port of Antioch - and of course, the fact that the man himself was astray.




  Heraklides was Greek - Athenian, in fact - and looked and garbed for what he was.   He listened to the proposal with a sober expression, then nodded his acceptance.  "Although, one hopes that you have not placed on myself the attributes of a man skilled in war."




Julius returned the grave expression.  "If our mission descends into the need of blades, then we have failed the reason.   Nay, there should be little risk for yourself, but be certain that at the conclusion your wage for the incursion will be far above that of a mere agent."  He turned to the others.  "Now...  Drusus.  How is the temperament of your Legionaries to the enforced leisure of the past days?"




The Centurion grinned.  "All think they have been given transport to the golden fields of Olympus, to be waged for tarrying in brothel and taburna."  He dropped the expression.  "But, our days have not been given to sloth.  A route step of at least fifty stadia are the least of our drills until the eighth hour."  




Julius nodded.  "Outstanding.   Their nights may still be used in ease and...  diversion, but the days will have a difference.   Kaeso...  Fundanus.  If the wind permits, both ships will stand out each morning and to a distance that cannot be seen from the island.  I will not give a firm stance on your drill, but will allow you to find the most...  effective use of the men for what I am giving mind..."




The talk went on for hours, with all adding and giving nay to the ideas of each other, including that of the Captain.  The Sage gave proof that his reason had not been pummeled with his body, adding sharp comment to any proposals that were of soft construction.  Of course, his body was unable to keep up with his spirit and eventually sank into his recovering slumber, with Julius giving sign to move their converse further along the deck that the old man might not be disturbed.  




Finally, he and Heraklides walked into the city to visit the garbing vendors, gaining proper attire for their next task.   On the morning wind, even before the first glow in the east, the fast boat of Captain Decimus was skipping over the waves on an easterly course.




Their landfall did not terminate at Persidium, but further down the southern coast just beyond any eyes of that port.  Both men jumped onto the sand as the speculatoria pushed itself out and was quickly in sail to the west.    There was still the half day of sun left, and their walk was only about five stadia, Julius waiting at the outskirts of the little city as Heraklides walked to the inn to find Flavius and Maccalus.  




Shortly both were standing before their Captain, bemused at the change in appearance in only the few days he had been away.   Pointing them to a disreputable drinkery at the far end of the port, they procured a table and cups of barely palatable wine, then sat for talk.   Both of the crewmen were somewhat dubious at the plans, but Julius gave his reason.  "...nay, any on the Petrel, including yourselves might be recognized for who we are, otherwise I would not have asked Heraklides for his assistance.  Besides, there is need for someone to remain here to make contact with the speculatoria and the hopeful arrival of Melglos and Pontika."




"Think you that they have been taken by the men of Dionysophanes?" asked Flavius.




Julius vigorously shook his head.  "They could have been taken by the sea Dalkies and even now sitting with cups with Neptune, for all I know."  With a grim expression, he added, "But if I find your fears to be the true, then as Carpenter, you will be tasked to make a pair of crossbeams for use by that man and his second.  I give oath to the gods on it."




Julius was almost unrecognizable from the man who had stood into Antioch on the afterdeck of a ship.   With a respectable, if scraggly, beard in the Greek fashion, his only garb was a disreputable tunic purchased from the merchant tables in Salamis and sandals of different parentage.   His superb gladius was at the rough leather belt, but its worth hidden in a ratted scabbard - no man would walk the roads of this land without arms.  Even a beggar would have a stout staff for some protection. 




Skirting the city on the slight threat that the well-dressed man of several days ago might be recognized even through his raggedness, the two men set foot on the coastal road north.  Heraklides, of course, would be a stranger to any in this land.   Flavius and Maccalus would maintain their vigil in Persidium.




The distance to the port of Antioch was only about a hundred stadia and easily walked long before darkfall.   As they approached, Julius began to assume his pose of dull-witted pack-servant, keeping his head staring at the ground about to be trod, but allowing his eyes to roam from side to side.  His burden was a large carry-bag on his back, filled with little but rations for the walk and some wadded rags to give it bulk, as if trade goods to be shown for sample.  




Soon, they were standing in the entry of an inn, the name given to Heraklides before they had left Persidium.  The agent procured a room for himself, and a place in the servant stables for his man.  At the sight of the crumbling room with nothing but a few armloads of hay for a mat, he grinned to himself at the idea of his Mother gaining a view of the level to which her noble son had descended.  Still, he was more than satisfied.  The agent would dine in the main room, acting his part of a man come to seek trade connection, casually inserting questions to his fellow patrons that might elicit a comment or two of value.   For now, he just relaxed, taking the opportunity to gain some measure of rest, that his thoughts might gather some greater coherence. 




At the fall of night, a summons came for his attendance on his 'Master,' as expected, and he shuffled along the bare boards of the rear of the inn into the more opulent area of rooms for patrons.   Heraklides gruffly waved away the boy-herald, motioning for his man to enter, then firmly closing the door.




Now Julius dropped his pose, walking to sit in the single chair in the room as the agent sat back on his sleeping mat.  Without preamble, Heraklides said, quietly, "There is no talk of any miscreant in slay of a guardsman in the city, but much of the grasp of Dysophanes in his aggrandizement of all within his reach.  All trade with the city will be funneled through his merchantry."  The man shook his head.  "None said so directly, but there is no doubt of their feeling that a man who attempts to gain such trade without his auspices, is... unwise."




Julius merely shook his head, saying grimly, "That requires no proof for belief.  Did you find the corridor to the man himself?"




"Aye, we can present ourselves to his Conciliator on the morrow.  It was given that all new trade is welcomed, and in need to have such agreements captured before the...  situation here is stabilized."   Once again, they discussed the tale that would be given, then Julius shambled back to his primitive cubiculum for the night.  Before leaving the room, he set his gladius on the table - Heraklides would carry it as his own.   His being was troubled by the lack of a proper weapon, but such could not be helped.  A mere pack-servant could not be seen in carry of a gladius worth more than the value of this inn itself - he would have to content his unease with the rusty dagger that was in his belt. 




The morning brought them onto the street early, seeking to break their fast at a portside kiosk, that man and servant might eat together, then they walked to the merchantry that Julius had seen several times, and had in his thoughts on innumerable nights, but had never entered.   The pair of guards took the statement of being from the well-garbed visitor and both were admitted, to follow a lackey into the compound.   Julius had once again taken his demeanor of a dullard, merely walking without apparent interest, but with his eyes continually roving from side to side.




They were halted before a wide and open doorway, to be announced, then pointed to enter.  It was an elegant and large officium with scribes and Numerarii in work at various places around the walls of the room, with a large table in the center.   Here sat the Conciliator of the merchantry, the head scribe, Julius assumed.   




As they passed the entry, Heraklides pointed and said abruptly to Julius, "Remain by the door and do not impede the labor of any."   Without acknowledgment, he turned to stand with his back to the wall, still in apparent disinterest in either his place or the activity in the room.  Such detachment did not delve any deeper than his appearance.  His ears listened for anything of note, but it was his eyes that casually wandered here and there, but giving complete attention to the man standing beside the Conciliator, giving startled wonder if it indeed was...




"My greetings, Kurios, from myself and the merchants of my land," said the agent, after a deep bow.  "One hopes that my intrusion is not unwelcome to a house said to have interest in trade with every land."  Another bow, then, "Heraklides is my ónoma, and Herakleum is my city."  He spread his hands, "It is with much sorrow that I learned of the demise of King Philadelphus.  An evil day for your land, indeed.  And for mine.  We had been in the last speaking for agreement of trade between our principals.  Now, it seems, that the labor must be begun again."




Rather than the Conciliator giving reply, it came from the man beside his chair.  "What are the staples of which you speak?"




"Wool, Kurios.  The finest that can be found around the Great Sea.  And that can be woven into such that might make the linen of the Egyptians seem as course cloth."  He paused, then said with another slight bow, "Your pardon, Kurios.  Might I have the name of the man for whom I have the honor to address."




The man opened his mouth to reply, but the Conciliator instantly said, "This is the honorable Abydos, of the family Dionysophanes, leading counselor to the unfortunate King and the esteemed senior magistrate in the Guild of Merchants for all of the domain of Antioch."




Once again, Heraklides bowed deeply, then, "The gods have been gracious to this traveler, to lead him to the source of need."  He spread his hands, waving vaguely toward the east.  "Mayhap you can give goodly advice on approaching the new King, to renew our offer of trade between the domains.  Word gives that he will soon take the throne of Antiochus."

 

Julius held his teeth together as he focused on keeping his expression blank, but his eyes flickered over the man that he had given much thought to over the months but had never yet seen.   They had not only entered the lair of the lion, but had found the beast inside.




"Tryphos!" called Dionysophanes to someone across the room.  "Bring cups for myself and my guest."   He pointed to the servant standing by the door.  "Mayhap your man would wait in the courtyard."




"Your pardon, Kurios" came the reply from Heraklides.   "My servant is a fool that has little reason for his own use.   I fear that he may wander away in doltish confusion should he be out of my vision."   Now the agent shrugged, accepting a cup from a servant.  "He is a barbarian from the far north - Gaul it is called.   I procured him on the wharves of Therambos when he was about to be shortened by a head for thievery of bread from a table.   A strong back and little else."




The merchant merely nodded, putting the assumed dullard from his mind.  He waved the agent to a chair, then sat himself.  Now he said, "Antioch is always in welcome of new trade from afar.  It is true that our King, Phillip, has gone to his ancestors, but...  It mayhap be taking reason beyond reasonable extension to assume that Antiochus Philadelphus will necessarily assume the throne."




Heraklides set down his cup with a sudden expression of surprise.  "But...  Word is that both the Roman Senate and the King of Armenia are signatories to a pact that gives rule to the Dynasty of Antiochus."  He paused for effect, then said, "Is the gabble bandied around the ports in error?"




The merchant spread his hands in doubtfulness.  "I myself have been at the court of King Tigranes, and have had many discussions of enriching these lands, during which he has given no indication of such agreement with Rome.   Indeed, were he not engaged in some strife with the Seleucids, even now would his rule extend to Antioch.  He is well aware of the enmity of the citizens of this land to any return of the Antiochus Dynasty."




"Enmity?"  Heraklides was playing his part well.  Julius had already decided that his reward would be great, indeed.   Always assuming that both returned to the Petrel with whole skins.




"Aye," said the merchant in lowered tones, no doubt from a mere feigning of conspiracy.  He had little reason to fear any in his own establishment.  "I feel that the assumed King, should he actually make the unwise return to this city, will be unhappy with the reception that will be given."




Heraklides sat back in apparent serious thought.  Then he leaned forward and asked, "Then mayhap I should retire to some further city until the ascension is... decided. I am not a man that fares well in upheavals."




 Now the merchant changed his demeanor to one of assurance.  "Nay, the city is well preserved by the Royal guard, and, in my capacity of ruling magistrate, I allow for no malfeasance in the port.  You may walk the streets without fear of any upheaval, as you say."  He waved for the cups to be filled again, then, "Now.  What do the good merchants of Herakleum possess for trade?    Wool, you said..."




Three days later, Julius was standing at the entrance of the latrine for servants, in the far back of the compound.  Any person who saw the assumed dullard would give his presence no thought, but any glimpse of the gladius now hanging from the belt would give instant cause for alarm.   He had taken it back from the agent before they had departed for the night, covering it under a tunic being taken for cleaning.   As the agent did not wear it during their stay in the merchantry of Dysophanes, he doubted that its absence would be missed, but if so, Heraklides would give that the fleeing man had simply stolen it. 




The agent had been given treatment as honored guest by the merchant, he giving plan with the senior scribes for the future custom of large quantities of pure Greek wool - alas, such wares existing only in the tales of the visiting trader.    Both had learned much of the plans and agenda of Dysophanes - or rather, Heraklides had done so, giving the meat of the day to Julius at intervals during the day.    The Roman, himself, had maintained the guise of a doltish servant, moving here and there at the orders of his master, allowing him to examine almost all areas of the compound, outside of the main edifice.   




The night was fairly dark, with the slight moon behind clouds and giving little for vision.  He listened for a while, then made his usual shuffling walk between storage sheds to reach the wall.   As this was a merchantry compound and not a fortress, the stone rampart was no barrier to an active man, and he was up and over almost between one breath and the next.   Now, on the street, he sluffed off his slavish demeanor and began to walk with the stride of a one in a need of urgency.   Keeping careful look and listen for the night watch of the port, he moved quickly along the port road to the south, having to recede to the shadows only once for the Vigilis - or whatever the city watch were called in this town. 




At the edge of the port, he quickened his pace and was halfway to the little city of Persidium before the sun rose to give light.  




By mid-morn he was striding into the little port, and, as he had hoped, the Caupo had another missive for him.   After the exchange of the agreed upon Stater for the scrap of script, he retired to a corner to read it.   To the surprise of the wife-matron of the inn-keeper, bringing a platter of meats and vegetables and with the wine-main in follow, he leapt to his feet and literally ran from the little eating room.  




It was two hours before midday, and the fishing fleet was long away, most having left even before the sun appeared, but he found a boat that appeared to be sound enough for a short voyage.   The fisherman and his two sons were standing beside the hull, apparently in some mending of their craft from either wear or incident.   It was with some surprise that the older man stood as a boy suddenly pointed and exclaimed at the sight of a man striding up with haste.




"Greeting, Kurios," said Julius, in a tone to indicate that his appearance was not inimical.  "Might I inquire if your good vessel could be engaged for a short voyage."  He held up a golden aureus as he spoke.  "My need is only to find a ship waiting beyond yon point."




The fisherman had eyes only for the coin - a value worth more than his boat.  Indeed, more than the vessel and the catch that it would take in the time of an entire season.   Finally, he said, "Yon vessel would not be of plundering voyagers?"




Julius hesitated at the words in a tongue with heavy accent and a man with no learning, finally deciphering them as a question of reavers.   He shook his head, then said with some emphasis, "Nay.  I am a merchant Kapetánios in need of gaining my own vessel.  I have received word that they wait off the point of the..."   He stopped, furiously trying to remember the word for peninsula, then replaced it with, "...the jutting point of land to the south."




The man turned to have a short conversation with the elder boy, there being some argument as to whether the repairs were satisfactory, but Julius could see nothing but some whitened wood that apparently had just been replaced.   The offer of gold was paramount, with the man accepting the coin then giving wave and commands to push the hull into the water.   At the gesture, Julius stepped into the boat, moving to sit away from the work of the three as they poled out a few strides, then raised the tattered sail.  




As sailors, the three were competent enough, although to not have been would have been a total surprise about men and boy who had spent almost half their lives on the water.   The wind was good and the little craft hove out of the small harbor with little effort.    As they passed the southern edge of the port, rounding the land to see the short peninsula in the distance, Julius stood to the mast, holding with one hand as he scanned the horizon.     There were several boats - fishers without doubt - but nothing else as yet, but he did not expect his destination to be seen so soon.




He turned to the father of the crew, then asked, "You have fished these waters muchly?"




The man, with his hand on the tiller handle, answered in his strange accent. "Aye.  And my Patéras and Pappoús before me."




Julius nodded, then said, "The big ship with the two masts.  You have seen it?"  At the nod, he asked, "How often does it stand in to Persidium?"




The Captain of the little vessel, stared for a moment, apparently giving attempt at the unaccustomed need of examining his memory, then said, "Mayhap twice in a season."  A pause, then, "If you are in wish of giving custom to the vessel, I would give halt to the need.   There is some foulness in that hull that bodes ill for any honest man.  None of the port will treat with the tamías ploíou of that vessel, who gives short weights and debased coin."   Julius assumed he meant the officer of the vessel that purchased the stores and foodstuffs for a voyage.  The man gave a glance back into the harbor, now disappearing around the spit of land.  "...and threats to any who give complaint about the deficiency."




Julius nodded, as if learning something unknown.  "I have heard it called a ship of peiratés."




The man barked a command to a son, who pulled the sail to a new pointing, then answered, "I know nothing of their trade, but no merchant vessel puts to sea with thrice the need of men, as do they."




Again, the nod, even though Julius knew of the overmanned state of the ship.   But, his attention was on the horizon, and a white shape.   He pointed and said, "There.   Point for yon sails.  I would give that such is my destination."




Indeed, in a while the white spot resolved itself into a ship - not a fishing vessel - and with a much smaller boat in company.   He knew that this was the Petrel and the speculatoria - waiting just as given in the scrap of papyrus that he had been given in the inn.   




Seeing a small vessel pointed toward them, the crew of the large ship knew that it would be the approach of their leader, turning to run down to close the distance.  Very shortly the Petrel hove into the wind, allowing the more nimble craft to approach closely enough for the crew to throw down the end of a knotted rope.    As Julius stepped to grab the bitter end, he handed a Greek double-Stater to the fisherman.  "My gratitude, Kurios.  May your nets alway be full."




In a few heartbeats he was standing on the deck of his own ship - gaining a sudden sense of satisfaction at the return to normalcy.   With great relief he saw Melglos grinning from his place of rest, on a mat and leaning against the mast.   Pontika was also giving a wide smile as she came to embrace him as he approached.   "By the gods," he exclaimed to the big Thracian.  "Yourself and the Sage give credence to the fact that men from your domain are indestructible."  Looking down, he japed, "And you, Korí.  One can only wonder at the skills of a female that you have displayed."   He looked at Ngozi, standing beside the mat and apparently with little remaining of his wounds, although he still sported a band of cloth to give protection to a deeper cut.  "My dark friend, you are gaining your strength, it would appear."




"Aye," came the reply through a wide grin.  "And ready to discuss matters with the whoresons of yon putrid port."




Julius looked around, seeing Flavius but not his recent mate.  Turning to Kaeso, he asked, "Maccalus?"




The first officer waved vaguely across the waves.  "Back aboard the ship of Fundanus.  And whole of body," he added.  "And yourself, Capitaneus?"




"Thus far, unpunctured.  But...   There are tales from many directions to be told, but not here."  He looked across the water at the speculatoria, sail barely showing as it paced with the Petrel, it showing only a rag of cloth to the wind.   Decimus could be clearly seen, giving notice that he too was back in his place.  Turning to the first mate, he ordered, "Set all canvas on a course to Salamis."




The orders given, the ship was soon heeling to the wind, moving west at a goodly pace, led by the little missive ship.  The voyage of a day would be put to use, filling his need to know of certain events...




He had missed his break of fast for the morning, and after a good meal, made by Densus and served by the girl, he walked to sit beside the Thracian.   With Pontika in crosslegged sit on the mat, he began to ask his questions.  The crew had heard the tale, with no need now to listen and either saw to their duties or relaxed in a group for the usual sailor-gab.  




Looking around to see that the ship was underway with competence - a mere habit, rather than any slightest worry that his crew was slacking - he said to the big Thracian, "You vanished that day as if Zeus had spirited you to his realm."




"Aye, but the vanishment was almost to Hades, not the Elysian Fields"   Thus he began his tale, interspersed with comments by the young Korí.   "As you will remember, we left you at the sleeping quarters to pass the hours with some walk around the island, looking at the statues and temples and such..." 


Chapter 29




"...there, just beyond the statue of Atremis.  The walls with the sun-color of brick."  Both Melglos and Pontika were together, looking over the city from one of the many towers around the island of Royals.  The compound was almost deserted, at least by comparison to what it would become with a King in residence.   In actuality, probably a hundred servants and slaves were present, but with the size of the island, such a number was as a single nut in a market basket.  They could not wander through the Palace proper, but few other edifices within the compound were barred to their inspection - indeed, most buildings were empty of both people and property. 




The pair wandered together in the day, both being from this land, with the same tongue and with ease of converse with each other.  As the big Thracian had never been to Antioch, other than as a fugitive with little interest in gandering the sights, the Korí was giving point to this interesting part and that.  As the sun was high, and with much warmth, they had not climbed to the upper platform but satisfied themselves by remaining in the level just below the top.  The view was little diminished through the large and wide openings, their wooden covers hinged outward for the season.




 Looking at the large merchantry that the girl had pointed out, the Melglos asked, "Your Mitéra passed to the Elysian Fields after your birth, as you said, but were there other paidiá in your home?   Any adelphoi or adelfés besides yourself, mayhap?"




The girl shook her head.  "There was an older sibling, but he was taken before my memories formed.  His name was Asius, according to my nursemaid, but my Patéras never spoke of the boy or his demise.  I came to learn that speaking of my brother was painful for his remembrance."   She pointed again, "Across from the house, is the bread-maker - the little building with the white roof...there.  Perimedes was a goodly friend to our family and he always had a warm crust, fresh from his stove, for myself and my..."




She stopped her discourse, and in sudden surprise as Melglos suddenly spun on his heel, pulling his sword even as he turned.   Her startlement turned to wide-eyed fright at the sight of two men - guardsmen, who had just appeared from the steps leading up from below.  And with weapons leveled and in stance.




Melglos shoved the girl violently toward one corner of the square room, as he stepped sideways toward another.  The Thracian was at a major disadvantage, having no shield.  His sword was typical of this land, longer than the gladii of the Roman Legions, but still with much less reach than the long spears now pointing at him.  




The men were not novices, and such would not be expected to be found in a Palace guard, supposedly made of elite and trained soldiers.   Both moved apart, to take their quarry from two directions and give assurance that one thrust might be parried, but not both if made at once.   Melglos found his place in the corner, his back against the joining of the stones of the wall, sword still high and his sinews set to almost iron-hard tension as he waited for the thrusts.  The two men had separated fully, now each next to a wall as they paused.  "Yield, Kurios!" said one suddenly.  "Yield and you do not have to die, this day!" 




One of the men might have caught the sudden action out of the corner of his eye, but the man with his back to the Korí had no chance of either seeing, or avoiding the sudden blow.   Pontika, gaining her feet after the massive push that threw her to the far side of the room, had taken in hand the pole - leaning in the corner - that was used to both push and pull the large shutters that could cover the openings in the stone walls.   A martial weapon it was not, but even in the hands of a girl, a wooden pole, longer than she was, and swung overhead as if a massive chop of an axe, was not to be shaken off as if a mere cuff.




The sudden shattering of the wood over the helmet of the guardsman was sufficient to drop him to his knees.   Melglos instantly took advantage of the startlement of the man, leaping to bat the iron haft of the spear aside, then kicking out with a foot as his blade attempted to parry the lunge of his companion.   




His foot made goodly strike, impacting the head of the stunned man with enough force that the helmet flew across the room, to spin around on the floor.  His blade did not have such fortune, only deflecting the thrust of the experienced spearman as the long weapon drew a red trail across his ribs.   That lunge, however, brought Melglos into reach with his sword, and a thrust that would have severed the neck of his opponent had it connected.   That it did not was entirely owing to the young sinews of the guardsman.  He leaped back as the point of the sword passed a finger-width from his throat, but the impulse action was his undoing.   The tower, while tall and with many stories, was short in both width and length, each wooden floor covering only about five strides between the walls.  The man, in his backwards leap, crossed a foot over another, to fall with some violence against the wall behind him - or so would he have, had not the street-facing opening been directly behind.   With a cry, he toppled backwards over the sill of the opening, to disappear from the view.




Now, as Melglos pivoted to receive the attack of the first man, he saw the Korí raise the pole again, broken along half its length as it was, bringing it down on the now-bare head.  The man collapsed as a bag dropped from the wharf by a porter.  In her fierce ragement, she prepared to strike once again, and would have done so had Melglos not quickly moved to stay her hand.  "Nay, youngster.   Your blow was goodly struck.  Our need now is answers, rather than another carcass."   




The wrath had gone from the being of the girl, allowing her eyes to see the rapidly growing stain on the tunic of her companion.  "You are wounded!"  She pulled the tunic up to look at the deep and ugly gash that extended from front to back of his sinister torso - a cut that was spurting copious amounts of red.   With great haste, she pulled her little dagger and used it to cut a long strip of cloth from the tunic of the unconscious man on the floor, and other wider pieces that she folded to make some thickness.  Using the long cloth to hold the smaller in place, she tied it around the ribs of Melglos, gaining some grunts from the man as she tightened it to staunch the flow of blood.




As she finished, he waved away her desire for further inspection of his skin and moved quickly to the wall opening, to gaze downward, knowing the sight that would be waiting.  With the height of the tower and nothing but hard street-stones below, no man would survive such a fall.  The guardsman was splayed out on the pave, unmoving.  With a black oath, he said to the girl, "If he wakes before I return, strike him again."




Hurrying down the stone steps to the next floor, and the next, until he gained the ground, he stopped at the doorless entry, carefully looking up and down the street for any sign of people - and any with excitement at seeing a man fall from high.   Far to the south, he could see a servant or two, entering and leaving the cookery, but no others.   Quickly, he grabbed the man by his torso leather, dragging him into the bottom of the tower, then to a far corner.




With some fear that the other guardsman might awaken and overcome the girl, he hurried up the steps again, but with some difficulty of both breath and sinew.   As he gained the level, he saw that their assailant was still senseless.  As the girl turned to his entry, he said, "We cannot stay here - this tower is as a trap for conies, unless we wish to leap into the river from the window.   Look up and down the street for any other guardsmen, mayhap searching the buildings.  And carefully.  Do not be seen!" he added.




She moved to the opening that faced the street far below, slowly raising her head over the sill to look one way and the other, the raising to gain more vision below.  She shook her head and said, "I can see servants far down the street,   No others."  She looked at the man still senseless on the floor.  "How did they know we were here?    Even were they told to find us, it would take a season for two men to search an island of empty buildings."




Melglos had briefly pondered the same question, then realized that the pair must have been following them from the servant quarters - either through orders or with some reason of their own.   He gave her his thoughts, then lifted himself from the floor - with difficulty - to move and look out the opening that faced the city proper.  Directly below was the eastern channel of the river - indeed the wall of the tower abutted to the water itself.  Of course, from that height he could see across the city and the many hundreds of citizens in movement in their work or merchantry for the day, but none were within any closeness.   The far bank of the river was abutted with the backs of buildings, rather than the usual road that followed a watercourse.




As Melglos turned from the wall opening, the korí asked, "Should I run to get the Capitaneus?"




"Nay," replied the Thracian sharply.  "We do not know if our friends have been attacked, also.   You might be slain just for cause.  And we have no idea of the reason for the guardsmen to give accost to us."  He looked out over the city, then asked, "We have to find a place to hide."




"Why would any search for us in this empty...  looking post or whatever it is used for?"




He shook his head.  "They will not have to search.  The dead man will give them our place as clearly as if he reported to his officer."  He pointed.  "Look to the street below."




The meaning of the man was instantly seen.  The bright pool of red stood out on the white paving stones as a lamp in a darkened room.  And the streaks of the same color made an unmistakable path to the body of the unfortunate who had despoiled the whiteness of the street.   She turned and said quickly, "There is a goodsome friend of my family who is the keeper of a pandocheío.  Many times his Kóri and I played in the fountain of his courtyard, pretending innocence from the anger of the Mágeiras, looking for her missing sweetmeats in the kitchen.   He will give us succor for past friendship with my Patéras."




Melglos thought for a moment, then nodded and said, "Aye, and a goodsome plan.   You should make for the inn and with haste.  I must needs find a closer refuge."




That plan was obviously not to the liking of the young woman.  "Nay, I will not go without you.  And why would you not accompany me from this cursed island?"




He smiled, then with a hand gently placed on her shoulder, said, "There is the matter of the river.  I know your water skills to be as if the daughter of Poseidon, but mine are not."




The girl suddenly realized the meaning, looking down with a stricken face.  She knew that Melglos was not afraid of water - she had seen him enter it to hold the rope as they were dragged from the island of the pirates, but as to being able to swim...   Alas, his skills were little better than a stone, cast into the river.




"Aye, and I doubt that we could ask for passage from the guards at the bridges."  He looked down at his midriff with a wry expression.  "I do not have the look of an innocent wishing to enter the city for a night of cups and wenching."




Indeed, he did not.   The wrappings of the girl had no doubt stanched the flow of blood substantially, but the white cloth was now almost completely dyed to a deep red. 




"We will find another place to plan.  If even a scullery-maid passes below, she cannot miss the marking of a foul deed.  Go below and stand watch at the entry."    He walked to the senseless man, stooping to pull him from the floor, then with a painful grunt, allowed the limp figure to fall over a shoulder.   Carefully, he began the journey to down the steps that led down the empty tower.  There was little doubt that the loss of blood was giving much weakening to his sinews as his feet stepped onto the stones at the bottom.  The girl was carefully peering around the edge of the entryway as he asked, "Any in view?"




"Nay.   A servant appeared, but far away."




"Let us move around the building to find an alley without such a distance of vision.   Take his spear.  It may have use, later."




"Should you not rest for a bit?"   The body water was pouring from his face and arms, even his torso to appear below the tunic as red rivulets down his legs.




"Nay.  I would not be able to lift him from the ground again.  Go.  I will follow.  Find us a hole to hide."




The girl quickly moved to cross the street to a narrow alley between two buildings.  There, she turned to look both ways down the street, then gave a hurried wave for the Thracian to follow.   Melglos paid little attention to their path, trying to maintain his balance with his load and not trip on stones and cracks.   At each intersection of building or alley or street, Pontika carefully looked to make sure that no one was in view - unlikely in this far end of the deserted island - then back at the man and his burden.   Finally, she knew that Melglos was coming to the end of his strength, and selected a storage shed, adjoining the back of some larger and more substantial edifice.  Stopping to point her decision, her comrade turned into the gloom of the low lean-to, dropping to his knees to allow his burden to fall to the ground.  




She scrabbled around the detritus of the shack, finding a small bowl that seemed to be whole and uncracked.   Before Melglos gave notice, she had vanished.   




He had fallen asleep, apparently, wakening only to the gentle shaking of the girl.  "I have brought water to clean your wounds."




Blinking for the moment, he asked, "From where?"




She tilted her head toward the back wall of the building.  "The river.  It is only a hundred strides away."  Carefully she unwrapped the red-soddened rag, then pulled his equally stained tunic over his head.  With his garb wetted and in a ball, she began to carefully cleanse the ugly gash to the point that some determination could be made of its seriousness.   "You have lost much of your being, but the flow has stopped."    She stood and walked to the unconscious man, pulling her little dagger, then cutting the laces of the leather armor to let it fall away, then slitting the under-tunic from neck to hem.  The garment was quickly ripped to lengths that allowed her to again cover the wounds of the man.  




"One hopes that you do not wish to carry that putrid apóvrasma any further.  It will do you ill to tear the gash open again."




He smiled wanly.  "I will be fortunate to walk to the entry to empty my water, thus your fears are unfounded."   He leaned back against the wood of the wall, then said, "But, you must needs swim into the city after darkfall.  There is no value in both of us being found by the guards, and with one of their own laying at our feet."




"Might I have some coins from your purse?"   Nodding, and satisfied that the girl was agreeing on his thoughts, he nodded, reaching to pick up his belt.  Drawing the sword from the scabbard, he lay it beside him, then untied the purse to hand to the korí.   




She pulled some metal rounds from the small bag, placing them into her own, then said, "Do not leave this shed, else I will not be able to find you again."




The shook his head vigorously.  "Nay! If the Kapetánios finds it important to attempt to gain his crewman again, tell him of my place, but yourself - stay at the ship."   She just smiled and nodded, turning toward the entrance, but stopping as he called, "You cannot leave during the light of day.  The night will arrive in a few hours and with it, ease of movement without being seen."




She grinned at her friend.  "A man who could be mistaken for a mountain should not give advice to a mere street-rat on the manner of lurking in the alleys of her own city."   Without waiting for an answer - or a command - she vanished from the entrance of the shed.




The day passed slowly with him leaning against the wall and drowsing.  He had moved to be able to lay a leg across the unconscious body, as to be wakened should the man begin to clear his senses.   He had no doubt of his fate, should he be found in deep slumber when the guardsman awakened.   Taking the red-soaked strip that had earlier been wrapped around his torso to hold the protecting cloths, he tied the ankles of the man - crossly - with as many turns as the strip would make, completing it with a tightly cinched knot.




The pain of his rib-gash was considerable, but was not something that was unfamiliar to a man who had engaged in strife from the day that he had run away to make his own life.   And the weakness he knew was from the loss of blood before the natural stanching had taken hold - again, not a thing with which he was unacquainted.




Finally, late in the afternoon, only a pair of hours before the set of the sun, the man stirred with a shake of his head - and action that was obviously and instantly regretted.   Melglos had twice poured a portion of the water from the jug over the head of the man, but it had had no effect - or else, the liquid had taken long to cause a response.  Now the question would be if the man was still whole, or addled beyond reason - something the Thracian had seen many times with severe blows to the head.    With the purloined spear at the ready, he waited for the man to find his wakefulness.




 It took a considerable time, the man no doubt regretting that he had woken from his senseless slumber, but finally managing to open and allow his eyes to begin giving him his place.  A hand went to explore the back of his head - an action also immediately regretted.   The blows from Pontika had not been with the strength of a man, but even so, they had not been as a shepherd-tap, given to move a recalcitrant ewe.




The guardsman was naked of all but his sandals, the leathers having been cut away to allow for the Korí to obtain the tunic for use in the ministration of her friend.   The need had been necessary, but the effects were goodsome, also - at least for the Thracian.  A unclothed man is helpless, both in actual ability and in his own thoughts. 




As the man seemed to gather his senses, Melglos said - from the other side of a leveled blade - "You have not followed your mate to the Elysian Fields only because of my need to discover why myself and my friend were accosted without cause.   Your time to convince me not to continue your journey is short."   The eyes of the guardsman were having trouble in holding their gaze, but there was no doubt that any unclarity was not sufficient to mistake the spearpoint only a handspan from his throat.  "You were ordered to follow us."




It was not posed as a question, but merely as a gambit to open the conversation.  The man swallowed, but still did not speak, attempting to rise to a sitting position, but ceasing his efforts at the sudden discovery of his tied ankles.   "Your time to speak is growing shorter."  The spearpoint halved the distance from point to throat.  "If you are addled, then your use is nothing to myself or your Commander."




The voice was a croak, but the man finally managed a shake of his head - instantly stopped with a wince - then, "The Dioikitís requires all come to the city to be watched...  It is a requirement of the King."




Aye.  Melglos could believe that.  The Commander of any security unit who did not wish to know every detail of strangers had yet to be born of woman.  But...   "Nay.  Such orders would have had you waiting for us to depart the tower.  Yet, you accosted us with violence.  Mayhap you and your partner had desire of our purses, to leave us both destitute and lifeless and unlikely to be discovered until long after the island is taken for occupancy by the Court."




"Nay! Nay!  We are not slayers for gain."  His eyes could now move without pain, but tended to look at the point just below his chin.  "Any actions were for orders.   The Dioikitís wanted your reason to come to a deserted Court."




"And your leader takes it upon himself to give question to men who have the auspices of the King himself."   Melglos pursed his lips, nodding to himself as if accepting the fact.  It was an act, of course.  Then he continued, "My young companion is as a fish in water, able to swim the river as you and I could walk to the meal-tables."   Even in his slowing clearing daze of thoughts, the man looked blankly at the Thracian, no doubt in wonder at the strange statement.  "Even now she is in hurry to gain assistance for myself."




"She..."  The man was still confused.  "The boy, is your meaning."




Melglos smiled.  "Aye, but not the boy that gave hinder to Dionysophanes, himself."   Melglos saw the barely noticeable widening of eyes at the mention of the powerful name. But, he continued, "He has been transformed into a Korí through some magical means, known only to herself.  But, such does not concern us.  Rather of more importance is the fact that the Queen Mother has taken like to the youngster, even to giving oath of returning her rightful belongings that were brutally ripped from her family by Dionysophanes."




"I am a mere guard in the ranks.  You cannot believe that I have association with a man of such stature."  




"Indeed.   You would not, but I have little doubt of your knowledge of the orders given by the merchant to your commander, the Dioikitís.  When the Korí returns with assistance, I will suggest that you be saved from this deserted island with myself, and given to the mercies of the Queen Mother to gain question.  I understand that she employs men who have learned the fine arts of gaining wanted information."   The widened eyes gave some show that the idea did not meet with full agreement by the guard.  "Actually, such questioning might be preferable to that of being queried by my Kapetánios.  He is Roman, as you may know, and such have barbaric ways in handling enemies that give reason for wrath, and indeed this man from afar has given oath that any who are in consort with Dionysophanes will be nailed to the closest wall.  Nay!  Do not speak as yet.  Allow me to offer a...  bargain, it may be called.   Speak of your knowledge and fully, and when I leave with my friends, you will be left to find your way back to the unit, to give whatever tale you wish."   The spear moved even closer.  "But...  know that I know much of what you have to say and the single dropping of a false word will cause someone to eventually find your shriveled carcass pinned by the throat to yon wall."




The night began to fall and with it the sudden peril of being alone in the dark with a foe that could not be seen.  Melglos had just made decision to move both himself and the prisoner out of the shed and into the open where at least a shadow of the man could be seen, but suddenly his ears gave warning of some sound...




With relief he saw the small form of the Korí outlined in the entrance.  Despite his vexation at the girl returning to peril, rather than seeking refuge with the crew of the ship in Persidium, he was gratified to see her.  He waited for her to enter, but she stood at the entrance for some reason...   "Melglos?"   




Realizing that the inside of the shed was nothing but darkness to the girl, he answered, "Aye, Korí.  Mayhap you were expecting the Chamberlain of the King?"  With a stern tone that he did not feel, he continued, "And why have you returned, rather than moving your feet for Persidium as I commanded?"




Ignoring the jape and the censure, she asked, "The guardsman?"




"Aye.  He is here in the darkness with myself.  We have been regaling each other with tales of our adventures."




There was a long pause, then she said with some haste.  "Come. We must make for the river to the west.  There is a flatboat that will carry us across.  We can be in Alexandretta before the sun rises and take ship from this benighted land."




"Nay, little one.  I would not make the first hour of such a journey..."




"Please, Melgos. I have a...  a litter for your use.   Come and hurry!"




The big Thracian rose, taking his belt and sword in one hand, and using the spear and the other as a walking stick.  At the entrance to the shed, he turned and said into the darkness.  "I keep my oath to yourself and give you your life.  You may return to give any tale you wish, but I might suggest that the discussion between us be avoided.   Mayhap, to your Dioikitís, you were struck from behind when in pass of a doorway.  He will not learn other from us."




He followed the girl in the gloom, as she weaved and wove through the narrow alleys and pathways of the island.   Melglos could easily see from the thin crescent of the moon that their journey was more north than west, but said nothing.   Even so, they could not walk far in any direction without encountering water.   Finally, she stopped and turned, to say.  "The passage is low ahead.  Do not strike your head on the overhang.   Give me your belt and take my hand."   Now guided, he crouched and followed slowly, trying not to give stretch to his gash.   "Hold a moment."




It was total darkness, but he could hear the girl scrabbling for something, making a clink and rasping noise.  Suddenly, almost as the flare of an overstoked cookstove, there was a rain of sparks, and then a small flame.  In a moment a small oil lamp had been ignited and he could see that the room was tiny, less than half his length in height, and barely longer in the other directions than himself.   "There is a mat.  Sit or lay before you topple onto me."




Gratefully, he lowered himself to the ragged mat - thick and soft - leaning back against the stones of the wall.  She set a jug and cup on the floor in his reach, then pulled a loaf of bread from a bag - and olives, onions and such.   




"I have seen little of a boat to land us on the western shore and the road to Alexandretta.  Nor a soft litter for my comfort."




The girl did not respond to the jape as such, but said, "Since you let the guardsman live, it did not seem wise to tell him that we would be hiding on the island, still."




"Do not take my ill-chosen words as anything but a jest to give some confidence to myself.  Now..."   He took a bite of the bread, suddenly realizing that he was famished. "As you seemed to have taken command of our little unit, what are your orders?"




She waved at the few bags sitting on the floor, and the other jug.   "There is food and drink to sustain you for several days, if you are sparing of it."




"Where are we?  How did you find this rodent-hole?"




"A crumbled shed behind a stable.  I searched for a place before crossing the river."




"You swam in the light of day?  You could have been spitted even as you emerged."




She wrinkled her nose at him while emptying the bags and setting foodstuffs on the empty leathers.  "Does a sailor look at the sea?  Or a guard at what he is supposed to be guarding?  Either bridge is a half a thousand strides from where I entered the river.  What man is standing with such intentness to see a small head bobbing in the water?  I have little doubt but that they are squatting together playing bones beside their gates.  There was not even a sentry to be seen when I stood on the far bank."   Finally, she rose to her feet.  "After, I began to procure this foodstuff, the lamp and mat from a merchant, giving that my Patéras was ill and in need of his daughter to make the purchases.  Then I found a fisherman who agreed to carry myself and my load back to the island, after darkfall."




"Now.  Your mission is to lay quietly and let your blood return, while I go to find assistance."




"Nay.  You must not try to find the Kapetánios and our mates.  If we were accosted, then the chance is goodsome that they have been marked also."




She smiled as she shook her head.  "Nay.  I will not.  I will make for Persidium to meet with any of our friends.  Or wait for Kapetánios Decimus to touch shore in his little boat."




"You must not walk the road as a Korí."




"In the darkness of the night, no one will see me, and even if were I a bloated doxie from a port brothel, I could not be measured as such."   She knelt and kissed the man on the forehead.  "I will close the entrance with the moldy hay from the stable.  And I say again, your task is to lay quietly and rest."


Chapter 30




Julius had taken an entire inn for their use while in Salamis.  The advantage of the fair little city on the island of Cyprus was that a voyage back to Persidium - or Antioch - would take merely a day if the winds were goodly and while in residence there was little chance of harm from any miscreants in the pay of Dionysophanes.




That the merchant was the malevolent spider in the center of the web extending from Antioch was now without doubt.  Heraklides, in his guise as putative trader, and residing in the center of the entanglements, had given much proof of that.   His missives to his home city, concerning certain wool contracts, were frequent enough to illicit no attention from any, and thusly the occasion message to an agent in Sidon - far to the south - was equally below notice.  That both wool and agents were fictitious might be revealed in some future day, but for now the artifice sufficed.   Interestingly enough, the arrangements for any missives to Sidon were delivered to a certain Caupo in Persidium to hold until a courier could be engaged.




The few days in Salamis were as a festival to the Legionaries and crew of the Petrel and the merchant ship of Capitaneus Fundanus, but for the officers and the Centurion, the talk and planning started at early morn and finished beside oil lamps in the evening.  Even the Sage was present, propped up comfortably on a folded mat, and attended by Pontika for his comfort.  "...the constabulary of the port and the guard units at the palace are as rotten as a discarded fish on the docks - at least, in Antioch," said Julius.   "If those around the King and Queen Mother in Damascus are as festering, I would not give a wooden modi for their lives."  The meeting was on the comfortable terrace of the inn, cooled by the sea breeze and shaded from the sun by the overhead canopy.  Its other advantage was that there were no walls or doors to hide lurking ears.   "We now have ample proof from Heraklides that Dionysophanes is at the center of the evil, but is receiving much support and encouragement by King Tigranes."




"No doubt to receive high office from a grateful monarch when the Regency is eliminated," commented Capitaneus Fundanus.




"Nay," interjected Patroclus.  The body of the old Greek navigator was still weak and with some distress, but his thoughts were edged as a sharp gladius.  "Such as that merchant wishes power and dominance over Antioch and all cities along the domain and for the accumulation of wealth.  He will have little interest in immersing himself in the cut-throat manipulations of a Royal court, where his greatest rise would still be far below that of a hereditary noble."




"Aye," said Julius.  "Master of all trade on the coast and with the backing of the most powerful ruler in this land would be his want."




Decimus gave his question. "Then why does he not ingratiate himself to the legal rulers?  Such would seem to gain him the same advantage and without the possibility of gathering the enmity of Rome for gainsaying their treaties."




The Sage gave his thoughts again.  "He knows, as we do, that the reign of the family of Antiochus cannot last.  They are a mere irritant between two massive domains and will be ingested by one or the other - and not in the far future."




"Would not a wise decision be to leave the quarreling to the dogs, returning when the land has a semblance of peace and order?"  Kaeso knew the answer, but was merely giving the frequent yearnings of his Captain.




"Antioch is the gateway to Syria," said Patroclus.  "Wealth beyond counting flows through the port with every season and other trading houses will not welcome an interloper come late to the counting.  The overall ruler is not our concern, whether Rome or Tigranes or Antiochus.   The port can be claimed by the Pharaoh of Egypt or some black Chieftain of the darklands, even - without care by ourselves.  Dionysophanes is the thorn in our foot." 




Melglos was sitting beside the Sage, his own wounds still raw but tightened enough to not open with movement, and his strength returning rapidly as good food and goodly portions helped replace what he had lost.  "Then let us pluck out that thorn and without delay."




"An excellent idea," said Julius with a smile and an agreeable manner.  "And if I had a Legion - or even a Maniple for use, I would land on the morning tide and proceed to rid the land of the putrid merchant.   But, we have only our handfuls of crewmen and twenty Legionaries.  Such are a force indeed, against the roughage that is in the wage of Dionysophanes, were it not that he has ten men for every one of ours.  And that is only counting the men under arms.  Your yourself know of the evil in wait for the entry of the King..."




Melglos nodded with a wry expression.  Indeed he did.   After the attack by the two guardsmen, Pontika had left him and the senseless guard to find a better refuge, then to swim the river to gain supplies.  In the late hours of the afternoon, the guard had awoken, if with a broken head and a throbbing pain, giving the Thracian an opportunity to engage in conversation.




Of course, the converse had been at the point of a spear, and with dire threats penalty for any deceit, but had been productive for all that.  "...will encourage the... dislike of the citizens for any of that ruling family," had said the guard.  "...nay.  I know nothing of the merchant, Dionysophanes.   Such as I would not have knowledge of his plans...  ...but I know that most of the servants in the palace have been given promise of both gold and position for their assistance..."




The two hours before the young girl had returned were far more than sufficient to gain much detail of the plans of the merchant, even if from the knowledge of a lowly ranker.  The city had already been prepared for the return of the Antiochus family, with men in wait to spout false and mendacious tales to arouse the ire of the citizenry.   All in the caretaking staff of the empty palace had been suborned, and apparently some - whose treachery could not be either bought or compelled - had mysteriously vanished from the island.  And without bother of search by the guards for the reason.




Now, at the meeting of officers on the terrace of the Salamis inn, all knew that the return of the King and his family to Antioch would be celebrated with blood and violence.   The gathered information from either Heraklides or Melglos would have been damning enough, but taken together they gave a plan that was as clear as the view of the little harbor under the sparkling blue sky. 




Finally, Julius stood up, waving away another cup offered by a servant come to give service if needed.  "When Decimus returns, we will begin our plan.  Centurion Drusus."




"Aye."




"You will continue your activity with the Petrel and the merchant until I return.  And give to your men that their frolic in the taburnae and brothels is almost at an end.  They will soon earn their wages.  Or a passage with the ferryman, should they not take their practice with seriousness."   To both Melglos and Ngozi he gave gentle words, but firm denial of their instance in accompanying him on his mission.  "My sinews are far too feeble to carry your carcass, my big Thracian friend, and I would be required to do so before we made a stadium of walk.   And you Ngozi, are well on the path to being mended, but your progress is not yet as far as you are giving."  He smiled at both. "Before this ridiculous farce of Kings is ended, the need for your blades will come."




That afternoon, they could see the speculatoria standing into the port, and all walked to the dock to meet it.  As Capitaneus Decimus jumped to the wharf, he immediately nodded and said, "Aye.  As you thought, it is wharfed at its usual place."




Julius turned to the officers waiting behind him.  "Then we will take our plan without alter."  He waved his two men to board the little boat, then nodded to the Korí.  It was with some guilt that he was taking the young woman on a mission that might have no little danger, but she was the only one in all his force that had knowledge of the city of Antioch - and such knowledge might have much value, even as it did when she was moving around the city in succor of Melglos.   The two men were Flavius and Maccalus, yet again, mainly because they were bearded as Greeks.  Fully so, now, rather than merely scraggly growth, as he himself.   "Capitaneus.  We will stand out in the night at whatever hour you judge will bring us to Laodicea in early morn."




The Captain nodded, looking around to test the breeze.  "Then about the fifth hour, if the wind holds."




That would be about the mid of night.  Julius nodded.  "Then have your men end their pleasures early and gain their rest."




The advice was for himself also.  Indeed, he was on his mat even before the glow of sunset had faded, giving thought that hours of furious thought would be difficult to overcome to gain any sleep but he was far off the mark on that posit.  Apparently he had fallen into slumber even as he lay back - no small wonder, considering the exhausting events of the last few days.   




"Capitaneus."  He struggled to wakefulness, and with little desire to leave his state of blissful comfort, but finally realized that Pontika was gently shaking his shoulder.  "Capitaneus Decimus gives that it is time."




"Aye."  He rolled over then stood, reaching to take his belt and weapons in the dim light of the lamp being held by the girl.  "Let us be off."




Flavius and Maccalus were already in the boat, the lines unwound from the bollards and the vessel needing only to be poled away from the wharf sufficiently to raise the sail.   Quietly, and with few orders, the little crew quickly had the speculatoria showing a white bow wave in the darkness.   He could barely see his two men sitting in front of him, the starlight the only illumination for this night.   Not that it mattered - the three passengers, and the girl, had no duties other than wait until landfall again.




"What is the distance to Damascus, Capitaneus," asked Maccalus.




That was something that Julius well knew, having pored over the maps of Patroclus - and another one purchased by Kaeso from a scribery in Salamis.  "It is a thousand stadia to Laodicea - about the same as the distance to Persidium.  Then another five hundred overland to the city.  About two days walk."   




The speculatoria was not made for the comfort of passengers, but was supplied with several loosely woven mats of hampa fiber, with a weave that was course, as to assist the natural property of repelling water, and was used rather than wool mats.  Using animal fleece for such, in an open boat, would soon be as laying in the soggy muck of a stream bed.   Julius laid one against the curve of the hull and was soon resuming his slumber.




The morning brought the unwelcome sight of a smooth sea, unruffled by any but residual swells and even those were diminishing.  The sail slowly flapped back and forth in the slight waves even as the sun lifted over the horizon.   Julius stood up, looking over the forepeak for any land, but nothing could be seen but water.  "How long have we been becalmed?"




"It began to lay at the eight hour," replied Decimus, "and faded away completely only as the sun-glow appeared in the east."




"How far have we made?"




"I would say that we are about two parts of three out of Salamis.   Mayhap two hundred stadia from Laodicea."




Julius nodded, with nothing else to say.  As to the marring of their need, that would depend entirely on the length of time needed for the return of the wind.  A matter suddenly asked by Pontika.  "How long do these... calmnesses last?"




Flavius shook his head with a wry expression.  "As long as the wind gods desire.  If you spend your life on the sea, you will see such many times."




She was insistent.  "A day?  Or more?"




The Korí was well liked by all in the crews, and Decimus did not give jape at her question.  "As our skillful Carpenter has said, until the Venti cease their games."  He looked around at the cloudless sky.  "I have seen it last for less time than needed for a meal.  But...  Once off the coast of the Carthaginian lands, when I was a young rope-handler, our ship was condemned to flap its sails for almost three parts of four in the month.   Another five day period, and none would have been left on board but as desiccated bones."   




Unfortunately, the gods had apparently decreed that the calm would last far longer than the meal that Decimus had spoken of.   By midday the boat still lay on the smooth sea, under a glaring sun and cloudless sky.  There was little else for the crewmen and passengers to do but talk - or squat with a game of bones in the forepeak.  "...The Royal Family was to begin their journey to Antioch on the new moon," said Julius.  "That is the day after tomorrow.   Unless the wind returns, and with sufficiency to allow us to stand into Laodicea, our journey to Damascus will find us far behind their procession."




"What would be their time on the march do you think?" asked Decimus.




Julius thought for a heartbeat, then answered, "They will not stride the road as we, at a route step, making thirty stadia or more in the hour.  Cumbered with the usual lackeys, drones, fat nobles with litters, I would give that they would be strained to make a hundred stadia between daylight and dark.   Mayhap ten days to move from Damascus to Antioch."  He paused, looking aimlessly over the waters in thought.  "That gives us some extra line with which to work, depending on the return of the wind..."




Alas, the Venti did not see fit to give any slightest crumb of need to the mariners, for the entirely of that day and the second.  But, during the night of the next...




"Capitaneus."  




Julius was fully rested now, being able to do nothing else since the departure from Salamis.  He woke instantly at the summons and light touch of Decimus.  "Wind?" was the only word he gave.




"From the west. A waft only, but enough to taut the sail."  He paused, then, "Do you wish to follow your earlier thoughts?"




"Aye," came the reply.  "Make for Persidium."




The pace through the water was barely enough to give bite to the steering oar, but at least they were moving.  As the sun rose, Julius gave his thoughts to the others.  "Should we make for Damascus now, our arrival would be days after the Royal Party had left, requiring us to follow in a stern chase.   Rather, we will cut the distance by standing into Persidium, then skirting Antioch to find the road south.  There would then be no chance of missing our quarry or them hoving into the city before us."




It took the entirety of the day to reach the little port, but finally it appeared in the distance and they jumped to the wharf just as the sun was setting.   They settled into the usual inn, Julius checking with the Caupo for any missives from Heraklides - there were none - and forbidding any dallying in the local taverna and brothel.   Long before the sunrise, they were on the road toward Antioch and shortly after midday, skirted the city to find the via leading south to Damascus.   Julius doubted that any guardsmen from the island would be encountered even had they taken a path through the city, but he was taking no chances.  After the encounter of the two guardsmen by Melglos and Pontika, the wrath of both Commander and comrades might have been such as to give offer of much gold to any citizen that might report three men and a boy in walk through the streets.




Such evil did not occur, and quickly the city of Antioch was left behind as they strode down the road leading to Damascus, almost two thousand stadia along.   The actual pace for the Royal party was even slower than the disdain that Julius had expressed earlier.   In the span of four days, they had not found any but ordinary travelers on the road, despite their route step that taken them almost a thousand stadia.  "Mayhap they have decided to walk to the coast and take ship," said Flavius as they rested in a roadside kiosk, taking a midday meal of roasted fowl.




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  It would take a fleet such as we led to the island of Syrna to move an entire court and we have neither seen or heard of such a gathering of ships.  This is not a Royal visit, but a permanent move of throne.   Judging just from number of buildings on the island in Antioch, the retinue around the King must be many hundreds.   Or more."




"Another road, mayhap."




"Not as I can see on any of the maps of this land.  Nay, they are either still ahead or have decided to remain in Damascus."




It was the former that was correct.  On the morrow, about mid-morn, they encountered a small unit of cavalry, with trappings that suggested a Triumph given in Rome after some immense victory, but these horsemen were sent to clear the road, that the august Family might not be hindered in their Royal march by mere farmers and tradesmen.  Julius saw no reason to attempt discussion with the haughty unit, and the small party moved off the road to find a comfortable rest under the trees.  




They watched as a march of soldiers, porters, wagons and such passed in what seemed to be an endless procession.  Finally the King appeared, on his white steed, surrounded by a myriad of hangers-on and those encircled by the Royal Guard in their fantastical uniforms - the width of the column taking the entirety of the road and more.  Following was the wagon of the Queen Mother - they assumed - completely covered in fabrics and cloth of all colors and again surrounded by many lackeys, but these were females - maids, domestics, charladies and such.




"Do we not approach now?" asked Flavius as the Royals approached their waiting position off the road.  "Yon is the King in the middle of the host of dandies."




Julius shook his head.  "Any who advance from the trees takes a goodly chance in getting a spearpoint in the belly.   Nay.  We will follow and make our appeal when they doss for the night."




Now their walk was as a man taking his leisure on a sunny day.  Indeed, the pace was so slow that they stopped to rest often, under the trees, rather than continue the tired shuffling needed to follow the procession, but not overtake it.   Finally, two entire hours before sunset, the huge retinue ended the day by turning aside to erect tents - including a massive and decorated shelter for the Royal Family.   Julius waited until the activity of erection was seemingly completed before approaching the ring of guards around the field.




All in the little party were decently garbed, and Pontika looked what she was - a female of some higher status than the norm of the streets.  Still, the guards standing beside the road did not offer greetings as if expecting welcome guests.   The girl was in the lead as one of the pair of men barked, "Fie, mikrí kyría! There is no begging in the contingent of the King."




Pontika stopped and said with some intensity.  "We wish to speak with the Queen Mother."




Both guards looked at each other with some incredulity.  Then the other said, "Aye.  And I wish to take cups with the King, to regale him with my stories and japes."  He stepped forward, shaking his own weapon at the girl.  "Be off now, before I give prick of my point."   




Julius was fearful that he might give the back of a hand to what appeared to the guard as a bumptious Korí, but the girl stood her ground.  "I will report to the Queen Mother that her defenders were gracious to a supplicant and anxious to give guidance into the Royal Presence."   She held up a hand, in which was a flat object, allowing the two guards to see the detail in the surface.   Julius knew what it was, of course - the seal given to the Korí during the...  woman-talk, as the meetings between the two females had been called.   With widened eyes, both of the men bent to look closer, then straighten in some confusion.  "With haste, now.  I wish to greet my friend, Kleopátra, before nightfall."




The guards were in total confusion at the unexpected encounter, but with the evidence of the Royal Seal, they could not refuse a request from a named friend of the Queen Mother.  Even were the application made falsely, it would be far safer for a member of the cortege to make the discovery.  The quickly agreed that one would guide the girl - and men - to the huge tent, and shortly the party was standing outside the shelter, and before several more guards - these garbed as elites of the detail.  Pontika displayed the seal again, and a call was made into the flap of a door.  




Now a familiar figure appeared - Mnesiphilos.   With some surprise, he exclaimed, "Kapetánios Clavius!  What...  Why would you be..."




"Greetings, good Chamberlain," said Julius.  "Our appearance is unexpected, as we know, but our mission is of some importance - aye, even to the safety of the King."




With some measure of surprise, he waved the party to enter, the said, "Wait here until I give your presence to the King."   The inside of the massive tent was curtained to make rooms - or so it seemed from the small entry way they were standing in, and with a narrow vision through the cloth flap that served as a door.   In a moment a man entered, but it was not the Chamberlain returning.   "Greetings, Kapetánios.  You are far from any water - mayhap your ship has grounded and you stranded in our land."




Julius grinned and returned the jape. "My compliments, Timotheus.  We are well met again, and indeed, far from our familiar being."  Indeed, it was the Conservator to the throne, whatever that office might entail - the man who had engaged the Petrel to take ambassadors to Latium and unlikely friend of the Thracian.




"You did not bring Melglos?  One hopes that he is still in your employ."




Now Julius dropped his smile and said very quietly.  "He is nursing considerable wounds, and such gives much reason for our suddenly appearing to gain audience with the King."




The expression of the Greek changed to sober as well.  Now in even a quieter tone, he replied, "You are wise to guard your talk.  Nothing said in this soft Palace is secret.  Remember that in any converse you have with each other - or anyone."




Mnesiphilos appeared again.  "Come.  The King is anxious to find your reason for the sudden appearance."




Julius turned to Flavius and Maccalus.  "Find the commissary and gain some food for yourselves.   We may not return for a considerable time.   If any give objection, give the name of the Chamberlain."   Now, he and Pontika followed Mnesiphilos into the tent.  




Like all buildings, this fabric Palace seemed much larger from the inside than without.  Far along a curtained hallway, they finally came to a room that had to be at the far side of the tent.  Inside were both the King and Queen Mother, changed from their lush habiliments worn for public viewing and into far more comfortable - and much lighter - garb, although either of the robes now worn by the pair would have cost more than a small food kiosk or merchant stall.




The furniture was simple, if elegant, consisting of a long table and chairs.  "Your appearance gives that you have apparently decided to make our land your own, Kapetánios."  It was a jest, referring to the beard that Julius now sported. Then she gave a greeting to the girl.  "My little Korí comes again.  Greetings Minthe...  or do you prefer Pontika?"




"Pontika, for now, Great One," replied the girl with a grin.  "I fear that my friends would have confusion at my given name."




Now the King spoke.  "I have belief that your presence is not a goodsome sign, Kapetánios."   




Julius nodded, then said, "May I approach, your Majesty?"




"Aye."




In the large room were several servants, maids to the Queen Mother and assisters to the King - far too many listeners for what Julius needed to say.   Neither Royal was sitting as yet, and he walked around the table to approach as closely as possible.  Then, with his face only a double handspan from the King, he said, "What I need to give is for your ears only."




The man nodded, turning to bark.  "All will leave until called.  Mnesiphilos!  Empty the adjoining rooms and fold back the curtains that we may have vision of the spaces."   The servants instantly backed out of the room, bowing even as they stepped backward.    As the two Royals and the man and girl found themselves alone, Julius turned to walk the perimeter of the chamber, looking behind this curtain and that, even into the now exposed adjoining rooms, then finally, down the long hall that lead to the entrance.  It was an act to impress the King and his mother, but also for his own knowledge that they were indeed alone.




Then he took a chair in each hand, placing them together side by side, then two more facing the first.   Finally, with a wave, he offered the seats to the monarchs.   There was no doubt that the pair was taking his sudden appearance and actions with utmost seriousness.   Both obeyed the gesture of the Captain as if they were the commoners in the room.




 Leaning over, and still quietly, he began his tale.  "Your arrival into Antioch is expected, but not in the manner that you may be expecting..."


Chapter 31




The pace along the road was not with any greater haste - indeed, the time of the evening retirements were even earlier than usual.   Pontika now was carried in the litter with the Queen Mother, while a horse was found for Julius to ride along side the King.  Following a long night of discussion, on the day that the Romans had encountered the procession, both sailors - Flavius and Maccalus - had left early the next morning to retrace their steps back to the little city of Persidium.  The time of march of the Royal Family would be now be dependent upon the return of the two men.




Julius had made full tale of the rottenness within the retainers and guardsmen at the Island compound in Antioch, but his worry was about those immediately around the Royal Persons.  Damascus was almost two thousand stadia away from the lair of Dionysophanes, but if the evil was being initiated by King Tigranes, then nowhere in all these eastern lands could be considered safe or secure.  




As it was almost impossible to gain complete privacy within a gigantic tent partitioned into multiple spaces - and with the internal 'walls' only the thickness of a hanging fabric, any important converse between Julius and the Royal Family was outside, in chairs around which guards were posted out of hearing.   But, not all discourse was in such seclusion.   Many times the King or Queen Mother gave an unguarded question without first giving ascertain that no servants were near.  "...what is the count of men in a Roman Legion?"   And, "...is the earliest that we can expect them to arrive?"




Julius added to the content that instantly spread around the retainers, with such comments as, "...and every Legion carries with it a torture detail.   The road between Antioch and Damascus will be lined with men spiked to wooden crucis for their treachery.   I myself will nail the limbs of those that have given harm to my men."




Julius had little doubt that the questions - and answers from himself - flew through the encampment with the speed of foam blowing across the deck of the Petrel in a storm, even amongst those giving loyalty to their rulers.    He was also certain that the tales would reach Antioch as fast as a runner could make the distance, especially his oaths that the guardsmen on the island would be first to give their stories to the Cruciator of the torture unit - and probably while stretched out on a rack.




What was needed now, was indication that the stories were truthsome.  




Eight days passed before the expected message arrived.   Julius was beginning to gain concern, hoping that the delay was again the slackness in the sea-wind, but with some worry that the long interval might be for some more violent reason.   The runner waited at the entrance to the huge tent as the notice was taken inside.  With the King and Queen Mother in presence, Julius accepted the scroll from the man, instantly pulling the leaf from the spindle.   His haste was such that he did not consider the number of ears that were in hearing.   Quickly, he read, then in a loud and excited voice, said to the Royal Persons, "The front guard of the Legion has made landfall in Persidium.   Once the full unit has arrived, they will march on Antioch and give meet to us at the Palace."




"What is the time for an army of such size to make the distance?" asked the woman.




Julius waved the sheet as if in dismissal of any such doubts.  "A Roman Legion can move as no other army since the beginning of the world.   A hundred stad..."  He paused to change the distance into the local tongue.  "...four leagues will be trod between daybreak and midday."




That the news was of truthfulness was emphasized by the arrival of traders and men on the road from that small port city.   Indeed, they had seen red-garbed Romans, with their huge shields and short swords, moving around to make the city prepared for the vast numbers soon to come on the following ships.   Of all in the Royal encampment, only the Rulers and Julius knew that, while the tales of red-appareled soldiers from Rome were true, the 'Legion' consisted only of twenty men and a Centurion, playing their part of an advanced party for a much larger - and imaginary - host.




The pace was much faster now, the camp being broken at first light and the stop only an hour before sunset - despite the mutterings of foot-sore servants and nobles in their own retinue.   Two days later, they had encamped within sight of the city of Antioch.   Julius knew that the morrow would give the destiny of the Antiochus dynasty.




That evening, he called Pontika to walk with him in the half-light of sundown.   As they strolled along the road back to Damascus, they passed the myriad of followers - merchants and such that followed the Royal Family wherever they went, and who would soon set up their enterprises in Antioch - if that city existed as a civilized domain by the following evening.    "...I would have you keep a steady head on your chine.  My worry is of the guards in the procession.  If they have been suborned as well as those in the city, then the morrow will be awash in blood.  Should evil befall the throne, disappear into the city as the street rat you once were, then make for Persidium.   Capitaneus Decimus will stand in every few days to give succor for any of our men needing to flee this land.   Have you coin in your purse?"




The girl was listening with serious attention, but gave her answer in a bright tone.  "Aye, and enough for a street rat to live until the feast of Anthesteria."




He had no idea of that festival but took her answer as satisfactory.   "Again, on the morrow, do not let your ears and eyes wander to any celebrations, but to your surroundings."




"Think you there will be resistance to the return?"




"I believe not, but despite my sounding of the guard, I cannot give goodly measure of their loyalty - or treachery..."




He stopped at a call from the road, in the direction of the encampment, turning to see an over-garbed pageboy in full run towards him and the girl.  Such exertion was apparently not part of the duties of the young man, stopping to speak but bending over and gagging, apparently to almost heave his belly contents to the dirt.  Finally, and with the aspect of a fish thrown to the shore, he gasped out, "Kapetánios...   A missive...  come for yourself..."   He held out a small spindle, then bent to again whoop and gasp at the ground.  




Quickly, Julius unrolled the sheet from the spindle, then held it up to read it in the dimming light.  Thinking it over, he finally said to his companion, "Word comes from Heraklides.  Our nemesis is apparently with some concern about an army of Rome arriving to adjudge matters."




"Heraklides knows we are with the King?" asked the girl.




"Nay.  This comes from Persidium and by our usual route.  It is..."  He held it up again in the failing light, squinting for the moment, then said, "two days old."   He tore the scrap of papyrus into pieces, then wadded it to drop into a puddle.  "Come.  We will take out rest early.  The morrow may require much of us."




The morning was hectic, but the march did not start at once.   This would be the regal entry into the city, and with all the rites that such entailed.   The guards and servants now wore their court ceremonial garb, as did the many nobles in the procession.   Unlike such an event in Rome, it appeared that there was no music in the train, that would have corneum and buccinae blowing a triumphal entry.  Rather, there was only a small unit of drums, beating a monotonous step.   




Antioch had no walls, and thus no gates, the way merely changing from a road with a few kiosks on either side to the lesser buildings on the outskirts, then to the dense pattern of structures common to any city.   The approach of the Royal Family was not a secret, nor a surprise, and the citizens lined the main Via of Antioch in anticipation, apparently.   Julius was carefully studying the crowds, trying to determine if the welcome would be violent or benign.   There was no cheering, as would be in a Triumph procession of Rome, but much chattering among the peoples.  He saw no indication of either dislike or hatred when the main body with the King on horseback and the Queen Mother passed - she in her litter, but with the curtains pulled up and away.     




Of course, it would be a foolish mob to attack a column with more than two hundred soldiers and guards scattered in units before and after the Royal Party.   




And, of course, there was the common knowledge that a Legion of Rome was unloading from ships, only the part of a day's march to the south.  




The march through the city to the Royal island was noisy but without incident.   Or rather, not until the island was reached.   Julius was puzzled at the lack of guards on the bridge, and even more at the absence of any of the caretaker retainers in giving welcome to their masters.   It was if the entirety of the inhabitants of the palace had fled.  However, the impression only lasted until they came to the avenue that looked along the island into the Hippodrome.




To Julius such would be called the Circus, and it served the same function here as in Latium - gatherings for festivals, races and contests between warriors.    He had been told that such occasions were the only times that the common people of the city were let onto the island.  He looked around at the retinue following the mount of the King, seeing Timotheus walking in the group of high officials, then changed his pace to allow him to fall back from his position in the train.  The others in the group well knew of the favor with the Throne, by the outsider, and moved aside, making no protest as he matched his stride with the Conservator.




Quietly, Julius tilted his head down the long avenue, then asked, "Have you knowledge of that?"




The man allowed a short glance, then said quietly, "Only from gab that I had no reason to hear."  He motioned for his companion to step aside to the edge of the road, away from the marching group of officials, but not so far as to give any the idea that some converse might be happening that was questionable.  Now, Timotheus pointed down the length of the column in the opposite direction of travel, waving his hand to make a point.   It was merely an imposture, as if explaining something to a man not familiar with this land.   His quiet words had no correlation to his gesturing.  "Selene is said to have sent the Somatophylakes ahead, to gain surprise and prevent any from leaving the Palace - and the island - before they could be... queried."




"Someno...flackes?"   Julius had never heard the word.




"Somatophylakes."  Now he gestured the other way along the procession, obviously still in explanation of some matter.  "The..."  He paused, trying to remember some term that would be familiar to the Roman.  Finally, "... Praetorians, mayhap, in your tongue.   Aye, guards well compensated and coddled, and oathed to the Queen Mother."  Now in an even quieter voice, he said, "You do not wish to be questioned by the Eparchos of that unit.  His deeds would cause even the domineer of Hades to give pause."




Julius merely nodded and shrugged.  All lands had elite vigilis and denuntiatoris skilled in extracting... the truth from a man accused.   Even in Rome, the prison of the Mamertine, had its methods that were not discussed with pleasure by the citizenry in the light of day.




Soon they were at the entrance of the Palace proper, and the procession fragmented into groups moving to their proper stations, with Julius following the King and Queen Mother down the long hall to the informal chambers.   At the entrance to the private quarters, the woman turned and said, "Kapetánios.  Take your rest and a meal.  We will talk later when Polykleitos brings word of his findings.   Mnesiphilos!   See to the comfort of the Kapetánios and give him quarters in the blue rooms."




Julius had no idea of who Polykleitos was, but assumed that it might be the leader of the Somato...   whatever the elite unit of the Queen Mother was called.    He bowed, then turned to follow the Chamberlain a few strides down the hall, then aside into an opulent room, draped with curtains of a brilliant blue tint that he had never seen before.   For a Captain used to a low cabin only two strides in any direction, he was as a single barrel of cargo in the hold of a large merchant ship.   Indeed, the size of this room was as great or greater than even a noble atrium in his city of Capua. 




And unnecessary.  All he needed was the lounging chair and a cup, the first already being offered by a servant and the other being filled at his hand.   He nodded, then said, "Aye.  Leave me for now."   He had nothing to do but ponder on the morrow until the conference with the Royals, but he had barely begun his thoughts when Pontika strolled through the door.   Julius grinned to himself.  He doubted that few orphani around the world - indeed, in all history - had been given the rise as had come to the young woman.   When first brought into his crew, she had worn the same garb as any other crewman - a loincloth or ragged work-tunic, although later and after her startling change in gender, she wore habiliments more suited to her sex.  But now, the Korí was dressed in a spotless white stola - nay, in this land it was the same garment but called a Chiton - an ankle length robe of light material, draped over the shoulders for support, and low in the front to expose a hint of the mammae of the woman.  Of course, in the case of the young girl, at least another year or two would be needed before she could give much expose of that particular female form.




"I see that you have been adopted into the Royal Family as princess, it appears.   One hopes that you will remember your lowly comrades when you are seated on the throne."




Ebullient as always, she grinned and spun around, allowing the flowing robes to flare out in the turn.   "I am merely garbing as the Queen Mother has ordered.  But, it is certainly more fetching than the dirty rag I was wearing when first I came to the Petrel."   




He let his grin change into a smile, then asked, "What are your plans, now that you apparently have the friendship of a Kingly family?"




The girl dropped into a chair, her expression becoming serious now.  "The Queen Mother has given promise to restore the house of my family and the merchantry taken from my Patéras..."




Julius tilted his head with a query in his eyes.  "But..."




She paused for a time, then, "What do I know of grain sales and such?  And even with the support of such an august patron, a mere Korí cannot take on such a vocation.   My desire is to again be a crewman on the Petrel."   Raising a hand to stop the inevitable reply, she smiled and said, "Aye.  I know well that such is impossible, but that does not change my yearning."




Julius made reply with a wry expression.  "You would be a member of my crew of proven value, and with the approval of all, but...   Alas, it cannot be."




She nodded in agreement, then said, "The noble Camelia has given offer of both education and placement within your city.   With such support, I could marry well and become the Matron of a wealthy merchant."




He thought for a moment, then replied, "You could do that as well, here in your land and without strangeness of custom to learn."




With a look of sadness she waved at the servant at the doorway, waiting until she deposited a plate of sweetmeats and a basket of fruit on the table.  Taking an apple, she said, "You are speaking from the place of a man.  Your feet can carry you anywhere you wish, and you can give contention if any give inhibit to your desires.  It is the same with men of this land."    He had some notion of what she was about to say, but waited for her words.  "Here, women do not leave the house without permission of their man, nor walk the streets should they feel the need to wander in need of alleviation of their daily tedium."   She bit into the fruit, still looking into the eyes of Julius.  "In Capua, I saw Matrons and even Korí...  feminae walking the streets and the Forum with no company of any but each other.   And without fear of being accosted by rowdies.   Camelia gave me that the...  Vigilis..."   Julius nodded.  "...the Vigilis would descend in their combined ire upon the head of any man who gave offense to an unaccompanied woman."




He nodded.  "You have given much thought to your next...  movements.   And I can only agree with Camelia - a man would do well to take you as his companion in life, although I fear that he might be given some surprise at the mettle of his new mate."




She grinned.   "And yourself?   I agree with Patroclus - you would be foolish indeed to allow the noble woman to escape your clutches."




Somewhat thrown aback at the sudden reference to a matter that he had not assumed was common talk, he just spread his hands and said, "That is a matter that will be adjudicated when we return, assuming that we leave this land with a whole skin..."     




He stopped his jape as Timotheus entered.  "Greetings, Kapetánios.  The King sends his pleasure and requires your attendance."




Julius immediately rose, as did Pontika, walking to stand before the court official.  Quietly, he asked, "What of the mood in the streets?  Is their indications of some perfidy to the throne?"




Timotheus looked around to see if any ears were close, then answered as quietly, "Nay.  All in the Palace are stumbling over each other in their attempts to emphasize their loyalty.   The proclamations may even be sincere, but I have thought that much of the declared innocence is their fear of Polykleitos and his men."




They walked the short distance to the private chambers.  Seated in the chairs were both the King and his mother, but another man was standing before them.   Large, and of an age to be both experienced and still with young sinews, he might have been mistaken for Melglos from behind.   This had to be the...  what did Timotheus call the leader of the Queen Mother's security detail...  the Eparchos of the unit.




That fact was quickly confirmed as Antiochus greeted Julius as he entered, Pontika following behind and Timotheus bowing his way out of the room.  "Kapetánios.   This is Polykleitos, commander of the Somatophylakes and with confirmation of your own findings."   Now the man looked around at the Roman, nodding abruptly to acknowledge his presence.   The resemblance to the big Thracian ended.  The face of the commander was scarred, even enough to be seen through the thick beard, and the expression was... less than amicable to an unknown stranger.   "As you had suspected, the agents of Dionysophanes had wormed into the ranks of both guards and the caretaker servants, all waiting to foment hatred against the legitimate rulers of this land.   Even within the city, certain malefactors were waiting for the sign to stir up the common people in revolt."




This was not something that gave surprise to Julius, but his wonder was at the source of the schemes.   To his question, the King shook his head and replied, "Nay, we have had no affirmation that Tigranes is the instigator, but the men that Polykleitos has...  queried are mere tools used from above."




Julius assumed that the mentioned subjects of the query were no longer available for questioning on this side of the river Styx, and had some doubt of any statement given by a man under the tactics of inquiry by such as Polykleitos - or the Interrogavi of Rome, for that matter.   Still, such did not concern himself or his men.  "Shall we continue with the remaining part of our plans?"




"Aye," replied the King.  "How long before you are in stance?"




"Two days, if the winds are fair.  I will send a missive when we are in place.  If you can have a horse-messenger waiting in Persidium, then the notice can be within a single day."




Now the Queen Mother spoke for the first time.  "I would have your little ward remain behind.  A mission such as yours is not a desirable place for a Korí."




Julius knew that the stricture would not be welcomed by Pontika, but he would have made the same decision even without the command of the woman.   "Then, I will be off.   There is no reason for delay and much to give worry that our plans might be anticipated..."


Chapter 32




The sea was choppy and with considerable depth to the swells from the storm the night before, but the day was clear and the sun was bright.   Julius was standing on the afterdeck, next to Judoc on the rudder haft, and trying to keep his smile of satisfaction under control.   He had not realized the extent of his desire for the open sea and the deck of the Petrel until he was back onboard.   With a fresh, if worn tunic, and a face that was finally cleanly shaven of the despicable beard, he felt as a new man.  




Forward, Kaeso, was giving some mild contemplation over a map that was spread on the little table.   Ngozi and Melglos were in relax at the forepeak, both still showing the red lines of scars, but either a whole man again.   Densus and Flavius were out of his vision, the former down in preparation for the midday meal and the Carpenter no doubt in his continual search for leaks and failing joints.   




Only Pontika and Patroclus were missing from his roster.  The Sage was back in Salamis with the merchant ship of Fundanus, in wait for the conclusion of this...  scheme.   As to the Korí, she had brought a beatitudinis and an exsultationis to the ship during her time as crewman, and all now missed that habitual goodness of spirit that the boy, now a girl, exhibited on every new day.   But... with any favor from the gods, she would trod the decks again, although as a passenger rather than a member of the crew.




Still, the Petrel was not as before, during its dashes across the wide Sea from here to there.   Now, as unusual as such might be thought, it was carrying passengers - of a sort.  The twenty Legionaries and the Centurion made a light load, but a crowded deck for the vessel.  For now, they were lounging in groups, some in converse, or dicing, or even that favorite activity of a soldier - resting while there was a chance of doing so.   Fortunately, by now they had spent enough of their days on a ship that even the storm of the previous night made no effect of quease on their beings.




Flavius had given early, that the tempest - of a moderate nature and giving little of worry to the Captain during the blow - had made no slightest damage of the vessel.   That was to be expected - few vessels on any sea of the world were as seaworthy as the Petrel.   Even the streamer at the peak of the mast was still whole, its crossed black bars giving easy identity to the ship by both family ships and the officials of ports all around the Great Sea.




The hours passed, then a hail came down the hatch.   "Capitaneus!   The spectrum boat is in the distance."  Julius waved at Ngozi to acknowledge the call, then rolled the papyrus onto the spindle of the scroll before ascending the ladder to the deck.




Indeed, far in the distance, the speculatoria of Decimus was surging across the waves, the wind at the best quarter for the little vessel.   In the part of an hour, it had pulled the sail to match the pace of the Petrel, the officers shouting across the narrow separation to each other.   "The horseman left two hours after sunrise," called Decimus.  "He will be in Antioch by now."




"Aye," returned the shout of Julius.  "Take your station.   The morrow will tell the tale."   




With a wave of acknowledgment, the sail on the little boat was quickly raised again and it surged away from its mate.    Knowing that some cusp had been reached in their overlong mission to Antioch, the officers walked to gather around Julius without prompting.   After watching the little missive boat for a while, now bounding across the water toward the port of Antioch, he turned and said, "Antiochus will have received the message that we are at our place now.   On the morrow, his soldiers will seize the port and put an end to the reign of Dionysophanes.  At least that is the plan."




"What of Heraklides, Capitaneus?" asked Kaeso.   "Will he not be in the midst of the turmoil?"




Julius shook his head.  "It is my hope that he will not.  Before I returned on the speculatoria from Persidium, I sent a message for him to make an occasion for himself to be absent from the compound of the merchant, and with haste.   Hopefully, he has done so."   He looked again across the waters at the diminishing missive boat, then, "And I have given description of himself to the Commanders of the King, and have received assurance that men without arms will not be slain out of hand.   It is in the interest of no one to have a port manned by bird-picked bones."




To the leader of the Legionaries, Centurion Drusus, he said, "We will make our stance at first light.  I hope your men have taken well the lessons learned of the coast of Cyprus."




"Aye, Sos.   We will be ready."




Turning to his first mate, he ordered, "Take us to stand off the southern point of the port, at a distance to just see the land, and then make change of the sail."   With that, he nodded to the men and returned below to his own rest - and thoughts on the morrow.




The morning light brought a lessened wind, but that was not the only change.  The Petrel had somehow aged in the night, as a handsome young woman might appear as an elderly hag after a night of excessive debauchery.   The ship, however, had changed only because of the ministrations of the crew.   Under the guidance of Flavius, the stores of the vessel had been moved forward and against the dexter side of the hull.  The effect was to give the Petrel a stance of being down by the head and listing to some considerable degree.  In addition, several loose ropes were dangling from the masthead and trailing from the stern.   But, the greatest indication that the trim vessel had become a decrepit trudge, was the torn and flapping sail, attached only at the peak and bottom of the mast.   




In the dawning light of day, Julius rose to the deck to look around at the transformation, shaking his head with some irony of purpose.   Flavius walked back to stand beside the Captain, saying with some drollness, "Were I the harbor-master of Neápolis, this ship would be required to wharf at the flensing docks, rather than give peril to the main wharfs by capsizing onto the dock."  He shook his head with a sad expression and said, "The spirit of the Petrel may take long in forgiving a crew for this debasement."




Julius clapped the crewman on the back and said, "Aye, but our faithful sea-steed will forgive us for the profit that our plans will bring us."  Now he grinned.  "Or, our next berth will be in Hades and far beyond her chastisement of our disuse.  Either way, we emerge as victorious."   He strode forward to where Kaeso was leaning over the hull, no doubt measuring the effect of the untrimmed hull.  "Post a watch to yon port.   I wish to know of every sail that appears, even if it is nothing but a stinking fisher."




Now was just a time for waiting, without any indication of what was happening on land.  A few fishing boats appeared, something to be seen on any morning not being consumed by a tempest.  Eventually, Ngozi shouted from the forepeak, "Sail standing out."  The eyes of Julius did not match the fineness of the black man - nor did any on the ship - but he could see an ordinary merchant moving west out of the harbor.   "Another in follow.  A settee from the slant of the cloth."




Now Judoc pointed, calling out, "There, a ratis outbound."   




"The Masters have all taken the same thought together," said Kaeso, more to fill the time than give information of use.   "It would seem that the steady airs and bright morning are to be taken advantage of to begin a voyage."




"They would be more as rats leaving a burning building," said Melglos, having walked to the afterdeck.   The big Thracian was beyond botherment by his wound, it now only a redden scar of no harm.   "Suddenly, the idea had come that another venue might be less uncomfortable than remaining in a port about to receive the wrath of an engaged King."  He looked at Julius.  "The bástardos may make a northly run overland for Tarsus.  He has a goodly presence in that city."




"Aye," replied the Captain. "But such would take him further from his alleged champion, Tigranes, and leave him to move into unfamiliar land if he was pursued further.  Nay, the Sage is correct.  He will set his course to the south for Tyre.  His holdings are as great there as in Antioch, and he can make for the safety of his kingly friend, if needed."




Julius had expected this to be the morning that Antiochus made his intrusion into the port, and the evidence of their eyes gave goodly indication that such was happening.  They watched as ship followed another, the Captains fleeing what had to be considerable strife in the port.   Most would be just innocent merchant ships, plying the seas in their trade, and unwilling to enter a conflict for which most would not understand the reason.    




But one vessel, should it put to sea, would have less innocence.




"Capitaneus!  The spectrum boat comes."   The shout from Ngozi brought all to the sinister rail to look across the after quarter.  "It shows the red streamer!"




Julius turned and barked, "Kaeso!  Bring us to a southern course!   Centurion, send your men below to stations."    He waited until the ship had made the quarter turn, slowly as the ragged and torn sail spilled more wind than it captured, then continued with his orders.  "Ngozi, Melglos, take your places.   All others, this ship was sorely wounded by the storm and none have time to gawk overboard."




At the foot of the mast was a pile of sailcloth brought from the rag locker.   As a sail, it was long useless, having worn out its goodness in past voyages and now used only for patching.  But, spread on the deck, it would give a point to the furious activity of the crew.  At least, Julius hoped for such effect. 




"Judoc!  Add two arm lengths of slack to the mainline."   In a few moments, the ragged sail was even more loose and flapping, looking as if barely usable after being stretched and torn by some massive wind.   And such was truthsome, although the storm that had given the damage was two seasons ago.   In actual fact, the tempest of the last night was shrugged off with contempt by both ship and crew, any storm needing far more fierceness than was displayed in the darkness to bring evil to the Petrel.




But, mayhap such would not be known by any that approached.




 Now Julius could see the evil reason for their plots and scheming.   The vessel was far away, barely outside the confines of the port, but it could be seen as the two masted merchant ship that they had encountered once before, and had seen on various occasions.   The only question now, was if it would turn south or make for some other destination.   If the latter, Julius still had a plan, but it would be far more complicated and easy of failure.




He could see Decimus, in the little missive boat, surging along the coastline, already past the Petrel and soon to be gone from sight.   The mission of the speculatoria was finished for now, having given notice that their quarry had stood out of port.   At the thought, he snorted to himself.  At the moment, the designations of prey and predator were not yet determined.




The crew was still standing by the pile of cloth, doing little as yet.  The distance between the two vessels was much too far to make out any individuals, far less as to any activity, but hopefully that would change rapidly.   He took another look around and above.   The Petrel certainly gave the appearance of a ship, if not in dire need, then of one that would require several days of carpenter work in a shipyard to be brought back to rights.   And with only five men apparently in the crew, it might appear as an easy plum to pick.   Especially, by men who had past reason to resent the crew that would be manning the wounded vessel. 




 The airs were still of lesser strength than usual, but were blowing directly from the north.  With the ragged sail, the Petrel was barely making the pace of a walking man and the two-masted vessel on the horizon should close the distance within the hour.   




Kaeso pointed back across the stern.  "You might have been the principal that was giving the orders to yon hulk.   They are turning south just as in your plan."




Julius gave a wry frown, then said with some drollness.  "If so, then it is almost the only scheme that has come to fruition in this misbegotten voyage."  He waved at the waist of the ship.  "Put the crew to work."




At a call, the men began to pull the sailcloth, moving it here and there for no reason.  Other pieces were placed in as patches for the massive rives in the fabric.  Of course, no such stitching would take place, both Densus and Judoc were more likely to sew their fingers together than make any seam of use in the cloth.    In the stern, Flavius was hammering on an innocent plank, in obvious intensity of need to make hasty repairs.    Kaeso, roamed the deck, pointing uselessly at this need and that, giving orders that were totally ignored.  




Julius, was on the rudder, with little effort needed as the Petrel was being blown downwind more by the effect of airs on the hull than the tattered sail.   His thoughts were in furious work, however, and measured by an occasional glance in the distance beyond their wake.   As Kaeso walked back to the stern in his act as frantic Captain of an injured ship, Julius asked, "Flavius knows  the importance of his first action over any other need?"




"Aye.  Densus has been told to give watch should the Carpenter fall, and move in haste to make the throw."




Julius nodded, then said, "And you give watch on myself, for the same reason."




Some of the barriers had been raised at the early morning light, that such actions would not be seen in a close encounter.   The low wooden wall in the forepeak, and the one guarding the rudder man were raised, as was a single one in the waist, sufficient to give cover to Densus and Judoc if needed.   The many others were still laying on the deck, unused.   The effect was to give the ship an even more ragged appearance, as few beyond the crew would know of their actual use.   But, the raisable barriers had been of value many times in the past, giving the crew of the ship both cover from arrows and a secure place to launch their own shafts.




"I believe that yon ship has taken our enticement.   Give word to the men below."   The Petrel would, of course, be well known by Dionysophanes and his man, Ardeshir.   And as a vessel of men who had given balk to his desires and violent departure to several of his men.   And even besides the familiar outline of a ship that had made many visits to the port of Antioch, there was the black-barred streamer at the head of the mast to give assurance of identity.   To find it limping along and with a diminished crew would be an irresistible mark for a man no doubt even now in rage at the happenings in the port - happenings that would give severe setback to his plans of aggrandizement. 




The time passed, almost the half hour as the vessel bore down on the smaller ship.   Glancing back, Julius could now see men gathered along the railing in wait.   Kaeso, on another of his pacing along the deck, stopped and said, "I see no archers along the beam."




Julius nodded.   "Aye.  They do not wish our deaths to be swift, but only after much discussion on board yon vessel."  Still, such weapons could not be discounted.   Cupping his hands as a speaking cone, he called to all along the deck, "They will be in range shortly.  We see no bowmen, but keep a weather eye out for any shafts that wish to board."




Shortly the distance closed to such that both he and Judoc could have begun an evil harvest of the men in wait along the railing but the remaining would just shelter from the inflight of arrows.  There was too much chance of the Captain either turning away, with the mis-trimmed Petrel unable to give chase, or the larger vessel closing the distance to give ram of the smaller.    Either would throw his carefully made plan into chaos.




Gauging the distance, he nodded to Kaeso who immediately began to shout orders to the three men on the deck.  They ran here and there, pulling on ropes in attempt to taut the sail and pull it to the optimum slant.  It made little difference, but gave a fine picture of a ship in panic of need to avoid an enemy in approach.   He saw head of the Centurion, the eyes just barely peering over the coping of the rear scuttle, looking back at the Captain.  Julius gave a quick nod and said, "They are fifty strides away.  Stand to."   The head disappeared.




Now, rather than just holding the rudder haft to keep the ship on a downwind course, he carefully watched the other ship.   It was of much importance that the ships hove together at the waists, rather than being boarded by the stern or the after quarter.   He would need to steer the Petrel that such joining would happen.   The natural curves of both vessels would mean that only a small length of the beams could be used for boarding, else a man would need to leap over a considerable length of gap - and with evil results if he failed to make the distance, falling into the water and sinking into the domain of Neptune.




He could see two men, at either end of the two-masted ship, waiting with their throwing hooks, that their quarry would be well tethered for their need.   It was with some relief that he saw that the Captain was apparently unwilling to have both hulls grind together to the disuse of both - the other vessel was giving approach in a way that indicated that a violent collision was not planned.




The men of the Petrel had ceased their false work, now picking up or pulling their weapons to the ready.   It would have giving a falseness of view had they not - any man seeing threat approach would naturally take arms.   The sudden stance did not seem to give affright to the men waiting to board from the larger vessel, as the numbers would seem to be vastly unequal - looking to be five to the one of their quarry.   Or more.




Kaeso shouted for the men to leave the waist, moving to the stern where they gathered in their small group of four - all but Flavius, who moved to the peak of the bow.   This was planned also, that they not be immediately swamped by a horde jumping into the ship when they met.   Julius could see that the vessels would indeed touch at the center beams, alleviating that worry.  Now the timing of his orders would be critical.  Too soon and the surprise would be ineffective and any delay would have the Petrel swamped before a defense could be made. 




The first mate was fingering his strideo, and without realization of his nervous action.    The whistle had been borrowed from the Centurion that the command would be heard even over any clamor by their visitors.   Julius was watching carefully, both for timing and any sudden appearance of a bowman sent to mark down the man at the rudder - a common practice for any reavers who wished to put their quarry into disarray.   He hoped that the failure of the smaller ship to frantically turn aside was not given wonder by the Captain of yon assaulter. 




There was a shout, giving the order to the two men standing with the grapnels.  Together the irons flew across the separation, one falling to grab the wooden barrier of the Petrel at the stern and the other the forepeak beam coping.   With several men on the lines, the two ships were heaved together in a few heartbeats.   At the center, men leapt down from the larger vessel to the smaller, a drop of only a little more than a man-length.  Watching intently, and with pulse roaring in his ears, Julius made gauge of the assault, then as the first assailants picked themselves up from their jump, barked to Kaeso. "Now!"




The wind of the first mate was enhanced by the vision of men swarming down from the larger ship - the whistle might have been heard half the distance to Rome, such was its ear-piercing shriek.   Ngozi - at the forward scuttle - was the first to appear, instantly followed by Melglos at the stern opening.   Immediately behind each of them came a line of men, garbed in red-tinted leather, helmets and the strapped skirts unique to a Legion - the petruges.   More importantly, each had a full sized Roman scutum, the shield giving protection from neck to ankle, and the deadly short sword of the Legionary - the gladius.   In the days before, Flavius had replaced the ladders in both scuttles with wider steps, the easier for an encumbered man to quickly climb to the deck.




Rather than instantly move forward to engage, the soldiers moved aside to form a line across the width of the ship - two lines, one aft and the other forward.   Ten men in each formation, side by side with interlocked shields giving a solid wall of protection.  It had been practiced in the previous days while Julius and his party were roaming the countryside, although the assaulting ship had been the merchant of Capitaneus Fundanus.    Many different deployments from below deck were tried, then either rejected or improved until they had made decision on the most effective.




This day - this fraction of an hour would tell the tale of success or failure.  The complement of both ships were about equal, but one had armed ruffians and the other, veteran soldiers trained to fight together.   As the Centurion shouted his order to advance, Julius stooped to pick up the rope and grapnel, then whirling it to throw the short distance across the waters.   Flavius, hopefully, was doing the same, forward.  Now the smaller ship had its own capture of the aggressor, obviating any possibility of the other Captain attempting to disengage.




Of course, the crew of the larger vessel could cut the lines, and might attempt to do so as the surprise of their plight began to fade and the realization came that they had been cozened into attacking a ship that appeared to be deceptively vulnerable.   Such attempts were the concern of Julius, as he stooped to take his bow and quiver.  As the Legionaries began to hack at the stunned boarders, he and Judoc began to release arrows high and onto the big ship as fast as they could be placed on the string.   The range was so negligible that even a young puerulus, using a stick-bow and the purloined hair ribbon of a sister as string, could have hit his mark with ease.   In less time than a thirsty man could empty his cup, any man near the railing fore and aft was struck down, the shafts hitting with such force that most continued through the body and beyond, unless a point struck bone.  




The undoing of the men who had boarded the Petrel, was the natural reaction to reclaim their position on their own vessel.   The two lines of soldiers stepped forward, closing as if the powerful jaws of a lion, and their gladii had easy play into the backs of men frantically attempting to climb to the higher hull.   Quickly, the three handfuls of men who had leaped to the deck of the Petrel were slain.   It was more as a slaughter of cattle than a military action.




While descending to the deck of the smaller ship from the larger was fairly easy, the return was an entirely different matter.   In their practice against the merchant ship of Capitaneus Fundanus, the usual rope ladder had been tried.   Such could be scaled by a sailor with the ease that they once climbed onto the laps of their Mothers as infants, but with heavily armed and armored soldiers, the use was quickly seen to be unworkable.   The comical effect of a Legionary hanging by his arms and swinging as if a haunch of meat in a smoke-shed was laughable - in training.   In actual battle, it would be fatal.  




Again, Flavius had constructed another short ladder with wide rungs and sturdy rails - actually more as steps than ladder.   Now, both Melglos and Ngozi hefted the device from its place on the deck, then moved in haste to lean it against the assailant hull.   With the difference in height, none on the Petrel could see across the deck of the larger ship, but with both Julius and Judoc standing with wood on the string, they gave cover for the black man and the Thracian as they swarmed up the ladder.   No heads appeared to give resistance as the two gained the upper deck, followed by the Centurion and the line of soldiers.   The absence of any attempt to repel the boarders at the railing was a mistake - if the third part of a Century of veteran Legionaries were allowed to gain their formation on the deck above, the assailants were doomed.  




And so they were.   Of necessity, Julius could not follow until the line of soldiers had climbed, and by then the battle above was over - a few men in the stern on their knees in supplication of quarter.   It was given, he having given fierce emphasis that only men in active engagement were to be slain, and giving strict orders to Centurion Drusus that his men were not to assume the rage of blood-lust, so often entered by men in battle.   It was not care of Julius for the ruffians of Dionysophanes, but rather of the desire that the man himself be spared - for future discussion.




And indeed he had been.   Julius could see the merchant himself standing behind his kneeling men on the afterdeck, beyond the leveled swords of the Legionaries, but his eyes were in search for another.   With bodies laying around the deck, and half the soldiers below in search of skulkers, he walked over to where Ngozi and Melglos were standing.  The stain on both swords and garb gave full indication that both had done more than merely climb the ladder to guard the upper deck as the soldiers made their climb.  To the black man, Julius just said a single word, "Ardeshir?"   The answer did not come as words, but a tilt of the head and a nod.  At the base of the forward mast was a man, or a semblance of one.  Actually, it resembled a body about as a haunch of meat over a fire gave imitation to a bovine.   Missing the head, an arm and with most of his belly strewn over the wooden planks, Julius could only take the word of his crewman that this was the cruel sword-hand and Captain of Dionysophanes.  




With a frown of sadness, he looked at the unappealing sight for a moment.   His hope had been to gain vengeance by himself for the evil done by the man to his agents - and the Sage - but he had long known that both of his crewmen would cut their way through the hordes of Hades to confront the man who had orchestrated the vile actions against a harmless oldster.




Casting such thoughts aside, he called to the Centurion.  "Have your men put those scum to clearing the decks of carrion.  And put their putrid Master under guard on the Petrel, and give that I will be most displeased if he should throw himself overboard - or onto the blade of a soldier.   Kaeso!"   The First Mate had climbed the ladder and now hurried to the summons.   "I congratulate you, my friend - you have a ship, Capitaneus.  I can only give you Ngozi and Flavius as crewmen, but you may take ten of the Legionaries as help with the ropes.   I suggest that you only use the center mast, and partial sail.  Even with such shortened cloth, Salamis is only a few days away.  There, we will find sufficient men to take the ship back to Capua."




It was with wide-eyed surprise, that the man heard the words, but quickly a grin emerged and he said, "Aye, Capitaneus.  In these airs, even a shortened crew will be sufficient."




Quickly, the decks were cleaned of bodies, if not the stains of red fluid that had gushed in quantity, and both ships set their course to the southwest.  With barely enough trained seamen for both ships, their pace was less than full, and a critical eye was continually on the horizon for any sudden storm that would wreck havoc on such undermanned vessels.  




The gods were serenely disposed toward the little fleet - or mayhap, busy in the torment of some other realm of the sea - but by the third morning, the harbor of Salamis was in view.












































Book IV


Chapter 33




The nuptial ceremonies of a man belonging to one of the leading families of Capua was, of course, a city-wide festival.   The main Via was festooned with flowers and greenery, marking the path of the Exposa from her home to the temple of Jupiter.    As for Julius himself, tradition for the man was far less pompous - he merely walked to the huge edifice with his friends.   Actually, the word for his companions was an overstatement.   The young nobles were indeed the boys that he had grown up with, but their paths had diverged a double handful of years ago - now they were merely friends, not as the Friends that he had on the Petrel.   Unfortunately, even a family as highly placed as the Clavius household could not overcome the iron-clad conventions of Roman society.   The crew was indeed in presence, but back in the crowd with the Plebeians of the city.




Until the approach of the bride, the young men and their male family members japed and gabbed with each other, passing the interminable time as the procession of the woman wound its way to the temple.  Along the route, the party would halt at the temple of Ceres, to light the sacred torch in entreaty for the goddess to impart fertility to the soon-to-be-joined couple.   Then finally, the men began to quiet and take their places as the sound of drums and horns announced the approach of the woman.   Julius could see the noble Camilia in the lead, flanked by her Mater as well as his own, the Domina Clavius, and a myriad of other females - some related, some merely of such importance in the city as to be included.  




In the procession, following closely behind the bride in a place of great honor, was a young virginius - barely nubile, but obviously on the cusp of developing into a femina.   Julius grinned to himself, thinking of the indignation of the city should they actually be told of the genesis of the young woman...




The Petrel and its prize had hove into the port of Salamis, to wharf beside the merchant of Fundanus and the missive boat of Decimus.  The winds had been less than optimum, but the voyage was without incident from the weather - a fortunate circumstance, as the number of experienced crew for the two ships was far below what was normally needed for manning.  




From the captured vessel, only a few were still alive - including Dionysophanes, the evil merchant that had been the cause of much death and chaos in the land just across the sea.   Even now, he was still in the hold of the Petrel, guarded at all times by two soldiers, and with a heavy rope around his neck that he not attempt to leap overboard in search of more clemency from the dark lord of Hades than he could expect from the throne of Antiochus. 




The next two days were taken in restoring the Petrel to its usual trimness, and it must be said - some considerable celebration.   As Patroclus had stated, even before the Petrel had stood out for the wait off the port of Antioch, a man of high place does not agreeably abandon his wealth.  In the two-masted ship was the treasury of the merchant, placed on board to flee with the man himself.   




Julius had no intention of declaring it as profits for their labor - the house of Clavius made its coin by honest trade, not as in emulation of pirates on the sea.  Still, it would have use - part of it would allow the Centurion and his soldiers to become wealthy men, each able to return to their birth cities and purchase a farm, or inn, or drinkery.   The crews of the three - now four - vessels would gain a generous portion to be added to their tally back in the scrolls of the numerarii in the scribery of Clavius.    And another person would have gain from the chests of coin - a female that could claim part of it as genuinely hers.




A pair of crew from the ship of Fundanus was moved to the new vessel, that it might have a nucleus of veteran sailors, then several more were engaged to fill the holes in the roster and to bring the larger vessel up to the count needed for manning.   With apologies to the Captain of the merchant ship, the crewman Maccalus was moved to the Petrel to bring the manning number back to the usual, following the move of Kaeso to his own command.




Julius delivered a fat scroll with the happenings of the past days to Fundanus, for delivery to his brother, then gave the order for the two merchants to stand out for Capua.  The little speculatoria he retained in need of further forwarding of messages.




Then, with the original crew of the Petrel back together, less the first mate, Kaeso, now a full Capitaneus, they stood out of Salamis for Antioch again.   This harboring two days later was without incident, as he expected.   The port was heavily patrolled with soldiers - not looking as Legionaries, but fighting men indeed, rather than the usual Vigilis that usually maintained the peace of a city.  Densus was now the first mate of the Petrel, a goodly choice and posted without fear of envy by the others.   Flavius would never give up his love of wood and constant repair of a hull, and neither Judoc nor Ngozi had any interest in such promotion.  




As the bollard ropes were fastened, Julius checked his purse to make sure the small tablet with the royal seal was within, then with Ngozi and Melglos made ready to disembark, but stopped with a call from Densus, standing on the forepeak.  "Look on yon road."




"By the gods," exclaimed Melglos, "The man has come from the lair of the jackel itself."  Across the port road they could see their agent, Heraklides, in approach and in company with another.   With a grin the man waved as he saw the recognition of his arrival, then strode onto the dock to meet Julius.  




"By the gods, indeed," gave Julius with his own grin. "We were hoping to at least find your carcass that we might give you whatever rites a Greek needs to enter the Elysian Fields."




The man gave a wry smile, then answered, "Nay, when the soldiers of Antiochus stormed the town, a mere agent from some misbegotten city to the north was not even of notice by the frantic men in their attempt to flee."   He turned and gestured to the figure beside him, a man of more than youth, but certainly not passing the mark of middle age for many more years.   "This be Mehrab, a citizen of Thapsacus, far to the east, and a rendering scribe for Dionysophanes.   And a man of some honesty."   Heraklides smiled at the man, then continued, "He was given the order to burn the archives of the merchantry, a task that he did not manage to accomplish."   Now a pause, with a more serious look.  "Dionysophanes escaped with his gold and men on their big ship."




Melglos snorted.  "Nay, he did not.   He has decided to return and give an account of his misdeeds."




Puzzled, the agent look back and forth at the two men, then asked, "What is your meaning?"




Julius waved the question away.  "You will learn of it soon enough, and in droning repetition as soon as the men reach yon taverna.  But, your story is what I wish."  Turning, he shouted to Densus.  "Post an anchor watch, then allow the men to take their rest in the port."   Back to the agent, he said, "And you, come.  We will take a cup and trade our tales."




Waving a hand to invite the pair to proceed, they walked from the wharf toward the closest drinkery.  Julius had no doubt that it was open, even if the rest of the port was in some manner of chaos.  Wine would be sold and available even if the gods descended from their mountain to close out the world.  As they crossed the road, he said, "Hold a moment."   A small unit of soldiers were in march down the pave, on their assigned sentry go, with a low ranking officer in the front.   He waited until they approached, then held up a hand.  "My pardon, Kurios.   I would speak to your Commanding officer about a matter of some importance."




The accent gave him as foreign, of course, and as an unlikely supplicant to any high commander of soldiery.   "The Tagmatarches has little time for converse with an outlander."  The disdain was as thick as bee-syrup on a cold day.




Julius drew the clay tablet from his purse, holding it that the minor officer could see the raised impression.  "What of an emissary of the Throne?  Mayhap his interest might grow?"   It might, but probably not as wide as the eyes of the officer.  "I wish to speak with him without delay, before I report to the King."  He pointed.  "We will be waiting in yon taverna.   I suggest that you send word with all haste."   




Julius grinned at Melglos and Ngozi, then waved his men and the two newcomers toward the drinkery.  Inside, they began to give each other the story.   That of Julius was easily said, then it was the turn of Heraklides.  "...first indication of it was the sudden turmoil in the scribery.   Of course, I knew something of what was to happen, but the tales flew back in forth with each servant that ran into the room."  He chuckled as he took a quaff.  "The Gauls were sweeping through the town, then the plains barbarians from the far northeastern reaches.   Had I bothered to listen, I may have learned that the Egyptians were storming the city."




"It was early morning, I assume."




"Aye.  Almost before the break of day.  I saw the vault being emptied of chests, and knew that Dionysophanes would flee on his ship."   He nodded to the man next to him.  "As I said, this is Mehrab, employed as a renderer for trade to the east.  He gives translation between Greek and the tongue of his land.  But, with some unwillingness."




Julius looked at the man with interest.  "You are from Media, if my boyhood memory of maps is still goodsome."




The man nodded.  "Aye, Hiros.  But left my birth city as a boy, with my Pedar, during the insurgency of the Utians.  He was employed by the merchant, Hermotimos, until the warehouses of that man were purchased by Dionysophanes."  Most of the words and names meant nothing to Julius, but it was certainly interesting that the man from afar could speak the Greek tongue almost as a native - certainly better than himself.  




Now Heraklides took up the tale.  "His Pedar...  Patéras was taken in employment with Dionysophanes, with his son learning the trade as he grew.   But, the eyes of the older man began to fail and with some rapidity, and was cast from employment, to starve in the streets except for the piteous wage of the son, now taking the place of his elder, but at a quarter of the remuneration."  A grim look at his companion, then, "Thusly, Mehrab had little like of his employer."




Now Julius asked, "What of your comment about burning the archives?"




"Ah.  Aye.  All of the servants had fled, or were absent in attempt to discover what was occurring, leaving only Mehrab and another.   Dionysophanes came into the room in haste, carrying a torch, then giving the orders to set fire to the scroll depository.   I arrived just as the merchant was running from the room, but he did not even acknowledge my presence in passing.  Mehrab told me of the command that he had just been given."




"And the scrolls?"




Now the man smiled.  "There is much written over many years that would not be in the interest of Dionysophanes to become known.  We decided that our task would be to preserve such interesting reading.  Closing the door to the huge archive, we stacked boxes and tablets, a table or two and chairs to give disguise to the entry.   Of course, any who worked in the room will know and give wonder at the pile against the wall, but for any other to enter, it will just be an ordinary scribery."




Julius nodded, leaning back against the wall and enjoying the cool wine.  Then he asked, "Your remuneration for your service will be great indeed - enough for you to open your own scribery.  That being said, do you still wish a position as our agent in this port?"




"Aye, Kurios.  Of course.  Might I give any hirements by my own needs?"




"Certainly.  All of our agents are independent of close control by my family.  If you can best conduct your business using dancing parthénes from the temple of Aphroditē, then neither I nor my brother will give rebuke..."




He broke off as a man entered the taverna, flanked by two of his staff - the Commander of the soldiers that had secured the port, without doubt.  Stopping before the table, as Julius rose to face the officer, he saluted with his baton and asked, "Kapetánios Clavius?"    At the nod, he continued, "Kaeneus, Tagmatarches of the second Sýntagma to Antioch.  I was given orders by King Antiochus to see to your needs without question."




"Aye, Kurios," replied Julius.  "For the nonce, I need only a small detail to give escort of a prisoner to the Palace."




The man nodded.  "How many do you wish for the unit?"




"A contuber..." he stopped at the Roman term, knowing that it would mean nothing to the officer.  Unable to remember the word for any small unit of Greek soldiers, he said, "Eight men will do sufficiently.   We will leave as soon as you detail them to me."   With another salute of the baton, the officer turned and strode out the door.  To the black man and the Thracian, he said, "Bring our guest from the ship."




The days passed, with the crew of the Petrel merely enjoying their treks between taverna and brothel, but full from daylight to dark for Julius and Patroclus - the old man now able to move about, if not too far or in any need of haste,   The Captain hired a lectica for his use, to take the man here and there to examine buildings that Heraklides had suggested would be satisfactory for the agency.   Of course, Julius walked alongside.   




Finding a suitable location, an artisan was hired to cleanse and alter the building to suit, the coin offered for the labor such that the crew began immediately.    As a storage room was cleared, and provided with a sturdy door, another group of laborers began to move the scrolls from the offices of Dionysophanes.   The port was still in some considerable chaos, with some of the tradesmen deciding that their past relationships with the putrid merchant would not survive close inspection, should anyone decide to do so.  Those had decamped for other climes - at least until the situation in Antioch became clearer.   Others, more honest, or confident, had little activity as the wharves of the port were empty of all except the Petrel and a coaster or two.   The ships that had fled the confusion of the removal of Dionysophanes would return, and trade along with them, but not until word spread across the Sea that the situation had returned to normal.




He had had audience with the King - and Queen Mother - several times, more for them to ask about his opinion of Roman desires in the future, than any discussion of what had transpired in the last month.   For himself, the mission was ended - the agency of the family in Antioch was reestablished and unlikely to disappear in the depths of a night.   Capitaneus Decimus had been sent back to Capua with that news and that the Petrel would soon be returning.




Pontika had become a favorite of the Queen Mother, with full access to the court and with her own room in the Palace.  Her place was easily seen by Julius, watching all in the compound bowing and smiling as she passed.   The plain tunics and such that she had worn on the Petrel were not only a memory - even as an unfledged woman she was a well-favored sight to the eyes in her glistening female robes - a chiton to a Greek - and a himation that covered her hair and fell to the shoulders.  




Heraklides and Mehrab - the new senior Numerarius of the agency - had found in the piles of archived scrolls of Dionysophanes, the accounting of the theft from one Echemmon of Antioch, the father of Pontika.   Delivering the ugly evidence to the Queen Mother, the three - with Julius and the Korí - had a long converse on the matter of restoring the rights and property of the girl.  The family property in Antioch city had long passed to another man - an honest purchaser that had had no hand in the thievery.   The warehouses in the port itself were in the holdings of Dionysophanes and could easily be returned to the girl, but...




Julius had spoken to the girl in private, giving his opinion that the throne of Antiochus was unlikely to survive for more than a few seasons at the most.  With empires on two sides and a grasping Republic on another - any one of which was vastly larger and more powerful than the domain of Antiochus - it was just a matter of one power or another eventually turning their attention to this land.




"I have no use for granary storage, your Majesty," said Pontika.  "I am not a merchant and both age and gender would not allow me to become such."  She waved a hand at Julius.  "My friends will soon set sail and leave me as a mere Korí without place."  The Queen Mother knew the girl was leading up to something long decided, and merely smiled and nodded for her to continue.  "I have a friend in Capua, a woman of high birth, and who has offered me instruction, and a place when I have gained my years.   Without rejecting my birth-city, I would take advantage of her generosity."




"Nay, child.  From the tales, you have done much for your friends, but also, for the family of Antiochus.  We cannot just allow you to depart as if a discarded laborer, and without reward."  She pursed her lips, then said, "The Throne will take possession of the warehouses of your Patéras, tendering you the value-price of the property.   Thus, you will not be found as a penurious waif, in whatever domain you decide to settle."




"You are most generous, your Majesty."




Now Julius spoke. "As a Roman, I have little knowledge of either thrones or kings, as you may know..."  The royal woman gave a wry smile at the obvious statement, but waited for his words.  "As I believe, there is such a thing as...  a patent of nobility, I believe it is called?  A reward for goodsome service to the Throne?   Aye, with such, a young femina would have a vastly superior chance of attainment in the domain of Latium.   And even in Antioch, should she decide to return to her birthplace in future years."




And so it was decreed, in full court and as one of the first actions of the returned King.  The little shipmate of the Petrel became Pontika Minthe of the family, Echemmon, honored by the Throne and with all privileges of such elevation.   At the ceremony, as Julius and Melglos looked on, he smiled to himself.  In the Roman domains, such sudden ascension of a mere commoner's daughter might be considered an unearned contrivance, but...  there was a distance of more than ten thousand stadia of water between Capua and Antioch.   Far more than enough to prevent any tongues from wagging about the Korí.   She would appear as what she was, an orphan from some Greek land to the east, but with the tale of a little port-rat with a hull-scraper buried in her memory - and those of her friends on the Petrel. 




Finally, a month after the disposing of Dionysophanes, the Petrel turned her forepeak to the west.  As to the man himself, Julius never again laid eyes on the despicable merchant, nor did he hear any word of his fate.  




Nor did he care, in the slightest.




The gods of the wind, the Venti, were kind and the ship hove into Neápolis before the Ides of the month.   Already there was the big merchant with the two masts, careened on the sands with an army of laborers swarming over it.   Kaeso had seen the Petrel arrive, and was waiting on the wharf as the dock lines were thrown to the bollards.   "Greetings, Capitaneus," said the man, with a grin.  "One hopes that the end of the mission was satisfactory."




"If you mean that we left that misbegotten land with whole skins, aye," replied Julius with a mock frown.   He pointed.  "I see that the yardmaster has a low opinion of the seaworthiness of your vessel."




Kaeso shook his head with a wry expression.  "You know old Lartius, Sos, and his belief that the shipwrights of other lands are competent to build fishing smacks and little else.  To him, a seam that leaks a cup of water in the hour is as if the hole were made by a ram-ship."




  Julius nodded.  "I regret your delay in resuming your Captaincy, but you may console yourself that you will receive a hull without defects."    He stopped, seeing the widened eyes looking beyond his shoulder and at the Petrel.   




"Is... Is that Pontika?  By the gods, what transformation is this?"




Grinning again, Julius said, "Ah.  Aye, a noble passenger engaged us for the voyage."   Before the new Captain could ask his inevitable questions, he continued, "Take the crew for cups - they will give you the story, but remember that it is for the ears of the Petrel only - and yourself."




Rather than gaining steeds from the family stables, which Patroclus would be unable to mount, he called for a wagon.  Soon they - and the Korí - were riding up the road to Capua.  




The arrival was as expected - turning into a festival by the family, with a feast that would have fed a fleet of ships.  After the obligatory hour of talk with the Matrons of the house, he and his brother retired to the terrace, that the elder might have the tale of the mission.   Finally, as the sun was setting, Aulius said, "Now...  About the matter that you set upon myself in your missive."   He grinned.  "This would be proceedings for our good Pater, but in his absence, I find it my duty."   Julius knew what was coming, but he just sat with a smile and waited.  "The Dominus, Gnaeus Calvinus, has given consent to my request for your nuptials to the noble Camelia."   Now his brother chuckled.    "He was formal in the discussion, but I would give goodly wager that he was dancing in the atrium when I left his household."




In the following month, the women of both households were as the sprites of Olympus, happily planning and arranging, almost gamboling between the two households in their enthusiasm for the proposed joining.  The priests had been consulted, and they gave that the gods were willing for the union, bringing a sardonic comment from Patroclus, now happily back in his cluttered map room and making a goodly recovery from his hurts.  "It would take a brave priest to tell the noble Camilia that the nuptials were forbidden.  I would wager that she would use her little blade to gut the man even on the floor of his own temple."




For Julius, the wondrous effect of the announcement of nuptials, was that the continual flow of Matrons and unwed daughters into the household of Clavius was now ended. 




But, now the day had come, and the bride was in sight down the paved Via.   And a goodly sight she was.  Naturally, Camilia was garbed in traditional style, with a pure white muslin stola and a cingulum - a girdle - that was encircled by a belt with a single knot.   Her hair was arranged in the classic cone shape, with its six ritual wedding locks, and her face was covered with the flammeum - the flame-colored wedding veil.




To Julius, the ceremony went by with the pace of a vessel becalmed.  The priests droned their ritual proclamations, the woman made the traditional pose of fear when her proposed mate approached, but finally the belt with the single knot was untied and the joining was completed.   The celebrations went on, however, through the city as the couple walked back to their household, but even there, the day was not ended.   The traditional wedding feast was ready, the guests filling the atrium to overflowing, with tables even in the conservatory and foyer.  




Guests paraded by with their cups, in offer of goodly hopes in the life of the new couple.  Gnaeus and his wife, Titinia, of course - the parents of Camelia, with her brother, Marcus, and his mate.  The city Aedilis, of unremembered name, led a long procession of city officials and Magistrates, all in desire of paying their complements to a member of the wealthy family.  Intermixed with such were also various nobles from around the City, and young men that had once been center to the life of a growing boy, but now barely remembered.  




Then, "My felicitations, Master Clavius.  Few men can pick such a flower as you have found for your garden."   This was the Lanista, Gnaeus Batiatus, the owner of the greatest training facility in all Latium, supplying the various circuses and stadiums with gladiators.   Of middle age, portly and with curled hair in the Greek fashion, he was overly scented with some juice of flower.   His wife was also of the same roundness - apparently the table of his household was overly supplied with delectable viands, and in quantity.  




The noble was one of the wealthiest men in all of Latium.




Julius had once toured the training school with his father as a young boy.  The single visit was enough.  He had left disgusted with the waste of men for the pleasure of others.   Alas, the conventions did not allow for honest expression of thought on such occasion as this day - rather, he took the compliment with a graciousness that he did not feel.




As usual in such circumstances, the woman was enjoying the day and the felicitations of the guests and well-wishers, while the man was wondering at the progress of the sun, apparently almost halted in its movement of the day.  His anticipation of the next seven days, in which neither man or mate would be seen to leave their quarters, was growing at the same haste that the day was slowing.   The expression on his face had been held in constant smile, and now with the fear that the sinews in his jaws were mayhap frozen in that expression forever.  




But for one guest, the expression was real.




"My congratulations, Capitaneus.  And noble Matron."




Both gave genuine smiles to the Kori... although, she was now to be called a femina.  Pontika still had a considerable accent, of course, but her diction was usually correct - a result of the daily sessions with the Pedagogue in the house of the bride.   The girl had been presented to the city as an orphanus, newly come from the Greek city of Antioch, and the only survivor of a noble merchant of that city.  All such statements were truthsome - now.   Her reason for being in Capua was told to be as a result of the gallant assistance that she had given the noble Camelia in some distant clime - also a true statement.    She had received a considerable purse of gold from the Royal Family of Antioch, in the putative purchase of the warehouses of her Patéras, but far more as her share from the chests of the evil merchant.  




As the wealthy and attractive woman she would become in less than a handful of years, Julius had little doubt that the young nobles of the city would be clamoring for their Paters to approach and ask for her as mate.




"You must needs stay with my family for the next seven days," said Camelia.  "But, after, your place will be with us in the home of Clavius."




The girl grinned, her expression as bright as ever.  "I would rather take ship with the... with your Capitaneus as his ship's boy."




Now Julius actually laughed.  "And you must believe me when I say that, would the forms allow it, you would be there.   And not as scullery boy, but as a valued member of the Petrel."


Chapter 34




The following year was far less eventful than the previous.  As had been suggested by Patroclus, the Petrel did not wander around the Great Sea in a year-long voyage to one port after another.  Rather, it would complete a mission, then use its considerable pace to return to Capua for rest and wait for another need.  




The gods had apparently smiled on the newly joined couple, allowing them to regain the time lost in their making of tardy nuptials.  After the month of settling the pair into their new home and life, Julius had taken a voyage to Kyrēnē, on the southern coast of the Great Sea, returning to find his mate in extremis upon wakening each morning.   Despite the seemingly undesirable malady, the Grand Domina, his Mother, was with considerable joy for the reason.  "It is the goddess, Diana, giving purge to her body to make room for the new life within."




With a feeling of goodness, but shaking his head over the unfamiliar being of a woman, he confined himself to the offices of his brother, looking over reports from the yardmaster in Neápolis as each of the family ships returned with lading.  On occasion, he would ride to the port to spend the day and night to examine a vessel and converse with the Captain and the shipwright.   Of course, if Lartius gave need of this repair or not, Julius merely nodded in acquiescence.   The old yardmaster had been building and maintaining ships since long before either Julius or his brother came into the world, and even since their father, before them, had been in his youth.




On infrequent occasions, a crewman from the Petrel would walk the distance to Capua, knowing that the family household had goodly quarters and better meals for their use.   Melglos made the trip more than the others, and with Pontika and Patroclus would walk the streets of Capua together.    The trio were from the same land, spoke the same mother-tongue and most importantly, were bound by blood, both taken and spilled.   The femina was grateful for the men - and all in the Petrel - for rescuing her from a life at the bottom of a harbor-society - a life that would probably have been short and with much unpleasantness.   The Sage knew of the blood spilled by both Ngozi and the Thracian in his deliverance from certain death by the toughs of Dionysophanes.




As for Melglos, he had seen the incredible actions of a mere girl in situations that would have caused many men to flee for their lives, and more than once in assistance to himself in remaining alive.   All in the crew of the Petrel would descend in wrath upon any man so unwise as to offer unpleasantness to the girl, but Julius knew that Melglos would probably carve any harasser to ragged meat for even a slanted word to his little friend.    At the thought, he chuckled to himself at the idea of the future woman, nubile and ready for a mate, having the big Thracian as sentry against any young man desiring to hold court.   Melglos would be more critical than a doting father.




With the alliance of Rhodes with Rome, many years before the births of the Clavius brothers, the control of the sea fell to the fleets of Latium.  Unfortunately, such flotillae did not exist - the land-bound Senators seeing little reason to spend gold on expensive warships.  Piracy had begun to flourish in the eastern reaches of the Great Sea, and seemed to grow worse with every year.   The ships of the family were well protected by crews skilled in both blade and bow, but even the greatest army can receive a defeat on occasion.   For a vessel, it could be a period of becalmed wind in an area of oar-driven galleys, a shriven mast at the wrong moment of maneuver, or an overwhelming attack from all quarters.




With Patroclus, he began to examine their merchant fleet, ship by ship.  Those that were fastest, and large enough to hold a considerable crew were assigned to that eastern section of the Sea.  The slower and smaller craft would work the routes south and west, to Hispania, the southern domains of the Great Sea, and the big islands of Corsica, Sardinia, Sicilia and such.   Even so, twice in the year the family was required to ransom both ship and crew from marauders.




"If Rome does not wish to take the matter in hand," commented the Sage, "then I give hope that the citizenry can learn to enjoy water-greens and roasted groundnuts for their meals.   If the reavers decide to move south and take the grain ships in route from Egypt, this land will become hungry in a very short time."   The oldster leaned back from the huge map they had been examining, giving stretch to limbs that were still stiff from his misuse.  "Mayhap your friend by the same nomen can take a hand - Caesar.   He has a proven antidote for pirates."




Julius shook his head, replying, "Nay.  I fear that while he has the mettle for such, and even the desire mayhap, his skills on the water are the equal of Aulius."   Both smiled, knowing that the elder brother had, many times, demonstrated the inability to float a child's board-boat in the atrium fountain.   "Of course, he might engage..."




He stopped as a servant appeared in the doorway to the scribery.  "Your pardon, Master Clavius.  The Dominus requests your presence in his magistracy."




Waving his acknowledgement, Julius nodded to his old friend, walking down the hallway to the far side of the homestead and into the room that served as a casual office away from the vastly larger building that held the family merchantry billets.   It was late in the evening, and his brother would normally be home, but seldom brought any business for perusal out of the offices.




Aulius looked up from a scroll, then waved his sibling to a chair, waiting until the seat was taken.  "We have a request for lading, to be received in Tyre, and brought back to Capua."   Julius spread his hands in question, but without words.   He had never been involved in the day to day operations, knowing little of cartage fees and charges, contracts and agreements.  "I ask you because of the need of security."




"Security?" was the reply.   Tyre was far to the east on the coast, and even beyond Alexandria.  Indeed, the distance was as that to Antioch. 




"For a hundred and forty condemnavi from the copper mines of the Sinai."




Convicts?  The sinews in the jaws of the younger man hardened.  "Slaves, you mean.  And who is giving us the engagement?  Batiatus?"




"Aye."  Now Aulius held his hand up to halt the oncoming explosion of wrath.  "Nay, brother.  I have not sold our principles for mere gold.   This house has never dealt in slaves, nor will it while I am head.   But...   Batiatus is a powerful man, and far beyond his vaults of coin.   He has his tentacles into many of the nobles house of Rome, and not a few in Capua, I would give oath.  We may not agree with his life and dealings, but neither can we deliberately give offense to the man."




"You have just made two statements that would seem to collide with each other."




His brother smiled grimly.  "His purpose is to find men of goodly form and sinew for the Legions - even now in need of men for their unending warfare."




"From the slave pits of a copper mine."




 "That is his stated purpose, he being a dedicated supporter of the Republic and with intention to assist in its measure, for whatever need."   Now, Aulius held up the scroll with a sneer.  "And so dedicated that he is willing to retain any that do not fill the needs of the Legion, and without cost to the treasury of Rome."  




"He is looking to fill out his stable of Gladiators with fresh blood from afar."   Julius and his brother seldom had argument of any heat, but he had no intention of helping to transport men destined to die for mere entertainment.  "Tell me that you have not taken the contract."




Aulius spread his hands.  "Alas, I could not be so rude to reject his application out of hand.  As I said, he would be an evil enemy should we find his ire.   The wrath of the man in Antioch...  Diophanes, or whatever his name was, would be as a chastisement of a cosmeta after failing to mix the proper powders for her mistress.   Still...  Your ship is the only one that is crewed by men of arms that has a chance of completing a voyage through the hordes of pirates that you have told me of, that infest that part of the Great Sea."




That was not precisely true.  The merchant vessels of the family were well founded, and swift, although less than the Petrel.  But they made continual voyages to lands in those far eastern domains - Rhodes, Tarsus, Alexandria, and now again, Antioch.  All were manned by men who could wield blade and bow at need.   But...  "What are you not saying, brother?"




"I gave that the Petrel was just what it is, the ship that would be needed to escort the pair of merchants that would be needed for so many men - ships that would be slowed by their heavy lading.  And with the crew in need of watching dangerous men, their chances of fending off pirates would be...  diminished."   Julius spread his hands again, and shaking his head in lack of understanding.   "Alas, as the Petrel is contracted on another mission, it is unavailable for such use at the present."




Now Julius comprehended the tale, concocted by Aulius to refuse the engagement.  "So, we will stand out on another obligation."  A pause, then, "Do you have such a need?"




His brother smiled and replied, "I suggest that you take the Petrel and your crew to...  say, Alexandria.  Let the men test the goodness of the wine and wenches.  You and the Sage can sit in the sun and discuss far journeys, as is your want.  I will send a missive boat when our patron has found... other hulls for hire."




Now Julius nodded in thought.  "Aye.  A long voyage would be a welcome return to the sea.  Camelia will not bear until almost the solstice, if the handmaidens are correct.  That gives us seven months before any need to return."




"Then may I suggest, brother, that since you have departed on an important mission, that you make haste to your vessel and stand it out?"




Firstly, Julius hurried to find his mate, giving her the kernel of their problem, and suggesting that she query Aulius if she wanted more information.   Pontika was in the atrium with Patroclus, almost hidden behind a pile of scrolls in her continuing education as a noble member of the family.  To the young and developing femina, he said, "You will have to ask Camelia to send for the Pedagogue of her family for your lessons.  Patroclus has a mission to navigate."   The old man looked with surprise, but pleasure in the prospect of being a productive member of the crew again.   Julius turned to go, the stopped and asked, "Have you seen Melglos?"




"Nay, Capita...  Julius.  He returned to Neápolis on the day before yesterday."   Aye, it was understandable.  His presence in the Clavius house was welcomed, but Julius suspected that such confines of a noble household became...  oppressive after a few days.   The Thracian would feel far more comfortable around his shipmates.   Indeed, he suspected  that the man only came to Capua for the companionship of the femina, to which he owed his life several times.




Giving farewells to his Mother, herself surprised and dismayed at the need of her son to leave even as the sun was setting, he filled a purse, checked his traveling bag for extra and appropriate apparel, then sent a servant to the stables to have a wagon and drover readied for use. 




His brother met him at the door, with farewells of his own.  "I will dispatch a missive the instant that the... situation is clarified."   His circumlocutions were for the Matrons of the house - their Mother and the mate of Aulius - having come to see Julius off.  




"Give hope that the Petrel is not on the rocks by sunup," the Captain japed.   "I suspect that by now, my crew is well in their cups for the evening.  I may have to tie the rudder and hoist the sail myself."   Then to all, he said, "Give good watch on Camelia while I am away.  Farewell all."




With farewells ringing behind him, he and Patroclus climbed into the wagon and the drover whipped the two steeds into motion.  Quickly, they were in move down the port Via to Neápolis.




The anchor watch that night was a man of the shipyard.  As Julius took his place, the man was sent to round up the crew of the Petrel, a task that might take the entirety of the night.   Densus was the first to appear, giving some concern at the idea of setting sail in the night.  "We will be eating the ropes for meals, Capitaneus.   The food locker is bare.  I did not know of the need for laying in stores."




Julius put a hand on the shoulder of his First Mate.  "Nay.  It is not your failing, but a sudden need that has arisen.   I will speak of it when we are underway.  As to our rations, we will stand into Lavinium before midmorning and victual up."   He thought for a moment, then asked, "What of a cook?  Did you find one of sufficiency?   It would not be meet for the crew to see their First Mate standing over the sand dish."   It was a jape, but accurate for all that.




"Aye.   A fellow from Gabii - apprenticed to a cookery in that city, he says, but wanting to see the world before his dotage."  He grinned.   "The young man is reticent to make casual gab to his officer, but Flavius gives that the story was told in the taburna.  Apparently, there is a femina in his fair city, and with a round belly that the Pater wishes to make discussion of.  And, no doubt by collecting the svans of our Tyro crewman."




Julius just chuckled at the tale, then said, "Yon comes Judoc and Ngozi.  Now if Flavius and Maccalus and our towering Thracian will appear, we will stand out by the light of the moon."




Now Densus was looking at the Captain with some concern.  "Did not Melglos come with you, Capitaneus?"




With a sudden feeling of worry, Julius replied, "Nay.  He left Capua for this port two days ago.  Do you mean that he has not arrived?"




"Not to the inn.  Or the ship.  He left for your household...  six or seven days ago.  If he has returned, then he is taking abode elsewhere."




As Judoc and Ngozi walked up the boarding plank, he asked, without greeting.  "Have you seen aught of Melglos?"




"He traveled to your dwelling to give visit to 'tika, Capitaneus."  This was the black man, and his Gaulish companion nodded with agreement.  "Last..."   The crewman counted on his fingers, then said, "A handful and a half-part days ago."




"There is Flavius and Maccalus and Caius, yon hard by the lamp tower."




As the three boarded - one man being seen by Julius for the first time - he posed the same question and got an identical answer.   There was nothing he could do, least of all tarry in the port on the morrow asking around the city.  "We are standing out immediately.  All make to your rooms and collect your kit and with haste."




He stood the watch again as the men hurried to the inn to pack their ship-bags and returned to begin setting the ship to stand out.   All was ready - Julius had no doubt of that.  Densus would have made sure that the Petrel was without flaw, else the yardmaster would be there now with his men in repair.  The only requirement was to pull the bulky sail from the hold and bend it onto the ropes, but within the hour, the hull was being pushed away from the wharf, then slowly poled into the channel that they might catch the light airs of the night.


Chapter 35




The voyage from Capua to Alexandria, on the far southeastern edge of the Great Sea was about twelve thousands of stadia.   The Petrel could usually make the pace of a fastly walking man, and often much more - or at least thirty to forty stadia in the hour.   Thus the time of the passing was between ten and sixteen days, usually, although once the ship had returned from Kyrēnē - a city along the coast to the west - but with a wind that howled from the maw of Hades itself.  The crossing was made in the unbelievable time of four days, with the mast bending as if a drawn bow - making such a pace that the crew could not afterward give brag to others over cups, else they be called swashers with most brazen tongues.




The first morning, as planned, they hove into Lavinium for a pair of hours, filling the food lockers and wine amphorae and water barrels to the full.   After, with the ship in trim and pointed south, Julius called the crew together by the rudder, that all might hear the strange reason for the sudden departure.  And, of course, the discussion quickly turned to the absence of Melglos.




"Mayhap his wandering feet finally took their own way," said Densus.  "He has always been a rover by his own admittance."




Julius agreed, except...  "Aye, but would he just vanish between dark and daylight without giving farewell to his mates?  It might be so, were the need imperative, but I cannot believe that he would depart without a word to Pontika - except for her nobility, now, and his being a commoner, the city of Capua would give that they were pater and child."




"Did he draw his wages, Capitaneus?" asked Flavius.




"A goodly point.  But nay.   I did not consult the senior Numerarius, but the man would have informed my brother of such a withdrawal and he would have questioned myself."




"What man would leave employ without his purse being filled?"  This was Judoc, making one of his seldom comments.  




"Mayhap he met some misfortune on the road."  




The unfamiliar voice brought a turn of attention to Julius.  "Densus.  I have not been given introduction to our new member."




"This be Caius, Capitaneus, from the city of Gabii."   The rotund man grinned as he continued.   "And a goodly man on the sand dish, he gives.   If not, we can offer him to Poseidon for use, and find another in some further port."  




Julius already knew of the name and place from the discussion of last night, but he nodded and replied, "Then you have my welcome aboard, Caius.   Follow what our First Mate orders, and you will not regret your engagement with the Petrel."




It was Flavius that answered the question of the new cook.  "Melglos could carve his way through a Century of road brigands.  I have not heard of any feast of crows on any Via from Capua."




Julius nodded, but knew that any man, even one as large and fierce as the Thracian can be cut down by enough opponents - or with a shaft or blade from behind in the dark, or from a passed corner of a building.   Whatever the reason, they would not find it while on voyage to the far side of the Sea.  The explanation - or nay - would have to wait until their return.




The winds were good and within the half-month the ship saw the fire on the towering lighthouse of Alexandria while still fifty stadia away.  By the midday they had found a clear wharf and were tied to the bollards.  Naturally, the crew - except for the anchor watch - made for the first wineshop that was seen from the deck.  Julius paid the docking fee, then found a lectica for Patroclus.  He knew that the oldster would visit the Great Library upon arrival, and probably every day while they were here.   Unlike the last visit, the carrying chair was now a necessity, as the huge collection of buildings were at least ten stadia away from the port - much too far for the old man, still healing from his ill use.




For himself, he made for the therma of Apollo.  Like the citizens of the Roman domains, those of Alexandria, Greek descended - at least were the ruling and merchant classes - all enjoyed the pleasure of the public baths.   Here, however, the term 'therma' was a misnomer.  Instead of the three pools of water heated or cooled to varying degrees, the baths here were single, although enormous.   The pool was merely at the temperature of the water from its source - in this land of heat and perpetual sunshine, few cared to bathe in hot water.




Alexandria was a newsome in the world, built by the namesake of he city - or rather at his orders.  As such, it was far more regular in outline than one that had grown up from a mere village - such as Rome.   The main streets were wide, amazingly so - triple the width of the Aurelia Via in his own city.  All else was built on the same scale.   The Palace, alone, in the center of the square city would have held the entire port of Neápolis.   The temples - or rather the compounds of multiple buildings for the worship of this god or goddess - were even more vast.  




Even with his relative youth, and with goodly sinews in his limbs, he would return in the evening with legs as wooden logs, so vast was the city in which he wandered.   Even so, it would take far more than the month that he assumed would be used for their putative 'mission' to see all that was to be seen.




And, he did not have the month.  Not even the half part of it.




"Capitaneus!"   Julius looked across the water of the bath, from the carved and submerged stone on which he was reclining.  Flavius was frantically gesturing for his approach.   Immediately, he knew that the summons was not such as would give pleasure in hearing.  One does not run in neck-deep water, so Julius stroked his way to the side of the pool to hear his man say, "The speculatoria of Capitaneus Amulius is come with a missive - and one of haste, he says."




With unbidden thoughts of...  whatever doom might have befallen his family, he ran the streets to the port, leaving Flavius behind with his wind still in full wheeze from his long hurry from the port.   On the wharf was the Captain, and Densus waiting, watching as he approached at a run.  Without preamble, Amulius offered a scroll, saying, "From the Dominus, Sos.  And with orders to deliver it without delay."




Without moving from the wooden dock, Julius pulled the wrapped papyrus from the spindle, reading the words in whole gulps.   Without explanation as yet, he turned to Densus and said, "Find the crew and make the recall.   And send a man to the library to bring the Sage.   Victual the ship for an immediate departure."  Only then did he give the essence of the missive.  "A revolt of slaves has broken out in Capua, and of some severity."




The crew was easily found, but it took the pair of hours to find and return with Patroclus.  Even as he was assisted to the deck, the boarding plank was withdrawn and the ship pushed away and around.  With the speculatoria in company off the beam, they turned the forepeak of the Petrel toward the northwest.




Once on course, Julius gave a more complete issuance of the contents of the missive.  "...apparently the trainees of the Gladiatorial school of Batiatus have revolted, gaining their freedom and a considerable number of weapons.   Rather than scatter into the wilderness, they have banded together and are raiding outlying cities and farms, finding more recruits for their band..."




Although the crew gave much speculation in the half-month of voyage, there was little to make of the news, although the gab in idle moments constructed suppositions of increasingly unlikely possibility.   For Julius, there was little reason to ponder without facts, and he merely waited out the trip.




As they hove into Neápolis, he leaped to the wharf even before the lines were thrown, running to the stables of the family to gain a mount.   Before the surprise of the grooms had faded, he was in fast trot up the road.




The entry into the city immediately gave hint of untoward happenings.   The gate, usually having a pair of bored men of the city watch passing the time in gab, was now guarded by a unit of armed soldiers, at least a double handful in total.   In the city, he passed smaller details standing in watch, each accompanied by a man with a music - usually a cornu or tuba - to give alarm if needed.   At the stable of the house, he merely leapt from the horse, not even bothering to see if the startled grooms had taken it in hand.    Entering his household, he encountered the Virnius, the family Steward, flinging a question without preamble.   "The Dominius is at the Tabularium, Master.   Meeting with the Burgimagister and Magistrates."




He hurried through the common rooms to the quarter of the house that was now for his use as man and mate.  In the small atrium, he saw Camelia sitting with a maid in waiting, and a man with a tablet - a scribe.   The woman stopped her dictating with widened eyes at the entry of a husband unexpected for months as yet.  Then, to the scribe, she said, "We will continue later.   All leave us."  As the servants disappeared, she said with a wide smile, "You have mistimed your return.  The addition to our family is barely begun."




"You are well?"  He could not see any sign of any 'addition,' as she had said, but even he knew that the span of time since their nuptia was insufficient to produce any sign of offspring.




"I have never been in greater stead, with a husband now returned and his progeny on a voyage to our house."  She released her smile.  "You have come because of the rising.  Much evil has happened since your departure, but I will allow others to tell of it.  Aulius told me of his missive to give inform to you, but his estimate of your return was still many days from now."




"The winds were helpful.   But, I need to find my brother and ascertain the dimensions of this... uprising, revolt - whatever has actually happened.   We will have the evening to give talk."




She nodded and he turned to stride along the hallway, calling to Virnius in passing,  "Inform the Domina and the Matron Clavius that I have returned and with goodly being."  With that, he left the household and strode along the Via, then to the building that served as both repository of documents and meeting place of the city fathers.   The guards at the doorway recognized him as the son of a noble family and made no issue of his entry.  




Inside was not the chaos that he had expected, but a hum of activity with men surrounding a large table filled with maps, and a host of scribes standing with armloads of scrolls and tablets.  Seeing his brother in converse with another, he walked around the room to approach, giving surprise at his sudden appearance.  




"By the gods!  You have made a swift return," exclaimed Aulius.  To the other man, he said, "My pardon, Amulius.  I would converse with my long lost brother."   With that, he took Julius by the arm, giving a slight shake of his head as caution to hold his words until they were well clear of the building.  




Finally, in the anonymity of the street as they walked, Julius asked quietly, "I have heard babble of an army of slaves.  Is it with some truth?"




"Aye," was the reply.  "But such has happened before, but not with the incredulous happenings as now.  In short tale, a group of slaves, or what our eminent friend, Batiatus, is pleased to call gladiators-in-training, managed to throw off their bonds, killing most of the guards, then escaping over the wall, but not before raiding the armory for weapons."




"How many?" was the question of Julius.




"From the school, mayhap seventy and a few more."




That made little sense to the Captain.  "The domains of Rome are in terror of a group that would barely make a Century, if they were Legionaries?   There are more soldiers in the taburnae of Neápolis than such a count."




"That may be so, but they have a leader of some skill, it would appear."  Aulius looked around in the crowded street, then said with a shake of his head.  "The tale is better told in our private settings."




Hurrying along the street, they reached the huge household of the Clavius family, but not to retire for more converse.   Firstly, they had to weather the reception of the women, their Mother insisting, as always, that the thinness of her younger son was putting him in dire peril of expiring before the next sunup.  Then a meal, welcomed by the belly, but giving impatient delay to the churning thoughts of Julius.  Finally, Aulius spoke with the firmness of a Dominus, of the need for the pair to talk, and they retired to a rooftop veranda.  This one, set in a far corner, was seldom used by anyone but it had a long vision that precluded any unknown listeners.   Quickly, Virnius had a low table and two reclining cushions placed and the large cloth sunshield moved to effect.  After a jug and cups was set to the table, the servants disappeared from the roof.




Aulius reclined, but after setting a small scroll on the table.   Julius began the conversation. "By your curious countenance, one might think that our family has some fear of this uprising."




His brother did not laugh at the jape, nor even crack a smile.  With dead seriousness showing on his face, he said, "You are expert at surviving storms at sea.   This is one on land, and I suggest that you tie yourself to the mast before you hear my words."   A pause, then, "As I said, the absconded slaves have a leader, and one of some...  attraction.   His name is said to be Spártakos, as he is Greek, but the usual use is Spartacus."   Julius just waited, nothing having been said so far of any threat that he could see.  "His genesis is unknown to the citizenry, even to the knowledge of how he came to be in Latium.  Our problem, is that if that information becomes known, our family will face a crisis of no small extent."




Now Julius was looking at his brother with widened eyes, still in wonder as how such could effect the Clavius household.   "How..."




A raised hand stopped his interjection.  "The slave leader is Melglos."




Had the Petrel left the water and taken flight, Julius would have been no less stupefied.   He sat and examined the words of his brother again, and again, in certainty that he had misheard the statement.   A thousand questions began to form...  "Why...  How would Melglos have been taken for a gladiator?  He was a free man and under the auspices of this house."




"I have been unable to discover that directly, partly because I cannot ask about a man that used to be a crewman on a family ship, but a missive has come that gives the tale."




Julius was still in a haze of disbelief.  "He is well known by many in Neápolis, and not a few taburna owners here.   I see no way to keep such association a secret."




Aulius spread his hands.  "It might be known were he called Melglos by his fellows, but as I said, he has taken the nomen of Spartacus, even though the name has no meaning to myself."




Now it was the turn of Julius to give information.  "He is from a city in Thrace, to the north of the Athenians.   It is called Sparatokos.   But you have not explained how you discovered the identity of the man, if he has taken another nomen."




Aulius looked at his brother, apparently measuring his words, then, "Pontika came to me with the news."   Julius wondered if the day of incredible surprises would end as his brother continued, "A man appeared at our door - a trader from the hill country - with a scroll that he had been paid to deliver.   And addressed to the femina.   I thought it strange, as she would have no knowledge of any person beyond the city of Capua, but I delivered it to her when she and Camilia returned from the Forum - they had gone to purchase fabric for the garb that your mate will soon need."




The Dominus paused, to moisten his throat with a dip, then continued, "That it was not a doting note from some young man smitten with the idea of an unattached femina of wealth and beauty was quickly apparent.   She had only read the first sentences before she turned as white as the bolts of cloth being carried by the maidservant."




Now Julius pointed.  "That is the scroll."  It was not a question.




"Aye."  His brother picked it up and handed it across the table.  




With a growing sense of...  of almost consternation, Julius looked at the broken seal and the wording under it.  "For the eyes of Pontika Minthe, residing in the house of Clavius in the city of Capua."   Unrolling the long sheet, he could see that it was of poor quality, such as was used by lesser merchants and men of business around the land - indeed, around the perimeter of the Great Sea.  "To the little flower of Antioch, and a Korí that I have been contented to call my friend, know that I have left the employ of the family of Clavius, but not willingly.  It is my greatest regret to leave behind a woman that, had she a double handful more of years, or of myself the same fewer, that I would have made my own, even with the need of taking her by force of my blade..."




The scroll was long, and even more than first thought, as he realized the scripting was continued on the back.   By the end, his jaws were aching by the involuntary clinching - an act not even noticed by the reader.    Now he looked up toward his brother, but with his eyes seeing nothing but his furious thoughts.   Then, "Taken by force in a taburna, and given accusation of being a deserted Legionary..."




"Aye, then sentenced to the grainfields of Claudium as a slave, but purchased by Batiatus for his gladitorium."




"Such should have been the news of the day, even called from the stand of the Cryer."  Julius was thinking furiously, beginning to realize the underlying treachery that must have been used.  "He was taken to Cumae for his judicium, rather than before the Praetors here in Capua."   Another pause but with a building rage.  "This was a stratagem by that bastardus Lanista, Batiatus, to gain a prime fighter for his putrid use."




"Of course."  His brother was narrowly eying his sibling across the table.  "But, before you leave to storm the gladitorium to take the head of the Lanista, he is not there.  Most of it was burned by the slaves as they escaped.   He has taken himself to Rome - there, no doubt to demand justice and return of his property."   There was a long pause, the elder allowing his brother to assemble his thought into something besides the chaos in which they now stirred.  "Then Pontika?   She will be the most effected.  The Thracian was her only link to her birth land, other than Patroclus..."




He stopped as his brother said between pursed lips, "Pontika is gone.  Vanished in the night."




This day was as a dream in the sodden slumber of the night - one that came after an evening of far too much of spiced foods and drinks, and one in which a man could not give awakening to.  "Where?"




"I can only speculate, but I would wager a goodly sum of gold that she has gone to find her big friend."




This was indeed a somnum exterreri, a nightmare that would not end.  For a young femina, only now barely becoming the form of a woman, to wander the city alone was unwise, but to set across the wilderness of a strange land, and one in the throes of rebellion was...  "When did she leave?"




"The day after the missive from Melglos arrived."




Almost half the month.  If she was still alive, then the femina was far beyond any sudden pursuit by Julius.   Finally, he asked, "Do you have any more goodly tales for my ears?   Mayhap the gods have given announce that they will close out the world by the next Ides?"




It was not a jape, and his brother did not smile.  "Nay.  One hopes that no more arrive, but I give a goodly wager that much badness will come before the... Thracian has been brought to halt."




In the evening, the wagon arrived with Patroclus, and Ngozi in accompany that the oldster might not find more evil on the road.   As the drover disappeared with the conveyance, he called his two friends into the map room of the Sage, giving both disbelieving men the story.   Leaving them to their thoughts, Julius gave grim thought at the fortune of the Gnaeus Batiatus in having taken himself to Rome, more than a thousand stadia away.  Else, he suspected that Ngozi, this very night, would have walked to the gladitorium to carve the man as a haunch over a spit.  The two men had become unlikely comrades during the time of the Thracian's service on the Petrel.




Grimly, he walked to his quarters, to greet his newly acquired mate with far less enjoyment than he had looked forward to on the return journey from Alexandria.  "You have received the whole tale, I see," she said, sadly.




"Aye.  And with it the wish that I were still in Alexandria and with innocent ignorance of the evil."


Chapter 36




"There is a noble guest in the Atrium, Dominus."   The Steward, Virnius, had met the two brothers at the door, coming from the Tabularium after a day of meeting with the Magistrates of Capua.   They looked at each other, neither having anticipated a visitor, far less a noble one.




Indeed there was a man, reclining by the pool.  Somewhat younger than Julius, but no fell boy for all that.  "Gaius Caesar," exclaimed Aulius.  "We might have expected the King of Antioch, or Ptolemy from Egypt, but this is goodsome surprise."




The brothers clasped a single wrist of the visitor, each in turn, in the formal greeting between Roman males of acquaintance, but less than close friends.   "My unanticipated appearance is not too unwelcome, I give hope."




"Nay.  You have come in a time of some confusion, thus our absence until this hour.  I give apology if you have been waiting the entire day.  I see that our servants have at least made a modicum of hospitality."   The cup and jug on the table, as well as platters of meats and fruits gave indication that Virnius had recognized the importance of the guest.




"Aye.  I have had worse welcome in my own home."   Aulius waved the man to recline again, and both brothers did the same, taking a mat each, with a large pillow on one end to support the body under the arm.  




"Rome has heard of the unfortunate outbreak of violence around Capua.  One hopes that it has not brought misfortune to your household."   




"It has done so, but not as direct violence," replied Julius.   "And the evil was begun by a man of Latium.  Only the result has fallen on this household.   But, that will soon be eliminated.  A mob of escaped slaves has little chance against the Legions."




Now Caesar pursed his lips, then said, "That is correct... at least as a statement.   But, the veterans are in Hispania in attempt to control the unrest there, and the remainder are forming against the King of Pontos, Mithridates.   The soldiers left in Latium are Tyros and oldsters, or worse, untrained Maltensi.   And even in my limited experience with things military, I know that the value of such militia as being even less than enraged farmers with their hay-rakes."   He took his cup and a sip, then continued, "As to that, I have been in travel for the last four days.  What of the insurrection?"




Now Aulius spoke.  "To our information, the man... the leader Spartacus, is taking his men... slaves to the slopes of Vesuvius, on the flanks of the city, Herculaneum."  




"The mountain of smokes?"  Caesar pursed his lips in thought.  "Mayhap the man has little knowledge of military matters.  Such an encampment would have neither water nor food."  He took another sip, holding the cup up for emphasis.  "And certainly, no wine."




"There is a Legate come to take charge of the... elimination," said Julius  "A Clodius Glaber, by name, but I have no knowledge..."




 Aulius asked, "May we assume that your presence is to give assistance in the matter of the insurrection?"




"Myself?  Nay."  The guest waved away the suggestion.  "Rather, I am to take ship to the shores of Lydia, there to raise an army of recruits to assist in the coming war in Pontos.  And that is the reason for my disturb of your household.  My last selection of a berth to those reaches was less than wise, gaining myself an unwelcome visit to a tiny island with putrid wine.  Thus, I would wish to contract a passage for myself and staff to the port of Lycia.   About fifty men and baggage."




Now Aulius brightened.   "That can certainly be arranged.  Two ships will be sufficient and with goodly room for a comfortable and swift voyage.  When would you wish to depart, and from where?"




"Rome, of course.  And at the Kalands of the next month."




"The ships will be at wharf on that date.  I will send you the..."  




He stopped as a figure appeared in the wide doorway, halting as she saw the extra man.  "My pardon, husband.  I was not told of a guest."   




She turned to leave, but the visitor hurriedly gained his feet, followed by the two brothers. 




"Nay!" called Caesar.  "Please, noble Camlia.  It has been long since our adventure, but you have only gained in beauty."   He looked at her for a moment more, then asked of the two men, "Husband?"




Aulius grinned.   "Aye.  My brother has had the good fortune to somehow gull the unsuspecting woman into marriage.  And with a man whose feet are seldom in walk in his own household."




Caesar waved his hand over the table.  "Join us if you will.  I would hear of your hunting the elusive quarry that seldom leaves his vessel."




She smiled, but asked of Aulius, "Liburnia is asking of the evening meal and if the two of you will grace us with your presence, or will you be departing again for the Tabularium?"




"We will be attending, and tell my wife that we will have a noble guest from Rome in company."   Aulius turned to Caesar, asking, "Did you bring a retinue?"




He shook his head.  "Only my man, Rufus."




"See that the attendant of Gaius is given goodly repast and comfortable quarters."   She turned to give a long series of instructions to the Steward, as Aulius made a gesture at a servant standing in wait in an alcove.  Quickly another lounging mat was brought and set next to that of Julius.




The men waited for her to gracefully recline on her mat, then the visitor asked, "The good Gnaeus and Titinia, your parentalis - they are ameliorated after their experiences on the island, I trust."




She gave a wry smile at their visitor.  "More than such.  At every opportunity, Pater regales his friends with the tales of your audacious treatment of the pirates on the island, giving your disdain as if they were wayward children.   I fear that yourself and my husband are cut from the same cloth."




Caesar snorted over his cup.  "Julius would not have been on the island in the first place.  Had the putrid reavers selected his ship for easy gain, the men of the Petrel would have consigned their assailants to the depths of Poseidon.  Even now their bones would be mouldering on the bottom of the sea."  He drank, then continued, "As I have said, it was my evil choice not to have selected a ship of this family for my voyage." 




The evening was a goodsome event for the Domina of the household.  She delighted in the presence of a noble from Rome itself, the meal being almost as if on one of the festive days of the year.  Caesar himself was well versed in such societal gab, giving and taking as if he had any interest in the conversation - which, he may have had.  Of course, it was insisted that their guest use the household of Clavius while he was in Capua, both Liburnia and the Grand Domina absolutely rejecting any idea that he reside at an inn. 




On the morrow, he walked with the two brothers to the Tabularium, being introduced all around and garnering a host of invitations to other noble houses - indeed, the man could have stayed in Capua until the solstice and not have exhausted the offers of feast and bed.   But, finally, they gathered around the maps in discussion of the current problems.




The senior Burgimagister of Capua was pointing across the table with his stick. "The Legate... Praetor Clodius is encamped here...  at the approaches to the mountain, and across the only access to the heights.   The slaves are settled around the crest, but are in much larger numbers than our last reports have given.   By estimation, their leader, Spartissan - whatever his putrid name may be - has gathered almost a thousand followers."




Another man, the chief Aedilis of the city, in charge of the city watchmen and various units that maintained order in Capua, spoke with confidence, "The Praetor has almost thrice the men, and is well situated to starve the wretches into submission."  The man looked around the table with a satisfied expression.   "Clodius has given oath to crucify at least half of those that survive, as warning to other slaves who might give thought of rebellion."




"What is the latest on the situation?" asked another.




"No word has come since the yesterday eve," said the Burgimagister.  "But, the missive rider should arrive any moment."




"My feet have been seeking salty water for these many days," said Julius suddenly.  "I will take the Petrel to Herculaneum and gain a true understanding of what is progressing.  The distance across the bay is only about sixty stadia along the bay."  Indeed, the towering mountain was easily seen to the south from any part of Neopolis - the most prominent feature on the horizon. 




"Aye," said the Aedilis, with obvious approval.  "A noble set of eyes will give us an accurate vision of what is happening.  I fear that much of our information is passing through too many mouths, and gaining adjustment from each."




"If I might make accompaniment with you, Sos."  This was Caesar, and looking with surprise as Julius grinned.   The Captain had known fully well that the noble Roman would wish to make such a trip, rather than in wait for any news to dribble back from the action.




"Then, we will depart."  To Aulius, he said, "If you will inform Camelia of my journey, and that it involves only observing from a distance, and not a battle with a thousand men..."   His brother nodded, and both nobles and the batman of Caesar, Rufus, set out for the stables of the family.     




By midday, they were at the port, giving surprise to the men gathering in the inn for their meals.   Densus called all to shorten their repast, as some work would be needed before they could depart.   "The sail is on the drying racks, Capitaneus.  I was not expecting a voyage..."




"Nay.  There is no blame here.  And our voyage will only be the journey to Herculaneum - sixty stadia at the most."   Both he and Caesar walked to the ship while the men hurried to reclaim the cloth for the mast, but within the hour, they had pushed away and were in sail to the south.   Had this been an actual voyage, Julius would have spent far longer in examining the Petrel for the journey, but the seaside port city of Herculaneum was even closer to Neápolis than Capua.  They could have ridden the distance in a few hours, but the ship gave faster pace and a refuge if needed.




In a few hours they had pulled into a wharf, where Densus sent the new cook-man, Caius, for a modicum of victuals.  Laid up between voyages, both water and wine barrels were empty, as well as the food locker.   As Julius had no plans for a sea-going expedition, there was no need to fill the emptiness entirely.   They would take their meals ashore, here in Herculaneum, but he felt uneasy with a completely unvictualed ship - thus a barrel of fresh water and one of wine would be purchased, and a some hard rations for a few days.




The family had no agency in either Herculaneum or Pompeii, a short way down the coast.  The trivial distance from Neápolis made the need for such office moot.    




Leaving the crew at the wharf, to gain their usual entertainment along the road of the port, the two nobles set foot for the center of the small city, to the single building of the Magistracy.  They were accompanied by Rufus and Ngozi, the latter because...   Julius could not give the reason, but the black man was a comfort to have at one's back when walking a road never traveled before.




 They were surprised to find a single guard at the door, a man of age and rotundness as to be unfit to give watch on a vendor's stall, and inside only a few clerici and scribes.  At a question, one pointed into the distance, "The Comarchus and Magistratus have gone to the soldier encampment, Sos."




"It would seem that the officials of Herculaneum have made fit to cull out a holiday for their entertainment," said Caesar as they walked the street that led to the base of the mountain.  The city was not large, indeed, barely the size of a quarter in Rome, and they were soon in the cultivated farms of the outskirts.   




Julius had seen the mountain all his life, and indeed, on every voyage to and from the south.  The prominence of the projection of the earth was such that it could be seen out to sea far beyond the point where the view of the coastline was lost.   That it was large, he knew, from his own sight and from his boy-study with Patroclus years ago.   But...  The mere knowledge, and far vision from the deck of a ship did not accurately give the awesome magnitude of the actual feature of the landscape.   Here, on the land and only about a stadium from the beginning of the slope, the mountain loomed over the city.   Julius tried to estimate the distance to the top, but without any familiar features to give comparison, he could only guess that it must be a stadium, at least.   Then, he saw below the crest, movement of a type, as a flock of sheep, but suddenly the demensions sprang into reality.   Those were men he was seeing as specks against the mountainside.  The distance suddenly grew dramatically - ten stadia had to be the minimum distance to the peak.




The walk to the encampment, set at the beginning of the slope of the mountain was only about a single stadium, taking only the piece of the hour to walk, but even as they approached the cantonment, both were wondering if they were in route to a festival in the Forum. 




"By the stinking ventor of Minerva, what is this folly?"




Julius just shook his head at the exclamation of his companion, in wonderment himself.   The camping-ground ahead had no aspect of a military settlement.   In the middle was a huge tent, round and with a canopy of red and white fabric, and with streamers flying at the holding poles.  Around it were smaller shelters, but certainly not as the simple folded tents of the Legionaries.   The size of the grounds that held the myriad of shelters was almost as that of the city from which they had just come.




By now Caesar was mumbling black oaths to himself, then giving a few that his companion could hear.  Then, quietly he said, "It would appear that this Praetor Clodius, as  you have said was his name, may have little experience with men in the field."   He looked here and there to the extents of the encampment.    "There are not even sentries around the boundary."




Giving assumption that the grandiose canopy was the headquarters of the Commander, they walked through the maze of smaller tents, seeing that most were not for soldiers, but merchants, apparently come to feed and wine the men-at- arms.   Eventually, they came to an open area, in front of the larger tent, that held a crowd of men - nobles and wealthy merchants, without doubt.  The number of servants rushing here and there with platters and jugs easily gave that information.




"I see no one in this mob that has any resemblance to a military officer," muttered the Roman noble.   Then, his man Rufus touched his arm, pointing along the side of the shelter.   "By the gods, a Centurion.   Standing out as a fish in a basket of nuts."




Threading their way through the tables and chairs and rushing servants, they approached the man with the red armor and pedal skirt of a Legionary.   Under his arm was a helmet, but with the red brush of rank.  The man saw the approach of the four, instinctively knowing of the status of the two in the lead, and stiffing to attention.   Caesar stopped in front of the officer, saying, "I am Gaius Caesar, Commander of the Voluntari under the Consul Lucius Lucullus."   He was not giving himself credentials for self-aggrandizement, but to allow the professional soldier to know that he was standing before a senior officer - a necessity since Gaius was not in military garb, but wearing an ordinary tunic on the hot day.  




"Aye, Commander.  Cossus Titinius, Centurion of the rank, Princeps Prior, detached from the 6th Legion for duty with Praetor Clodius Glaber."




"Where is the Commander, Centurion?"




"Scouting the slope of the mountain, Sos."  He pointed vaguely toward the towering summit.




"Hmmm.   What was your last posting, Centurion?"




"With the Proconsul Cosconius in Eperium against the Dalmatium."




He meant the war against the Dalmatia, in Greece.  And in fact, the soldier had probably been just beyond the walls on the day that Julius and the Petrel had extracted both Melglos and the merchant, Barsa, from the doomed city of Salona.  But, it indicated that he was a veteran, not just a man with the red brush of an officer of the Legions.




"And your current orders, now?"




There was a hesitation, then, "None of currency, Sos.  Merely to stand by and..."




"Then come with us.  I will intercede for your absence should your Command require."  The man nodded.  "Show us the formation and placement of this... army."




The five now walked toward the mountain, beyond the confines of the encampment.  In both directions they could now see the actual fighting men of this... army, apparently waiting in some measure of camp.   A Legion it could not be called - the gods might bring down wrath for the slander of the actual armies of Rome.  Any sizable unit of Legionaries, outside of their home encampment, always organized their camps by a strict plan, with tents neatly line in rows, the officers under their own canvases in the center, but nowhere any gaudy pavilions as in the center of this one.  Around the entirety of the camp would be a stockade fence, with towers.   And sentries.  And always, outriding horsemen, not equipped to fight battles, but to give warning of any unfriendly approach. 




"Has any scouting of the mountain been ordered, Centurion?"




"Not to my knowledge, Sos."




"Does anyone have knowledge of the terrain?"




"Aye, Sos.  Many of the herders that use the mountain for their flocks have been summoned for query, as well as men of the hunt."   A pause, then, "But I was not privy to the reports."   He pointed, "There Sos.   Comes the Praetor."




They waited as a unit of horsemen approached, at least twenty or more, and with the noble leader at the front.   Julius wondered if the man would just ride past, but apparently the presence of the Centurion gave indication that the two were not just tradesmen from the city, come to gawk over a battlefield.




The Praetor pulled his steed to a halt, lifting his ivory baton in greeting.  "Ho, Titinius.  Who is your escort?"




Before the officer could reply, noble Roman returned the question.  "I am Gaius Caesar, of Rome and assigned as Commander of the under the Consul Lucius Lucullus."




Taken somewhat aback, the horseman asked, "Rome has sent you to Herculaneum?"




"Nay, Commander.   I was merely arranging my travels with a shipping merchantry in Capua, when I heard of the pending action against the rebellious slaves.   My presence here is entirely for my own edification."




The man threw off his apparent suspicion of a meddler come to gain glory at his expense, asking, "And your companion would be..."




"The noble Julius Clavius of Capua, master shipowner and supreme strategist on the sea."   Julius kept his grin to himself, as Gaius continued, "We come to watch the destruction of the rebels."




"Excellent," boomed the Praetor.  "I fear that there will little glory in the decimation.  I would rather have a legitimate foe for my sword, but the putrid scum will give us goodly play for our iron.   Come to my tent for the meal and we will discuss the impending action."




The five men moved aside to let the group of horse pass, then followed the short distance to the gaudy tent.   Inside, it was as ostentatious as the outside.  Multicolored draperies curtained off the bulk of it, but the front 'room' was very large and furnished with tables and chairs for thirty, at least.  The Praetor disappeared for a while to doff his gleaming armor, no doubt.   During the wait, servants began to place...  nay, to pile victuals and viands along the table, as the chattering group of nobles and staff officers moved to wait for the indication to sit.   All had cups in their hands, and the chatter was enough that Julius could barely separate the conversations. 




Finally, the gabble ceased as their host appeared, now in the full toga of a nobleman.  Still with his gayly booming voice, he waved all to sit, pointing at both Julius and Gaius.  "There.  Sit at the head and we can converse."




Julius had little need for food, merely picking at a slice and that piece to give the illusion of eating.  Rather, he was examining the men at the table.  The nobles he could disregard.  They were merely among for the excitement, to become the center of conversation at the fetes and festivals for the next month.  Such was not unusual - even the veteran Legions usually had a retinue of important nobles in attendance, and as impossible to be rid of as a dog of fleas.   But, the staff officers were pretend soldiers.  Julius could see of most that their primary weapon, the gladius, was made for parades and appearances - blades gilded or silvered, the hilts wrapped in fine golden cord with dangling tassels of uselessness, and held in gold-layered and scrollworked scabbards that would weigh thrice that of the leather sheath of a real soldier.   Even the ornate pugionis in the belts could have been compared to the ceremonial daggers in the court of King Antioch.




"...the slaves have trapped themselves on the mountain.  I give them two days before their thirst brings them down to beg for mercy."




"What is to prevent them from escaping down the far side?" asked Caesar.




A staff officer waved a bone in his direction.  "Nay, Commander.  Mons Vesuvius has nothing but chasms and cliffs on the eastern slopes.  It would take a baboon from Numidia to descend, and even it might find such to be impossible."




"Then you have scouted the mountain, entire?"




Another spoke.  "Not necessary.  We have many flock-herders and meat-hunters that have familiarity with the land, on the slopes and even far beyond the mountain.  All have assured us that no descent exists."




Now the Praetor spoke, putting down his cup.  "Of course, they could try to descend the flanks on either side of the single path, but the mountain there is like the dunes of the southern coast, except instead of sand, it is made of fine pebbles.  A man trying to climb loses nine parts of ten for every step, and to descend, one misstep means that he will indeed reach the bottom, but as a rolling boulder."




Now Julius spoke.  "If the mountain is an obvious trap, then why do you think the slaves have taken it for refuge?"




Now the Praetor shrugged.  "Who can give the thoughts of an ignorant slave?   They know they are doomed.  What matter where their final hours are spent?"




"Your men are halved in their wait, on either side of the path.  It is your plan to envelope the rebels should they descent with intent to fight?"




"Aye," replied the Praetor.  "No army can survive being slashed from both sides, and certainly not a rabble of slaves..."




The night coming on, the two nobles eventually excused themselves and collected their two men, walking in the coolness of the evening back to the ship.  "The man is a fool," said Julius.  "He knows nothing of his opponents, but assumes that their leader is a dullard good only for the gladiator pit."  He paused, then said, "I insist that you take your rest on the ship this night, rather than the comfort of an inn.  There are only pallets, but the lessened comfort comes with little chance of your throat being opened in the night.   We will pole out and anchor away from the wharf."


Chapter 37




Caius had prepared a goodly meal, as the sun was touching the far horizon to the west, and both nobles were sitting in chairs on the forepeak.   Julius had sent word for the men to return from their pleasures before the last light, and now all were onboard, making their own relaxation, either below or in the waist.   The Petrel had been pushed away from the wharf, a distance of about fifty strides, and the anchor stone heaved overboard to hold their position.




"Your sense of misgiving is palpable, even to myself, Capitaneus,"  commented the noble from Rome.  He gestured along the deck.  "And your crew also has some feeling of it.   Or, mayhap your men always take their leisure with their arms at the ready?"




"We have kept our beings on this side of the Styx by never allowing our guard to fall while in a strange port."




"Nay.  It is more than that.  It was with some bitterness that you spoke of the assumptions by the Legate, as to the competency of the slave leader on the mountain."




Julius just sat for a while, giving thought to his next words, then, "Might I speak of a matter in confidence - one that is of some disquiet to my family?"




Caesar looked at his host for a long moment, then reached down to pick up the jug, filling his cup again.  "You risked your ship and life to take me from the pirates, when few others could be found to venture the effort.   I give oath that what you say will be held in my being - at least until the lord of Hades requires me to speak before his throne."




"Do you remember the large Thracian that was in my crew on the voyage to Syrna?"




"Aye.  Indeed, I was in wonder at his absence..."   The man stopped his words, apparently because of the stunning thought that suddenly appeared.    Julius just watched for the moment as disbelief fought with realization.   Then, "Nay! By the fetid backside of Jupiter!"  He stopped his flow of words, realizing that even a man on the wharves would hear.   Softly, but with intensity, he said, "It cannot be..."




"Aye.  Such was my thoughts when first told, but it is true.   I will speak for my friend, and say that the matter was the evil deed of another..."  The sun was long departed before Julius had ended the story.  "...Melglos is no fool, and has a distaste for Rome, if not for Romans.   As you saw, he is a fighter that few men could give halt to."   He lifted the cup to give nourishment to his throat, now becoming raspy from the hours of talk, the realized that it was empty.  "The wonder for the moment, is of his ability to command men.  Of such, I cannot say."




Caesar was almost invisible in the darkness, but seemed to have little desire for sleep.  "Slaves would seem to be a poor levy with which to make a Legion, but..."   He stopped, then asked, "How many Gladiators escaped the school?"




"About seventy.   Mayhap a few more."




"That would be a hard kernel around which to form units, but seventy men, even if veterans, cannot fight the three thousand of Clodius."




Julius shook his head uselessly in the dark.  "You would be correct, but the band on the mountain has far more than the escaped Gladiators.   They have been raiding farms and small villages, freeing any who wished to put off their bonds.   How many joined, and the number that gained the opportunity and just fled their masters, is unknown as yet."




There was a period of silence, with each man conversing with his own thoughts, then Caesar said, "Still, they are trapped on the mountain, and without water.  Their time is short, whether to surrender or force battle."   There was another long pause in which Julius did not answer the supposition.  "Methinks you have other ideas."




"Aye.  Melglos was a friend - he still is, to myself - but I know little of his inner being.  He only came to my ship some short seasons ago, but...  I know well that he is canny, and no doddering fool.  If he went to the mountain, then it was for the reason that he thought it would be useful."




With that, both rose to take their mats for the night, Julius first walking to the afterdeck to give converse and orders to the man on watch - Judoc for this hour, then he descended into his cabin.




The following day was as the previous.  The Petrel was poled back to the wharf, and the men left to enjoy the break of their fast in a food kiosk, then to their usual pleasures.   Julius gave strict warning for all to stay in the vicinity of the ship, and to give watch frequently that the recall banner was not flying.   




Julius and Gaius walked the small city, firstly to the magistracy offices to determine if any news from afar had arrived, then to a prosperous inn to gain their morning meal.  With the visit came some startlement when the family of the Caupo, and the man himself, gave service at the table.  To their question, he said, "... my slaves have absconded to the call of the despicable rebel roaming the countryside."  To another surprised question, he gave, "...aye, and even my Cocua and his 'prentice.  And they were not bondmen, but citizens of the city."   His rotund mate came with a platter in each hand, hearing the words and said, herself, "Some of the ancillulae have taken flight, leaving the rooms without maids."  She gave an evil sneer, then said, "The young asinae will soon find the fate of fell puellae at the hands of men without principles."




Caesar watched both walk away, then said, "The man gains not only slaves but men who have no need to flee a bondmaster.   He has some attraction to the subservient, and no mistake."




To that Julius just raised his eyebrows with a single shake of the head.




Their walk that day took them to one of the encampments of the soldiers, Caesar pursing his lips at the sight of men less concerned with their mission than dicing and imbibing.   "Even in my tyro knowledge of commanding men, I have learned from seasoned officers that men in idleness are mere grain-stalks to be trampled.   Even with no enemy on the horizon, they should be kept in drill and training.   These men will have sinews so slack as to falter in assaulting a brothel."




The enjoyment of watching a mass of men in no particular duties soon wore off, with both nobles wandering back along the slope of the mountain toward the encampment of the officers.  Julius pointed to a man, standing with both kit and helmet of a Legionary.  "There is the Centurion spoken with on the yesterday."




This time the man stood to attention and saluted as the pair approached.  "Greetings, Centurion," said Caesar with a nod to the salute.  "What news of the day?"




"Little, as before, Sos."  He pointed.  "There seems to be lessened activity on the high slope - few of the rebels can be seen from our vantage."




Now Julius asked, "Tell me, Centurion.  Why were you sent here, and without a unit of real soldiers?"




The man spread his hands in gesture of... futility, mayhap.  "My orders were from Servius Livius, the Dux of the Exercitii maniples.  Since most of the men were sent here, the training fields are emptied and it was thought that my... veteranus skills might be of use to the Praetor."




"And yet you stand as if a bystander on festival day."




"Aye, Sos.  It would appear that the Praetor has no...  need for my knowledge."




In front of the huge and gaudy tent, the Praetor and his staff, if such it could be called, were taking their lounge, cups in hand and servants coming and going with their duties.  It could have been a fête at any noble household in a city.   




Suddenly, Caesar slapped his companion on the arm with the back of a hand.  Julius looked at the grim expression, then followed the pointing finger.  On the far side of the compound, about a half stadium away from the furtherest tent were a line of seven crucis, each with a naked man hanging by the upper cross member of the 'T.'  




"Greetings, Commander and noble Clavius," came the call from Clodius, sitting at the head of the long table.  Turning, he ordered, "Cups for our guests."




"Nay, Praetor," replied Caesar.  "We have just come from our morning meal, and giving a look at the situation before our return to the city."  He pointed.  "What story of those wretches?"




The Commander gave a laugh, then said, "Some of the slaves of our entourage made interest in joining their cohorts on the mountain.   Alas, they were uninformed of the absolute need to use the single path in assent, and that attempting to climb the flanks would exhaust even Atlas were he to try to scale yon slopes of loose shingle."  He looked over his shoulder at the unfortunates, then continued, "Our patrol merely had to wait for them to slide down the with the rubble, too blown to even stand, far less to run.  But, they have saved themselves the need of waiting with their comrades on high for their ending."  He looked around the table, then, "I venture that they are now giving themselves extolment for gaining their reward early, without having to fret for days about their inevitable demise."   The men at the table laughed at the jape of their Commander, of course, but Julius saw little humor in anything he had seen since they had stood into Herculaneum.  




"What have your sentries observed this new day, Praetor?" asked Caesar.




The man waved his cup toward the mountain, then replied, "Little else than the bulk of the figures to be seen at the summit are now absent.  I am told that at the peak of the mountain there is a large depression almost four stadia across and mayhap half a stadium in depth.   Without doubt the slaves have moved within to absent themselves from our eyes."




"A shepherd gives that there is a small basin of water at the bottom, but that it is foul and cannot be taken as nourishment."  This was from another at the table. 




"Mayhap they furnished their retreat with stores before they took residence," said Julius.  He had no interest in the statement, making it only to see what further swash the Praetor would give. 




"Nay.  What man could carry a jug to such an assention?  Were it wine or water, either - or foodstuffs - he would consume it in the journey."




A man appeared at the far end of the table.  An officer of sorts, but garbed as a functionary soldier - his armor was of white leather, rather than red, and the brush on his silvered helmet was white also.  This had to be one of the special Custos - units that were constituted for security of officials when away from their city.  Bringing his baton to salute, he said, "The Illushion cohortis are ready for inspection, Legate."




The Praetor gave a mock sigh of dismay, then got to his feet, as did all at the table.  "Duty requires my examination of our troops on each day.   Will you accompany us, Commander?"




Caesar shook his head.  "Nay, Sos.  We must be back to the ship, in expectation of returning to Capua."  




Both walked back to the ship, then as they stood on board, Julius called to Maccalus, the man on the duty of anchor watch.  "Find our men.  Tell them we are standing out immediately."




As the man nodded, then crossed the wharf at a run, Caesar said, "You have reached the cusp of... something."




"Aye. Mayhap a fool's mission, but it is worth a try.  I am sending the Petrel back for cause, but it cannot return before the morrow, at the earliest.   You may stay or go with it as your choice."  He pause, then said, "The night of any on shore may be unpleasant should yon refugees decide to come off the mountain.   Now, I must needs pen a missive for the voyage."




The three men stood on the wharf for a while and watched the Petrel make full sail out of the harbor, then turned to find themselves a respectable inn - one where both the Plebeians could take a meal with the two nobles.  There, they sat on an open-air terrace and had their midday meal and taking their ease in the lack of any need of action.  "...one would think that you have more knowledge than given by yourself," said Caesar, during the meal.  "You seem assured that yon slaves will descend the mountain and best the soldiers in wait."




Julius shook his head.  "I have no more than you for the facts of the matter, but a man of the sea must look beyond the set of the sails and the trim of the hull.  Unless you are the unfortunate master of a rotten trudge and hoping not to see stove-in hull planks, any evil will come from the far horizon - whether storm or reavers.   I have long learned that a watchful eye costs nothing, but may give great boon."  He pointed vaguely back toward the mountain.  "For the Praetor, should he ask, I would give the advice of not giving limits to a man who is in full realization that he is bound for death on a crux."   He rose, then said, "I will let you arrange our rooms for the night.  I must transact some business in the town."    




He walked to the magisterial offices, still finding few in presence, but gave his questions to a scribe at a table.  From there, he walked to the far edge of the city, beyond the wharfs and almost around the edge of the huge bay. There were only two merchants to choose from, unlike the slave houses in Capua, and Rome, which were many and of varied size and custom.  With lack of any steerage, picked the first on the road.   At the entrance, he was met by a fawning slave, giving the usual feigned words of welcome, who then stepped aside as the merchant himself hurried up to the patron.   "Greetings, Sos.  And welcome to the servitium of Urbicus, long in the service of Herculaneum for many generations.  Master is in need of a famulus or a calator?  Or mayhap a puella for the long nights?   I have many..."




Julius raised his hand, saying, "Hold.  My needs are a young man - of goodly stature and limb."   He was abrupt, the necessity of giving custom to the despicable trade a vexation on his being.




"Ah.  A few, although my stock is diminished with the need of replacing those who ran with the despicable homicidae on the mountain.  Many tradesmen have come to gain new slaves this half month."   He stepped aside, bowing and waving his patron to precede.   




The man had not been giving false words - the cages in the back of the... warehouse, he assumed it would be called, were mostly empty.   Immediately he could see that he was on a fools errand.  There were only a double handful of men and most were elderly, and the two or three of any youth were ruffians, without doubt, probably in their situation because of the actions of the magisterial courts.   He shook his head.  "Nay, I see none that I could trust to return from the well with a jug of water, far less for any work of importance."




"Nay, Sos.  They can be trained to the lash, and with ease.  I can see that you are indeed a man without need of such assistance, but if your day is too full to give any needed castigation, then my Cruciator can instill such discipline, and such as to not be forgotten.  And without impairment of your property."




Julius, with the sudden desire to leave this... establishment and enter the clear air of the outside, shook his head and turned to leave.




"Your pardon, Sos."  The merchant moved to partially block the exit of a patron not yet having opened his purse.  "If it is a man on the youngling side of life you are in need of, then allow me to offer just such.  I have taken one into my service, but he can be vended as any other."   Turning, he barked an order to his greeting-slave, and quickly another was brought to stand before the two men.




The newcomer was a man, but barely beyond his full growth.  Slight of build, he would not be a fierce beadsman, but his body was whole and apparently firm.   "Who are you?" asked Julius.




"He is a 'prentice..."




The interjection of Julius was sharp.  "Nay.  I wish to hear from the man, himself."




A pause, the merchant barked, "Then speak, boy."




"I am called Nada, Sos."  The voice was soft and with goody diction.  Julius made sudden wager with himself that he had been a scribe-learner or merchant assistant before...  "Preniced to old Titus, the carpenter.  In Pompeii."  His estimate had been close.  "The goodly wood-man was taken by the red-demons from a rising pussula on a leg, and his mate could not give goodly wares in his stead.   The Mensarius took the wood-yard for their debts and the Juditium assigned all to be sold.   As was myself."




Julius looked at the boy... man for a while, trying to ascertain...   He was a good judge of men for employ on the Petrel - or any of the vessels in the flotilla of the family, but as to deciding if a man taken in slavery might be...   "What is the cost?"




The man smiled and spread his hands, "For the Sos, four hundred denarii."  Anticipating a reaction of rejection, he added, "Such a man would bring six hundred or more in Rome."




Haggling over the price of a man was not only beyond the experience of Julius, but was distasteful in the extreme.   The price in silver denarii far more than was in his purse.  This was a part of his tentative plan that he had overlooked.    "Is there a Commodator in Herculaneum.  One that can issue debt from Capua?"   As a noble man of Rome, he had never had need of a moneylender - such an idea never even entering his mind.




"Might I ask the good Sos of his name and household?"  With the reply from Julius, the eyes of the man widened considerably.  "The shipping house of Capua?   I give wonder that you need give purchase yourself, rather than your Steward or such."




Julius nodded.  "Aye, indeed I would not, but a matter comes to hand suddenly that I require a bondman, and that need was not seen upon leaving Neápolis, thus my insufficient purse."




Now the man was all smiles and affability.  "Nay, good Sos.  The house of Clavius is not in need of the services of a Commodator.  If you will set your name to a tablet of creditum, that will be sufficient.  More than such."




The exchange quickly done, Julius gladly exited the merchantry, greeting the sun as if having emerged from a stable that had not been cleaned of droppings for the month.   Motioning his new... purchase to follow, he walked back up the harbor road, remembering a less than imposing food kiosk, serving the laborers of the port.  Around a bend he saw it, or another, then took a table next to the street, motioning the following man to sit across and in facing.   The fat Caupo hurried to give service to an unexpected man of obvious status far above his usual clientele, taking his order for wine and a platter of meats.  Julius was not hungry, but the offer would - he hoped - give some ease to the man across the table, no doubt wondering if his existence had improved or degraded suddenly.




"My name is Julius, of the family Clavius.  Mayhap you have heard of our household?"




The man nodded, then said, "Aye, Sos.  Any man in the port manufactories knows of the great shipping factor of Capua."  




"Then you know that our trading is honorable, and without blemish in three generations."  That was not entirely a true statement - a fact that only Julius knew, of all men in the world.   His Grandmother, the great Grand Domina, had given stories - in the privacy of a rooftop terrace or remote atrium - of the beginning of the house of Clavius, and while such were exciting tales to a young boy, the mere hint of the genesis and early career of his grandfather, Myron, would become the scandal of all time in Capua - and beyond.   "We do not keep nor deal in slaves - such men are undependable and without loyalty, and I have full understanding of the reason.   You are free as of now, and I will have a scribe of the city deliver a tablet of manumission, and pay the fee to register it in the archives."   




He waited for the words to sink into the being of the man, now sitting as a stone statue, even with the wine and meats being placed to his front.   "I have an offer and a mission for yourself, but without requirement.  If you wish to depart after our call on the archival office, it will be your choice.   But..."  He held up a finger.  "Should you agree to my needs, and successfully complete them, you will be paid..."  A pause for thought, then, "...five gold aurei with which to start your life anew.  And, if you wish to put all vestiges of your recent... servitude behind, a passage on a ship of the family to any port that we use as our trade..."


Chapter 38




The Petrel had not returned by the following night, and with reason - Julius could tell that the wind had laid to a mere whisper that would barely fill the sail even on his taut ship.  But, the next morning brought the welcome sight of the vessel in the distance.  Within the hour it was throwing the mooring lines to the wharf.  




Julius spent little time in talk with the acting Captain, Densus, but took the leather bag even as the boarding plank was put in place.    He extracted a scroll, unrolled and read it, then ripped the papyrus from the spindle, shredding it before tossing it into the water.  He examined another scroll from the bag, this one closed with a wax seal, then replaced it and two others that he had brought from the inn.  Indeed, several hours of the last day had been spent by himself in scripting the pair of manuscripts.




Now, with Caesar and his man, and the freedman, Nada, they made a fast walk to the encampment of the Praetor, Clodius.   




"Greetings, Commander, noble Clavius."   The leader of the army was still at the same table as two days previous.  Apparently, there was little to do in the strange siege for either officers or men, the latter still remaining in their two camps on either side of the winding path up the heights.   "Alas, the scum on the mountain are still with hope that we will tire and depart before their food and water are spent.   You have come to wait with us?"




Julius made the answer.  "Nay, Praetor.  We come with a missive from Rome."  At that, the Clodius sat up in some surprise and his officers ceased their gab.   The Captain handed the officer a scroll, then waited as it was unrolled and read.   




Finally, the Praetor looked up at the visitors, then tossed the scroll to the table.  "Does Gnaeus Batiatus give actual thought that the scum leader will do other with the missive then use it in the latrine?"




Julius shrugged.  "I cannot give what either the Lanista or the Tribune Seratus in Rome are thinking.  I am merely the messenger and my ship the vessel commission to bring the orders."




The man looked up the mountain, obviously in thought, then asked, "Who is to deliver such a message?  The rabble at the top would probably roast any noble such as yourself for their pleasure and use the scroll for the kindling."

 

At a wave, the man Nada stepped forward, standing to look down as befitted one his station - or lack of such.  "Who better to make union with slaves than another slave?" said Julius.  "To our knowledge, this Spartacus rebel is accepting any applicants for his force.   This man will deliver the scroll."




"And return with an answer, is the hope?"   The Praetor was obviously doubtful.  Or mayhap he was with some worry that the slaves might actually surrender, depriving himself and his men of a glorious triumph.  




"Aye.  He has been promised an easier duty if successful."  A truthful statement, if not completely accurate.  "It is important that you give to your sentries not to slay him out of hand when he returns down the path, even in the darkness."




The Praetor spread his hands in a wave.  "Very well."  Turning to face down the table, he ordered, "Quintus!  See that the guard is informed."




Shortly, they were watching as the young man set his foot on the irregular path, beginning the long climb to the summit with his leather pouch of two scrolls and some rations, and another - a waterbag for the journey.   Julius had given warning not to set a fast pace - even the sinews of youth would take much strain from the climb.  Although he estimated the distance to the top to be about six stadia as a stone would roll, the actual path was winding and irregular, moving up in a series of diagonal slants to lessen the slope.   The feet of a man would probably see at least six or seven stadia before the top was reached.  




As the nobles walked back to the ship, Caesar said, "I hope the men at the top do not just spit your man for sport."




"No leader wishing to gain men would allow such."   Immediately after the arrival of the Petrel, Julius had outlined his plan to get word to Melglos, as much courtesy as hope that his companion might see flaws in such - or suggest improvements.  




There were some strides in silence, the Caesar said casually, "Indeed, the reputation of your family is deserved.  To send for and receive a scroll from Rome in the course of two days is proof of the awesome pace of your vessels."  He gave a mock expression of respect.  "A voyage of two thousand stadia in two days.  Indeed, the gods of the wind smile upon the house of Clavius."    There was some strides of silence, then Caesar asked, "I can understand why the Lanista, Batiatus, would wish to save his property from the sword, but who is Tribune Seratus?   I have never heard the name."  




"Aye.  I must confess that I have never heard of the man either.   But...  I seldom concern myself with the structure of politics and public officials."




More silence, then from the Roman Commander, "The scroll is fabricated, is it not?  And, were I in need of wager, I would say that it came from the pen of a certain Greek oldster, often the Archigubernus of this vessel."   




They reached the taburna across from the ship and Julius waved the noble and his man to enter.   As they found a table in the corner, Julius said, "As you said, Rome is a far distance and the need for instruction was immediate."




"Is there not a danger of a question arising if Batiatus gives wonder of a scroll that he did not send - indeed, nor ever heard of?"




Julius spread his hand in mock innocence.  "Who is to blame here?  The Petrel is only the messenger.   By now, Patroclus will have in hand sufficient proof of the runner that breathlessly galloped to Capua with the missive to be delivered.  If such is found to be fabricated, then the culprit that used the name of a non-existent Tribune must be in Rome.  As is well known, I have no interest in machinations and intrigues common to men wishing to rise in the status of the Republic."




"Might I ask of the message sent up the mountain?"




Julius waited until the serving wench placed her burden of platter and jug on the table, then said, "Merely to tell Melglos that I know of his innocence in being taken by the Vigilis for a fabricated offense, and the request to meet me at a place of his choosing."  He paused, then continued, "There is a smaller script for Pontika, if indeed she is there, asking that she return to safety.   A revolt is no place for a femina just reaching womanhood."




Julius called his crew together and gave them his estimation of the situation.  "...And we will wait for another five days.   By then, the rebels will have run out of supplies and will have to issue forth for some action.   Else, if the men who have supposed knowledge of the mountain are wrong in their idea that the slopes are barren of all sustenance, then the army of Clodius could sit on their haunches until their dotage."




With his ship back, again the order was to pole away from the wharf and anchor for the nights.   Caesar had a comment on the precaution.  "You do not strike me as a man afraid of his own shadow, to sleep his nights in a tiny cabin when comfortable inns are a spear's cast away.  Is not your worry of sudden invasion somewhat... overblown?"




Julius waved a hand for his guest to settle in a chair by the mast.  "My Grandsira, Myron, the founder of our family, was said to have an inner sense that allowed him to point the cardinal directions from the hold of a ship, or the midst of a tempest - even on the darkest of clouded nights.  For myself, my pointing skills are adequate, but they do not come from some awareness of being, as did his.  But..."   He pointed to toward the mountain of Vesuvius, looming over the city.  "My gift, if it is real, is that I become... uneasy, mayhap is the word, when some peril is in approach.  Or, possibly it is a more natural reason - just the learnings from a life at sea, to always look for hazard far on the horizon."   He paused and accepted a cup from the cook, Caius, with a nod.  "Is my caution for fear that the rebels will sudden mount an overwhelming assault on Herculaneum?  Mayhap not, but a modicum of watchfulness takes nothing from the purse and may allow one to live another day."




Caesar kept his opinion of such statement to himself.  At least for the night and the next.  But...




"Capitaneus!"   Julius woke instantly to the voice of Ngozi.  "There is some unsettlement in the city.   Torches and flames."    He jumped from the mat, reaching for his belt and weapons, although with the Petrel at least a hundred strides away from any wharf, it was unlikely that any foe would be clambering onboard.   From the afterdeck he could see the truth of the call from the black crewman.   Certainly, the city was not engulfed in flame, but along the port road were torches, and not being carried by men in casual gait.  Herculaneum was a considerable height above the water, thus all vision beyond the front rank of port buildings was blocked.  Certainly, no eyes from the deck of a ship could see to the encampments at the bottom of the mountain on the far side of the city.




Quickly the crew had roused, even without order from the Captain, with all standing at the rail in look across the water and city.   To Ngozi, the man who had had the anchor watch, he was about to ask of the hour, then looked to the night sky instead.   Despite his years on the Petrel, the black man from the far southern lands had never grasped the idea of breaking up the days and nights into convenient slices of time.   But, he could see that it was about the fifth hour, somewhat after the mid of night.




 The distance was too far for any sounds of likely battle, but as the sardonic answer to a comrade, Flavius said, "I have much doubt that the citizens have decided to produce a fête in the middle of the night.  Yon torches are to light the way for some need."




Julius just gave a single shake of his head, his eyes not leaving the moving flares up and down the port road.   There was little to do but watch.  He certainly was not going to order the Petrel poled to the wharf and walk to find the reason for the... disturbance.   




Caesar pointed to the blackness above Herculaneum, where all could see the red points of rising sparks.  "There are considerable fires on the far side of the city."




"Aye," replied Julius.  "The rebels have obviously made the descent from the heights."




"What are your orders, Capitaneus," asked Densus.




Julius snorted, then said, "The same as for myself.  Return to your rest until the break of day."   There was little need to stand in the dark watching torches and rising sparks, and he certainly would not order the Petrel to touch the land until the daylight brought some notice of what was happening.  




But the sleep did not last until daybreak.   Again, Ngozi gave wakening to the Captain.  "The port is as an anthill, kicked.  The vessels are putting out."




As Julius again bounded up the ladder, he was almost thrown back to the deck of his cabin as the Petrel lurched with the grinding sounds of a ship making its last landing upon a rocky shore.   Such could not be with the ship at anchor in a sheltered harbor but...




Even in the dimness of the night, faintly illumined by the fires on the shoreline, he could see another vessel sliding past the dexter beam, giving rub of hull against hull until it slid off into the darkness behind.   Julius realized that the other shipmaster had taken sail even before aligning his craft to the wind and in total disregard of any other vessel that might be in the harbor.   




Behind him the crew appeared, some without stitch of garb, having instantly jumped from sleep to full wakefulness at the grinding impact, climbing to the deck with swords in hand and with the certainty that the Petrel had been rammed and was even now being boarded.   "Nay!" called Julius. "We have not been assailed by reavers.  Yon shipmaster was in haste in leaving his position at the wharf."




At evening fall, there had been several ships in the harbor of Herculaneum, most being small coastal runners, but two others of a size to the Petrel.   They could see most, if not all, were pushed back from their docks and were poling out in preparation to raise their sails to the light wind - or had already disappeared into the darkness of the western sea.  




And the reason was apparent.  In the previous hours, as they had taken to their mats for the second time, the torches on the wharf road and now, in the edge of the city that could be seen from the water, were multiplied as if flies in the water marshes.  And none were being held by men in casual walk.  Unlike before, they could hear the continuous clamor of voices - none to be understood, but as a steady noise across the water.   It was obvious that one reason for the chaos was the many fires in the city.   Julius had seen that, unlike Capua or Rome, this small city was mostly built of stone from quarries around the mountain - absolutely imperious to fire, but, the roofs were wood - cane and logs and straw - and such gave flame with ease.  




"It would seem that Clodius has mayhap been less than successful in containing the threat of rampaging slaves."  Caesar had appeared, to stand beside the Captain and as all others on board, watching with some awe at the impending doom - if such was what was happening.  "Yon inn would be less than comfortable this night.  I give apology for my dismissal of your apparent timorousness.  Your inner sense is indeed real."




Rather than answer the compliment, Julius said, "I see much turmoil, but no battle - at least not on the port road.   What is the fear of the citizenry?"




"Yon rock pinnacle would give us a view across the plains to the slope of the mountain," said Densus.  




He was speaking of a tall rock formation around the curve of the harbor to the south, but Julius waved the suggestion away.  "Nay.  What is happening will not change even if we find out the reason.  The daylight is only an hour away.  Our wonder can be stayed until then."   He turned, then called, "Flavius!  When sight arrives, give look at any impairment from the hull-clash."




"I have already sounded the bilge, Capitaneus.  There is no water in entry.   The dexter rails are broken for three strides at the fifth member, but I feel no sprung planks."




None returned to their mats, merely taking their ease on the deck until the first gleams of dawn-light began to show.  Sunrise in this small city, shadowed by the massive mountain to the east, was always far later than would be normal only a few stadia either way along the coast, but soon the glow of morning gave goodly vision across the harbor.




Flavius could already be heard below, sawing limber to repair the damage done by the collision in the night - minor damage, mostly to the rails along the beam, but the Carpenter was known to be irate if the hull even gave scrape to a wharfside.  




Densus was pointing and waving here and there toward the city. "The citizens are making ready to depart."   Indeed, several carts and many asses were seen to be burdened with bundles and such.  But...




Julius turned and called a command, "Ngozi, Judoc.  Pull the anchor stone but balance it for immediate drop.   Densus, pole us closer to the wharf."  With Flavius called from below, and Judoc waiting in the bow to push the heavy stone into the water, all began to slowly push the Petrel toward the shoreline with the long lengths of cane.  Even Caesar and his man, Rufus, lent a hand at the task.   




Unless some adversary unit of bowmen appeared on the land, even ten strides of water would be sufficient for the safety of the ship.   And at that distance, the crewman from Gaul pushed the anchor overboard.




Now, the truth of the situation was clear.   The citizenry was not preparing to leave - the city was being looted.   They watched in some disbelief for a while, then Maccalus said, "Capitaneus.  You gave that the army in wait was with three thousand Legionaries.  Are they still unaware in their tents?"




"Nay," replied Caesar.  "The Praetor, Clodius, did not have a Legion - his men are merely imaginariae militiae - men from city watch units and enforcers for the Aedilis and Vigilis throughout the land.   A veteran Legion from Hispania or such would carve a band of slaves as ragged meats for the dogs."




"I see no piles of dead," said Flavius.  "Where are the people of the city?"




Now Julius answered, "I would give that the mass of torches from the night was the citizenry fleeing for their lives."   He pointed.  "And most probably to the city of Pompeii.  It is only a few stadia down the coast."




"What of Neápolis?", asked Densus.  "Should we not give warning of a band of brutal slaves now without control?"




"Nay.  They will well know of it by now."  Julius was continuing to gaze back and forth along the harbor front even as he spoke.  "Many of these citizens will have gained that city and with their breathless tales giving alarm to all.   Besides, Neápolis is a vastly more difficult mark than this little city, with walls and gates fully manned by now, without doubt."




Caesar now said, quietly, "You are in search of your message runner."  It was not a question. 




"Aye.  I was with hope that he would appear, but..."  He spread his hands in mock despair.  "Nada knows of the place of my house.  Mayhap he will appear there eventually."




The hours passed, then quickly the movement along the port road ceased, the asses and carts disappearing from the city.  Obviously the band of raiders had gained their orders to march.   Julius waited another hour, all watching for movement along the road, but saw very little.  A man skulking here and another in run there, but little else.




Finally, he said, "I will swim ashore and climb the hill to ascertain if the city is indeed deserted.   Densus, have the sling-rope ready if I appear in run for my life."




"Capitaneus, I will give accompany."  This was Ngozi, unwilling to be a mere observer if his Master was moving into peril. 




"Nay, my friend.  The water is not deep, but it is over your head, and you swim with all the ability of a rock."  He looked around at the crew, all wishing to move ashore with their Captain.  "This is not a fighting intrusion, but as a mouse looking to see if the Matron has left her kitchen."




"Capitaneus."  This was Caesar.  "Let my man give accompaniment to watch your back."  A smile and a wave at Rufus, then, "He can teach the fish their water work, and a Legionary the use of his iron."  




Another pair of eyes would be a comfort, indeed.  He measured the man, standing beside his noble master and with little apparent concern at the offer made on his part.  "What do you say, Rufus.  I suspect we will find nothing but spirits, but it mayhap we will pass close to the wharf of the ferryman."




The man grinned, then said, "I have made the close passage more than once and he has yet to take fee from myself."




Julius gave a smile back, then cinched his belt tighter, dropping the small blade, the pugio, to the deck.  He would take only his gladius and wear only a tunic and sandals.  As he had said, the water was deeper than a man for about five strides, but even so, the less metal that a swimming man carried the greater chance his head would arise from the water again.  




The Petrel was about ten strides from the dock, the wind giving weather-vaning to point the stern at an angle toward the land.  Nodding to Rufus, who had copied the Captain with his garb and lightened belt, he ran and jumped as far as possible.   Spearing into the water, his feet hit bottom immediately, and with a lunge of bent knees, he propelled his body toward the shore and his head above water for a breathing moment.   Quickly, both men were in the shallow rise to the shoreline and waded ashore.  




Moving along the port road for a very short distance, they turned to walk up the sloping street to the level of the city, a distance of only about twenty strides.  There, was the street that edged the shallow cliff overlooking the water.   Both looked along the via, but saw nothing but discarded trash, no doubt the result of the looting during the morning.  There were no bodies, which was of some puzzle to Julius.  This was a particularly benign uprising to have no blood spilled in the action.




Unlike his impression from the ship, the city had not been burned - at least not as a general conflagration.   The merchantries and houses on this street were still whole and not showing or smelling of smoke, although the street in its entire length looked as after an entire feast day in the Forum, with trash and debris covering the stones of the pave.




He turned the steps of the pair into the city, wanting to reach the point where the encampment of the Praetor was - or more likely, had been.  Without realization, both men had gladii in hand and at the ready, and such almost gained blood at the first corner of the building they were passing.   A man suddenly appeared from a doorway, giving surprise to all, even himself.  Julius managed to pull his arm back that the man not be sliced by the blade that had instantly moved to become between the wielder and the sudden apparition.




Instantly, he saw that it was an oldster - a graybeard in fact.   "By the gods, gaffer!  You almost joined your ancestors and no mistake!"  




"Your pardon, Sos.  I did not hear your approach..."




"Who are you?" demanded Julius.  "One of the city, or of the pillagers?   Slave or freedman?" he added.




 "Naevius, Sos.  Porter to the Sutorius, Atilius."  The man shook his head.  "I am a citizen of Herculaneum, birthed and raised here and never a bondman, Sos."




A cobbler, then.   Or rather, a servant for such.  "Where is your master?"




"Fled in the night, Sos."  He realized that Julius was waiting for more words, then continued, "I have little breath for long travel and I remained behind to give watch over the dwelling of the Sutorius."




"What happened in the night?"




"I know little, Sos.   The men came to plunder, but the abode of Sutorius has no weapons and little food.  They left without harm to myself and I remained in the back storeroom until now."




"Sos."  This was Rufus.  Julius looked along his pointing arm.   Leaving the oldster, they walked along the street, carefully watching at every doorway and alley that was passed, until they came upon the two figures on the cobblestones.  




Bodies they were, and made so violently.   Finally, Julius said to his companion, "They appear to be part of the militia of Clodius, and cut down as they were fleeing."   He did not have to point to the deep gashes - such that were only in the backside of the two men.  




The next turn of the street gave them a view of the mountain, and the encampments at the beginning of the slope.   Their feet brought both to a stop, without either realizing the sudden halt.  After gazing across the fields for an unknown time, Rufus said, "That gives us what was in flames in the night."




Indeed, what had been almost a city of tents in the officers compound was now just a blackened field of ashes.  Around both sides of the mountain they could see that the outlying camps of the soldiers were also nothing but wisps of smoke, the fires long burned to nothing.  Julius nodded slowly, then said, "Aye, but that little matters to the men of the Praetor, now.  They are beyond needing shelter.  Come, there is little more to see here."




Again the two men moved along the deserted and debris strewn streets of Herculaneum, but now even while as watchful as before, their stride was long and quick.  Soon they could see the Petrel in wait in the empty harbor, the crew lining the rails in watch for the two men.  Even as they approached, Densus had the stone raised and the vessel poled to just touch the wharf.   Both jumped on board, Julius calling the command, "Make sail for Neápolis."




Quickly, the ship was standing out of the harbor, taking the tack to gain distance from the land, then coming about to follow the coast the short distance to their destination.  The vessel in trim, all gathered by the rudder to hear the finding of the two men.




"Your journey was short," said Caesar.  "Not even the half part of an hour."




Julius nodded.  "Aye, it took little time to see a vision of Hades, and no mistake."   He paused, looking back at the city on the shore, making his own thoughts, but then continued, "The soldiers have been slaughtered, and without apparently with little notice of their impending doom.   The sparks in the darkness were the tents in flame.  It is obvious that the slaves on the mountain attacked in force, and with suddenness in the night."




"The taburna gab was that the rebels were trapped at the summit, and with only a single path to descend," objected Densus.




Julius shook his head with some force.  "I would give that the slaves were not informed of their entrapment.  The deed was not done by a line of thirsty men walking in file from the heights.   Clodius was hit from both sides and fiercely."




"How do you know such?" asked Caesar.




"Because the bodies were in piles in the area of the command encampment.   The two units of soldiers were obviously pushed back and all met in the middle, where they were slain between two attacking groups.  That is the only explanation that fits the sight that we saw."  He looked at Rufus, who nodded in agreement.  "This was not a battle with desperate men trying to escape entrapment.  It was an attack, planned and executed as if led by some shade of Cincinnatus, himself and without the soldiers even knowing of their doom until it was on them.  What Commander of any veteran Legion has such faith in the ability of his men to stage a coordinated attack on a night of no moon and in total silence?"




"The tents," said Caesar.  "The burning canvas is what gave them the light to give battle in the night."   He hesitated, then asked, "There was no sign of the slaves?   They fought then fled... where?"




"Again, this was not a desperate battle, but a planned campaign.  The dead were stripped of armor and weapons.  The asses and carts and wagons were taken, no doubt filled with the kit of the soldiers.  The city was not destroyed, nor fired, nor did we see any slain citizens.  Indeed, we met an oldster who had been in his merchantry when the slaves came to search, and was left unharmed.   It is obvious that the city was only entered to gain foodstuffs."




"Was there any sign of Clodius?" asked Caesar.




"I have little doubt that he is giving explanations to the dark lord even now.   Without knowledge of such, I would guess that he was as surprised as any, then overwhelmed by the men fleeing from both directions, to meet in a crush of frantic soldiers without even room to swing a blade, even assuming that any had taken their swords in the sudden fright."  He paused, then pursed his lips, saying, "We could have walked from the edge of the city to the slope of the mountain without setting sandal on other than bodies."   




Neápolis was quickly reached, the distance only a sixty stadia or so.   The city was in ferment, many of the younger citizens of Herculaneum having already made the distance by road, spreading their tales of disaster and defeat.




Julius led Caesar and his man up the road to Capua, their horses reaching it by mid-afternoon, and finding the same froth of rumor and unsubstantiated tales.   Without entering the household, something that Julius knew would delay their reporting by an hour or more, they set foot immediately to the Tabularium.  Their entry - a surprise - was as if the winged messenger Mercury had arrived.   Julius had barely acknowledged his brother before the furious questions came at once and from all within, as a flood of water into a ruptured hull.  Finally, the Burgimagister shouted all to silence, then waved Julius to give their tale.




Within the hour, a scroll - two, in actuality - were penned, giving the details of the disaster and the complete destruction of the force sent to give corral to the slave rebellion, then given to a mounted messenger with instructions to not stop until the Senate in Rome was reached.  In the half of an hour, the copy was given to another, and sent on its way.   Finally, the two brothers and Caesar and his man walked back to the Clavius household for rest and some food - and to face another furious round of questions from the women of the family.




In the evening relaxation, all reclining in the large atrium, Caesar said, "I will return to Rome on the morrow.  It may be that my appointment to the Consul in Pontus may be delayed."  He waved away a fill of his cup, then nodded to Julius.  "I once offered you the post of Admiral, in my fantasy of becoming some major player in the realm of Rome in the future - and that is still in standing, but now I extend a real proposition."   All in the room were now gazing with some anticipation at their guest.  "Your gift of unease in approach of peril is real, and even such a dullard as myself can see that now.   You see beyond your eyes, and make goodly use of thought where other men only give credence to their own opinions.  Such a man would be more valuable than a maniple of veterans for a Commander.  I believe that I can convince the Senate to bestow the rank of Tribunus Laticlavius to yourself.   Your household would have a noble title indeed, for the family chronicles, and I would have a Second in command that I could trust."   He looked at Camelia with a smile, saying, "Have no fear, my lady.  Such as he would only see battle from afar - indeed, from a position more secure than the deck of a vessel coursing through pirate-infested waters."




She smiled in return.  "I am grateful for the assurance, but I do not give plan to the future of my husband.   He will be the one who gives determination of his own destiny."

 

"Mayhap you would become a Dux, after some desperate battle in far lands," said Aulius.  




It was a jape, of course, and gained laughter from the family, but Julius could see that his mate was forcing her mirth.   He spoke quickly to give assurance.  "It would certainly be an honor for myself, and my household.  And... I can think of few men that I would rather have as Commander than yourself..."




"But your life is the sea, and such a mistress is difficult to abandon, even when one has been given such a superior replacement."  Caesar nodded at Camelia.  "Be at ease, Capitaneus.  I knew full well that such an offer would find little chance of detaching you from your beloved Petrel, but know that tender was genuine."




The evening passed pleasantly and on the morning, their guest and man were sent on their way with full bellies and a heavy bag of traveling rations.  And an assurance of a goodsome shelter when again they came to Capua.


Chapter 39




The quarter month passed with no threat appearing from the wilderness.   Scouts had given that the rebellious slaves had made encampment on the far side of the mountain called Vesuvius, but had not given menace to any major cities.    The citizenry of Capua and the nearby villages were naturally more concerned by the peril of a roving band of raiders than Rome, a thousand stadia to the north.   There, the city was indignant that three thousand soldiers had been routed - nay, slaughtered - by mere slaves.  The shade of the Praetor, Clodius Glaber, was roundly condemned for his lack of leadership.   Another force was in the process of being assembled - two Legions under the command of the Praetor Publius Varinius.  




The two brothers were in conference, each day, in the Tabularium, although little was done by the leaders of Capua.  The forces available to the city, the men of the Aedilis and the Vigilis units and with the able-bodied men of the citizenry in callable reserve, were sufficient to maintain security of the gates and walls, but not to form an army to take the field for battle.




Julius had received a scroll from Gaius Caesar, giving that his travel to the far post in the land of Pontos was still to be made, and asking for a ship on the agreed date.  He also added his observations of the decisions and attitudes in Rome, Julius giving the latter contents to the men of the Tabularium the next day.   "...apparently the Senate will not believe that the battle was anything more than incompetence by Clodius, allowing himself to be surprised in sleep.  The idea of a slave leader escaped from a ludus gladiatorium being competent in the art of war is rejected entirely.   As Caesar cannot say that his own eyes saw the aftermath, the belief is that his information was gained from fleeing wretches and has little validity."




One of the nobles said, "We are told that two Legions will soon be in march to confront the slaves.  I thought all were either in Hispania or Pontos."




Julius nodded.  "Caesar gives that these are newly constituted from the training fields and levies from the outlying cities."  He paused, then said, "I fear that the label may be overstating the actuality of the units.   It appears to me that these will be no more than militia, as were the first.  Mayhap with a modicum of training, but certainly not veterans."




Now another spoke.  "The move needs to be with haste.   With the cold season in approach, the field are ripe and untended.  If the harvest is given halt for much longer, the city will feel the effects and soon."   All knew that, while the slave band had not approached Capua, they had raided the outlying farms - mostly to gain willing recruits, but also to carry off any animals and foodstuff that had already been harvested...




"Your pardon, Sos."  Julius turned to see one of the many scribes of the Tabularium. "There is a messenger at the door."   




He nodded, then excused himself to walk to the entrance of the building, to find one of the servants of his house.  "The Mistress Camelia sends word of your need to return with haste."




Surprised, Julius nodded, then announced the need for his departure.   As they strode along the street he queried the man, but gained nothing that would tell him of the sudden need of summons.  At the door, the Steward, Virnius, pointed and said, "The Mistress awaits in the rosae atrium, Sos."




In the courtyard reserved for his own family use, he saw Camelia with another - and with surprise he saw that it was Nada, the freedman that had been sent up the mountain with two scrolls.  "I thought it important to send word, Husband.  I give apology if it was an interruption."  She picked up her basket, then said, "If you wish, I will leave you to discuss your... needs."




Julius waved away the comment.  "Nay.  Nothing will be said that is forbidden to your ears."  He turned to the newcomer, the man very obviously uncomfortable in being in a noble household and surroundings of the like never seen by him.   Pointing to a chair, he said, "Sit  yourself and tell me of your journey.   We had fear that you might have been slain as an intruder, or in the battle below the mountain."




Cautiously, the man lowered himself into the woven chair, no doubt a new experience also.  His life would have been mostly on his feet, when not in sleep, and any sitting position would have been on rough-hewn benches in some taburna.   Julius and Camelia also sat as the man began his tale.  "Nay, Sos.   There was no threat to my being, although much doubt when I announced my pouch was for their leader.  As you said, I gave the name of Melglos and on the next day, the scrolls were taken from me for delivery.   There, I gave assume that my task was ended, but although treated kindly, I was not allowed to depart after seeing the preparations being made."




"Preparations?" asked Julius.




"Aye, Sos.  The women were weaving the long vines, cut from the far side of the mountain, into ropes to allow for descent on the far side of the mountain."  Julius nodded to himself in satisfaction, remembering his comment about not placing limits on the ability of a man facing doom.




"Women?" asked Camelia.  "There are women in his encampment?"




"Aye... So...  Noble Matron."  The man had probably never spoken to a Patrician female in his life, and had little idea of the honorifics for such.   "Many, and more each day."   He picked up his thread of tale.  "In the afternoon, I was summoned to the presence of the man, Spartacus, to be questioned by himself as to my mission."  He paused, then said, "He bade me to send his greetings to yourself, Sos, and your good wife.  With him was a young femina, who bade me to give this to the mate of yourself..."  He reached into his bag and extracted a scroll, handing it to Camelia.   She took the spindle, quickly unrolling it for reading.  Her smile quickly told Julius that the missive was not of woe, but probably greetings and explanation.  




Then, "And this for yourself, Sos."    It was just a sheet of papyrus, with a few lines scripted that were quickly read.




"Pontika gives her greetings to you, Husband," said Camelia.  "And her sorrow for leaving without your allowance, but says that she is comfortable and safe.   And that, no matter the destiny of herself, the pinnacle of her life will always be the time spent as the ship's boy on the Petrel."  




He nodded, but said, "Aye, such happenings would be an exciting life for any of youth, whether puerulus or puella.   Still, an encampment of rebels is not conducive to a long life for a youngster."   He turned to see Virnius still waiting in the doorway.  "Have the Numerarius bring a purse worth ten aurei, but in silver denarii."   A young Plebeian would be unwise to display gold on his person.  Cutpurses and street brigands would be attracted as flies to bee-syrup and, there was more than a goodly chance that the magistrates would be called, giving wonder at such an ordinary citizen having far more wealth than he could be expected to possess.  




Now, he looked at the young man, still sitting on the edge of the chair in his uncomfortableness of a first visit to a noble household.  "You have done well, Nada, and fulfilled our agreement in total.   Your stipend... your coin is well earned, and will be here shortly.   Do you wish a passage on a ship to another place?"   A freedman, in the Latium domains, would be burdened with the stigma for his entire life - better to depart and start a new life elsewhere, leaving the knowledge of his slavery far behind.   




"I... I have not given it thought as yet, Sos.  Mayhap it would be better that I do so.  Might I ask of yourself for some... destination?"




"Aye, with your purse, you can begin anew with your own merchantry - you were an assistant to a Carpenter, were you not?   Mayhap you could begin with a small workplace to carve in wood."  Indeed, a stash of coin worth ten gold rounds would easily purchase a fair woodshop on any waterfront.  "As to your destination, Massilia or Caralis are goodly port cities to start a new life, or Messēnē, far to the south if you do not wish to leave the land of Latium."   To another servant across the way, he called, "Bring me a writing board and pen."




In a few moments, he was scribbling onto a single sheet of papyrus, finishing as the household accountant arrived with the requested purse.  "Here is your wage, and I need not tell you to keep it inside your tunic and do not display it for any reason, until you are in purchase of your new life.  Put a few coins in another pouch, to use for your food and lodging until you have finished your travel."   He handed the man the single page of scripting, then continued, "This is your pittacium, giving you passage on our vessels to any destination that we stand into. Give it to the agent at the Clavius wharfs in Neápolis, mentioning my name, and he will tell you of the impending voyages."  Turning again to the door, he called to the Steward, "Have the Cocua fill a bag with rations for a ten-day travel, and a meal for our guest before he gives us leave."   He stood up and the man leaped to his feet.  "Again, the gratitude of the house of Clavius, and our hope that your new life is productive and long."




Alone again, Camelia asked, "What of your missive?   Is it really from Melglos?"




Julius had sat down again.  "Aye.  And instructions should I still wish to meet with him."




"Should I have worry of such a meeting?" asked the woman.  "I know well of your skills on the water, but also of your disinterest of anything on the land."




He smiled, then answered, "I go to talk, not join in battle.  Mayhap I can end this struggle before the land is pillaged - and prevent our friend from giving embellishment to a crux."




The pending tryst was known only to Julius and his wife, and Aulius.   He doubted that any open knowledge of his meeting with - and knowing of - the rebel leader would gain his household any lasting benefit - indeed, and most probably the opposite.   On the second day after the arrival of the ex-slave, Nada, he set out with Ngozi to the small village of Nola, some hundred stadia to the southeast, on the opposite side of Vesuvius from Herculaneum.   By the afternoon, they had reached the village, asking a merchant of a particular taburna, and soon entering into the half darkness of the drinkery.  With some loss as to their next movement, Julius pointed his companion to a table and they sat, sipping the wine and waiting for...




"You are the Capitaneus?"  Both looked across the next table at a man, nondescript and without indication of his status.  




"Aye," replied Julius.




"I have instruction only for a single man, not for a companion."   The speaker was wearing an ordinary tunic which could have garbed a slave, or a merchant at work.  Or, in fact, a Captain on a ship at sea.




"This man is a friend of your leader.  Bonded in blood.  I will speak for his presence."




The man hesitated, finally saying, "Then come.  We have an hour's stride to make."




Julius could tell by the slanting sun that they were walking south, and even from here, the imposing peak of the mountain could be seen to the west when sight was granted through the trees. 




In a while they came to a small village, unknown to Julius, as were most in the land that were not on the coastline.   "I see no army," said Ngozi quietly.




Julius nodded.  Indeed, even less than that, he could not even see the number of men that was the count of the gladiators that had escaped from the gladiatorium of Gnaeus Batiatus.  At the entrance of a wooden house, their guide gave them over to another, this man just offering a mat on which to wait until...  "I will send that you have arrived.  The Maximus has ordered that you be fed, if desired."   Julius nodded, and in a while two women entered with some smoking meats on a wooden board, and a large gourd-bowl with olives and onions.




The two ate silently, then rose to stand in the doorway and gaze around the small village.   A farming hamlet, obviously, it was deserted except for a few men that could be seen now and again.   The women had come from a cookery, apparently, as they could see a round hut with smoke issuing from the roof.   As the day was warm, the fire would not be for heat.   Their attendant, just to give the man a title, returned and asked if either had need of anything, but Julius wanted information.   "Are you of this village?  A freeman?"




"I am my own man, aye, but I come from Picentia.  A scarf-hand in the granary of Maccalus."   The man seemed to have no reticence in being questioned but he was not a fighter, nor even armed with anything but his small blade - a necessity for all laborers in the lan, if just to cut their meat for the meals.




"Why did you join the..."  He was about to say, 'rebels' but changed to a word with less... intensity.  "...band of Spartacus?"




The man shrugged, his attitude showing a man with little apparent interest in the violent happenings of the land.   "I did not join, so much as followed.   When the raiders came through Picentia, they looted the town of all animals and carts, taking foodstuffs and any weapons.   Most of the citizens fled to Pompeii, it is my belief, but the raiders offered all that joined a place in their ranks.  Myself, with the granary merchant fled, had no reason to remain to starve in my village."




Ngozi nudged his Captain, pointing at a group of four men approaching.  Unlike, the inoffensive laborer, these were men of arms, and no doubt.  Raggedly dressed, they had both spears and swords that were utilitarian, without doubt.   Their leader had to be one of the escaped gladiators - no other man would have such scarring of both face and torso, unless he was a deserter from the Legions.   




 The four stopped in front of the house, standing to look with some distaste at the pair of seamen.  It was obvious that the leader was deficient in the skills of a Caupo, to give goodsome welcome to newcomers visitors.  With a sneer, he asked, "You be the noble mate of the Maximus?"  At the nod from Julius, he said, "What need has a high-born of mate-ship with a mere grubber?"  With a pointing hand, he said, "Do you carry iron to give impress to the prostituta, or just to cut your haunch from the spit?"




Julius felt, more than saw, Ngozi moving aside to give clearance for his gladius to have free rein.  Only the leader was a man that might have some experience with weapons - his mates, standing at his back were clearly just men that had been given, or had taken the tools of a soldier.   The red of iron-decay on the two spear points gave easy indication of that.  The other, with the short sword in his belt and without scabbard, looked fearsome enough, but any quick drawing of his weapon would have his feet entangled in his suddenly cut belt - and with a goodly chance of his manhood to be laying with the leather, also.  




Needing to end the male cock-fight before it started, Julius said, "It gives goodly effect on the femina when I sport my presence.  Were you sent to guide us to your leader, or stand in talk for the next hour until the night comes?"




Apparently the sneer was a permanent expression on the face of the man, but he just jerked his head, saying, "Walk in front.  We have little reason to show a highborn our back."   




The walk was long and becoming worrisome to Julius, wondering if the men were leading them to some planned demise, but another village appeared on the trail, this one with more people in view - far more.  Indeed, it was as if the Forum of Capua had been transported to this tree-surrounded settlement.   At the door of a large round structure, probably what had been the public meeting place of the villagers, they were halted as the scarred leader disappeared inside.  




Julius looked around, realizing that this was still not the hard nut at the center of the rebellion.  Almost all of the people he could see were female, coming and going with baskets or jugs.  Far down the trail, he could see a huge number of carts and wagons - empty and without the animals needed to pull the conveyances.  Those were close by - he could hear the braying of asses somewhere in beyond his sight.  This villager was obviously a supply store for the men.




But, such noticements were forgotten as a man strode from the round building.  




"By the gods!  I would never have believed that the Petrel would run aground, to throw the Capitaneus and his man onto the land as helpless waifs."   It was Melglos, indeed, and sporting a wide grin as he walked up to the newcomers.   To Ngozi, he gripped a wrist and a shoulder in his joy of the meeting.  "And you, my dark friend - one hopes that your little cuts that were garnered in the night of sporting in the realm of Antioch are healed, and well."   Only a grin was returned, then the Thracian waved, "Come into my palace.  We have much to talk of."




Inside, his royal chambers were more as the office of a scribery.  A table and many mats were present, and little else.  He motioned for the scarred leader that had given announcement to leave, then gestured for his guests to recline on the mats.   Another wave brought a woman with cups and a jug, offered to both even as they sat.   Julius sipped the wine without tasting, merely giving politeness to the offer, then said, "I offer my sorrow for your treatment in my land and inability to discover that your disappearance was unwilled.  But, be assured that I do not forgive evil done to my family or my crewmen.  The putrid Batiatus will make payment in full - I have given oath to the gods."




Melglos was still with a grin.  "One hopes that you are not offended if I present the reckoning first.  But...  There will be time to speak of that bastardus.  For now, I wish to know of the others.  The noble Camelia - she is well?"




"Aye, and with child these few months."




"Ah.  The next Capitaneus of the Petrel may be in voyage to your household.   Mayhap you and I will sit on the wharf with cups, in our dotage, and watch the vessel stand out to new adventure.   But, what of the others?   The Sage?  One hopes the old man has put his hurts behind him..."




Into the last hours of the day they talked, then under the light of an oil lamp and with plain but goodly food brought into the round building.   Melglos gave his rendering of that evil day.  "...Had come from the brothel... what was it...  the Red Lion or such.   There, I had made converse with another man come from my domain, although that was long ago in his boyhood.   Surfeited with the women, we walked to the taburna for a cup, giving tales to each other of our journey to Latium.   The wine was strong, unwatered completely was my thought, but goodsome for that.   Too strong for a weakling such as myself..."




He was giving the tale, common in the past times, of the taking of men in their polluted cups for use on merchant ships.  The unfortunate would wake with a groggy sickness, to find himself at sea and waged to a vessel, and the coin for his voyage in the hands of the crimp.  The evil practice had been outlawed before Julius was born, and the punishments for such were severe.  




"...woke in a strange city, accused of desertion from the Legion..."




"Aye, Cumae, we were told.  Before a judicium that was far enough away from Capua that the tale of a big Thracian would not be heard."




"And thus, I found myself sold to the fighting school."   The talk continued into the night.  "...the Exercitor, giving charge of the fighters, was deficient in his watchfulness.   As the gate was opened to allow for a new levy of unfortunates to enter, we gave our desire to depart.  Alas, the Trainer was unable to answer, as his head was twisted to look backwards..."   




The noble Captain knew that there was far more to the story being told as a jape.  Romans had long learned how to keep prisoners secure, and to breach the defenses of a ludus gladiatorium, that had such experience in keeping men in bondage for longer than living memory, had taken much planning and instant actions by the condemned.   Finally, Julius gave his reasons for the request of the meet.  "...come to the coast, anywhere that you select.  The Petrel can take you to safety back to Greece - or the far land of Numidia, if you wish.  And with all the coin that you have accumulated in my service."




Melglos spread his hands.  "Alas, I cannot just take ship as if a boy fleeing from the patéras of a Kóri with a fat belly.  My men would take it amiss, but the gods would be less forgiving, as it was my plan to escape our bondage."




"Nay.  You left the employ of the putrid Batiatus with less than a hundred men, to my knowledge.  Two of our merchants can take any that wish to accompany you."




The Thracian gave a mock expression of sadness.  "Sadly, your numbering is defective, but such can be seen on the morrow, in the light of day.   Alas, I fear that my destiny is to be found in this land, whatever might come."




"Melglos!  You have done well - indeed, were it my place to make the offer, you should be given the position of Dux for a Legion.   Your skills in leading men are great, whether natural or learned."  Julius was trying to pick words that were not disdainful, but with the need to give realization of what was to come.  "And you might prevail again, and more, with the fools that the Senate seem to think are commanders with skill, but if Rome feels threatened, the veteran Legions will be brought from Hispania and Pontos.   You cannot think that any number of escaped slaves could prevail against such."




The big man nodded.  "Aye.  My sense of greatness from my newly elevated position from slave to commander of an army is not so bloated as that.   Even I know that to bring such a force will take many months."  He smiled.  "I have hopes, by then, to be far from here, leaving these wilderness lands empty of slaves and myself."   Now he rose, saying, "But the morrow is another day, and we can speak again.  For the night, you are my honored guests."  He called out the open doorway, and the two men were guided back to the empty house for their rest.


Chapter 40




"Julius!  Ngozi!"  The call came from behind, but both men knew the owner of the voice.  They were sitting in the 'palace' of the Thracian, in the early light of day and for their morning meal.   The Captain rose and turned just as the femina launched herself at him.   There was a long moment of embrace, then she turned to the grinning black man to give the same greeting. 




Julius looked at the girl with an expression of interest, saying, "It would appear that our ship's boy is even now changing into something different."  Indeed, the bumps now appearing on the front of her plain tunic were full indication of the eminent transformation from a mere puella into an unfledged femina.  "But," he said with mock severity, "she is not so budded that I cannot use a cane to give my displeasure at a Korítsi wandering the wilderness without my consent."




The girl turned to him, giving a look of penance.  "You were away, Julius, gone on a voyage and without schedule of return.  I could not allow our shipmate to rove a strange land alone."




Now Melglos nodded and said, "Aye, just as you, my friend, the first thoughts when she suddenly appeared at our campfire, was to chastise her backside and with some severity, then deposit her at the gate of Capua, bound hand and feet."  He spread his hands in mock futility.  "But she gave assurance of immediately returning, even were I moving across the Alpis mountains."  A pause, then, "And you know of her stubbornness, even in the face of any displeasure or rebuke."  Seriously, he said, "But, I will give gratitude if you can give convince to her to wait out the coming... events in the safety of Capua."




"Nay!" retorted the girl, her mouth pursed to thin lips  "I will not abide in a land with such evil men, to seize and slave good men for no reason."




Melglos looked at the girl with some sadness, then said, "Alas, such men are not confined to the Roman domain.  You can find many such scum in our own birthland."




He tossed his meatbone to the platter, then said to Julius, "Come. I will give answer to your offer of refuge from the last night."  Through the village, now apparently a supply storage for his men, they came to a tree-lined path leading up a shallow slope.   "I know of your distaste - and that of your family - for the use of men in bondage and I will ask your forgiveness for my pillage of the land of your ancestors in freeing such from their chains."   The word was merely an allusion to the despicable custom.   Few slaves in Latium wore chains - such were usually restricted to criminals and miscreants of evil deeds.   "But..." he continued,  "Know that I have given strict forbid to the harm of citizens and houses, even as we take their chattels and property."




Pontika spoke up, but not in her usually ebullient tone.  "Aye.  And he has had several men shortened by a head for the violation of women."




"You may destroy the usance utterly, to my thoughts," said Julius   "And with my blessing, but I fear that the practice will long endure after we are no more than dust in the wind."   The family of Clavius had bought men in slavery over the generations, but always with the idea of freeing such and with giving opportunity.  A slave was a man - or woman - with no loyalty to any but themselves, useless unless driven by fear of punishment.   Any of the servants in the household, and freemen employed at the many merchantries of the family, gave labor that was twice or thrice that of a bondman, and with contentment in their lives.




And now, after the passing of Lydia, the Grand Domina, his grandmother, Julius was the only person in the wide of the world that knew that such slavery was the original lot of the family.  Myron, the founder of the Clavius dynasty, had been bound as such in his youth.  




The top of the rise overlooked, not a valley as such, but a large depression between hills.  But it was not the topology that took the attention of Julius, but the sight of people.  A myriad of such, and as to cover the ground with their tents and leantos, and huts made of sticks and straw.   The usually reticent Ngozi gave a low exclamation in his native tongue.  The words meant nothing to any but him, but the meaning was easily understood by Julius as he gazed over the thousands of men - and women - in the encampment.




"By the gods!  Where..."  The sight was unbelievable.  He tried to estimate the numbers, reaching a putative total that was impossible.  But, his disbelief was merely starting.




"Aye. It is impressive, is it not?    I had five thousand men on the mountain - all men of arms, but after the victory the swarms began to arrive as if locusts onto the ripe grain.  Men, women, and even whole families, and not just those in slavery.  About half of what you see are free men, tired of their produce and work being taken for taxes by bloated magistrates, or lost to moneylenders for a short crop in a season."   He waved vaguely to the south, then continued.  "My two locumtenentis, Crixus and Oenamus, each have as many in their camps."




Lieutenants?   The realization of the meaning of the revolt was beginning to dawn on Julius.   Rome - or rather, the land of Latium - had seen two previous rebellions by slaves, both on the island of Sicilia and horrendously bloody and violent in both rise and suppression.  But, this was the first on the mainland itself.   




In the distance, he could see several masses in movement.  Without doubt, men in training for battle.  "This is your drill ground, as well."




"Aye.  Few of the men are trained in arms, although there are a considerable number of older men who were once in the Legions of Rome, or one of their associated domains.  They have been put to teaching farmers and scribes and porters enough of the martial arts that they can understand simple maneuvers - and not slice off a foot when they swing their weapon."   They watched for a while, although the units were far enough away to show nothing but movement.  "The battle around the mountain was ours because of surprise, taking a sleeping camp from two directions, but I quickly saw that had our foe been a disciplined force - even one of Tyros - my flailing urchins would have been cut to pieces."




"You have arms for so many?"




Melglos shook his head.  "Nay.  Not even for a quarter.  We looted the gladitorium armory and also the dead at the battle of the mountain and that gained us enough for twice a thousand men.  Other weapons have been gained in our forays around the countryside, and many men have brought their own.  Still, most will enter battle with a butcher's cleaver, or a grain scythe and such."




More looking and thought, then Julius asked, "How many are in your force, if I may ask?"




"Of men of fighting age?" replied Melglos.  "I have no Censor in the camps, but we can give gauge of mayhap forty thousand." 




Forty thousand?  That was more than the count of every armed man in the cities of Rome, even if the law-keeping men of the Aedilis and Vigilis were included.  Only if the Legions returned from the far lands, could such a number be met.




Melglos waved his hand in the direction of the multitude.  "I fear that even your family could not find the ships to give us transport to some golden land across the sea."




That was a true statement, and without doubt.  It would take all the ships around the Great Sea to give a berth to just those he could see, and to the words of the big Thracian, this was just the third part of his forces.




Melglos gave the two men some time to gaze over the multitude, then turned to lead them back to the village.  "My plan is not to carve out a kingdom here in Latium, but to lead all across the land of Illyris in the north, then beyond the Alpis into the wilds beyond.  There we will be far from any retribution of Rome and free to build our own lives."   He paused, then continued, "But, as you know, it is far too late in the season for any such move.  We would be caught in the snows of the mountain range, or even blocked from passage by such.  Thus, we must wait until the warming season for our trek."




Grimly, Julius answered, "Then you will be required to wait in place for several months.   And such a delay is not likely to be pleasant."




"Aye.  We have heard of the Legions being built for our suppression.  One hopes that they are not in any rush.  To encourage their delay, we have not given any raids toward Rome itself and we will only forage to keep the people in food for the cold season.  Mayhap, they will also wait until a more moderate part of the year for their campaign."   Reaching the round building, he waved his guests inside, then asked, "What do you know of this Praetor Publius Varinius, supposedly the Commander of the expedition?"




Julius shook his head.  "Very little.  I myself only heard the name shortly before, but I know that he has no reputation as a great Dux." 




"How did you choose your new nomen?"  This was Ngozi, breaking his almost complete silence since their arrival.




Melglos laughed.  "I did not choose it, as you said.  In the gladiatorium, the Exercitor was somewhat insulting to a man from the far lands of Thrace.  After giving to his demand of my genesis, he chose a corruption of my birth-city for my nomen, thus Sparatokos became Spartacus, which rolls off the Roman tongue with more facility."   




He stopped as a man appeared at the door, then stood to say, "This is Oenamus, a man like myself, from another land - Gaul, although I know nothing about such northern climes.  Like myself, he was taken for the training and use in the amusements of the Circus.   What news?"




The man was looking at Julius and his comrade, and without any indication that he was preparing a spiel of friendship.   Finally, he moved his eyes to his leader.  "The Exploratoris have sent word that the Romana soldiers have not yet left that city."




"Aye.  Then keep your training and require the men to take a goodly rest at end of day, rather than spend half the night in games of bones."   The man nodded and left.  "He is one of my two locumtenens, having about ten thousand in his charge."




"Who are the Exploratoris that he spoke of?"  It was interesting that even a slave army had use of scouts.




Melglos waved a hand for a woman to enter with the usual jug and cups.  "Shepards mostly, and some men who were drovers or packmen for caravans.  They know the roads, and conditions of such and distances.  The few horses that we have taken are used by them to run their observations back to myself."




Part of the day passed in talk, the finally Melglos said, "I leave for the camp of Crixus on the morrow.   He is a goodly fighter, but has desires that far exceed the ability of his motley force.  I wish to make certain that he is not planning any attempt that will alarm your Senate and bring woe to our band.   You are welcome to accompany me and make your own determination of this sore in the belly of Rome."




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  We will return to Capua.  I will give them your assurance that you plan no assault on the city.  Such may quiet the need of sending soldiers  - or rather, give excuse to hold any campaign because of the oncoming wet season."  Lowering his voice, "I would take Pontika, if you will."  She had left the round building earlier, bored with the talk of campaigns and soldiers.  "Our household will be a far more comfortable abode for a femina than a rough camp in the inclement time of year."




Melglos nodded.  "Aye...  I will speak to her alone later.   Mayhap some sense can be given to her stubbornness."




"If she is obstinate still, give that I may have need of her for a voyage to Antioch, in conference with Antiochus and the Queen Mother."   He grinned.  "The Petrel is as great an attraction to her as to myself." 
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Chapter 41




The travel back to Capua was without incident, taking only an easy day of walk.  Surprisingly, the young femina had agreed to accompany the two men rather than staying in the camp of the rebellious slaves.  Julius suspected that her lack of fiery resistance at leaving was twofold - she knew that her big friend was safe and his own man, but mainly, from a surfeit of boredom in a camp with little for a woman without family or mate to do, besides merely exist.    And, there was the promise of a voyage again, on the Petrel.




The two brothers sat on their rooftop terrace and concocted a tale that would allow for the knowledge of Julius to be given to the leaders of the city - and Rome, if they enquired.  And without admitting that the man responsible for the third slave revolt in less than the lifetime of an ordinary oldster was brought to Rome as a crewman in one of the ships of the Clavius family.




"Forty thousand men?" was the incredulous question from the elder.  "Can Rome itself raise so many without calling back the Legions."




"Nay," replied Julius.  "It is no mean force that Melglos has collected, but still, it is not an army.  Not as yet.   There are the few gladiators escaped from the school, and far more of older men who served their time with the Legions in past wars - mayhap three or four thousand in total.  Those would be formidable soldiers, if not with the wind and sinews of their service in youth.  All the rest are slaves and Plebeians that have fled their bondage and lives as laborers.  They can be trained - they are being trained - but I have doubt that such will be transformed into a hardened army."   




"Very well.  We will give the findings of your putative man on the morrow."




Unfortunately, in the early morning collection of men in the Tabularium, the difference between what needed to be said and what was wanted to be heard was quickly apparent. "Forty thousand men?  That is ludicrous, Julius!  Your man is easily impressed, or is attempting to foment panic."  The Burgimagister of Capua was incredulous, as were all the men in the Tabularium.




The senior of the city Aedilis thumped the table, to indicate a spot on the large map.  "This putrid Spartacus bandit has only roved around the region of Campania.  There are not so many slaves in the entire domain."




Julius stood his ground.  "He did not give that all were freed slaves, nor that all were from inland between Neopolis and Paestum in the south.  After the victory over Clodius, men have swarmed in from the entire domain of the land, and not all escaped or freed slaves.   Many are free men escaping from debts and suppression."




"Still, I suggest that your man be given harsh sanction for his attempts at agitation.   The number is absurd."   This was the Prefect of the Watch, the fat noble in command of the Vigilis - the watchmen and enforcers of the law in the city.




It was then, for the first time, that Julius saw his brother as something other than a mild-mannered sibling interested in little but his scrolls and tablets, wages and prices and future costs of grain not yet grown - a respected noble of the city, but not such as to become a forceful leader.  It was with startling wrath that the Dominus of Clavius now said, and not quietly, "My family has waxed in prosperity for the two generations before us, and I can say that in my time of guidance, it has not diminished, but also increased with goodly wealth.  And any success that I have had at such increasal was not because of my brother fighting through pirates and tempests and convulsion to bring me tales of falsehood instead of goodsome facts.  If he gives that the shades of Orcus are at the gates, demanding either our tribute or our heads, then all had best give open ears to the warning!"




This sudden and unexpected rebuke from one of the wealthiest men in all of Latium was immediately given response from all.  The Burgimagister held both hands out in supplication as he said, "Nay, good Aulius.  No such denigration was intended.  It was just that such...  surprising numbers are difficult for our sudden hearing..."




"Aye," blurted the Aedilis.  "Had the good Julius seen such a sight with his own eyes, none here would have given the slightest hesitancy in belief.  But..."  He turned to the ship Captain.  "Might I ask of the...  competence of your man in matters military?"




Julius nodded, then replied.  "He is not a soldier, but is well versed in arms and has had many discussions with iron across the width of the Great Sea.  That, I have seen myself."  The statement was not completely false, since the description was, in actuality, himself.  "But, truth or nay aside, many in our city and the surrounding domains have lost both property and workers.   And I assume that most would wish to have both returned?    I see little profit if your goods are despoiled and your are chattels nailed to cross-wood."   There was a general nod around the room.  "The cold season is about to arrive, and my man gives that the encampments of the rebels are merely grass huts and stick-shelters.  I suspect that, left alone, the vast bulk of the masses will soon tire of cold and wet dirt for their mats and little but grass and boiled bark for their nourishment.   The hot meals, even of a bondman, might have great attraction."




 "Aye.  There is much judgement in your reasoning." said one.




"And Capua is not with the forces needed to confront the mob," said Aulius, "thus we have little else to do but wait."




The days went by without further incident, and in the month, the Petrel set out for Rome with two of the family merchant ships in follow.  With feigned reluctance, Julius allowed the young femina to be taken as a passenger, after multiple reminders from the youngster of past promises made and accepted, but not until given strict instruction by Camelia.  "... you are looking less like a ship's boy every day.  You will wear the padded strophium under your tunic to keep your papillae from making points.  Wear the garment that reaches your ankles and take another, to be donned if you are drenched with water.  Any bathing will be done at night and behind the privacy cloth."  Finally, the noble woman said, "You are becoming a woman and quickly, and a man long at sea has an appetite for such that is sometimes difficult to restrain.   There is no danger for yourself of ravishment from the men of Julius, but it is deceitful to parade your growing femininity before men who can only see but not enjoy."




Like Capua, the port of Rome was not directly on the coast, but some stadia inland, in this case, up the river with the name of Tiber.   The Petrel and the two merchant ships wharfed in the port of Ostia, with Julius and the family agent for Rome, along with Pontika in tow and Ngozi as another set of eyes on the road, set out for their destination in walk up the road between the port and the city.  As this was the start of the wet season, there was no use of a river flatboat to allow passengers to sit and relax while being poled up the river - the current was such that any attempt would probably find them and their little vessel pushed far out to sea.




The city being reached in the afternoon, Julius engaged rooms in a prosperous inn, although, of course, the agent and Ngozi had to take their rooms in the back with the other subordinates of the patrons.  They settled in, unpacking their traveling bags, then Julius sent the agent to announce their arrival.   He was surprised when the man returned with an overdressed lackey in accompany, saying,  "From the house of the Dominus, Tacitus Lucianus, Sos."




Who?   Before he could ask, the stranger bowed and said, "Greetings from Gaius Julius Caesar, Sos, and his invitation to dine this evening at the house of my master, Dominus Lucianus."  




That answered one question.  Julius said, "Where is the domicile?"




"With your permission, Sos, I will remain to give guidance to yourself for the short walk."




The sun only had about an hour before setting, and Julius assumed that the invitation was immediate.  "Aye, let us regarb from our travel, and we will follow."   




Fortunately, he had included a toga, on the slight chance of needing such, and of course the girl had brought enough garments to almost open her own habiliments merchantry.   With approval, he looked the young femina over as she emerged from her room, the inn maid-servant in tow.   She turned that he might examine the entirety of her gleaming white stola and the matching palla, draped over her head and falling below the shoulders.  The femina pointed to her maid, supplied by the inn.  "This is Papiria - she will be my ancilla for the evening."




"What..."




"A noble woman does not attend a fête without a maidservant, you should know of such."   She paused, then continued, "And you should have a Cacula for your needs of attendance."




Julius knew nothing of noble women and their needs, beyond mere man-knowledge, but this had to have come from the tutoring of Camelia.   As to the need of a body servant, he had always managed to avoid having such a useless drone hovering about at all times of night and day - and had no intention of gaining one now.  He merely shrugged and said, "Aye, noble lady.  Let us be off."




Of course, Pontika was in full enjoyment in the short walk, seeing more of the great city and asking with enthusiasm that they might walk the streets on the morrow.




Julius merely smiled, and replied, "If you are in thought that we will be here long enough for you to tour the entirety of Rome, then I fear you have misunderstood our mission.  Mayhap we can take our stroll around the Capitoline on the morrow, if our patron is not in haste to leave."




Julius had been to Rome a few times, back when he was a young puer in accompany with his father, but, while the port of Ostia was exciting beyond all measure to a youngster, the actual ruling city was just a large collection of uninteresting buildings.  And his memory gave as little use to the past visits.   




In a short walk they stopped before a very sizable dwelling, at least as large as that of his own family, although this one was with few windows and apparently almost square in shape.  In the street were several groups of servants, and not a few lecticae, and with the slaves used for the carrying chairs squatting against the wall.   Unlike the noble households in Capua, where the use of land was more generous and not restricted to hilltops, these domiciles fronted the streets - indeed, the bricks of the walls met the cobblestones of the via without gap.   Thus, between one step and the next, a person would move from street to hallway.




At a large and ornate door, their guide gave formal identification of his party to the doorman and the Captain and girl entered, to be guided down a long dark hall to the expected massive atrium.  Here they were greeted by the head of the household, the Dominus Tacitus Lucianus, he assumed.  "Greetings and welcome, Master Julius.  It is my honor to finally meet the man of which Gaius has often spoken."  




Next to the man was the Domina, it was obvious, and as Julius bowed, she said, "Of course, as a man, Gaius did not mention the obvious fact that the savior of himself was such a handsome youth."   The woman was speaking to himself, but looking at the young girl at his side.  The gaze was as intense as a direct question.




Julius raised an open hand toward the girl, saying, "Noble Domina, may I present Pontika Minthe of the family of Echemmon, of Antioch, honored and received by the King and Queen Mother of Antiochus for the services of her family in the need of the throne.  And to the family of Clavius, I have to say."  He paused, then looked at the man with a smile.  "She refused to allow this voyage to proceed without her benefit in seeing the glories of Rome, that until now only her ears had heard."




"You are indeed a budding young femina, Pontika," said the woman.  "Or do you prefer the nomen, Minthe?"  




"My family knew of me as Minthe, Domina, but my friends in Capua call me by Pontika."




"What a delicious accent you have, Pontika.   I have tried such in my youth, to give a Grecian mystery to my being, but I fear that my diction was easily found to be false."  She held out a hand, then said, "Come, I will give introduction to our guests."  To her husband, she said, "You may gather with the men and talk of man-things."  As they walked away toward the crowd of females on the other side of the large fish-pool, she said to the girl, "If you had two more seasons to your age, I would have to have Vexus, the Steward, station men with sticks to beat off the young men who would be giving sad attempt in gaining your attention..."




The Dominus shook his head in mock dismay, then smiled.  "Come, Master Julius.  Gaius is over yon, beyond the ferns and waiting for your entry."




As they came into the view of the group of men, Caesar stepped forward to take and offer wrists in the Roman manner of manly greeting.  "I did not realize that a mere patron seeking a berth would rate the Capitaneus, himself."  




Julius smiled, saying, "It was not a necessity, but my feet were needing the feel of salt water beneath, and this was a convenient excuse for a voyage."




The Dominus of the house now said, "I am introducing the noble Julius, of the Clavius family, well known from Capua and in all the lands."  To the newcomer, he said, waving at each man in turn, "Senators Lucius Papius Tiburs and Amulius Cispius.  Proconsul Agrippa Accoleius Antius..."  




Julius just nodded, his expression carefully bland, then the Dominus of the house finished his roll call of the assembled nobles.   Now, Gaius asked, "How is the handsome Camelia?  Still in enjoyment of her coming motherhood, I would guess."




"Aye.  Although there is little sign of such as yet.  It will be the solstice before my family expands."




Amenities aside, the discussion naturally returned to the happenings to the south, each man with his own opinion of the proper actions to be taken.   As many of the nobles had been active Tribunes or high officers in a Legion in their younger past, the ideas given were sound and well founded.  Or they would have been had the group had the actual facts of the situation.




One turned to Julius and asked, "Had Publius Varinius arrived before you left Capua?"




Surprised, the Captain returned, "Nay...  In fact, none in the city have knowledge of his impending arrival, and I was in the Tabularium on the preceding afternoon before we stood out.  No reports were received with such information."   A pause, then, "He is coming to ascertain the situation?"




"Nay, Master Clavius!" boomed the Dominus.  "He is coming to end the despicable uprising and nail the putrid scum to crosses along the Appian Way.  He himself took ship on the... when was his... three days ago.   The Legions began their march on the next day."




Trying to keep his voice in match of the confidence in the atrium, Julius said, "The winds were from the south, giving our ship a quick voyage, but for any moving south along the coast, the length would be doubled, at least."  The he casually asked, "What is the numbers of the levy that will be commanded by Varinius?"




"Two Legions," said another.  "They have more than four thousand men between the two."




Now another man, the one identified as Cispius said, "In actuality, they are not proper Legions, Accoleius.  There are no Machinatoris or Ingeniarius companies in attachment, as there will be little need for siege-work or bridge building.  And, he carries no Sythian archers for use - all are in Hispania with Pompey and Lucullus."




"The veterans are not needed, Amulius," said another.  "These are slaves and outlaws in roving bands, not a foe arraigned as an army in wait."




Julius was giving a sharp look at Caesar, but of course he could not say his thoughts.  He asked the group, "Did not a report on the sighting of...  this Spartacus man arrive from the Tabularium of Capua?"




"Aye," said the Dominus.  "But the leaders of your fair city - noble men all, and of upstanding character - are not men with military usage.   The reports were clearly inflated by an observer with little understanding of matters military."  




"My friends," now said Caesar.  "My voyage to the far lands of Pontos begins in two days, and through the waters infested with another kind of looter.  If you will excuse us for the while, I must make some plans with the noble Capitaneus."




"Aye, Gaius," said the Dominus with a laugh.  "In my youth I would have considered your voyage to be an adventure, but with my creaking bones, I have much gladness that it is you that will be tramping the dirt of some far land and not myself."  He turned and barked to a servant, "Take Masters Caesar and Clavius to the ambulacrum of the librarium."  To the pair of nobles, he said, "The reading room will be far from the chatter of yon females, and quiet for your purposes.   Master Clavius, I would be delighted to offer you a cubiculum for your stay in Rome."




"My gratitude, Dominus, but I have already made sufficient arrangements."  Now, bowing to all in the group, he followed Caesar and the servant deep into the house, through a huge librarium and into a small room with windows in two walls, although night had already fallen and the only light was from three large oil lamps.




Julius was looking back through the wide entrance to the reading room, although not in worry of any ears that might be in hiding.  In this corner of the huge house, none could approach without being seen.  Both sat at a table, rather than the usual mats for reclining, waiting until the inevitable servant arrived with cups and a jug, and a platter of dainties, then Julius said with some bitterness, "My tutoring under the Sage was that Rome had learned generations ago not to celebrate battles yet to be won."




"Aye," agreed his companion, "But you must remember that the leaders of the militia are merely dabblers wishing to gain a victory or two for their own aggrandizement.   They do not even realize that the campaigning season is past, with the coming of both rain and cold within the month.  Were Lucullus or Pompey, or even my soon-to-be Commander, Marcus Aurelius given charge, the threat would be treated as dire and proper plans made to reduce it."  Then he asked, "You are expecting another defeat against your friend and his followers?"




"Varinius and his men will be as a fruit under the wagon wheel of the stone merchant."




Caesar looked sharply at his friend, then said, "You have knowledge not known to others."  It was not a question. 




"It was given to all, but without any man of importance taking the matter as truth."  He looked again back through the doorway, then said, "The observer that supposedly scouted the slave band was myself, meeting with Melglos outside of his encampment."   His companion showed widened eyes, but said nothing.  "He has forty thousand men in three camps - not all with the ability of a Legionary, but enough.  And the remainder are in training even now and many of them men with nothing to lose and much to gain if they are victorious."




Caesar just sat as a statue, no doubt in wonder if his ears had actually heard the words coming from his companion.  Then, "Forty thousand?  You can give the truth of such numbers?"




"My own eyes saw at least a third of that amount, and Melglos gave that his two locumtenentis had the rest.  I have no belief that he was being false with myself."




"Think you that he is planning a campaign against the land?"




Julius shook his head.  "Nay. His thoughts were to wait out the cold season without giving threat so as to not provoke a response, then to move in the warming land to... elsewhere and away from Latium."




"Elsewhere?   Where could he possible go that he would become unseen?  Rome has little forgiveness for past defeats.  The shades of the Punics of Carthage could give testimony to that."




"I am giving hope that he takes ship back to Antioch - or the far lands of Syria, but..."   Julius just spread his hands in lack of any answer of certainty.




Now Caesar reached to pick up his cup, untouched until now.  "Your renegade crewman will be the problem of others.  I will leave for Pontos on the day after tomorrow.  I assume that your ships have arrived for the voyage."




"Two fast merchants and good crews and waiting in Ostia.  You said the berths would total about sixty men and kit..."




"Aye," was the reply.  "My officers and staff and their overloaded baggage."   Now he stood.  "Shall we rejoin our noble comrades, no doubt still giving their ideas on the resolution of the issue down to the south..."


Chapter 42




The Petrel returned to Neápolis, leaving the two merchant ships to continue their long voyage around the peninsula of Latium and on to the far shore of the domain of Pontos.   At wharfside, they indeed found that the ship bearing the Praetor - now Commander - Publius Varinius and staff had arrived, and even now the officers were in Capua in wait for their units to make the thousand stadia march along the Appian Via. 




That evening, after the ride from the port to the city - with Pontika allowed to ride a small pony, to her great delight, Aulius and his brother sat on the family terrace, with Julius giving the few facts of his trip to Rome, and that the two ships were in route to their destination with their patron.   Of course, the first discussion was of the current revolt.   "...would think the shade of Cincinnatus had returned, to listen to Varinius and his boasts of his future deeds."




"I fear they will only be recited in the realm of Hades," said Julius.   "Has he been told of the news that Melglos has far more men than was thought?"




Aulius frowned, then replied, "I will give credit to old Gaius Duilius.   He tried to give the report of such numbers that you supplied, but the others in the Tabularium, and the newly-come Praetor, gave dismissal of the count."  




Julius suddenly looked up, holding out a hand.  "It would appear that the storm that chased the Petrel all the way from Rome, has arrived."  Quickly, they receded to the house-office of Aulius, suddenly hearing the deluge arrive, above.  "It will be a wet unit of militia that arrives on the morrow, or the next.  But... To our own needs.  Old Lartius gave mention of some alteration as I stood off the Petrel, but I gave the need to leave in haste..."




Aulius nodded.  "We have a chance at the trade from Alexandria and Damietta in Egypt.  My thought was to convert the big vessel of Kaeso into a grain-ship.  Lartius gives that he would have to put a...  double bottom, mayhap was the term - in the hull for such carriage."




"Aye.  Bilge water gives little enhancement to bags of grain.  The alteration in the ship would keep the cargo away from the natural seepage of a hull."  He waved to the servant to fill his cup.  "Did you give Lartius to proceed?"




"Nay, brother.  You are the ship-man of the family.  As lief I would I give instructions to the mid-wife for your coming infantulus.   But the profit is good, and might require as many as five hulls, should we take the entire trade."




Julius gave a wry frown.  "I am usually suspicious of coin easily gotten, and without others attempting to gain also.   Why are we suddenly gifted with the opportunity that others seem to be ignoring?"




Aulius matched the expression of his brother, then replied, "You saw through my little contrivance with even more alacrity than usual.  Aye, the reavers are growing bolder, and moving even further afield.   The loss of grain ships has increased to the point that Claudius Agathinus is refusing to risk his hulls in voyage to Egypt.   Even were we to fit out a handful of ships for such, our trade in grain would be only a fraction of our commerce over the waters, but for Claudius - as you may know, it is the entirety of his industry."  He set his cup down, waving away the servant before it could be refilled.  "And several other houses are either refusing the trade, or loading the Egyptian grain in Kyrēnē, and accepting the expanded cost from having it ported by caravan between the cities."




"Were Claudius not so grasping of every coin, his problems would be far less severe."  Before his brother could ask the meaning, Julius gulped the rest of his wine, then said, "His ships are fat barges, better suited for coastal trade than open waters, undermanned and overladen.  I have had wonder, when passing one at occasion, that the hull is not capsized when his crewmen stand to make water over the side, so overburdened were the vessels."




"He has made goodly trade long before you and I were brought into this family."




"Aye.  And were the trade between Hispania and Capua, or other benign harbors, he would still be making goodly voyages, without pirates to bother and putting into some near port in evil weather.  But, with his fat trudges overloaded by at least three or four thousand talents of grain, they have little chance of outrunning a fishing skiff, far less a pirate vessel."   He lifted his cup for another gulp, then tossed it down when he realized it was empty.  "And his crewmen, from the dregs of the taburna, could not fight off a brothel of doxie wenches."




"Would our ships be at great hazard on the grain passage to Egypt?"




Julius arranged his thoughts for a moment, then said, "I have been thinking on it - not the route to Alexandria, but any vessel taking to the eastern reaches of the Great Sea.   My thought is to send ships in convoy, able to act in concert with their fellows at any appearance of a reaver."




"Aye," said his brother.  "In numbers there is safety, even on the streets of our own city."




"But the idea is not merely as simple as standing out a fleet at once.  The men would have to be given instruction, and actual training, for such concerted defense.  And the ships selected for the voyage would need to have similar sailing characteristics.   It would little help a group of well-found vessels to be tied to a plodding trudge as if one were dragging the anchor stone through the waters."   He paused, giving more look to his thoughts, then said, "If you wish, I can begin to explore the idea."




Now Aulius became more serious.  "There is indeed another reason.  With most of the farms in our Campania region lying fallow, and no workers to gather in the harvest, the city will not overfeast in the coming cold season.   I suspect that a shipload of grain, arriving in the next three months, might have each grain weighed with silver."




Late in the next day, the city watch at the northern gate reported the vanguard of the soldiers marching from Rome.  As the inclement weather was, in fact, a goodly deluge, coming and going during the hours, the men were far less enthused of their adventure than when they had left the gates of the ruling city.   The sub-officers were pointed to the higher ground to the east, and the encampment was made there, soggy canvas raised to make tents over ground already soaking.   At the Tabularium, that evening, Julius gave notice that neither the Praetor Varinius nor his staff deigned to leave the dry and warm building to either pass on the orders or to inspect the well-being of his men.




As his presence was unneeded in the group of leaders of Capua, and the reports from his putative 'scout' were unbelieved, Julius returned to his vocation as ship-master of the family.  Assuring Pontika that his plans had no need of the Petrel leaving port, he made the cold and soggy ride to Neápolis, calling for the family shipwright, Lartius, to conference in the warm cookery of the inn.  He sent a missive to the house of Kaeos to attend.




The conversation started, naturally, with the news of the revolt and what was known of the plans for the suppression.   Julius did not give, even to Kaeso, the identity of the leader now called Spartacus, but merely said that the rebelling slaves seemed no threat to the city of Capua.  Then the conversation turned to grain ships and pirates.  




The old wood-worker listed the ships that he thought most usable - or rather, convertible to the grain trade.  "...that of Amulus and Kaka.   Certainly the big two-master of Kaeso and mayhap the hull of Volero, although I will have to examine the scantlings of his vessel.  I seem to remember that the cross-members are solid..."




To Kaeso he told of his plans of convoy and training for cohesive action for any threat.  "...you are the junior Captain of our family, but your time in the Petrel gives you far more experience in giving conflict to reavers.  I would have you as the... training officer, if you will, to make and try - and reject - plans and maneuvers, just as with the action that gained us your ship."




The meetings continued into the next day, with Kaeso giving a startling idea for thought.  "...I know nothing of grain and profits made by such trade to Egypt, nor if my idea could even be considered, as it would entail a hull that would cost, rather than earn..."




Julius grinned at his Captain - and friend, saying, "I have yet to cast a man overboard merely for thought.  Lay it on the table and let us loft our points at it."




Kaeso hesitated, without doubt marshaling his thoughts, then began.  "What of a ship, like the Petrel - fast, nimble and agile in all points of the wind - but not built for trade, but to hold men of arms, with goodly skill in feathering pirates in approach - or carving such, should the distance close to the beams?   Indeed, it could be the Petrel, but I would assume that your vessel has other tasks than plodding along with a fleet of grain ships."




"A ship made for escort and only for such?"  Julius looked into the distance at the thought.  "A vessel for war, in fact, made to give counter to sea reavers."




"Aye.  Filled with bowmen of skill, mayhap with those under the command of Judoc, feathering the rudderman and Captain even as they approached.  Should they persist, then a son of Mars, such as Ngozi, could be in wait with his slayers for any foolish enough to leap over the rails."




"You wish to strip my own ship of its prime crewmen?"  Julius smiled to give the jape.  "But, the idea has merit enough to bring my brother into the discussion.  I will present it to him I return.  For yourself, Lartius, begin the work on the ship of Kaeso.  The grain will be needed, and soon."




  The rain having stopped, or at least taken into abeyance, Julius rode back to Capua on the following morn, leaving Lartius to make appraisal of other hulls for the possible needs of grain shipping, and for Kaeso to give thought to training for such multiple ship usage.   On arrival, he was unpleasantly surprised to find that the mate of the household, the Domina Clavius, was giving a fête - not an unusual activity among noble women of Capua, or any city in the domain of Latium.  It was not the function that gave him displeasure, but the fact that the rotund Lanista of the gladitorium, Gnaeus Batiatus and his wife were in presence, apparently having returned from Rome in the last pair of days.




Gaining the presence of his brother in a quiet alcove, he made his displeasure known, but Aulius gave his explanation of actual realities.  "...unless we wish to make a formidable enemy, he cannot be ostracized by our family only.  Aye, if it could be arranged, I would have him in a berth of ours, with you giving founder and swimming ashore, to leave his fat carcass for the sea Dalkies."




"The putrid maleficus has already caused the deaths of thousands of Romans for his illegal acts.  How many more will become bones, even before the solstice?   Do we just give act as if he had done nothing to my friend and the people of Caupa?"




Aulius spread his hands, then said, "To give quote of our learned tutor, Patroclus, a farmer cannot prosper unless he allows his feet and hands to become both dirty and muddy...   Shhh."   His eyes moved beyond the shoulder of Julius, then sharply back.




"Greetings, Master Clavius.  We have not seen one another since... mayhap the fête of Triferus?"  




Julius turned to the Lanista, giving a slight bow, replying, "I give little thought of remembering activities on land, but it must be as you say."




Looking at Aulius, Batiatus said with a smile, "Aye.  Your sibling is a man of action, and no doubt.  Indeed, I find it unusual that he is not trodding a deck even now."




"You have come back to begin the reconstruction of your household and gladitorium?" asked Aulius.




The man gave a wave of dismissal.  "Nay.  Not as yet.  I will tarry inside the walls of Capua until the Praetor Varinius has taken the measure of this Spartacus homicida. Indeed, I have set forth the offer of a talent of gold for the leader to be brought to me alive, and a hundred silver denarii for each of my escaped slave-fighters."




Now Julius said, and not giving concern with accuracy.  "Our word is that the band is far down beyond Vesuvius and had ceased any raids toward our city.  You could inspect your property without worry.  I hear that it was burned, even to the outlying buildings."




"Aye, that is my knowledge also, but I have little reason to view blackened stone and burnt timbers.   Fortunately, the hidden strong room was not found, and my coin is still safely under the debris.  And I have no need for such until I can know that the land is safe from yon excretory slaves."   He glanced back into the room, then turned to say, "Ah.  There is Varinius himself.  Your pardon, Dominus, but I need to make converse with our Praetor."




Both brothers made a minimum bow as the rotund man walked through the crowd to the Commander, just arrived.    Watching the back of the Lanista recede, Aulius turned to Julius and asked, with some tone of drollery, "What was the purpose of your suggestion that he give look to his property?"




The returned look was not that of a man giving a jest.  "I would welcome the opportunity to send word to Melglos that the putrid slave factor was walking the land, many stadia from succor and assistance, even if it were to displace my oath to send the bastardus across the Styx with my own blade."




"What of your discussion with old Lartius?   Is his opinion such that we can make ready to haul grain without our family descending into penurious misery?"   Aulius much desired to steer any conversation away from... matters best discussed in absolute privacy, and not at a fête with most of the nobles of the city in presence.




"Aye.  His first thoughts are that the ships of Capitanei Kaka and Amulus are of such to be refitted, but I have given orders to begin the work on the ship of Kaeso.  And those of..."   




The quiet converse ended as Camelia walked over to the pair.  "Might you join our discussions, Husband?   At least until our guests realize that the fears of your being lost at sea are mistaken."




Aulius grinned at the mild chastisement of his brother.  "Aye, Camelia.  He must learn that there is more to a spousal union than merely returning from a voyage with much coin."




With a look of mock chagrin, Julius followed his mate back to the crowd in the atrium.  Fortunately, he had quickly changed into appropriate attire upon his arrival, the crowd of porters and carrying chairs outside the front door easily giving notice of the fête inside.  Before they had entered the crowd in the atrium, they were met by the genitors of his wife, Gnaeus Calvinus and Titinia.  "Greetings good Julius," said the Dominus of her childhood household.  He offered his wrists, saying, "It is seldom that we get to gaze upon your rare form."




Julius smiled, returning the welcoming gesture with satisfaction.  "Aye.  It is the misfortune of your daughter to give wed to a man whose workspace is on a moving deck."




The mother, Titinia, gently slapped the shoulder of her husband, saying with goodly wit.  "The good Julius has done his duty, and well, despite his need of movement.  And the results of the work will appear at the solstice."




"Aulius told us of your journey to Rome," said the man.  "I assume that it was because of our current troubles?"




"Nay.  It was just to initiate a new contract for passage for an officer of the Legions.  And, if I may be truthful, to allow myself the simple pleasure of standing on a deck once more, after many sessions in the Tabularium, listening to one evil after another."




The Dominus nodded his head toward the guest, Praetor Varinius.  He asked, "What think you of our Commander, come from Rome to settle our woes?   He certainly has full faith in his mission."




Julius looked around to see if any were listening to their converse, but the attention of all was toward the Praetor, holding court by the pool.   Quietly, Julius said, "If you wish to consult with our new savior, I suggest that you make haste, before his bones are moldering in the wilderness."




"Husband!   What are you saying?"  Camelia was obviously upset at the blunt words - not at their meaning, but for the assumption that a fête was the place for unhappy statements.




"Nay, daughter.  Your mate is not one to bandy words as if he were one of yon soft and complacent highborns.  He has more experience in matters of fierce contention than Varinius in his dreams of glory."  To Julius, he asked, "You have little hope, then, of the rebellion being put down by...  the force sent by Rome."




Julius shook his head, still looking for any ears wandering too closely.  "Nay.  His numbers are far too diminutive and his movement mistimed for the season."




Now Aulius said quietly, "Aye.  That last is already sprouting weeds instead of stalks.  There is word of discontent in the camp from the inclement conditions."  Another look around, then, "And some resentment of their officers abiding under warm roofs without even giving inspection of their force.   A pair of our freedmen are Caupoe of their own taburnae, and give that each evening, the tables are filled with soldiers come for a cup and to sit by the warm hearth."




"Then mayhap nothing will occur until the change of seasons," was the comment from the Dominus Calvinus.  "If battle is unsuitable in this season for the Legions, then it must be also for the rebellious slaves."




Julius looked at his brother before answering, then said, "It may be that the leader of the insurrection has thoughts that do not conform with the conventional military wisdom..."


Chapter 43




Julius had spent a part of the month in giving hirement to new sailors, placing one or two on each family ship leaving the port, then receiving the report from the Captain on return.   This was something that he had done since first going to sea as the newly fledged master of the Petrel, but usually it was for one or two men, at the most.  Now, however, should the grain-plans of his brother come to fruition, he would need many more - mostly for the large ship of Kaeso, and the as yet nonexistent escort vessel.




He had early learned that the best sailors for the family were made from men new to the sea.   Such could be molded and formed into the desired crewman - or rejected early as unsuitable.   Older and veteran men of the sea tended to be frozen into the mold of their experience, agreeing to the needs of Julius, but in fact, when at sea merely continuing what they were familiar with and had always done.




His skill for such recruitment had been sharpened over the years sufficiently that only occasionally did a man have to be discharged as unsuitable.  Youth was not entirely necessary for his requirements, although a man approaching his dotage certainly would find the life at sea more than his aging body could sustain.  More desirable, was the willingness of a man, mayhap newly come to the sea, to realize that this vocation was for himself, that new places and uncertainty of each day was a boon to life, not a thing to be feared.




And, of course, the new sailor had to be familiar with weaponry, or with the skill to learn such.  Judoc would take the prospective crewmen beyond the streets of Neápolis, with a hired cart holding good rations for a day, and bundles of practice arrows.  And a pair of straw men as marks.   By the end of the day, he could give report to Julius about the potential skills of each with a bow.  The requirements were not to be the equal of either Judoc or the Captain - no man that had not begun the learning of the wood and string starting in his boyhood could do so - but just the natural differences between men gave that some would gain the skill with more haste and proficiency than others.   But, almost any man can learn to feather a mark at a distance long before two ships can come together, and that was all that was required for skill.




Ngozi - or mayhap Julius, should he be in Neápolis - then would gather the prospective sailors in the backyard of the inn, testing each for use of the gladius, assigning each a level of need for their training.  Some would give that their skills with iron were on a level with Mars himself - a common trait among men, and the boast of prowess usually increasing in proportion to the youth of the man.  




After the first sparring bout with the black crewman - with wooden swords - they would quickly realize that in reality, their skills barely rose above that of a younger sister.




The Petrel made a fast voyage up the coast, to Ostia then on to Genoa, the port city known for its massive shipyards and skilled shipwrights.   Indeed, it was from this city that the last two ships with the name of the roving seabird were obtained.   As the path would take them through the benign waters of the Ligurian Sea, that body of water to the west of Latium, Pontika was allowed to ride as passenger, her delight at new adventure bubbling to the surface of her countenance - as always.   Also along was the family shipwright, Lartius, to give intense eye to any hulls that might be examined.  




Only Flavius, in his capacity as ship's carpenter, young Caius, as cook, and Densus as first mate were along as original crew, the other three being left in Neopolis with their training duties.   In their places were five new men, brought along that Julius might make determination of their qualities for permanent employment.

 

A quarter of the month was passed in the port of Genoa, and contracts made for a standard merchant ship - this one to replace their oldest, now showing signs of wear and worm-rot from its many years of crossing the Great Sea.  




And another was purchased, already three parts of four in completion, and considerably smaller than the usual merchant - tender and large sailed, with a deep keel fin.   This one would not be as nimble as the Petrel, but far more agile than any merchant ship or galley.  And, with the cargo spaces made into comfortable cabins for an expanded crew.

 

Then, with Lartius giving his final strict requirements to the master Shipwright for the constructions, they set sail for home again.  Their arrival back in Neápolis was not as expected.  Even as they dropped the sail to give coast to the wharf, Julius could see Judoc and Maccalus, along with the Caupo of their inn and apparently a horseman in wait.   To Densus and Pontika, standing beside him on the afterdeck, he muttered, "I will give wager that we are about to hear of our old crewman, Melglos, once again."




Indeed, it was.  The horseman was with a scroll of some urgency, requiring Julius to ride to Capua at once.  The Caupo pointed back toward the town, saying, "The stables have your mount ready, Capitaneus.  And one for the femina, if needed."




As on their return from Alexandria, the city was buzzing with activity, none of any use that he could see, and now the city gates were closed in the midst of the day, and only opened far enough and long enough for the two horses to enter.   At the house, he sent word to the Tabularium, giving his brother the news that he had returned, then settled gratefully onto a mat to ease the soreness in his backside from the fast ride from Neopolis.




Pontika, of course, could have just risen from her nap, showing no discomfort at all, and settled onto her own mat beside Camelia.   The older woman allowed the femina to give her tale of the journey up the coast, then both discussed the growing belly that indicated the approach of the new family member.  Finally, his mate said, and without any indication of jest, "Your suggestion was sound, Husband, even if given in jest.  Melglos would be a powerful Dux, had he a trained Legion to command."




Julius nodded.  "Aye, and from the babble that I heard on the street, apparently he has given chastisement to our bloated savior, Varinius."




"Nay.  It is far worse than that, but I will allow Aulius to give the tale.  I fear that my knowledge is polluted with gab that is expanded beyond any rational belief.   But I have sent for...  Ah, here he is."




Julius sat up as Patroclus entered the atrium, the oldster giving a smile and bow to both woman and femina.  "Greetings old friend.  It appears that your travails have been put behind you for now."




"Aye, Sos.  There is a twinge from a sinew now and again, but I am back to the man I was before my adventure."   Patroclus just stood beside the low table in his talk.   Neither Julius nor Camelia would have given objection if their servant had reclined with them, but such a sight made by the Domina of the household, the mate of Aulius, would possibly have caused her expiry even as she looked at the scandalous vision.  




Camelia waved at the scribe-tutor, then said, "Patroclus is fully aware of the events while you were away.  Aulius has given him all scrolls and tablets come to his attention."




"I presume that Melglos has given lessons on the differences between gasconade and actual ability."




"Worse than that, Sos.  The soldiers of the Praetor were becoming... restless at their inactivity and many were contracting the lung catarrh from the damp and rain.   He decided against the wait for the inclement weather to end, and sent his second, some officer with the name of Furius, to move south with one Legion - about two thousand men - to fright the slaves into submission.   Those were his declared words to the Cryer, Sos."




"And Melglos did not take fright, I assume."




"To the tale of a man and his son on the mountain of Vesuvius - shepherds, they were - the men were strung out in a marching train when the...  rebels attacked from four sides, and in numbers that were such that most of the assailants did not even reach the active battle before it was done."   He shook his head.  "Not a man of that force has returned, Sos."




Julius gave thought to the news of the disaster to the Legion of militia, then said, "That is an evil turn of events.  If Melglos gives enough fright to Rome, he may find himself facing far more formidable opponents."




Patroclus glanced at Camelia, who nodded in return.  "That is only a partial rendering of what has happened in your absence to Genoa, Sos.  Another unit of soldiers was moving around the opposite side of the mountain - near Herculaneum - to gather the slaves as they fled for their lives."  From the expression of both, Julius knew what was about to be said.  "The sub-Commander, some Cossinius, by name, was surprised, then trapped against the sea.  Some soldiers returned, if only a few, to give the tale."   There was a pause, then the oldster said quietly, "The reports say that the captured soldiers were crucified by the slaves, Sos."




There was a long pause as Julius assimilated the disturbing, nay, the horrifying tales from only a hundred stadia, or so, to the south.   This rebellion... insurrection, revolt, whatever label it might be given, was about to raise the specter of the Gorgon.  The land and people might not be changed to stone, but it was not inconceivable that both might be turned into an empty land of dust.   Then he asked, "What of the Praetor Varinius, himself?"




"Alas, his wrath was uncontainable, departing with his remaining Legion in chase, as he says, of the rebels."




"With a single Legion of two thousand men, and not even Legionaries, but city militia?"   Julius was dismayed at the effrontery - or mayhap the stupidity of the Praetor.  "Even now he does not realize the numbers that he will confront?"  The noble jumped to his feet.  "Nay.  Let us retire to your map room where you can give me the actual details of what you know."




It was late evening before his brother returned from the Tabularium, and not with news of any sweetness.   Meeting in the room of Patroclus, that they might not sow fright and despair to the women and servants, the elder said, "Scouts give that Melglos is moving south into the region of Lucania, gathering willing recruits as he marches.   The numbers are different as given by each mouth, but he may have as many as seventy thousand men under his command now.  All will not be armed, or even fighters, but...  if there are ten work-slaves with scythes for each Roman soldier, what matter if the single Legionary that moves against them is properly kitted?"




"Where is he now?" ask Julius.




Patroclus pointed at the large map on the table, then tapped it with his scribe-pen.  "Here, supposedly, just outside of Metapotum."




"Over a thousand stadia, then.  He moves with great haste, even with a mob of random recruits - and dragging a tail of families."




Suddenly, Aulius asked, "What of the alterations to the ships for the haulage of grain?"




Surprised at the sudden change in topic, Julius answered, "The big ship of Kaeso is almost ready.  The additions to the others has not yet begun.   Your reason for asking is..."




His brother walked to the entrance of the room and looked out, then shut the thick wooden door.  Quietly, he said, "The fields from here to the far south of the land have either been trampled, or are devoid of workers.   The land is in for a hungry winter if other supplies are not found, and quickly.  I would have you take the ship of Kaeso, and all others that are in port or can be found and make the trip to Alexandria.   Amulius has returned in his speculatoria and gives that the bags are overfilling the wharfs at that city and with few ships standing in to collect the bounty.   The fear I have is that the grain will be fed to animals rather than allow it to stand for rats and vermin."




Julius nodded slowly.  "I know of two that are still in - with Kaeso that will give us three.  I will have to give escort in the Petrel.  Our ship for the dedicated escort is still on the ways.  It will not be completed for at least two months."




"I will give you our senior numerarius, Gordino.  He is well versed in negotiations for lading, as you well know."




Early the next morning, a mounted messenger was sent off to the port of Neopolis with a missive, while Julius waited for his traveling kit to be packed - and fended off the pleas of Pontika to make accompany of the Petrel.  "...nay.  This is not as a trip up the coast to a shipyard.  The far end of our journey will be through waters that are becoming the abode of reavers..."




After giving a farewell to Camelia, the household stood out to watch him board the wagon that would take himself and the agent to Neopolis - and Patroclus, of course, in his position of navigator.   Horses would have been faster, but however great the bargaining skills of the old accountant, his proficiency on a steed was less than that of Julius in figuring weights and measures of grain not to be sown until the next year.   And, of course, neither had Patroclus ever learned to ride.




At the port, the missive had caused a sudden and hurried flurry of activity.   The ship of Kaeso now had the double bottom that would prevent bags on the bottom of piles from becoming soaked with brine.  The other two would just have loose lumber held up by blocks about half the height of a man.  As a permanent solution it was poor - any heavy weather would cause the bilge to slosh and wet the lading, but it was all that could be done in the time of two days.




The new men were spread among the three merchants, with Julius gaining two young men that had shown promise in work with both Judoc and Ngozi, and on the morning of the third day, the four ships stood out of harbor, turning their bows to the south and the narrows between the coast of Latium and Sicilia.    The crew of the Petrel had long experience in keeping pace with a slower ship, but such could not be said for the other vessels.  Such practice had had little use until now - merchant hulls made their voyages at their own best pace and without worry of a fellow.   It took a while to ascertain which ship was the slowest, then for the other pair to learn the best set of sails to maintain the same gait.   




Such a determination was not as easy as a landsman would assume.  All ships have varying qualities depending on the amount of wind and its direction across the beam or bow or stern, and even by the height and haste of the waves.   When the little fleet had to tack or wear, or make a major change of course, such as when they reached the end of the Latium peninsula, the determinations would have to be made again.  




During the voyage south, Julius could see men standing on the stern of each vessel, using the length of the ship for their practice.   Bales of straw at the very forepeak held the cloth outline of a man, and during part of each day, the crews would make their drill, and especially the new men.




After traveling the narrow straits at the end of the peninsula, they turned southeast to point their bows toward Alexandria, or as close as the eye of the winds would allow on any given day.  Now the practice changed, or rather, was added to.  The Petrel would sail off into the distance, usually upwind, then return in imitation of a pirate vessel swooping down upon their quarry.  Depending upon the tactics of their attacker, the two of the vessels would maneuver to give support to their comrade that was under assault.  If the closure was rapid, and with intent to grapple, one ship would attempt to approach from behind, that vessel having men lining the forward railing to launch shafts in swarms into the hull of the putative pirate.  The other would attempt to gain the weather side of the foe, to give concern that the attacker was about to be boarded from his backside.




Julius thought it unlikely for any such assault to take place.  Pirates, from their general nature, were not men who could work in conjunction as if a Century of Legionaries, but preferred to make their task alone and without need to share in any bounty.  And he was doubtful that a single pirate vessel would attempt to engage a closely knit fleet, even if only of merchants ships.




In addition, all were flying the black crossed streamer that identified a ship of the Clavius family - a well known banner for ships in parts of the Great Sea, and giving identity to a vessel that was not known to be an easy mark.    As to whether any reavers off the coast of Egypt had ever seen or heard of such, would have to be seen.


Chapter 44




The ships in the little fleet would usually have carried trade goods in their course to Egypt, rather than just waste a voyage in the transport of air, but the cruise had been engaged with no time for such lading to be purchased and loaded.   As such, the ships were tender, but light in the water and their haste was increased for the reason.  In the half month, the spark of flame on the incredibly tall tower that served as a beacon for ships at sea was seen many stadia away by the late night watch and on the next morning they hove into the big port of Alexandria.   




Had this been a usual porting, Julius would have enjoyed the visit to a new and fascinating city again, but on this voyage there was little time to waste.  He allowed the crews to visit the dockside tavernas while the Numerarius, Gordino, made transaction with the grain factors.   The unrest in Latium - a major buyer of Egyptian grain - was known, and such would have inflated the cost of the goods, but with trade inhibited from the lack of hulls to carry the produce of the season in fear of expanded pirate activity, and bags of grain almost choking the port, their barter was short and in favor of the Romans.




Now, the men were called from their drinkeries to give watch as streams of porters walked the boarding planks, each with a bag in carry.  Even the Petrel was loaded with a full burden - grain is bulky, but with only moderate weight, compared to most cargo, and would give only slight hinder to the agility of the ship.




On the morrow, the wind was foul for their course, directly from the northeast, but Julius stood the fleet out, and to the west, to follow the southern coast of the Great Sea.   His hope was that by the time they reached the city of Kyrēnē, the eye of the wind would have moved to its usual bearing for this time of the year.   As a sop to the longer course, a westerly pointing would take them away from the reavers coming down the eastern reaches of the Sea.




A few coastal trudges were seen, traveling close inshore and rarely, a full merchant ship on an opposite course - no doubt, it also to seek the grain from Alexandria.   None came close to their fleet, and even turning to avoid any close passage.   A group of ships moving in convoy and not of military purpose was unusual, and Julius had little doubt that the fear of those far Captains was that this might be a pirate band scouring the sea passages for quarry.




Unfortunately when they reached that huge bulge in the southern coast, the wind was still light and directly from the course they needed to take.  They stood in to the big port for a few hours to gain fresh victuals and water, then continued to follow the southern coast.  Eventually, the point of land was reached, almost five thousand stadia from Alexandria, that now held only the shades of the Carthaginians and Legionaries that fell in the gigantic battle a lifetime ago.  From there, they could take the tack up the western side of the island of Silicia, past the city of Panormus, then a slant across the Tyrrhenian sea to Neopolis.




"This will not be voyage to give vaunting tale to your coming infantulus," said Patroclus.  He was sitting with Julius and Densus on the forepeak, watching the sun begin to touch the western horizon.  




"Aye," gave the reply of the first mate.  "Even one of the plodding hulks of Arrinius would have seemed as a speculatoria in comparison to our ambling pace.   I have never seen the wind stay in that quarter for such an extended time."




Julius twirled his cup, long empty, then smiled and said, "My Grandmater, Lydia, used to give Aulius and I her wisdom when we thought the day was not proceeding to our desire.  'Man may propose,' she said, 'but only the gods dispose.'   It was her way of teaching us to not chafe over happenings that we cannot affect."




"Your presence will be sorely missed," said Densus, "if we are still drudging along in the troughs when your mate comes to term."




Julius nodded.  "Aye, and I will sorely miss the occasion, but...  the work of a man for such a voyage is done months before."




"And for all our worry, we saw not a single shadow of reavers."  Patroclus offered the jug to the Captain, but it was denied with the wave of a hand.  "By my reckoning, we should give sight to the coast of Latium after midday tomorrow, if this wind does not become perverse again."




 And in fact, by the midday meal, Ngozi called from the forepeak, his raptor-like eyes seeing the shadow of land an hour before it became apparent to the rest of the crew.  In a while, Flavius made the recognition, "That is the aestuarium of Areci, Capitaneus."




Before them was a cove of the small river to the north of Neápolis.   They were some distance above Neápolis to the memory of Julius.   Patroclus shook his head in self-disgust.  "It would appear that my skills are reaching their dotage with my being.  We are almost fifty stadia north and west of our destination."




Julius clapped the old man gently on the back.  "Have little worry, my friend.  You will not be cast onto the shore as yet, to starve with the wretched beggars of the port.  With the perverse winds and plodding gait of our voyage, any other archigubernus would have had us on the rocks of Hispania, rather than a pair of hours from our harbor."




With the three merchant in follow, the Petrel turned south to the northern point of the bay of Neopolis, then almost due east to find the port.  In the two hours given by Julius, they began to see indication of their destination, but...




"Densus!   Drop the sail!  Give the signal to the merchants -  heave to!   Then lower the skiff."   The light airs, still from the northeast, now meant that the vessels were in the shadow of the land to the wind.  The small boat would be easy to row - much easier than attempting to make the Petrel close on each ship in turn that Julius could shout orders.    With two of the new men at the oars, he closed the big ship of Kaeso, shouting up at the Captain.  "Pull to the shore, there, and anchor out as far as the line will reach.  And maintain a goodly watch."   The merchant Captain called down his understanding, and Julius continued, "Watch for our signals.  The white streamer to wharf in the port, if the red, then stand out and wait at the island of Ischia."  That tiny islet was only a few handfuls of stadia to the west - indeed, they could see it even from where they were now hove to.  "Send your boat and give the orders to Kaka and Amulus while I examine... what has happened."




A last wave of acknowledgment and the small boat returned to the Petrel.  Even as he boarded, he saw that the men had made much preparation in his short absence.  Several of the wooden barriers were raised, to give cover to men from incoming arrows, and every man had his iron and bow at hand, and quivers of shafts ready at each station. 




Julius looked across the waters, the port of Neápolis still at least five stadia in the distance.  Even so, none needed the predator-sharp eyes of Ngozi to see the burned buildings and empty harbor.   At the stretch of shore where the shipyard of the family was, he could see the charred timbers of a vessel among the midst of the general destruction.




"It would appear that Melglos has struck during our absence."




Julius just nodded, his attention on the figures they could see moving around the port.  As none seemed to be in flight, or fleeing from peril, he turned to call to Densus.  "Hoist the sail.  Move us in to an arrow's distance."   Eventually, to the Sage, he said, "This is not recent destruction - there is no evidence of embers or smoke.   What happened here is many days in the past."




As they glided to a wharf - none of the water structures were burned, or even damaged to his view - he turned again to the first mate.  "Touch the bow, then back out and wait.  Ngozi, Judoc, with me."  Quickly, the three leaped across the narrow gap to the board, then assisted the polers on the vessel with a hard push back into the bay.




Now they strode along the wood to the dirt of the land, gladii still sheathed but with hands on hilts.  Judoc had his bow, strung and in carry position across his body, but such a weapon is for range, not for the use in a sudden assault in a burned port city.   The inn, they could see had not escaped the flame, but the stone fence and pillars of support were still standing, if blackened.   Interestingly the stables and outbuildings inside the compound were untouched which was somewhat incredible, as the former had a thatch roof which should have taken fire with ease.




"There, Capitaneus!"   




Julius turned to look along the pointing hand of Judoc.  "Praise to the gods!" he exclaimed to himself.   At the edge of the family shipyard, he could see the old shipwright, Lartius, waving in their direction.  Without doubt the oldster had seen the ships in the distance, and the Petrel in approach.  His eyes, even at age, would not have mistaken vessels that he himself had maintained for years.   Hurrying down the empty road, they quickly approached the old man, Julius taking him by the shoulders and giving his relief at the survival of an old friend.  "You are well, Sos?  And not injured?" 




"Nay, Capitaneus," came the firm reply.  "I have no reason to fear those rancidus brigands.  I have thrashed men of far more robustness than slaves giving pretend of fierceness...    It was...  eight... nay, nine day ago when the mob swarmed into Neopolis."




Julius nodded with a smile. "What of our men?"




"Most are in the city, Sos.  Some were taken with forces, but several have returned."   Taken?   The shipyard did not employ slaves - no merchant or manufactory of the Clavius family did so.  




"Forced to follow the rebels..."  Julius paused, then said, "Nay, let us not discuss this in the midst of stinking ashes.  Come to the Petrel for a meal and a cup.  Judoc, wave to Densus to touch at the wharf again."




In a while, they were sitting in the waist of the Petrel, now pushed away again and merely sitting unanchored in the light airs.   All of the crew were gathered around as the oldster gave his tale.  "...swarmed in at the break of day, looting food and weapons.   And any horses and asses they could find.  All of the slaves in the port were gathered and either forced to accompany, or mayhap they gave choose to do so.  But, also, many of the freemen of the city were forced to assist in the loading and many were again, either made to follow or did so by choice.  By the mid of day, the motley ridicularis for an army trundled down the coastal via with carts and wagons loaded to overfilling."




Now with some worry, Julius asked, "What of the women in the port?"




"Those in bond were taken, but I have heard no talk of mass ravagement by the putrid spumae.   The mates of Capitanus Amulius and his first, Volusius..."  He stopped to put his memories together.  "And Kaeso, Pulcherius, their women are well - they have come to the yard several times to ask of your return.  Ummm...  the wife of Faenius had gone to Aqunium and I know not of her."




At least the slave army had not entered the city for slaughter and rapine.   Apparently, Melglos was still building up both army and supplies for the cold season - now still a trio of months away.   He turned to Densus, ordering, "Send up the white streamer.  Bring the merchants to anchor in the shallows, but not to touch land."   He wanted quickly to give the news to the Captains and crews that their womenfolk were seemingly untouched by the ravage.




Now, back to the oldster, he asked, "Why did they burn the port?"




Lartius lowered his cup, obviously enjoying the first wine for almost the half month.  "They did not, Capitaneus.  At least, not by order of the leaders of the putrid army.  But, after the caravan of loot-filled carts disappeared to the south, many of the rabble that had found hidden cellarage of drink, did not hesitate to swill themselves into oblivious squiffs.  They rampaged around the port area, shouting oaths to the gods and singing the praises of this Spartermus bastardus - their leader, so it is said.  A fire was started in the port magistracy building, and that was the signal for the polluted mob to cast torches into the rest of the edifices along the shore."   He pointed vaguely toward the east.  "Fortunately, the residence areas did not burn to any extent, and many... most of the citizenry have fled either to Capua or northward to Sussesa or mayhap Voltunum..."




The fleet hove to in the water for the night, with several of the men being allowed to row to shore to find their families in the city.   By dark, most had returned with the good news of finding their mates and children and were given place and meals on the ships until the morrow.   Julius called a meeting of the Capitanei, giving what would be done at first light.   With the ships anchored out into the water, no possible threat from land-bound rebels was possible - indeed, the men of the fleet would have gladly welcomed flatboats and fishers putting out from the shore, with men of the rebellious uprising attempting to give assault.   Feeding the putrid marks to the fish and crabs would have alleviated a small portion of the rage that each was feeling. 




As there were no mounts left in Neopolis, all having been taken by the raiders, Julius and Ngozi set out for Capua at a fast walk.   The half-day of striding was strange, both seeing the road empty for the first time in their lives.  Not even a frantic man or woman, fleeing the terror now loose in the land, was seen.  




The gates of Capua were closed, of course, and guarded by men now at the top of the walls, rather than standing in the road in converse with people wanting entry.  Julius was well known by the men of the city watch and the small sally port door was quickly unbarred and both men were allowed entry.   After answering some questions by the officer at the gate as to the condition of the road, he quickly set foot to his household, there to find the family in great relief at his arrival. 




After the welcome by the woman, and assurance that Camelia was well - and now well in show of the coming event - Aulius and he strode for the Tabularium, his entry gaining sudden attention from all.   The men knew of the pillage of Neápolis - many citizens from that port city had fled to Capua on the first day of the attack.   Julius was given the happenings during the months at sea.  "...seemed to have split his forces in twain, one to the south and the other across the peninsula to the Apulia.  It is that latter band that is looting and taking tribute from villages and cities.  Scouts give that just the mob roaming the countryside is from twenty to thirty thousand in number."




"You have returned with grain?" asked another.




"Aye," was the reply from his brother.  "Three merchants and the Petrel full and in wait in Neopolis."




"Then it is needed to be brought to safety, here, and before the rebels return."




"Along a road infested with slaves and brigands?"  Julius had been wondering just how to get the cargo moved the hundred stadia across country without being swarmed by the slave army.




"Nay," said the senior Aedilis.  "Rome is forming four Legions under Consul Lucius Gellius, and he has scouts roaming the peninsula to keep watch on the rebels.   He cannot begin a campaign until the end of winter, else he would be leading an army of lung-sick men, just as did that fool, Praetor Varinius."




"Aye.  In fact, there is a unit of Eques speculatorae stationed in Capua now, and Quiricus..."  The noble pointed to the city leader, the Bergomagister.  "...has made sure of their welcome and comfort, thus we get reports from the mounted scouts whenever one returns from the outlands."




"And the latest knowledge is that the looting rebels have receded far to the east, to the region of Apulia."




Carts and wagons were quickly gathered from all parts of the city, then a long and straggling train of ass-drawn conveyances departed for the port.  Julius secured a mount from the family stables, preceding the procession by several hours that the three ships and the Petrel would be wharfed and ready to be unloaded.   Three days passed, but eventually the last of the grain bags was behind the walls of the city and safely stored in the granaries, ending the possibility of severe hunger - and least for the remainder of the winter.   The citizens of Capua could not feast as in the harvest season, but with careful rationing, it would suffice.




Back at the household, Aulius and Julius discussed their next needs.   As there was no benefit in three goodsome ships to be wharfed for the winter, they were to be sent to make the voyage to Alexandria again, with Kaeso as commander of the fleet.   Two vessels of the family had fled the port when it was attacked, including the pair of speculatoria in the family flotilla, although the one under the command of Plinus had stood in a half month ago to give that the hulls were now waiting in Ostia until safe to return.  And another had returned from its voyage to Hispania.




Julius sent Densus with the Petrel to the port of Rome with the recall, and in a few days, had six merchants ready for the voyage.   He had a large tent erected at dockside, there being no inn left unburned and the rebuilding of the port city had barely begun.   Under the canvas, he spent half a day giving instructions to all six Captains as to the plan for the collective engagement of any reavers that might appear, then talked with Kaeso for the remainder of the night, both giving and taking questions and answers of anything they could imagine to occur.  




To assuage the worries of the Captains and any crew with mates, he made offer to give hosting of the women in Capua during the time of the long voyage, until the chaotic situation in the land was resolved.   Some took advantage of the offer, others did not.




Much of his time, after the six hulls disappeared over the horizon, was to give assistance to the shipwright, Lartius, in restoring the yard to use.  As there were few woodmen with laborers, most slaves having been taken or joined the rebels, the process was slowed at first.   Finally, another ship of the family made port, the crew stunned at the view of the burned city and the tales being given by the few remaining citizens of the port.   His brother provided an Emptor from the family offices, and the purchasing scribe put on the ship to buy lumber, wine, and food from the ports to the north.   The jape of Julius, that a cup of wine could be traded for a silver coin in Neápolis, was less humor than truth.    Several of the taburnae were being laboriously rebuilt by the merchants, but there was little to offer even when they were opened for vending.  All wine and most foodstuffs other than fish had disappeared with the revolting slaves.




Then came the time of Camelia.  With himself and his brother - and male servants - banned from the upper floors in the household, they waited as the midwives...  did whatever such do at times of woman-need.   But, during the wait, Pontika came down the stairs to the brothers, both reclining in the main atrium and in talk of the current crisis.   Both were about to rise in anticipation when the young femina waved them to stop.  "Nay, her time is not yet..."  She looked around the huge room, seeing none but a servant moving along the foyer of the house.  "But, just before her pains began, a man came to the door of the Cocua with a scroll for myself."   The eyes of both widened knowing of what she was about to say - or rather, who the missive was from.  Any usual deliverer of a message for the family would not come to the backside of the house, knocking at the door of the cook.   "Melglos did not give raid to the countryside.   He moved far to the south after the fight with the simpleton Commander, Vilinius, or whatever was his name, and has not returned."  She sat down at the low table, crosslegged, handing over a small spindle to Julius.  "I knew he would not have aborted his promise to us in not pillaging the domain of Capua."




Julius offered the spindle to his brother, still unrolled, but Aulius waved his hand in negation.  "Nay. You read it first brother.  He was your man and your sense of his purpose will be much better than mine."




The length was considerable, but Julius scanned it quickly, then offered it to his brother.  "It appears that one of his Locumtenentis, by the name of Crixus, has turned rogue and decided to not wait for the campaigning weather to arrive.   It was his doing to ravage the region of Campania."




"Melglos just wants to cross over the Appenines mountains and leave this domain forever," said Pontika, pointing at the scroll.




"Aye..." said Aulius, nodding slowly with his eyes still in reading.  "But it appears that one of his Commanders has formed ideas of his own, and in thought of becoming a great conqueror."  He looked up at Julius, saying, "He gives that this Crixus has taken almost thirty thousand men with him."  To the femina, he asked, "How did you receive this?"




She looked a Julius for a moment, then said quietly, "Before I left his encampment, I made him give promise to tell me of his being on occasion, reminding him that we were shipmates once...  in times of more happiness.   That was delivered by an oldster - a freeman who had joined Melglos out of enthusiasm of a new life, but found that existence in a soldier encampment is for the young.   As our arrangement, I gave the man an aureus for his service."




Julius nodded.   That was the usual practice.  A messenger was paid by the recipient rather than the sender, else there was no assurance that an unprincipled courier would not just toss the scroll or tablet and vanish with his fee.  "And do you have arrangements in return?"




She nodded.  "Aye.  There is a taburna in Rheginum.  A message can be given to a man there, who will return it to Melglos.  And another in Paestum.  I have the names of the taburnae and the man who will assign the messenger on a scroll in my room."




"Have you done so?" asked Aulius.




She shook her head.  "Nay, not as yet, but I would greatly wish to give my greetings to our friend, if you have any ship that will touch in either of those ports."


Chapter 45




For a while, the joy of a new son entering the household of the Clavius family pushed away the dire news of the land, but as the weather began its inevitable warming, the forces in the land began to stir again.   The citizens of Capua were cheered to see a preamble of Roman cavalry appear on the Appian Via from the north, followed by four Legions under the commands of Consuls Lucius Gellius and Gnaeus Lentulus.    As the main body of the rebelling slaves was still far to the south, the Commanders set their path to the east, into the region of Apulia, ravaged during the winter by the forces with the Lieutenant of Melglos, Crixus.  




Almost the entirety of the family fleet was contracted to move supplies for the Legions around the peninsula of Latium to the port of Barnum - that large city still secure behind well-found walls.   The Petrel guided the large convoys on the voyages twice, giving a huge stockpile of materials for the coming campaign.  




As the leading ship of the family was far more nimble than the loaded store-ships, the Petrel put into both ports of Rheginum and Paestum, leaving duplicated messages to be taken - hopefully - to Melglos.   The messages were two - one each from Julius and Pontika.




The results and news were finally goodsome.  There was much celebration in Capua, and no doubt Rome and other cities, at the news of success by the Consuls.  Splitting their forces in twain, they trapped the rebellious slaves of the rogue Lieutenant of Melglos on the mountain of Garganus.  Unlike the success of the rebels on Vesuvius in repelling down a supposedly precipitate slope, for this battlefield, there was only the prospect of battle or the sea for the defenders.   The Legions were not veteran, but apparently well trained in the winter months, and in fierce fighting, destroyed the army of Crixus, even to the Commander himself.




The news was soon tempered by reports by the mounted scouts that Spartacus had moved from his winter quarters in the south, appearing between Capua and the armies of Gellius and Lentulus, still recovering from their battles to the east.   Frantic missives from Rome were channeled through Capua to cross the Peninsula to the encampment of the Consuls.   The slave army seemed not to be in any haste, merely moving at pace toward the mountains in the north, Julius assuming that the crossing to be the reason for the march - something given several times by Melglos as his desire.   




Unfortunately, for the Romans in pursuit, the belief was that their quarry was no more of goodly military skill than the brazen Lieutenant they had destroyed in the winter.   Rather than assuming a standard infantry formation for battle, the Consul Lentulus gave assumption that he could surround the foe and force their surrender.   Without waiting for his co-Consul to arrive to bolster his forces, he struck from two sides.




The location of Melglos and his slave army was well known by the scouts, roaming the countryside during the entirety of the late winter, but...  What had not become apparent was the size of the army that had been gathered during that time of wait.   The two Legions of Lentulus, about five thousand strong, were as droplets of water flung onto the hot baking stone of a breadmaker.    Melglos now had almost a hundred thousand in his ranks, and if not all were young men of fighting age and ability, the bulk were at least partially trained and with goodly spirit.   In their attempt to surround, the Romans were encircled themselves, collapsing under numbers that were fifteen and twenty to one.




Worse for the cause of Rome, the destruction of Lentulus was with such suddenness that no hint galloped down the road to give warning to the oncoming Consul Gellius.   His men were caught strung out in marching order on the road and again, swamped as a rogue wave catching a sleeping ship by surprise.  




The grand strategy made in Rome was in tatters, but even worse was to come.   The governor of Cisalpine Gaul, the northern-most region of the Roman domain, was one Caius Cassius, a man of some need of military adventure in his character, moved south to gain both slaves and glory by engaging the rebellious army from the unexpected direction of the mountains.   In what was to be a maneuver in concert with his southern fellows, he marched south until touching the upper edge of the slave army, then formed into battle line.   Once again, the lack of accurate knowledge of his foe was the undoing of an army.




The units from that once-Gaulish land were not hardened veterans of battle, but had much experience in a hard land of both barbarians and brigands.   The forward units of Cassius seemed to drive a wedge into the midst of the resolving slave army, but in fact was merely striding forward between the two halves of Spartacus without realization that his two allied armies to the south were already destroyed.    Again, with only ten thousand men against ten times as many, the results were inevitable.   Cassius barely escaped the enclosing circle of jubilant rebels, and with a fraction of his army, eluded death by fording the freezing-cold Aidge river, without arms or armor. 




Times of war bring not only evil, but prosperity to some.  The Clavius family was as engaged in their merchant of shipping as Julius - or Aulius - had ever known, even to the extent that the younger brother had to think of more than the next voyage of the Petrel.   The grain brought from Egypt during the winter not only saved the city and surroundings from hunger, but caused gold to flow into their coffers at a goodly rate.  No longer did agents have to scour the ports of their individual parcels of territory to fill the holds of ships arriving to land their cargo.  Now, the lading was mostly military supplies and even men, needed at haste here or there.   Had they twice the number of ships, their needs would still not have been met.   Even two of their fast speculatoriae had been leased out to the headquarters in Rome to run messages up and down the coast of Latium, or to carry high-placed official to some imminent need. 




The smaller and fast escort vessel, ordered at the start of winter had been delivered, but had yet to make a voyage for which it had been purchased - no ships of the family were touching at ports in the eastern reaches of the Great Sea where the pirates were becoming rampant, and probably would not until the unpleasantness in the land was ended.   Rather, it became a fast transport for officials or military officers to some need.




The activity around their merchantry was such that Julius seldom made his way to the Tabularium, having to gain any latest news from another, usually Aulius but often from Patroclus, his scribal friends in the city willingly passing on any nugget of information over cups.   The activity at the port of Neápolis took much of his time for a while, with the need to restore the burned inn and shipyard, but with the supplies brought from up the coast, both were back in use.   The yard was the most important, as ships in activity had need of upkeep and with the frantic pace of this year, even more than usual.   




One advantage, and not taken with dislike by Julius, was that the lack of voyages meant that he was able to see his son survive the first critical months that often took newborns before they were even weaned.   With the fortune of the gods, the infantulus would eventually see his seventh year and receive his name for life.  It was with less enthusiasm that he attended meetings of the family Numerarii, Ratiocinatoris and Calculatoris - taking information from the scribes and giving orders for voyages, routes, supplies and usage of their busy hulls.  




Finally, he jumped at the chance of a mission that would take himself and the Petrel away from the mounds of tables and stacks of scrolls, if not for long.   "...brother, I need to converse with you of an urgent matter," was the sudden summons from his brother one morning.  In the household office, Aulius handed Julius a small spindle with the red wax seal of the Senate of Rome.  "The missive boat of Decimus delivered this and it arrived by horse-messenger an hour ago."  Now he waited until it was read by his brother.  




"Marcus Licinius Crassus?   I give admit that I vaguely remember the name, but..."




"He is the wealthiest man in Rome, mayhap all the world," replied his brother.  "And a man with some military experience - he was the right-hand Commander under the dictator Sulla during the civil wars.  Indeed, it is where he got the foundation for his rise to wealth."   A pause, then, "And he is a goodly friend of your patron, Gaius Caesar.  In fact, the tale is that only the intervention of Crassus kept the dictator from shortening your impulsive friend by a head."




"So..."  Julius looked at the scroll again, but thinking rather than reading.  "We are to deliver this new Dux from Syracusae to Rome?"




"Aye.  Without harm and with haste."




The news was gladsome to a man wishing for the sea and freedom from being imprisoned in a room of scribes and scrolls.  What was not joyful, was the notice that the Lanista, Gnaeus Batiatus, had used his wealth and position to gain a berth on the voyage.  "Aye," said Aulius, in the privacy of their house.  "Without doubt he wishes to ingratiate himself with a man that will be the next Proconsul of Rome, if he is successful in reduction of our troubles."




The protests of mother and wife were countered with the information that the mission would only take the short part of a month at the longest, and none of the voyage would entail an incursion into the realm of pirates.  Naturally, Pontika wished to be taken along, and as they would be sailing in close and friendly waters, Julius had no objection.  Although, in the quiet of the night, he said to Camelia, "Eventually, her gamboling to distant lands as if still a boy will have to end.  I have much doubt of a husband that will abide a seagoing mate."   There was no reply from the dark, although he knew that she was not asleep as yet.  Finally, he asked, "Or mayhap your opinion is of some difference?"




From the darkness came her quiet voice.  "It is not her spirit that gives trouble to me.  I myself would have thought myself in the Elysian Fields of the Greeks had I been able to have the experience of her short life."  A pause, then, "Nay.  It is the presence of the despicable Lanista that you will be carrying."




"Batiatus?" he answered with some bemusement.  "Do not worry.  I will not carve the man as an offering to Neptune.  At least not with any spectators in watch.  Although, I give admittance that such has crossed my thoughts far more than once."




There was a long silence again, then she said, "It is not yourself, Husband, that gives my worry, but 'Tika."




Now he rose on one elbow.  "What are you saying?  That she will attempt to slay the man..."  He stopped, examining the startling idea.  Indeed, the femina knew that the outlawry of her friend Melglos was a direct consequence of the illegal acts of the putrid noble.  Even Ngozi had given promise of retribution should he ever have chance.  But...  "Nay.  There is certainly hatred within her for the Lanista, but she is barely beyond being a mere puella.  And he is accompanied at all times by his pair of protectoris brutes."




"Aye.  But did not this mere puella, as you call her, swim in the black night of fire and death to succor Kaeso and men, then later toward a shore with angry men approaching us from all directions?  And gain the life of Melglos by breaking a board across the pate of a disloyal guardsman in Antioch?"  




Hmmm.  Indeed, Pontika was not the usual form of a daughter, unless one was speaking of the offspring of Mars and Nerio.   He could well believe that the girl would firmly plant her little female dagger in heart of the Lanista, given the chance.  "I will make sure that she has no opportunity during the voyage.  And you should give her the understanding of the black disgrace for our family to have a paying patron slain on our vessel."   He lay back, then said, "But, I have much agreement with our young Siren.  I have sworn oath that the putrid scum will make payment for his acts that have brought devastation to the land."  And probable death to a crewman of the Petrel.




It was as if the gods had turned back the seasons to the years before.  The Petrel and crew were in full sail over a benign sea with goodly airs from the northwest.  If the eye of the wind did not vary far from its position nor falter in its blow, they would be in Syracusae, on the island of Sicilia, in two days, and the voyage back to Rome only about four beyond those.  The only flaw in their days was the presence of the fat Lanista, usually sitting in the waist, under the shade of the sail.   It was with minor interest that the wife of the man had not come aboard, and in fact, Julius had not seen the woman in the last year.  He assumed she was still in Rome, but had no interest in the matter and even less for asking to find the answer.




Syracusae was a well known port to the Petrel, the family having an agency in the city long before the birth of Julius and his brother.  A ship of the family was a familiar sight by the harbor masters, sitting at wharf loading wine, olives and the oil of that fruit, onions and grown vegetables of all kinds.  Even grain was beginning to become a major crop on the island, although most that was harvested thus far was sent to the armies of Rome in Hispania.  




His greeting of the new passenger and entourage was interrupted at the boarding plank by Batiatus, coming to give ingratiating welcome as if he were the Master of the ship.  Behind him were his two protectors, well garbed as would be servants of such a wealthy noble, but the resemblance to ordinary servants ended with their clothes.  Both were large, not young but much less than middle age, and both with countenances that might cause young children to run screaming for their watch-maid.  The swords with well-worn hilts gave their experience, as did the scars that decorated limbs and, in the case of one, a face.




Julius stood at the rail waiting for the small group to board, looking over the newly-come noble on the wharf with interest.  That Crassus had seen about forty seasons, and mayhap a few more, he knew, but little else other than that was told to him by his brother.   He was lean, dressed in a tunic of ordinary style, although obviously made of exquisite materials.  Of course, only a fool would wear a toga in this warm climate, a designation fitting the fat Lanista well.  His colored robes were both thick and probably valued at more than the annual wage paid to any of the crewmen on the Petrel.




The potential Dux had only a trio of men as companion, one his obvious body-servant and another apparently a scribe.   The third was younger and well-garbed - mayhap a son? 




The expression of the noble in the face of the effusive words of the Lanista was merely that of a man listening politely to another, patiently waiting for the speaker to run out of either words or breath, then nodded and walked up the boarding plank.  At the deck, he gave a sight bow to Julius, then said, "Greetings, Capitaneus.  I was not expecting your conveyance so soon.  The winds were either good or your vessel is nimble, indeed."




Julius made the bow in return, saying with a smile, "Both are true, noble Crassus.  There are few that can match this ship in either pace or pointing.  Welcome to the Petrel.  Your quarters are not that of a royal palace, but they are dry and comfortable below."  Turning, he said to Densus.  "Show our passengers to the mid-cabin and have their baggage taken below."   Back to the noble, he said, "Unless your needs are otherwise, my orders are to deliver you to Rome with all haste."




"Aye, Capitaneus," said the man with a grin.  "Then do not let me interfere with your setting sail."




Their time at dock had been the minute part of an hour, with the ship standing out even before noticement by the tax scribe, and quickly the Petrel was heeled to the wind on a northerly course.   Of course, on a warm and sparkling day, the passengers would not sit in an airless hold, the nobles quickly finding the chairs arranged around the mast in the waist.   




From his position on the afterdeck, Julius stood in watch next to Pontika, happily enjoying her watch at the rudder haft, as Batiatus continued in his pontifications with the noble Crassus - the latter apparently giving replies of polite response.   The servants of the men were sitting on the beyond, using the double steps to the foredeck as seats.   Densus and Flavius were roving the beam of the ship in inspection, pointing here and there and no doubt making lists for work on the next visit to the shipyard.   Judoc and Maccalus were sitting in the bow, their feet dangling over the hillside.  Patroclus had not come on the voyage, the navigation being as easy as finding the way across one's own courtyard.




Julius looked at his ship with some pleasure.  This voyage was as if the troubles in the land had never come, and his wish was that soon his worries would be only for weather and the occasional reaver.   As he gazed forward and over the sea, the ship's boy, Caius, although of enough years to be fairly beyond that designation, came up from below with cooled wine and ornate cups for the nobles, and a jug and wooden bowls for the servants.   Ducking into the hold again, he quickly reappeared with a cup for Julius.   As the Captain nodded, the young cook asked, "Do you wish the sand dish lit for the evening meal?"




"Nay.  Cold meats will do for tonight.  With this wind on the rise, there is no need to take risks of fire."  He lowered his voice, saying, "And one of yon passengers would not suffer by missing a meal or two."




The cook grinned, turning to climb down the real scuttle, following Flavius as the first mate came to the stern.   Densus came back to stand beside Julius and the girl, saying in a hushed voice, "One hopes our noble passenger does not cast himself into the deeps from complete ennui after listening to that blathering fool and his previsions of the future."




Julius suppressed a grin. "Mayhap our fat Lanista is giving tutor to the Dux as to the proper method of handling slaves."   He tilted his head toward the waist, "Indeed, it appears that jug is already filled."   Both watched as Crassus rose, giving the same minimum bow to his verbose companion, then turned to walk aft.




Stepping up to the afterdeck, the noble said, "My pardon, Capitaneus.  Might I join you for the while, if your ship-duties are not in priority."




Densus immediately moved away, as Julius said with a broad smile, "Your presence is welcome, noble Crassus.  On a straight course and a clear day, the only need of the Master of a ship is to stand and look majestic for the passengers and crew."  He paused, then added, "Do I give your nomen as 'noble Dux,' now?"




The smile was returned and with the reply, "Nay, not as yet.  My baton of authority is still in the Senate-House, and mayhap those in choosing will come to their senses before I arrive."  He turned to look at the female steering the ship, then said, "I had heard from our mutual friend Gaius, of your unconventional method of command, but I will give admit that this is the first helms...woman I have ever seen."




Pontika just grinned broadly as Julius replied, "This journey would have to stretch beyond the Pillars of Hercules and back to have time to give the story of our little crew-femina.  But, nay, she is not now in the roster of the Petrel, but a ward of my wife, insisting on coming to enjoy a short voyage instead of spending her time in learning the deportments of a noble woman.   As she should be," he added, with a mock frown in her direction.




More seriously, the noble said, "Gaius has told me his tale of the aborted voyage to Rhodes, and the efforts of yourself in obtaining his freedom.   It was most impressive."  Julius just gave an expression of blandness as the man continued, "He also gives that your advice is worth the blathering of a dozen learned advisors.  And on that note, might I speak to you in private?"




Julius called across the deck, "Densus!  Have two chairs put on the foredeck.  Take the watch."  Pontika was a competent sailor - and would have been better than most on many ships he had seen, had her strength been equal to that of a grown man, but he had not survived to this day by trusting the Petrel to the youngest crewman on board.   




As Densus took his place beside the girl, Caius appeared from below again with two light wicker chairs, taking them to the raised forepeak.   Julius guided the noble forward, then said to the cook, "A pair of cups."   Both Judoc and Maccalus immediately knew to vacate the forepeak, walking back to find their rest elsewhere.   




The two men sat, waiting until the crewman returned with the wine, then Crassus said, "I would ask you of your opinion of the troubles in the land.   I know that you have seen some of the... activity at close quarters."




Julius sat in thought for a moment.  This was leading into uncertain seas, and while he wished to give any assistance in ending the rebellion and destruction in the land, he would have to be exceedingly careful not to reveal certain... incredible facts in the genesis of the uprising.   Finally, he replied, "Aye, whatever I can give to assist, but I give warning that you are asking a man born to the sea of matters pertaining to land."




"Aye.  But common sense has no specific domain.  I understand that the man in lead of the rebellion - a Spartecos - is it not - is one of some military ability."




Julius nodded, giving correction to the name.  "Spartacus.  And, aye, he has shown much ability in both battle and defense, but I have to say that he has had great assistance by the men in lead of the Roman soldiers."




"How so?"




Rather than answer directly, Julius waved a hand vaguely around the ship.  "The crew of the Petrel has never lost an engagement with pirates, and for a goodly reason.  When a ship of reavers is coming close aboard, all give assumption that the brigands on yon vessel are as the spawn of Hades himself, skilled to the utmost and fortified with success in their raiding.  Thus all in my crew approach the fight with the idea that any lessened effort on their part will have them giving obeisance to Neptune before the sun sets."




"And the Praetors and Consuls have not given their opponent any measure of competence."  It was a statement, not a question from the noble.




"Aye.  They approach their skirmishes with disparagement of mere slaves and barbarians, giving boast to all in hearing of the glorious victory ahead, and apparently without even attempt of scouting and survey of what they are about to attempt."   Julius held up a hand to halt the reply as he continued, "But, after giving scrutiny to the aftermaths of the battles, then I can say that this Spartacus indeed has inborn skills in leading men, if not actual experience."




"And he has much success in enhancing his numbers, I have heard."




Julius nodded.  "By inference, I would estimate that he has at least seventy thousand under arms.  There were more, before one of his officers broke off to make his own efforts at reaving, gaining entrapment against the sea and being destroyed in total."   He saw Caius appear, looking over his charges to see if any were in need of refills.  Raising his cup, he nodded for the cook to come and fill both cups.  Then he continued, "Not all of the men will be fierce in arms, but lack of skill for your men can be alleviated somewhat if your numbers are ten to your opponent's one."




The talk went on for two hours, until the sun began its descent into the western sea, and Caius made the signal for the evening meal.   As they rose, Crassus said, "I would have you on my staff, if you will.  Or at least as an advisor at strategy."  He held up his hand.  "Nay, do not give me your answer now.  We have several days to discuss such matters.   But, I ask that you think on it during the voyage."   He hesitated, then said with a smile, "If this unpleasantness can be brought to an end, then an honest man with a ship may return to his enjoyment of duty without worry of what might transpire in his absence."


Chapter 46




On the last night before his brother was to leave for Rome, Aulius had a fête called in honor of the occasion, with every noble in the city of in attendance to celebrate a son of Capua being elevated to Tribunus Laticlavius, aide and advisor to the Dux and Consul, Marcus Licinius Crassus.   In the two months since the Petrel had delivered the summoned noble to Rome, the noble had given his needs and requirements to the Senate, including the rejection of Commanding officers nominated to their posts for reasons of their family's standing, or the coin in the household vaults.  With the fear in Rome growing with every victory of the rebel slaves, it was less of an assignment by the rulers than a bargaining session where Crassus held the supreme position.




After the battles that had crushed one Legion after another in the march of Spartacus to the Alpinus mountains, Julius had expected the vast band of rebels and escaped slaves to disappear into the wilds of the northlands, leaving Latium to rebuild the looted and despoiled lands over which that chaotic army had marched.  But...  For reasons unknown, Spartacus had paused before the passes, encamping for a month, then turning his forces to march back to the south, again pillaging and looting for food, horses, and weapons as they moved.  




Julius and his brother had long discussion over the reason, and without any slightest understanding.  Their suppositions were that Melglos was dead, and some Lieutenant had taken command, or that the passes were blocked by something - mayhap late snow or even some other army from the north that was no in wish of a band of rebels to cross their land.  Or...   In fact, without the slightest fact on which to make their guesses, their speculations were just that - mere guesswork.




"Melglos cannot be thinking of making conquer of Latium.  He has to know that if the Legions in Hispania and the kingdom of Pontos are returned, all the slave armies in the entirety of the world would be chaff under their sandals."    Julius had just shaken his head without comment.  He had no slightest idea of the reason for the pause and return.  Mayhap if the Thracian gave approach to Capua again, a meeting could be arranged once more. 




But before such could even begin to happen, an ornate scroll was delivered to the Clavius household with the purple wax seal of the Roman Senate.   To the surprise of all, it was the official appointment of Julius as a military Tribune under the newly appointed Dux of all the Legions in Latium.   That no such forces existed now, other than ragged units that would have been tested to guard the entrance to a brothel, was not noted by the celebrations in the family.  




In actual fact, Julius was already a Tribune, a title gained by most young male nobles in their year of obligatory training with the Legions.  In fact, such an appellation was more in the realm of the ceremonial than the factual.   Indeed, by Senate-law he could command a Maniple of Legionaries, although in reality, the army of Rome had not gained its successes by entrusting valuable soldiers to a Tyro officer, no matter the height of his nobility.   But this preferment from Rome was real.




"My husband, the Tribune," was the softly humorous comment of his wife.  "Is there no position to which he cannot gain attainment?"




Aulius grinned at the assembled family, replying, "Aye.  Soon we will be bending knee to the new and illustrious Senator Julius Clavius."




Sextilia, the mother of both brothers, and Grand Domina to the household, was in more worry than celebration.   "I dislike having a son who stands in the line of far-off battle.  Far too many soldiers tend to leave their bones in the fields."




Camelia put a gentle hand on the arm of the old woman.  "Nay, Mother.  This is a position of far less peril than his usual cavorting among reavers on the sea.   A Tribune on the staff of the Dux will be as far from the lines of battle as ourselves."




The atrium that night was filled with well-wishers, and not a few men of self-assumed military skills giving ridiculous advice as to the actions needed by the Legions.   Even the women were in goodly moods, giving hope that this uncertainty in the land would soon be at an end.  "...and you are giving accompany with Julius to Rome?"




"Aye," said Camelia to a childhood friend.  "Pontika and I will use this opportunity to visit friends and make goodly tour of the city.   Julius gives that the training of the new Legions will take the rest of the warm season, thus he will be there also - at least until the army marches."




On the early morning, the wagons were ready, with both women and Patroclus waiting for the new Tribune.   Eventually, he appeared, in escort with his new batman, Valens, the youngest son of their Steward, Virnius, and as all young men, anxious to experience the glory and excitement of war.    Julius felt as if he were on the acting boards of the Forum, with a part in a particularly ludicrous farce.  His garb was a leather torso armor over a thick tunic, with petal skirt and high laced sandals.  All were shined to a gleaming finish, but were pale indeed to the crimson and gold trimmed paludamentum - the military cloak of all soldiers, attached at the shoulders and hanging to the ankles behind.  Of course, at belt was his faithful gladius and pugio, and under an arm the gleaming helmet with the white crest of a high officer.    His garb was little different than the common soldier, except for being of a quality far beyond even that of a veteran Centurion.




They reached the city of Neápolis by mid-afternoon, their destination being the newly rebuilt inn of the family, where the women were dropped to make their rest and ablutions from the trip.  Immediately walking the short distance to the wharves, he discovered that his display of new authority was not yet over.  At the dock of the Petrel was not only the crew, but Captains Kaeso and Fundanus, their ships in port for the moment and wharfed only strides from the Petrel.   With a broad grin, Kaeso gave a salute, then said, "Welcome, Tribune.  We were hoping that you would appear before our departures."




"Would that I were standing out with you," replied Julius with a jesting frown.  "I feel as a baker of bread and cakes to be suddenly assigned as drover to a train of asses."   He pointed to his companion, then said, "This is my Cacula, Valens, and giving thought of becoming the next Cincinnatus.   The youngest of our Steward," he added.




"Welcome, young Valens," said Fundanus.  "You could not have found a superior mentor for your climb to position."




The young man merely nodded with a sheepish grin, naturally keeping his words to himself in the august presence of three Captains and a high noble of Capua.




Julius pointed to the ship, saying, "Come on deck for cups - and as friends, not worshipers at the spectacle of my garb and new position."   The offer was for all on board, not just the Captains, and after an hour the women appeared, refreshed and with the wagon of baggage required by all females before traveling further than the next household.   He had allowed only one attendant for each woman, something that would have scandalized most noble females.  Moving any distance without her personal ancilla, cosmeta and tonstrix, and two or three young females as mere extra handmaids, would be thought scandalous by the usual high-born woman.   Fortunately, Camelia did not insist on such requirement outside of the house, taking along her lifelong maid as her only need.  Pontika had little use at all for such - her young handmaiden was more friend than servant, despite the continual chastisements from the Domina and Grand Domina of proper deportment before inferiors. 




The baggage stowed and farewells made to his friends, who returned to the duties on their ships, the Petrel was pushed out and turned to run the western course until the bay of Neápolis could be cleared and the bow pointed to the north.   Pontika, naturally, made request to take the rudder, gaining a mild rebuke from Camelia, "It would make a poor showing for our new Tribune to stand into Ostia with a female at the helm.   The noble Crassus might give further thought to the sudden strangeness of the man he had given such trust in."   Despite the protests of the femina, that the highborn noble spoken of had already seen the young woman in command of the rudder, she was fated to be only a passenger on this voyage.




As the ship coursed along to the north, and with Julius feeling the strangeness of being only a passenger on the vessel that he had commanded to the far reaches of the Great Sea, he called Densus to a conference at the forepeak.  "I do not know what will be the time of my reside in Rome, but the Petrel will stand by in Ostia for message duty.  The crew can have their usual dockside privileges as long as they make themselves easy to recall."  He pointed across the deck.  "Ngozi and Maccalus will accompany us to the city as protection for the women in a strange city."  Julius had pulled two men from the other ships to fill out the crew, should it need to depart without the two men now detailed for woman-guarding. 




Judoc would have been the selection had the duty not required the long walk between port and city.  His skills with a blade were almost as good as with the bow, but his defective leg was not of use in long marches.   Still, young Maccalus had become a more than fair swordsman, with both interest in the art and under the tutelage of Ngozi.   Many times in the last voyages had Julius seen both on the forepeak with their weapons of river cane, giving and taking as they honed their facility with both long and short blades.




 This voyage, as short as it was, would not have the pair in mock battle.  Rather, Julius gave Ngozi the duty of instruction to young Valens, that he not slice his own limb in twain should the need come to draw iron.   For himself, he sat with Patroclus and the women in the waist as a proper passenger, letting Captain Densus command the ship.   They watched with some amusement as the black crewman tossed stones at the young batman, high or low, slowly or with haste, requiring the youngster to either block the oncoming missile with his shield, or receive a sharp pain as it landed on flesh.




Despite her ebullience at yet another voyage, Pontika was troubled by the reason for the elevation of her mentor and friend to high office.  "You will be in fight with Melglos, and required to kill him if you are able."




Camelia immediately gave attempt to disarm her words.  "Nay, 'Tika.   Julius will merely be in headquarters giving advice to the Dux.  He will have no reason to swing a sword in battle."




"But the mission for the army is to destroy our friend and his fellows."




There was little way to give a reply to such a statement that was not total falsehood.  She had given the reason of the desire of Rome accurately enough, but...  "My hope is that I can find Melglos before any such battles, or afterward, and give convince to allow me to make passage of himself and any close followers to some far land."   Julius shrugged his shoulders, but continued with truth.  "But, the need is to end the despoiling of the land and return civility to Latium - that has to be done without regard to any individual."




The femina just nodded with no more words, knowing full well the truth of the statement, but it giving her no slightest satisfaction.




Ostia appeared on the fourth day, the Petrel wharfing and discharging its passengers, selecting one of the clamoring wagoners for passage to Rome.   After a last discussion with Densus, and giving instructions as to where any urgent missives could be sent if needed, they set both foot and wagon on the road to Rome.  Night was falling when they entered the ornate devorsorium at the foot of the Capitoline hill.  Normally, servants and maids would both eat and sleep in the area reserved for retainers, but Julius had engaged an entire chamber of rooms for his party, with an external door that any noble guest would not be offended by meeting an inferior in passing within the inn.  Patroclus and Valens were given an alcove that actually had a window with a veranda. Ngozi and Maccalus had a small room and the maids their own within the chambers.  Usually, such would not be allowed, but with the rank of Tribune Laticlavius for the man making the charter, it would have taken a brash Caupo to give deny.




With the three nobles and Patroclus sitting down to their evening meal, Julius gave his decrees for the exploration of the city by the women.  Sending for a sketch map of Rome, he marked several quarters where they were not to venture without both Ngozi and Maccalus in escort, and two others in which they were forbidden to enter at all.  Around the Capitoline and Palatine hills, the women could wander as they wished and without attendants - indeed, in the former quarter either of the Plebeian men would probably be stopped by the Vigilis to be questioned as to the reason for their presence on the hill of nobles.




 On the next morning, Julius and his Cacula - his batman - walked to the headquarters of the Legions, below the Capitoline and on a main thoroughfare in the city - the Via Flaminia.  There, he found the Consul, now Dux Crassus, who gave a goodly welcome, and an introduction around the room.  Julius was given far too many names of Senators, nobles, and high officers to remember at once, but he knew that those of importance would become familiar and soon.   Then, a private conference in a corner of the room...




"...our first need is to train the new levies, and well.  We need no more units of untrained and flailing militia to camp without sentries and sleep until the midday hour because of an inclement day that would be better served in relaxing on a warm mat.  But, I have training officers in abundance, and I did not ask for your services to merely stand and watch Tyros flail at straw men."  He waved away the servant with a platter of cups and a jug.  "You are appointed as Cura Explorationis, the officer who attempts to put together the various reports, rumors and gab into some reasonable expectation of reality.  As such, you have full authority to travel to any place, to requisition at need, and without halt by any man of Rome, be he even a Senator."




Julius nodded his head in understanding, but hiding the utter surprise at his assignment.  His assumption until now was that he would be one officer of many, standing around a map table, interjecting ideas on occasion and making suggestions for use.  This was a... startlingly important position for a man, only recently the Captain of a small ship.




"Questions?" asked the Dux.




"Aye, Sos.  I need some idea of the time until you intend to make your move to engage the rebels."




The General shook his head.  "Unfortunately, not until the campaigning season is almost over.  I would rather delay than take the field with half-trained soldiers.  I believe that events have proven that to be an unwise move."




Julius nodded.  Months then.  Indeed, the whole of the warm season.  Mayhap he could find a way to determine just what was the intention of Melglos, assuming that Thracian to still be alive.




The General now said, "If you need a unit of scouting horse, I am told that there are about ten turmae of Cavalry available that are trained as scouts.  You may requisition as many as needed.  Mind, I have no idea of the proficiency of such and indeed, I am not even certain that they actually exist."




The General walked back to the discussion around the map table, leaving Julius to...  do something, but as to what, he had no idea as yet.  He did not even know the meaning of the term 'turmae' other than it obviously referred to some number of scouting horsemen.   Gathering Valens in the outer foyer, they quickly strode back to the inn to gather Patroclus for discussion.




The next day, Valens was dispatched to Ostia with a missive for Densus, then both Julius and Patroclus sat at a table in the scriptorium of the Headquarters - a gloomy room at the far back of the building where all messages and missives of the Legions were eventually stored.  There, with one old archive-scribe in attendance, they attempted to make some sense of the reports sent in by scouts and travelers from all over Latium.  Their task was made more difficult because of the barely readable scripting on some of the tablets and scrolls.   It was obvious that some messages were penned by men who had paid little attention during their youthful tutoring in the art of writing, while others were apparently written in the most extreme haste - no doubt by men in need of avoiding demise at the hands of their topics.




At the end of the day, Patroclus summed up the findings of the day.   "There is little doubt that Mel...  Spartacus is indeed moving south.  But as to the reason..."  The old Pedagogue just spread his hands in his ignorance.




"Aye," said Julius, looking out the window at the imposing arena of the Circus, just down the Via from their watchpoint.  "He was within easy walk of refuge... well, mayhap not easy.  I doubt that the passage over the Alpinum mountains is as a walk to the therma, but still - even women and oldsters could have made the journey before the coming of winter."




Before leaving for the inn, he made his report to the staff in the main room, that the army of rebels was apparently still cohesive and slowing moving down the center of the peninsula.   But to what destination, he could not yet give.




The month went by without incident - at least in Rome.  He had inspected the various training camps with Crassus, to see the progress of the new levies, but had little else to do as yet.  He enjoyed touring Rome with the two women, seeing the ornate temples and vast Forum, even to watch some entertaining performances on the acting boards.   Patroclus took advantage of the high office of his principal, to gain entrance to the librari and official archives of the city, happily engrossing himself in ancient texts until the light of the day failed.  




Finally, a horseman appeared at the Headquarters with a scroll - nay, a bag of such for Julius.  To the question of the Dux, he explained, "I gave orders for our fast missive ships to touch in each port along the coast, even to the end at Rhegium, to give directions to any of our agents in those cities to gather any knowledge of Spartacus that might come from travelers.  Or, mayhap, people in flight from the moving horde."  He pointed to the bag being held by his batman.  "This is the first of such to come."




For most of the day, Patroclus - hurriedly summoned from his reading in the city archives - and he pored over the tablets and scrolls.  Finally, they made a list of points gained in the readings, then Julius walked to give the knowledge to the Dux.  




Crassus called a general meeting of the Headquarters, then turned to give the attention to Julius.  Using his scrap of papyrus as notes to prod his talk, he began his presentation.  With a long stick as a pointer, he tapped the huge map on the table.  "As of the Nonae of the month, the bulk of his leading forces are about here.   His movements are not as an army on the march, but just with the pace to feed off the land.   Parties still bound out from either side to forage for food and weapons, of course, but apparently Spartacus is attempting to gather any horses that can be found.  I would say that he apparently is attempting to form scouting units..."




"Or his own cavalry," commented an officer.




"Nay, Flavius," said another.  "Merely putting men on mounts and calling them Equestris does not make cavalry.  Such takes a year of training, and how many slaves would be accomplished horsemen?"




Julius continued, "Word from men who have tired of the life of a roaming soldier, and dropped from the march, give that their destination will be in the region of Bruttium, at the far tip of the peninsula.   Another has said of the intention to make the crossing to Sicilia, across the narrow straits of Messina, although how such would be accomplished even over the narrow waters is not at all clear.   By estimate, he now has almost a hundred and twenty thousands in his total of followers, although that count includes families - women, children, oldsters.    Even were the entirety of ships in the fleet of my family, and all based in Capua, given hire for the crossing, it would take two months in the least.  And that assumes no evil weather or any resistance in the short voyages."




Now Crassus asked, "Have you discovered the reason for his turning back from the base of the mountains, rather than crossing into the wilds of the north?"




"Nay, Sos," replied Julius.   "But the men giving their bit of information are mere stragglers in the army of the rebels.  Without doubt even their tales come through many mouths, which is why I would not base any plans on what has been told so far until we can obtain a closer look."




The Dux shook his head.  "It makes little difference.  Whatever the scum decides to do next, they cannot be allowed to just meander over the land, in pillage and looting.   At the beginning of Septembris, we will begin our march to the south."




"That will leave only a month of campaigning weather, Sos," gave comment by his senior staff officer.




Crassus nodded.  "Aye, and I would prefer to march after a winter of solid training, but I fear that such a delay will not be welcomed by the Senate.  The lesser informed members of that body are shouting their displeasure that we are not even now in battle."


Chapter 47




As the end of the month of Sextilis approached, Julius sent the Petrel back to Capua with Camelia and Pontika.   Indeed, the pair had begun to tire of their extended visit in Rome, anxious to return to the normalcy of their household.  More importantly, were several messages and orders to the two fast speculatoriae and now, even, the newest addition to their fleet, the escort ship, altered to his needs and now with the name of Albatross.  Like its feathered namesake, it was built to cross vast distances of water without need of revictualing and with comfortable cabins for an expanded crew.   Unlike the bird, it had an inset rail - a fence, it would be called by a landman - around the hull, with iron points in projection upward.  Any man attempting to board would hesitate before putting hand on the upper rail to vault into the ship - or he would make his leap without use of a limb.   And, of course, there were the raisable barriers to protect the crew from inbound shafts, even while they were launching their own into the foe of their adversary. 




Kaeso was moved from the big ship taken from the evil Greek merchant, giving him command of the new vessel and with the orders to try and test men for the crew, both knowledge of sailcraft and familiarity with weapons - rejecting and replacing any that did not have superior skills in both crafts. 




With the two fast missive ships, the new vessel would be busy in its coursing up and down the coast of Latium to the orders of Julius.




On the first day of Septembris, the Army began the movement south, along the Via of the Appian Way, and in proper stance for a Roman army.   Unlike the untrained militia before, these units were properly supported with cavalry for scouting and nimble Centuries of Velites, lightly armed javelin troops that could rush to this encounter and that, giving time for the cohorts of heaven infantry to gain position.  In the columns were the Ingeniarii components, to build bridges if needed and responsible for laying out each nightly encampment in the proper form, both for security at night and ease of assembling and feeding during the stop.   Quartermaster units followed with wagonloads of victuals, blacksmiths and farriers, medicuae personnel and message runners.  All the attributes of the Roman Legion, honed and tested for several hundred years.




Julius and Valens were on horseback, in the train of the Dux, about halfway back in the columns.  With them, although following behind the troupe of officers, were a double handful of young horsemen, unarmored and well learned in the art of riding.   Requested by Julius, these would, hopefully, be his message bearers, sending orders and bringing information as the Legion moved in follow of the band of Spartacus.




With almost fifteen thousand men spread across four Legions, the army did not move as one unit, of course, else the front of the train would be leaving the road for the nightly encampment before the tail had even started its march for the day.   They were in loosely attached columns on the two main roads leading south, and kept in pace with the constant efforts of horse-messengers moving between the four Legions when connecting roads allowed. 




For the first half month, there was little to see but trees on either side of the roads, interspersed by villages and a city on occasions - none as yet subjected to the ravages of the rebels.  Apparently, the path of Spartacus, both to the north and return, had been on the coastal roads to the east of the peninsula.    That would change in a few days, Julius knew, when they entered the lands north and east of Capua, where the mobs of slaves and raiders had roamed over the countryside.   But for now, the Legionaries were greatly inflated by the relieved cheers of the citizenry to finally see an army of Rome, come to destroy the rebels before they returned to pillage even more of the land. 




Even with the count far less than those available to the rebels, Julius was not as worried over such numbers, as the fact that the Legions, although well trained, were composed of Tyros - men in the main, who had never faced another man trying to separate head from body.   He had long learned, in his hirement or rejection of crewmen on his ships, that although a man might have, and demonstrate, great skills with a weapon, the test of his mettle was the first encounter with a foe.  This army would fight as a unit, not as wildly flailing individuals, and he hoped the first battles would be gentle enough to give the men some confidence in their training officers.




When they reached the major city of Fregellae, he sent one of his missive riders west, to the port of Terrracina, only about two hundred stadia in distance and on a good road.  The next day the man returned with the expected tablet, giving by the waiting speculatoria of Capitaneus Amulius.  In the command tent at the nightly encounter, he gave the contents to the assembled officers.  "The bulk of the rebels have reached the region of Lucania, now investing the city of Popilii, but apparently some outriding units are roaming the countryside in pillage again.  And as far east and north as Asculum."




The Dux slowly nodded, looking at the map on the table.  "They are far from the main body.   Do you have numbers?"




"Refugees give the usual clamor, of course, that the raiders are as numerous as grains of sand on the shoreline, but if the unit is moving merely for the gathering of supplies for the winter, then I doubt it has more than an equivalent of a few cohorts.  Any more would just be feet traveling the roads for no reason."




The discussion went on for a time, then the Dux said, "I believe we will move to discuss our displeasure with this raiding band, and give our own men some taste of blood."  He pointed to one of his Commanders, one Mummius by name, and unknown noble of Rome to Julius.  "You will take half the cohorts in the 17th and move along the Appian Way to contact.   We will bound down the Popitian Via to confinement to the rebels from moving back to the coastal lands.   Make a blocking formation in wait for our driving the slaves toward you.   Mayhap we can cut the haunch in sections, rather than trying to eat it all in a massive feast."




The martial skill of Crassus was unknown to Julius as yet, but he was gratified to see that once a proposal of action was decided, there was no hesitation.  Very shortly, the horns were sounding assembly and the men began the march, the smaller group splitting off to follow the main road that connected the ends of the Peninsula together over almost four thousand stadia.  The main body would diverge to follow the lesser road of Popitian, following the westerner coastline down the length of land.




In two days they came to Capua, although the bulk of the army did not march through the city itself.  Such a procession would be delayed by the twisting streets of the city, and the many taburnae an irresistible attracts to the ranks.   Julius and Valens made a quick foray into the city, giving both a chance to meet with their families, but mainly to both check for any news or missives and to pass on new orders to the ships wandering the coast for such information.    Despite the desire of mothers - Patrician and Plebeian, both - for their sons to stay the night on comfortable mats, Julius declined with the stricture that officers did not lay in comfortable cubiculi while their men slept on the ground.  They merely nodded at the statement, giving orders for the kitchen to pack viands to the extent that would have fed an entire Contubernium for days.  Realizing the futility of protesting, the two men slung the huge bags over their mounts, with Julius intending to lighten their load as soon as they passed a unit stopped for rest.




Asculum, the city where the foraging rebels had been seen last, was to the east, and the army turned down the road leading toward the rising sun.  Another missive had come by horse, having just missed Julius in the city.  He gave the welcome news to the Dux as soon as he had read the scroll.  "...and the bulk of forces with Spartacus are still in travel to the south, but still not with any haste."




That news was good.   The slaves that were roaming the countryside were just a fraction of the forces that would be encountered firstly, giving the new Legions some needed battle experience.   If his plans worked, the unit of raiders would be caught between the cohorts of Commander Mummius and those of Crassus coming from the west, with the only route of escape being toward the sea to the east.  




"Sos!  Sos!"  Julius woke instantly, reaching for his gladius before recognizing the owner of the voice behind the call.  As he sat up, his Cacula said, "Scouts are in gallop through the sentry posts."




"From Mummius?"




"I do not know, Sos.  But their numbers and haste do not give belief that they are bringing news of celebration."




"What is the hour."




"Mayhap, the tenth, Sos.  I had risen to make my water, hearing the clopping of mounts arriving.  Under the torches at the command tent, I could see three or four horses in hold."




Julius gave a long sigh, standing to gather his garb and weapons, trying to remember the remnants of the pleasant night-vision, with himself again on the Petrel and listening to the Sirens on the rocks, giving their pleasing song to passing sailors...  "Let us go find what wondrous gift that Melglos has bestowed on us this night."   They had not even moved past the flap of the tent when the single horn, a buccina, sounded the three notes of officer's call.   "That answers the question.  I doubt that we are called to a feast given by the Dux in the cool of the morning."




The inside of the command tent was not yet filled with officers, and those already arrived were speaking in quiet tones.  The Dux had dislike for officers chattering as if females at the washing racks of the river, and all kept their comments under control, unless actually giving some words of military use.   He could see three men of the scouting units, red armbands and shoulder ribbons giving identity to men to whom giving delay was a serious offense.   Men strode into the tent in a stream, then the General entered from his private quarters, standing to wait as the tent flap finally ceased to admit more.   Finally, "Word has come that Commander Mummius has been engaged on the Appian Way.   Apparently his men are in retreat, but ask me no more - that is the sum of my information.  How long to first light?"  This last was to a staff officer, who held up two fingers.  "Then call the men to order and give rations of whatever can be used without the cooks.  Quintus!"   A man stepped forward, with acknowledgment.  This was the head of the Eques speculatorae - the unit of mounted scouts.   "At the moment I am blind, without even the knowledge of where this battle occurred.   Find both the place of both Mummius and the force of slaves."




Torches flared all over the encampment as men were roused.  It would not be possible to march until at least the gleam of light appeared in the east, but by then the Legions would be in ranks and ready.   Valens had packed the few belongings of himself and his officer - those would be picked up and put in the wagons by the quartermaster unit when the tents were taken down.  Now he asked, "Should I send another rider to Capua for missives, Sos?  Before we march away inland."




Julius shook his head.  "Nay, there is little chance of a boat bringing news of any foe or battle that is six hundred stadia inland."




The march had not yet even seen the yellow ball of the sun rise above the trees before men began to appear ahead.  Soldiers, they were, but not in military formation, nor even deportment.  In singles and pairs, small groups and even Contubernium sized units, they were in hurried stride to the west.  Many were giving hint of exhaustion, that their earlier movements might have been at a dead run.




After his sudden surprise at the sight of loose Legionaries, Crassus angrily gave orders to his staff to have the fleeing men stopped in their flight and collected together.   By the end of the first hour, the Dux was in such a state that his officers, usually following closely to their leader, were attempting to find some need or task that would remove themselves from the burst that would soon appear, mayhap to engulf all in the vicinity.




Julius had no experience in land battles, but to his eyes the stragglers were not the residue of an army defeated in battle - none had any visible wounds and their haste gave the same finding that legs were entirely undamaged.   A few did not even have their kit, wearing nothing but tunic and sandals.   In a voice barely hearable by his batman, he said, "This has all the signs of a rout rather than a battle.  I would say that none that we have seen so far have even swung a weapon in anger."   The young Valens, only a year beyond his full manhood, just shook his head.  He did not even have the experience of a shipboard skirmish with pirates - indeed, his mock clashes with Ngozi in training were the extent of his military knowledge.




The Legions ended their march long before midday, encamping in a field and immediately put to work raising a fortification to enclose the entirety of the area that would be used at night.  Afterward the men were allowed to rest, but in full kit and without wandering away from their units.   The scouts that were not engaged in the collection of the fleeing men of Commander Mummius, were ranging in all directions in search of any approaching force of the slave army.  




For the entirely of the day, the mounted cavalry brought in their collections of straggling Legionaries, until the section of the encampment designated as their place was filled.  Finally, some of the scouts appear on the road with the Commander Mummius and his entire staff in follow.   Julius and a few of the staff members were at the table, leaning over the map and attempting to make a determination of the whereabouts of the enemy might be assembling - or even in march, mayhap.




And enemy was the correct word.  No longer were the rebels considered mere slaves, or rabble, or an organized mob.  They had destroyed almost every Roman army sent against them, failing only once and that by the missteps of a greedy Lieutenant in disobayment of the orders of Spartacus.  And, to the mind of Julius, the losses were not that the foe was superior in skills, but that the leaders of the Romans were contemptuous of their foe before the battles were fought.




As the unfortunate Commander entered the tent to salute and give his explanations, assumedly, the Dux ordered all but himself and Mummius out of the tent, and to post the area to keep any ears from hearing the conversation.




Alas, for the desires of the noble General, his encampment was far too small to allow for any such diminishment of hearing.  Even to the far tables and supply wagons of the cooks, the voice of the Dux carried through the thick fabric of the tent to give to all his opinion of the efforts of a Roman officer.   Julius and Valens were standing with a group of officers, mostly the younger men of the staff, all noble and all in the field in an actual war for the first time.   The comments were many among them, but whispered as if they were standing beside the command tent itself.  




"Do you give thought that the Dux will have him nailed to a crossbar?" said one.




"Nay.  He is the son of a Senator.  Such are thrown from the Tarpeian Rock."




Unfortunately, from their distance, they could only hear the oaths and bellowings of their commanding officer, and not the explanations or questions, but not for the offer of mortal entry to the slopes of Olympus would any of the officers step closer to the tent.  Any of the young officers would find it less perilous to skulk at the portal of Hades.    And, looking across the area, Julius could see that the few senior officers were as dubious as to approaching the tent unrequested.




Suddenly, the flap of the tent was pushed aside and a bellow emerged.  "Publius!  Attend me."




The chief officer of his staff ran across the distance as if a newly inducted Tyro at the call of his Centurion.  All waited in anticipation for... whatever was to happen next, then were disappointed as the time passed without further sounds or orders.   Half the day was left - indeed, it had not even become the time for the midday meal.   Julius doubted that the Legions would just halt in pause, allowing the slave army to retreat - or, even form for more battle, but little happened for the next hour.  Then...




The staff officer strode from the tent, shouting formation for the officers.  He ordered the camp to the meal, then to spend the afternoon in further training.   The senior officers were called back, but none of the group that was standing with Julius.  Finally, he moved to sit at his tent, in watch of the masses of men in formation, moving forward to throw their spears, the iron pilum, then advancing to contact with the imaginary foe.  Then to regroup and perform the same act until the rest break was called.  For the entirety of the afternoon the training commenced, stopping only when the evening rations were ready to be distributed.




The day ended with no further events, but it was the next morn that brought the unbelievable - and not only to Julius.  At the break of day, the officers were assembled in the great tent, waiting for... whatever was to happen, then the Dux appeared with his handful of senior officers.  His choler had not dissipated in the night, and without preamble he began his harsh words.  "The detached cohorts of the 17th have disgraced not only their Legion but also the people of Rome.  Neither has the Commander given service that is to be expected of a leader of my army, and indeed, has failed to follow even the core of my orders.  He has been relieved and sent back to Rome in disgrace.   But, even with the failings of their officers, I do not expect the men of the Legion to bolt and run from a battle, and without most even gaining an honorable wound to give credence to a withdrawal."




He paused, but not for need.  The tent could have been the isle of the dead for the lack of any sound.  It was as if the assembled men were barely giving breath, to lessen the possibility of being noticed and singled out for...




"We are fortunate to be in a remote region of Latium, that the people of Rome, and the cities of this land cannot see the wretched sight of Legionaries running in fright from slaves, and displaying their craven cowardice to such a degree as to throw away their weapons and armor that their feet might have a lessened task.  This disgrace must be requited with blood, and for demonstration to the men of the penalty for such shame."   He turned to his chief staff officer.  "Publius, serve the order!"




The tent was emptied of men, most still in some wonder at the meaning of the Dux, but all watched as the entirety of the Legions were assembled around the edges of the wide field used on the yesterday for drill.   Of course, such orders did not include the scouts, or cavalry, or the units detailed on guard at the far reaches of the encampment.   




Julius joined the staff officers in their own formation in front of the main body of Legionaries, still in wonder at the happenings of the moment.   All knew that some punishment was to be, but as to the actual...  "The cohorts of Mummius will be stripped of their citizenship and forbidden to return," whispered a man behind him.




"Aye," agreed another.  "And mayhap flogged through the gates."




"Nay.  They will be consigned to the punishment companies.   It happened in the war with Volscia, according to my Pedagogus."




Silence fell as the men of the cohorts, gathered in during the last two days and the night by the scouts, or having walked the distance to join with the main group, were marched out to their own formation in the center of the massed Legion.   Eventually, the men formed ranks of their own units, but with irregular counts.  At least a third of the total was missing, either dead or fled to remoter parts.   Then, the Centurions began to walk the lines, giving count, then calling this man and that out to stand alone.




"By the raging oaths of Nemesis!" came a sudden exclamation from his dexter side.  "It is decimation!"




"Silence in the line!" came a hissed bark from a senior, emphatic in tone, although held to a lesser volume as if he himself had desire not to be noticed.  "Unless you have craving to join in the deed!"




As one man in ten of the unfortunate men of Mummius were called to their own formation, separate of their fellows, a tall block was brought to the fore.  Immediately, the Dux mounted the platform, then ritually opened a scroll, holding it in the reading position as if he were a crier on the Forum platform.  "By the authority invested in myself by the people and Senate of Rome, to suppress and otherwise free the land of the current unrest, I..."  The preamble went on and on, then finally the last few sentences gave the notice that the entire field was waiting for with bated breath.  "...and for cowardly conduct improper for soldiers of Rome, to flee from mere slaves and without either orders or reason, and to do so in the most craven fashion that is unbelievable to any having not seen the actuality of the deed, the culpable recreants will suffer punishment to fit the uniqueness of the day."  He turned to the Senior Centurion, then barked, "Carry out the declared penalty!"




Julius watched, somewhat puzzled as the lesser Centurions hurried here and there, calling others from the rear to bring armloads of... weapons.   The penalty of decimation, where one man in ten of a unit had been called out for execution had been used before - indeed, for the entirety of the history of Rome, as he remembered from his lessons, but such had always been for mutiny, or massive desertion, and even then not for generations past.   




Now the condemned were separated into groups, two by two and each given a gladius.  Was this to be a...  He looked at the officer on either side in his rank, they returning the glance and with the same puzzlement, until the Senior Centurion mounted the wooden block to bellow, "You will fight each other to the death, just as if you were the putrid gladiators that gave you fright as if children running from the dark.   Any man not wishing to die a soldier's death will be crucified."   He put the silver strido to his lips and blew with a force that mayhap have been heard all the way to Capua. 




From behind came a fierce, if very low, exclamation.  "This is not legal.  Even a Dux cannot use soldiers as if punishment day in the Circus."




A reply came, softly and also out of the vision of Julius, "There is Crassus, standing in watch.  Walk over and give him your strictures on legality."  There was no humor in the sudden retort.




Another said, "From the practical aspect, if he wins this war, then none in Rome will care if he had the men spitted over a fire for use by the cooks, and served for our meals.  If we lose, then what punishment to his bones?"   A pause, then, "Or ours?"




The spectacle was not pleasant to Julius.  With Rome grasping for young men as soldiers, this was foolish.  Punishment, aye, might be needed, but not a wastage of entire Centuries of men.   It did not last long - men engaged with only a single blade and no armor and shield did not make for a long skirmish.  Whichever man landed the first goodly blow was the winner, then those were paired off with the others that had survived the first round, then again.  Finally, there were ten men left.   These were stripped of all but their tunics, even to their sandals, then driven from the encampment with the whips of the quartermaster drovers.




 The order to stand down did not come with the usual chatter of soldiers looking to their meals and rest and games of bones.   Quiet settled over the field, even as the wagons of the quartermasters were filled with the bodies and driven into the woods.   Julius did not join in the quiet conversation of his fellow on the short walk, preferring to remember his earlier years and wish that he was back on the deck of the Petrel - and not for the last time.  However, his brooding had just begun when Valens came at a run, holding a scroll.


Chapter 48




"I have to say, Sos, that yon city is a sight most appealing, after our stint with the army."  Both Julius and Valens were trotting along the road from the east, in company with a Pterophoros - a mounted messenger assigned to him - just now rising over the slight hill that gave sight to Capua.




Julius looked at his Cacula with some expression of irony. Then he gave a wry smile and replied, "Aye, and such goes for myself and with some intensity.  But, be happy that we are not actual soldiers.  Our pining for home, and only after the part of a month in the field, would be snorted at with contempt by any veteran.  Sometimes the Legions are gone for years, even half the lifetime of the soldiers in the ranks."




"Then may I give offer to the gods that I might not be found to be a good soldier?"




Julius laughed.  "Aye, and give a goodly oblation for myself, also, and for the same wish."




They stopped at a comfortable inn, where Julius arranged a room and meals for the messenger, then at the household, they were welcomed by all and with more than slight alleviation of worry by the mothers of the two.  Naturally, they were required to eat more than a man can properly fit around, after the familiar exclamations of thinness in their bodies.   The table-talk was about the Legions, of course, and Julius gave the usual tales, watered for a woman's ears.  His tales over the meal was that the campaign had not been entirely successful, but was still proceeding against the rebels in the land.  Afterward, he and Aulius adjourned to his office, followed by Camelia and Pontika - the latter being the reason for his leaving the army in the field.




On the day of the horrible punishment of the dishonored cohorts, a missive arrived with a horseman as he and Valens were walking back to their tent in silence.  Julius was expecting a scroll or tablet on occasion, as the Petrel and the speculatoriae moved up and down the coast between cities collecting information on the position and movement of Melglos, but this one was not a mere tabulation of news learned - it was a stunning surprise.  In his tent, Julius read it, then again, finally saying to Valens, "I cannot give this to the Dux.  It is from Pontika and tells far too much that would be fatal in other ears."   He pointed to the small writing chest.  "Strip off an elbow-length of papyrus then scribe for me."




Quickly he rephrased the message in the just-arrived scroll, changing certain details to vague references.  It needed to give a sense of urgency and the hint of advantage should it be acted on.  Reading it twice, then thinking on his words at delivery, he then strode to the tent of the Dux.   Giving his need to the guard at the entrance, he waited only a moment for his admittance, then met Crassus at the table, in the usual position of standing over the big map with his senior officers in conference.   Seeing the small spindle in the hand of the young Tribune, the Dux said, "Ah.  A missive with some use, I would hope."




"Aye, Sos."  He held it up, then said, "It is somewhat obscure - my agent in Rhegium is Greek, and his scripting can be... dense."




"Then tell us."




"My agent has contacted a man in the camp of the rebels - a scribe that pens orders and such for the different leaders under Spartacus.   He is willing to pass on information if he is guaranteed a berth back to his land of Numidae."




"By the stinking breath of Lucifer," muttered on of the officers.  "I have been there and would rather be a slave in Latium than a free man in that wretched land."




Crassus waved the man to silence.  "How would such be done?"




Julius shook his head.  "At this distance, I have no idea.  My thought is to take our fastest ship to Rheginum and conduct the matter myself.  We cannot leave an opportunity such as this to a Greek employee."




"Then you are relieved this instant, Tribune.  Make haste and proceed."  He pointed to an officer.   "Antonius!  Station a mounted runner at the place of the Tribune's choosing in Capua, to wait for any important communications, then instantly bringing to myself."




When Pontika had left the encampment of Melglos, they had made arrangements to both send and receive messages if desired, leaving the scrolls at an inn of either city, Rheginum or Paestum - both far down the western coast of Latium.  Now in the office of Aulius, they discussed the startling message that had been sent to Pontika from Melglos. 




Now, in the small office spaces of the household, Julius had examined the scroll delivered to the girl two days past, then said, "He wishes to give converse to myself as soon as possible.   Mayhap he wishes to take my offer of placement at a far domain for himself and his escaped friends."




There was a hesitation, then his brother said, "I know that he is a friend, and a goodly crewman of the Petrel once, but...  The family cannot be seen giving berth and escape to thousands of slaves."




Julius smiled grimly.  "Aye.  That I know and well.  Indeed, if it should become known that Melglos is... was a waged man of mine, and that I have given meeting with him after the escape from the Lanista, then it is myself that will be needing a far destination.  Nay, my only offer was for himself and the seventy or so that escaped the clutches of Batiatus."  He sat back and thought for the moment, then said, "But, I doubt that such is his intent."   He stood, then said, "It is too late to start now, but I will send a missive to Neápolis to make ready the Petrel if she is at wharf.  Or whatever hull is available."




At the break of day, he and Valens were back on their mounts, in trot to the seaport.  Now that Julius was effectively detached from his short military service, his man was no longer a batman, but just a companion.   The youngster was a pleasant associate, with a goodly sense to his being and quite resourceful in his assistance to the Tribune...  now, Capitaneus again.   To the request of the young man to give accompany, Julius gave quick acknowledgement.




In the afternoon, they left the mounts at the family stable and walked to the port.  As he had assumed, his ship was not in harbor, but the speculatoria of Decimus was pulled onto the sands of the shipyard.   With some surprise, the missive boat Master turned at a sudden nudge from a crewman, giving greeting.   "Salve, Capitaneus.  I was given that you were far inland with the Legions."




"The tale is too long for the moment.  Is your vessel in repair for some need?"




"Nay, Sos.  Just cleaning the hull of the green growths."




"Then I need passage to Rheginum with all haste."




Decimus made no question, but turned and began barking orders to both his crewmen and those of the shipyard.   Tools were downed and all gathered to the sand to push the small craft into the water.  Two were sent to the victualry to hurriedly gain supplies and jugs for the journey, then the speculatoria heeled to the wind and hove out of the harbor, pointing the bow to the south.




The small vessel had no hold of any sort, but only a very small covered bin to hold the supplies, now used by Julius to sit as he gave the Capitaneus the tale of the battle - and the aftermath.   Finally, Decimus shook his head once, saying, "I can only give offering to Neptune that I was made a seaman, and not a soldier."




"Aye.  The thought has entered my mind on occasion.   And recently, quite often."




The voyage was uneventful, and swift as was usual for the little boats, and they stood into the port of Rheginum on the third day.   At the inn, designated as the place to leave messages, Julius did not find a waiting scroll, but three men - not work slaves these, but men who had some confidence with the swords they had a belt.   He and Valens had only just entered, stopping to allow their eyes to adjust to the gloom of the attached taburna, when the men strode up, one saying as a question, "Capitaneus Clavius?"




"Aye."




"We are your guides.  The camp is the walk of a day in distance."




"Need we to gain supplies?"




The man, bearded almost as a Greek, shook his head.  "Nay.  There will be cookeries on the road."  He looked at the young man waiting behind Julius, then asked, "Need you rest or food before we depart?"




"Nay.  We have been sitting in rest for three days.   Let us begin our journey."




Before they reached the gate to the east, Julius realized that the city was under the control of the rebels, although without any apparent discord.  Certainly, the citizens did not seem to be in fear, nor were the shops and merchantries in the disarray of having been pillaged.   But, men were all about the streets, armed with a motley assortment of weapons and with only tattered tunics and bare feet as garb.   Slaves, they had to be - now free by their own efforts, although he had some doubt as to the length of their newly found liberty.




The Popitian Via was the major coastal road in this narrow projection of the peninsula, all of it in the region of Bruttium.   Julius now realized that the slave army had control of all lands of the south of Capua, or at least were in presence there.  Of course, with no military presence by Rome in the entire land of Latium, other than that of Consul Crassus - at east two thousand stadia to the north even now - taking such dominance of the land was just a matter of occupying it with a few men.    The men of their guides were certainly not apprehensive in their trodding along the road.   It was obvious that they expected no peril on the walk.




Night fell but they marched on, the moon giving goodly light for an empty road.  Finally, the leader called a stop to order one of his men to ignite a torch then they continued their walk.   Shortly, they came to a group on the side of the road, a fire giving both light and probably flame for the evening meal.   A call to the encamped men was answered by a returned word and the five men continued to crest a low hill, below which was the encampment of the rebels.   




Of that there was no doubt - the fires spread across the plain were as numerous as the stars above.  Julius had no surprise at the sight, knowing of the numbers in the follow of Melglos, but his young companion failed to suppress a sudden exclamation.  "Aye," said his Master.  "This is the sight that the leading men of Capua refused to believe."




Down the slope, they continued, into the middle of the multitude of individual quarters - again, tents, stick huts, leantos, and such as could be made from the materials available in the wilderness.  But, at a large tent, they stopped, the leader of the party giving notice of arrival to a guard, then waited.




But only for a few heartbeats.  In the light of the fire just outside the flap-opening of the tent, he saw the huge form of the Thracian emerge, then stride to greet his guests.  "My Capitaneus, it is.  And come with even greater haste than I had given hope for."   Both men took wrists in the Roman manner, without notice that one had been born far from Latium.  "You are well, I see."




"Aye," said Julius.  "And it appears that your luxurious living has not begun to give portly look to your frame."  He turned and gestured with a hand.  "This is Valens, the son of our Steward, Virnius, as you may remember.  Come to gain some excitement, as is the want of all young men."




"Aye.  He is welcome too."  Melglos clapped the Roman on the back, then said, "Come into my canvas palace.   Have you eaten on the road?"   At the shake of the head, he barked, "Bring a meal for two - and hot.   And the good wine."   Inside, the 'palace' was bare, with only ragged mats on the ground to sleep and sit.  The Thracian pointed, then said, "Rest your feet from your long walk.   We will talk of my needs in the morning, but now, How is the lovely Camelia?  And my little Koritsa?"




Both traded talk of the women, and old times on the Petrel, but not of the current happenings.  When Julius asked a question of such, Melglos put him off until the morrow.  "My ideas need a clear head for understanding, and your feet and legs are probably taking the attention of your body from the long journey..."




When both woke in first light, Melglos was gone - the woman bringing their morning meal giving the message that he would return within the hour.  For now, Julius and Valens just stood outside the tent and looked across the plain of the encampment.  As before, the men were moving to an area in the distance, and without doubt for more training.   The comparison between the routed milita units sent to quell the uprising and these men - all with nothing to lose other than to win or die - was striking.   These wretches apparently spent their days in trying to learn a skill to survive another day, and to the knowledge of Julius, the soldiers of the Praetors Clodius and Varinius had spent their training days in the local taburnae.




Quietly, Valens said, "I would give that there are more people here than inside the walls of Rome."




"Aye," replied Julius.  "But only about half are men of age to stand in battle, and by my guess only a third part of those are with any skill."   Still, that made a very large force, indeed.  




Now the young man pointed, "Here comes... your friend."




Melglos strode up to the tent with two of his officers, then turned to give orders and gestures into the distance.   Both men nodded and walked their different ways as the Thracian gave Julius a wave, then said, "One assumes your limbs have forgotten the long walk on the yesterday."   He pointed into the tent.  "Sit you down and allow me to give my thoughts."




The three reclined on the mats, Julius and Valens in the Roman fashion, and with Melglos cross-legged against the center pole.  "You will assign me as having my being taken by Sirens on the rocks of the straits - but allow me to give my reasoning before you give judgment."  He smiled.  "This will bring back memories of a certain tiny island and a noble Roman carted there by sea-brigands."




"Caesar?"




"Aye.  And my needs are for a delivery of just such wealth as the Petrel made to the island of...  Syrna, was it not?"  Julius nodded, but in mystification at the idea.  "My plan is to move my people to the city of Brundisinum..."  Julius knew that was on the eastern coast, far down at the southeastern end of the land.  "...and from there by ship across the narrows, mayhap to the port of Apollonia.  Or Epidamnus."   He smiled again at the look on the face of his noble guest.  "Aye, few of the people you can see outside have the skill of Pontika in the water.  I am not expecting my men and their families to swim a distance of twenty leagues.   I have made bargain for ships."




"Ships?  What merchantry has the hulls to move so many?"




Melglos waved at a woman looking in the flap of the tent, she entering to set down a jug and three bowls.   He poured the wine, then continued.  "You have heard of a man named Apollodoros, mayhap?"   A moment of thought, then Julius shook his head.   "He is the head of a band of sea-venturers.  And with many ships to his call."




"Pirates, you mean."  At the nod, Julius continued with some disbelief at the idea. "By what magic do you intend to capture their loyalty?"




"You are the magician, my friend.  Or so I hope.   Firstly, a delivery of ten talents of mixed coin to begin the transaction."  He paused, then said, "And only after successful completion of the bargain, another ten.  The house of Clavius is known across the sea for its integrity.  There will be no worry by Apollodoros of his fee being completed, and delivered by yourself - or an agent of the house.  And your remuneration will be great as well.  Mayhap, a talent of gold.  Or more, if that is insufficient."




Now Julius spoke with some intensity.  "I need no talent of gold to give assist to a loyal shipmate, but...  Might I ask you of some matter giving me puzzlement over the months."  A nod and he continued, "You were at the foothills of the Alpina mountains.  Why did you not continue on with your plans to cross, but instead turned back to certain battle?   You would be far away by now and with none to pursue."




Melglos looked out the open flap with an expression of... not anger, but annoyance, mayhap, then, "That indeed was my plan, but my two Seconds, men who had escaped from the gladitorium on that day, were overcome, shall we say, by our success in traveling the length of Latium and gaining wealth beyond any dreams.  Crixus and Oenamus were their names, the first being able to see only what was within the reach of his sword, and nothing about the morrow."  A pause, then, "I regret now that I did not cut him down at his first refusal of my orders, but...   he gave great oratory to the men, gaining many who wished to see themselves as both conquerers and men of wealth and property.  His band split from us to make their own foray for both loot and vengeance.  You know of course, of his demise after being pinned against the eastern sea."   Julius nodded. 




"Oenamus was less as an impulsive venturer, but refused to cross into the unknown northlands, despite my arguments of knowing both our path and the land.   His idea was to carve out a domain in the south, giving that Rome had no armies of any size to give hinder to such plans."




"That is the plan of a fool," said Julius.  "Rome has many armies, and of tested experience.  The only need of the Senate is to call them back from afar."




"Aye.  To you such is as obvious as yon sun rising over the hills.  But, to a man grown from urchinhood in an alley of some unknown city, using only wit and sinew to obtain his daily bread - such does not have the far-seeing eye of one given daily lessons by a Pedagogue.    They see what they have done and given imagine to what might be and without even knowledge of far events - or armies."  He paused for a long drink, then said, "I offered another plan and one that did not have us tramping mountains nor entering the lands of the far north.   To follow the coast around the top of the Adriatic Sea and into the upper lands of Dalmatia.  Mayhap even on to Thrace itself.  The journey would have no need of scaling mountains."  Another drink, then, "But even that did not excite the being of my men.  Thus, we returned to the land of Latium."




There was a period of quiet, the Thracian allowing his guest to think through what he had heard, then Julius asked, "What are the needs of your... treating with this Apollodoros leader."




"The treating is already done.  The chests are ready to be transported - half to him, waiting in Scylletium, the other to yourself - in the Petrel I assume - and the chest with your remuneration.  When you have seen the transport of all of my people who wish to make flight, then you will deliver the residue to their leader."   There was a pause, then, "You have no obligation to do so, of course, and to a man who was a member of your crew for a pittance of time."




Julius waved his hands.  "Nay, the taking of the task is assured.  But...  My concern is with the rectitude of the pirates - such men have given little reason for trust.  You will recall the perfidy of putrid Aniketos, even after being given the wealth of a king for ransom for Caesar - to renege on his oath with a ludicrous play on words.   What is to keep this band from dumping your men and families on some remote shore - or over the beam and into the sea?"




Melglos smiled, then spread his hands to say, "Aye, in the best of worlds, the gods of Olympus would create their golden bridge across the waters in succor of the downtrodden.  But, as you have said, what expectations for slaves that have given much offense to their masters to remain in this land?"


Chapter 49




Capitaneus Decimus, in his speculatoria, was sent up the coast to find and bring the Petrel back to Rheginum, and the Albatross if found.   On it was a missive for the Dux, Crassus, giving the situation as he found it, but without making any mention of the plans for the rebel slaves to take ship.  It was a narrow plank he was walking, attempting to fulfill his duties as a Tribune, but not betray a friend in need.  




Julius and Valens waited at an inn of the city, relaxing with little to do but either sit in watch of the empty harbor, or walk the streets to give movement to the sinews and make the hours pass somewhat more quickly.   Melglos had assigned a small detail of men - fighters, for sure, if not turned out as Legionaries - as guards for the pair while waiting in the city, that a noble might not be suddenly accosted by a man not realizing the reason for his presence.  Scarred, profane of oath, and illiterate of any learning, they were without doubt men who had reached their ages only by strength of arm and use of iron.   In a short while, the four had receded from notice by Julius as they followed their charges or sat at a far table in a taburna or cookerie.   The third part of a month passed slowly.




From the top of the inn, they could see far across the waters, even to the dark mass on the horizon that was the island of Sicilica.   The harbor was empty of all but fishers and a ragged coastal trudge - merchant Captains being as leery of cities in the hands of revolters as temple virgins in passing a boisterous brothel.   Sitting with cups at a table on the terrace, both men were just returned from their midday meal.  Suddenly, Valens said, "A talent of gold is a fair wage for a journey of a few hundred stadia, I would say, Sos."




Julius nodded absently.  "Aye. But the family will not accept wage in coin that has been looted from estates up and down the land.   Aulius will determine how to give or spend it without benefit to the family."   He looked at his companion, becoming a handsome man, no doubt even now in the eyes of Plebeian matrons of the city.  Such a match with a daughter, destined to move into the great house of Clavius, even as servant, would be the Olympian dream of any mother.  Julius had been giving thought to the young man, watching his movements on the ship during their voyages, in wonder if the son of their Steward had interest in a life at sea.  If so, it was quite possible that the youngster could trod the deck of a family vessel as Captain, in some future day.




As all males, born in the house of Clavius, whether noble or common, received the same instruction from a Pedagogue - and the cane - until their coming of age.  The young man was intelligent, educated and brought up with the same knowledge of Julius and his brother - that any claim to quality over his fellows had to be demonstrated, not assumed by birth.  Now, he asked, "What thoughts have you of your future?  Your brother will become the next Steward by reason of age, but you may have desire for a more active...  being."




Valens gave a wry grin, then said, "My boy-thoughts of becoming a fierce-some soldier have been fairly drenched with cold water."   Julius smiled too, although the reference to his companion's discovery of the lot of the common Legionary was anything but humorous.   "I have had much pleasure in being your Cacula... but as you have given the intent to discard your Tribuneship as soon as the gods make it possible, that career seems to be in abeyance."  A pause, then, "Mayhap a position on one of the ships of the family."




That was what Julius wish to hear.   It was not unexpected, in a seafaring family, but every man did not have affinity to the waters.  "You will realize, of course, that such a life is not conducive to that of a man enjoying the presence of family, and in watch of sons in their growth.   Many of our crew are with mates, but such a woman must be picked with care - not all can abide a man gone from the household for months at a time."




Valens grinned.  "Did not yourself give much wait until the proper woman appeared?   Gaining marriage only long after the usual time?   I have no desire for such bondment until I have see at least a small portion of the world." 




Julius returned the expression with a smile. "Then we will give you a time of endeavor, to see if the Petrel cares for your presence - and you for she..."




Finally, on a clear day that was promising to be continued with the same tedium as the others before, Julius was gratified as Valens hurried up to Julius, the noble sitting in the cookerie with a rag sopped in meat-fat, in the frequent and necessary duty to keep his blades from being consumed by the red decay.  "A sail, Sos.  Hopefully it must be our ship in return."




With a silent blessing to some god, somewhere, Julius sheathed his gladius and pugio, then followed his man to the upper terrace to see the wondrous sight himself.  And, indeed, the hull even now lowering its cloth for the approach was the Petrel.




Slapping his companion on the back, he strode down the stairs and out into the street, in fast walk toward the wharfs.  Julius waited until both ships tied up to opposite sides of the same wharf, then walked up the plank to the deck of Petrel to meet Densus at the rail.  Then...




"By the stinking privates of Jupiter!" he exclaimed.   "What is she doing on board?"




Densus was in great desire to give explanation before the wrath of his leader began to envelop all on board.  Obviously anticipating the surprise of Julius, he had brought a small scroll with him even as he stood to greet the man.  Holding it out, he said, "It was the decision of the noble Camelia, Sos.  This is her explanation, to be delivered to yourself."




Julius ripped the papyrus from the small spindle, then read quickly.   He looked at the Captain for the moment, then strode to stand before the femina.  "Explain yourself.   You made decision to give chastisement to a high noble of Capua?"




Pontika was standing with her head lowered, seeming to accept the charge of wrongdoing, giving the appearance of a meek female accepting her rebuke with proper modesty.  Julius was not fooled.  The femina was a wildcat in white linen and quite capable of giving wrath with either voice or her little dagger.  Or with a board that might be found leaning against a wall.   Still, he could see that the part of a year had given full change from boy-look to a fetching femina, filling her long tunic with the unmistakable signs of womanhood.   "Melglos is not a slave, as all think, but only taken as one from the despicable actions of the putrid Lanista.   And he is not an ignorant savage, but a man of education and language.  The putr...  noble Aedile speaks of things of which has no slightest knowledge."




Julius had to agree with all she said, but...  "To know such things, as we all do, is one thing, but to speak of them in a land that is even now under siege and almost panicking from fear is not wise.  You might have been taken as a sympathizer for trial."   Unlikely, he knew.  Indeed, almost impossible.  Females of her age could not be held accountable for crimes, but such would fall on the family - in this case, that of his own, as she was the known ward of Camelia.  And again, unlikely beyond any possibility, with the wealth and position of the Clavius household.  Still, such talk would not sit well with guests at a fête.   He looked at the scrap of sheet still in his hands, reading the last part again...  "...and Husband, I have given that, as our ward has come from the same land as Melglos, or Spartacus as all know of him, her outburst was merely a reaction to an assumed slight on her berth land.   It was taken as excuse with goodly humor by the Aedile, Pulcherius, and forgotten.  Still, it might be better for her future in Capua if she was absent from any need to comment on events that might happen until the situation is settled.  I was thinking that mayhap she could visit my Amita, in Syracusae.  I would have escorted her there myself, except that the Petrel was the only family ship in port - that of Capitaneus Ramirus having left just as we entered Neápolis..."




Julius crumpled the sheet into a wad, then tossed it into the water.  He seriously doubted that the fiery femina would passively allow herself to be put aside in an island, in the custody with an Aunt of Camelia, and far from the happenings that she was a part of.  But...  There was little to do for the moment, and certainly no danger.  In a few days the chests of coin for the completion of the contract would arrive in Rheginum, from Melglos, and stored in the Petrel until time to deliver it to the pirates.




"Ngozi!"  The black man strode up to wait for his orders.  Julius gestured at his assistant, standing beside Densus, then said, "Valens, here, has given unwise thought to becoming a sailor, rather than sit at leisure in a scribery of Capua, drinking goodsome wine and sleeping on a proper mat.  Continue your instruction with him of the blade, and also the bow.  Then, when we stand out, tell him of ropes and canvas."   Ngozi was already familiar with the young man, having giving some tutoring with his gladius, that he might have a chance of using it at need, and without giving slice to a limb when drawing it from the scabbard.   Then, to Densus, he said, "This city is under the control of the rebels, but it is not in chaos nor has it been looted.   Keep the ship victualed for immediate departure, should the temper of the land become... uncertain.  You may allow the men to have their needs on shore, but they are not to leave the port area.  And return to the ships an hour before dark."  He was about to walk away, then turned back and said, "And warn all to temper their japes to any of the city.   We need no battles over words given by a man in his cups."  




Now, Densus held out a scroll.  "This is from the noble Aulius, Sos."   Julius took it to read, then again, tore the material from the spindle and tossed it overboard. 




Julius and Pontika stayed in the inn for the next two days, waiting for whatever was to happen next.  A speculatoria stood in with the information that Crassus and the Legions had moved far down the land, and any missives would be passed through the city of Cerillae.  That coastal city was only about a thousand stadia from Rheginum, an easy voyage in only  days for a missive boat, even in a light wind.   Any messages from Julius - or to him - would only take a few days to deliver.




A heavily guarded procession appeared at the wharf on the third morning, carrying the coin for the completion of the contract with the pirates.   Along with it was a scribe with a verbal message for Julius, that the two armies were even now in clash at the Sahatus river.   Julius had no knowledge of that watercourse, and without the Sage and his store of scrolls, he had no method to find out.  The Petrel was well stocked with maps, but the markings stopped at the water's edge - any part of inland was merely blank papyrus.  A seaman had little use for information of mountains and rivers and grain fields. 




There was little to do but taburnae-visit for the men, and sit in talk on the terrace of the inn for the Captains.   Every day a portion of the crew would walk to the outskirts of Rheginum to practice their bowwork at a range far beyond that could be used on board ship.   Every forth day, the little missive boat of Decimus would quickly race up the coast to the city of Cerillae, to find if a message from Crassus might be in wait.  Thus far, none had.




"...if the rebels do not march around the bay of Tarentum soon," said Decimus at their rooftop table one morning, "they will find it difficult to make the city of Brundisinum.  The warm season is almost gone."




"The distance is only about two thousand stadia," replied Densus.  "An easy walk for a horde that has made the march to the Alpinus mountains and back."




"Aye, but I remember our following the coastline, years ago, even before our noble Capitaneus had taken the helm.   I was little more than a puerulus, but I can remember a multitude of rivers seeking the bay.  Those will have to be crossed in the wet season and with women and families in tow..."




Thus went the talk, of this and that until a day when a messenger appeared on the dock even as the sun was first lighting the eastern sky.  "I seek Capitaneus Clavius."  The man was no slave, or not as was imagined by most.  A hardened fighter - either from the battles in some arena, or mayhap some army in his younger days - his sinews and scars gave that much.   As did the well-worn hilt on his sword.




The seaman called across the boards and Julius quickly strode across the plank to stop before the man.  "Spartacus requests your presence for a converse, Capitaneus."




Julius just nodded, turning to call to Valens, walking across the plank even as he adjusted his belt for comfort.   "Have Caius fill a bag with traveling rations for a day."




"Nay." came the interjection from the messenger.  "He is in camp only beyond the hills, yon."




Surprised, Julius looked at the man for the moment, then nodded.  "Then lead us.  Densus!  We go to conference with Mel...  Spartacus.  Maintain the ships here in my absence."




Indeed, the walk was short, only thirty stadia or so and they entered a cabin after only an hour or so.  The big Thracian turned as they entered, walking to give greetings again, but not with the ebullience of the last time.  "Greetings, Capitaneus."  To the other handful of men in the room, he said, "Return to your units until I call.  And do not let your men stray from their posts."  He waved Julius and his companion to chairs beside a crude table made of planed logs, then sat himself.  "I give my gratitude for coming to converse with a man even now in pillage of your land.  Such friendship is rare, indeed."




"Had it not been for a bastardus of my land, you would even now be wenching with the crew in some far harbor.  I do not condemn a man for what he must do for his own being.   But... why have you not long made the march to Brundisinum?  The land should have long seen the backside of yourself and you're followers."




Melglos gave a wry smile.  "Aye.  And such was my plan, but alas, such did not fit in with the thoughts of the Dux, Crassus.   His skills are considerably more than the asini that strove against us before.   He has driven us back to the Medima river, even now."




Julius shook his head.  "I have little knowledge of the internal lands..."




"About a hundred and fifty leagues from here."




That was about five hundred stadia.  Only the walk of a few days at the most.  "You are in battle now?"




"Nay.  The Legions did indeed drive my men back, but not without being punished with some severity.   Crassus is encamped for whatever reason these last ten days and without making foray to our lines."




Now Julius said, "Whatever your plans are to be to leave this land, I would counsel haste.  I have received word of eight more Legions in march to join Crassus.  No doubt Tyros, but still many men."   This was from the scroll that his brother had given Densus to deliver in Rheginum.




"Aye.  You have touched the problem with a needle.  Thus my reason to ask your presence - besides my pleasure of seeing yourself again.   I would ask you to deliver a message to Apollodoros, asking that he bring his ships here, to Rheginum, to take us away."  He pointed to two small chests against the wall.  "Those are payment for the added bother of our request, and to give haste to his movements."   Another pointing.  "That one is for your wage."




Julius shook his head.  "I need no chest for such work.  Indeed, I would pay as much to be able to sail away to some far port again.  But where is this worthy to be found?"




"In Hydruntum.  Know you of it."




"Aye.  We have ported there many times.  The family has a minor agency there."




"The river of Medima is a the narrowest part of this projection of land - only about eight leagues from sea to sea.  We are building a line to stop any incursion by Crassus until the ships arrive."




"How many in your band now?" asked Julius.




"Mayhap fifty thousand.  Many have fallen, others have just taken foot on their own, the life of a soldier not to their liking."




"That is a lot of bodies to move by ship, my friend.  Even loaded as if dried fish.  I hope you are not thinking that such could be done between dark and daylight."




Melglos gave another wry expression.  "Aye.  But the warm season is over, and the rains almost upon us.   And is well known, the Roman Legions do not care for battle in such.  I assume they will make winter quarters, giving comfort that they have the despicable revolters trapped and waiting for destruction.  Thus, we will have the entirety of winter for our move."


Chapter 50




"It would seem that this Apollodoros is quite filled with himself, Sos."  This was Densus, as they stood on the afterdeck of the Petrel, looking into the harbor of Hydruntum.  "He does not even attempt to disguise his ship."




The vessel that they were seeing - and seeking - was larger than their own, but gaudy beyond even the ceremonial barge of a noble.  The upper beam planks were painted red, and from the top of the tall mast, a huge streamer - also red - flapped in the wind.    Julius just nodded at the obvious statements, then pointed, "Put us at the closest open wharf to that ship.  None to leave the ship and maintain readiness to stand out immediately."   




He could see Pontika standing on the foredeck, watching in interest at another city that she had never seen.  "And make certain that our passenger does not jump the side for a foray into the port, as is her want."   The girl was wearing the worn tunic of a sailor, with her hair tied back with a string.   She would never pass for a man, but at least she did not stand out as a fledged woman to the casual look.  




The Petrel glided to a stop, fended off the lumber with poles, then quickly tied to the bollards.  Julius turned and said, "Ngozi.  With me."   He had little worry of being accosted on yon ship, but with his black crewman at his back, his chances of withdrawing in need were far better.




The walk to the other wharf was short, and observed by men on the ship.  Apparently, they too, were not in enjoyment of the city taburnae and brothels, but in wait...  Without his even reaching the beam of the ship, a voice came from the deck.  "You!  Be you from Spartacus?"




Looking to try to determine which man of the several handfuls had called, he replied, "Aye.  And with instructions."




A man jumped from the rail onto the wharf.  A young man, but with the massive structure of Melglos.  And tall.   An impressive figure for the Captain of a pirate vessel...  fleet.   He grinned, then said, "Do I have the honor of addressing the noble Clavius, Capitaneus of the merchant fleets of Capua?"




This was different voice, and one that had had some goodly education behind it.  The slight accent was from the Greek lands, but the diction of Latini was without flaw.  He replied, "Honor has little meaning from the planks of a ship, but aye, I am Julius of that family."




"Come to discuss our patron, Spartacus, without doubt.  Were you expecting some dispute?"  He pointed to the black companion beside Julius.




"Nay, but I have long learned not to walk the boards of a far port without eyes to the rear."




"Ah...  A wise man, indeed."  He pointed to his ship.  "Shall we retire to my cabin to discuss... whatever has sent you here?"




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  You will be my guest in yon taburna, where we may take a goodly cup in private.   I will send my man away, if you wish."




"Nay.  He may follow or leave at your wish.  I have little fear of malfeasance from a man of your reputation.   I am your servant."  The man gestured toward the drinkery just across the port road.




The large silver Stater from Julius gave him a table in the rear, completely private and made so with the Caupo placing two servants in wait, that the closest tables might not be approached by others.    Quickly, Julius gave his instructions, and the notice of the chests in the Petrel to give wage for the additional distance required for the voyages from Latium to... wherever.  




And the reminder of the ten additional chests waiting for the successful completion of the mission.




Finally, the Captain of the pirates nodded.  "Aye, such can be done.  It will take only an extra pair of days for each voyage.  Two chests are goodly wage for such minor addition to our chores.  One assumes that the coin is to be paid now?"




Julius nodded.  "Aye.   Send your men to the ship to gather the chests.  We will stand out to give word to Spartacus to gather his people."




Quickly that was done, the heavy boxes lifted from the hold by the crew of the Petrel and placed on the wharf for inspection by Apollodoros.  He was satisfied, apparently.  "Aye.  The ransom of a King, and no doubt.  My men may even stand out to establish our domain when this winter changes to the warm season."




"With yourself as regent, I assume?"  




The comment of Julius was merely as a jape, rather than biting, and the Captain bellowed with laughter.  "Aye.  King Apollodoros has a goodly sound.  Would that my putrid Pater could hear it from his grave.  His prediction of my future was far more dire when he sent me away without a bent copper for my use." 




 The voyage back to Rheginum was quick, and Julius gave the results to Melglos, and advice that little time should be lost in his use of the ships.   Quickly, he gave farewell, and the three ships stood out and to the north.  It would raise questions of some worry, should he stay in Rhegnium as the slaves and fugitives boarded ships in escape from Latium.  Men in high places might wonder at the lack of messages, frantically sent, of the happening.  




The speculatoria of Capitaneus Decimus had been sent back to Capua to obtain a goodly map of this part of Latium from Patroclus, and now Julius studied it with the information gained from Melglos.  He found the river that marked the encampment of Crassus - indeed, more than that was apparent in study of the map.  The long peninsula that was the southern half of the region known as Bruttium, was in shape as a long narrow bottle, and Crassus was the cork in the opening.  Melglos had little choice but to escape by sea.  




Hipponium was a real port in the vicinity of the encampment of Crassus, but Julius assumed that it would still be in the hands of the rebels, it being on the southern side of the river.  The small shoreside city - village, actually - of Terina was about twenty or thirty stadia further along and would be the closest to the encampment of the Legions.  He pointed his little fleet to that place.




"This is obviously the port, Sos," said Densus.   All looked across the waters at the ships that were hove into the waters off the small village.  Actually, port was a misnomer.   The only vestige of a wharf had long since given in to the elements and was nothing but a pile of lumber on the shore.  Two large merchant ships were anchored away from the land, obviously with too much draft to approach closer to the land.  Neither were vessels of the family.  There were a double handful of shallow drafted coasters pulled onto the sand and of course, the ubiquitous fishing smacks seen at any part of any almost any coast.  




From behind him, Valens said, "What is that... vessel?   It appears to be a festive river barge."




Julius could easily see the strange craft that his man was indicating - not strange as in form, but for such to be here on a coast in the open sea.  Indeed, it looked much like the boats that plied between Rome and Ostia, on the Tiber - used by nobles in their travel, comfortable and with servants to give host during the trip.  Colorfully painted, with awnings for protection from the sun, it was...  "Nay," he said.  "It is much too large for river work, and notice, there is a stub mast for a sail - again, useless for plying the Tiber.   That has to be some plaything for a rich man, to putter around a harbor for his diversion."




Turning to Densus, he said, "Anchor us at the distance from shore of yon merchants.  It is obvious that we would touch long before the sand was reached."   The little speculatoria could just drive up onto the shore.




"Mayhap you wish to put on your uniform, Sos," said Valens.




Julius nodded, realizing that he had forgotten the need to appear as a high officer in the Legions if he was to even begin to approach the Dux.   By the time he was kitted to the satisfaction of his batman, the anchor had been heaved and the skiff lowered.   "I should return by the second day," he said to Densus. 




His appearance on the shore brought instant attention of a Centurion, calling for a guard to escort him to the headquarters of the Legions.   That was quickly reached, his name being sent into the tent, and the Dux himself appearing in the flap of the opening.  "By the hanging pouchstones of Donysus  I had begun to wonder if you had sailed beyond the Pillars by now."   He waved to enter, then to sit at the long table.  "What have you found in...  Rheginum, was it?"




Julius waved vaguely at the map.  "Spartacus is pinned at the far end of the land, from here to here, as you will know.   He is said to be building a line on this side of the river..."  He tapped on the map.   "...to prevent your forward movement.   He has fifty thousand in his ranks, I am told."




"He is not the only man who can build.  But what of his supplies?  His men strip the land as of locusts wherever they trod."




Julius looked at the map, weighing his words, then, "My agents give that this part of Bruttium is not more than self-sufficient.   Certainly not with produce that can feed an extra of that number of mouths."




"What of food by ship?  He has certainly looted enough wealth to purchase the entire harvest from around the Great Sea."




Julius spread his hands.  "That may be, but my ship and its cohort have sailed the shoreline from Tharii, through the straits, to here and no harbor has any such at port.  Indeed, the uncertainty has all shipping merchants avoiding this end of Latium altogether.   We saw old fishing sculls and such."  He paused, then, "But I will have my speculatoriae patrol the shoreline looking for such, and to give report."




The Dux shook his head with some intensity.  "Nay. I wish your ships to stop and seize any that are seen to port."  At the widened eyes of Julius, he continued.  "I am told that your vessels are even armed to such that a pirate will give them a wide berth."   He sat down heavily, then waved for cups to be brought.  Then, with a grim smile, "Caesar gives that it is the fortune of Rome that you yourself are not a pirate.  His estimation is that you and your men would own the waters under the trading routes."




Julius frowned.  "I will say that my men are quite capable of interceding with any reavers who wish a share of our shipping, but we are far..."




He paused as both looked to the tent flap as the officer of the guard entered.  "Noble Gnaeus Batiatus, Sos.  Requesting your leave to enter."




The Dux nodded as Julius said quietly.  "Batiatus is here?  For what?"




"He has gained a condicio from the Senate for the right of administration of any slaves that we recapture.   In return for his guaranteeing supplies for the Legion while on our mission."




"Greetings noble Crassus," boomed the fat Lanista as he entered the tent flap.  "I had heard of the return of the brave Tribune."  To Julius he nodded and said, "I am gladdened to find you in goodly health, young Clavius." 




"Aye, noble Batiatus.  But my mission was merely one of finding, not battle."




Now the Dux said, "The Tribune has come with the news we expected.  The rebels are apparently digging in for the winter."




"Your pardon, Sos, but the word rebels is an honorable term, as were Brutus and Tricipitinus, when they wrested the city of Rome from the despicable Tarquinius.  These are wretched slaves - murderers and looters, all."




"As you say, Gnaeus.  But words will not end this... uprising nor gain your gladiators back."




Now Julius asked, "Will you attack across the river, Sos?"




"Nay.  We have them pinned to place, now.  There is no escape other than the sea, and that is impossible for such a multitude."  He pointed at the map, moving a finger back and forth across the narrow land between the seas.  "We are in camp until the new Legions arrive, and digging a ditch to keep the slaves from attempting any move to the north."




In disbelief, Julius looked at the map, giving estimates of distance and...  "You intend to dig a ditch almost two hundred and fifty stadia in length?"




The Dux laughed at the incredulity in the question.  "Your rejection is the same as that of the Senate, but, nay, not so long.   We will use the river for most of the barrier, adding the ditch at the shallow end and from there to the southern sea."




Again, the guard Captain appeared.  "The officers are here for the morning brief, Sos."




"Aye.  Send them in."  He turned to Julius.  "For you, Tribune, again I need only information that can be gathered, and interception of any ships intending to succor the reb...slaves.  You may stay for this meeting, but unless you have interest in droning lists of needs of the Ingeniarii officers, I would recommend that your return to your ship."  He shook his head with a wry expression.  "Would that I could join you."




With a salute, Julius turned to leave, stepping aside as a stream of officers entered, then left the tent of the Commander.  His steps, however, were halted by a call from behind.  "Your pardon, Julius.  Might I have a word?"   This was the Lanista, Batiatus.  Behind him, as usual, were his two toughs, in guard of his person.




Hiding his utter aversion for the man who, in the main, was the reason for the death and destruction in the land, he turned and nodded.  "Aye.  What is your need?"




The man took an arm to steer Julius away from the tent, the stopped in an open area to say, "My ship is in anchor with the others bringing supplies."




"Your ship..."   Julius stopped, realizing that the overdecorated hull that had given them wonder earlier must be the vessel being spoken of.




"Aye.  It gives me a far more comfortable abode than a leaky tent on soggy ground.  But, when this bastardus, Spartacus, is crushed, I will wish to visit the city of Rheginum.  That is where the putrid slaves will be pushed to either surrender or find their doom in the sea."




"I fear that the Petrel is not suitable for the transport of slaves."




"Nay!  You misunderstand.  The slaves can march on their own feet - I have no desire to make their movement eased with my own coin.  But, this Spartacus has a treasury of wealth, stolen from across the land, and is hidden for use later - or so he hopes in his futile attempt to become something beyond the despicable slave that he is.  I would assist in the retrieval of the looted property, that it might be reclaimed by the rightful owners."




Julius stared at the fat noble for the moment, trying to hide his expression of disgust.  He had no little doubt that of any coin retrieved by this man would ever be returned to anyone, rightful owner or nay.  He asked,   "How might you know of any such hidden pillage?   Or anything at all of the man?"




Batiatus smiled.  "Ah, young Julius.  You have your secrets - and even more in concert with your honorable brother, and such that have garnered wealth for the Clavius family for three generations.  You must not be offended if I am reticent to share those of my own."   He looked around, then continued, "But, your... specialty, shall we say, is in delivering massive wealth with no worry by the patron of deceit in the covenant.  Indeed, your family even gives indemnity for the loss of lading.  I wish merely for the safe delivery of the coin and metal to Capua.  The fee will not be ungenerous."




"Discussion of costs and charges is the domain of my brother, but aye, I suspect that he will have little objection to such a contract."




"I would carry it myself, but as you well know, there is no possibility of any such wealth being moved without becoming known to all.  My little ship would be swarmed by every fisherman with a gaffing-hook, if not by pirates come from every point of the Great Sea."




Julius nodded.  "When the deed is done, then we will make arrangements.  But for now, you must excuse me.  I have need of standing out with as much haste as possible."   The need was to get away from the Lanista, and paramount over any orders from the Dux.  With a slight bow, he turned, nodding to Valens, then strode away.




Back at anchor, the two ship - large and small - were tied together in the calm waters.  He had Densus and Decimus in his cabin, to escape the rain now beginning to fall.  "We must not be seen as friends to the pirates as they port into Rheginum to load the people of Melglos, thus we will merely sail by at distance to watch the activity.   Syracusae will be our port of use until that of Rheginum is cleared."




"Will we not have to report the ships as they enter, Sos?" asked Decimus.  "Else the Dux will give wonder at our delay."




Julius grinned.  "Aye, but not with haste.  It maybe that the gods of the winds are perverse, requiring us to use many more days in return than normal."




"What could Crassus do even if he were to find a host of ships taking his quarry away?" asked Densus.  "There is no force all of the Roman domain to give prevention."




"Aye," replied Julius.  "Rome as indeed allowed her power on the waters to wither to nothing - a matter that will be paid for with much despair eventually, to my thinking, but our need is now, not tomorrow.  Make sail to pass Rheginum only close enough to look into the harbor."












































Book VI


Chapter 51




"Aye?"  Julius had woken at the slight sound of feet on the ladder to his tiny cabin.




"First light, Sos," came the voice of Densus.  "The speculatoria is in sight."




"What of the wind?"




"Light, but usable.  More snow during the night."




Julius heaved himself from his mat, garbing with some leisure in the lack of any need for haste.  They had been sailing back and forth between the city of Syracusae on the coast of Sicilia and a point off the port of Rheginum for a month and more.  Even with the overnight stays in the large city, this interminable voyage was becoming monotonous in the extreme.   Every few days, Capitaneus Decimus, in his fast speculatoria, would be sent to deliver the message to the Dux, Crassus, that the rebel slaves had not received any succor from the sea.




And therein was the matter that was troublesome in the extreme.  Julius had expected to see a host of ships standing into Rheginum, fulfilling the bargain to move any who which to flee away from certain death - or worse - at the hands of the Legions.  But, days passed without a single vessel being seen, beyond the occasional coaster that hove into the port, mayhap the Master of the ship ignorant of the turmoil in the land.  More often they saw a full merchant under sail, passing through the straits to either north or south, but all gave the land a wide berth.




Finally, after most of the month of waiting, Julius sent the speculatoria along the land to the east, all the way to Brundisinum, on the far side of the Latium peninsula - not to make contact with the pirates, but merely to ascertain their location.   Any meeting with such would be unwise - the temptation to seize a well-found craft with only four crewmen on board might be too much to deny.   They had returned without seeing any trace of other than merchant ships and the normal vessels to be found along a coastline.




On the Petrel, Julius discussed the matter with Densus and Decimus, with the crew standing around in listen.  Pontika was still on board, her female presence now given little thought by the crew.  With the coming of the cold winds, she was garbed in heavy robes and, if needed, a leather cover to keep off the rain and spray.  As such, except for her diminutive size and total lack of any trace of beard, she would not have been remarked by any passing sailor as any but just another crewman.  




Still, Julius knew that the vocation of ship's crewman - utterly unheard of for a femina - would end with the saga of Melglos.  His wonder was at the destination that she would eventually point her being.  And in the back of his thoughts occasionally rose the nagging idea that her part in the turmoil around the Great Sea was not yet over...




Their discussion upon the arrival of Decimus was bitter.  "The pirate-scum have betrayed their oaths," said Densus.  "And now drinking in some far Greek taverna with their black gains."




"Mayhap they are in voyage far out to sea that none may follow their progress."   Pontika was as sensible a female as any had seen, knowing of the world and the fact that the gods had little care as to the fate of a mortal, but...  The idea that her friend had been betrayed, and was now at the mercy of a force that had little use or even knowledge of mercy, was difficult to give to oneself.




Decimus looked across at Julius, gaining a returned stare and a slight shake of the head.  All on board had much fondness for the girl, risen from tragedy and with as much effort by herself as her male associates.  Still, she was a mere puella, many years from maturity, even if her body seemed to indicate such was imminent.   The speculatoria Captain put a gentle hand on her shoulder, saying, "Nay.  Let us not consign our friend to the doom of Hades as yet.  If he desires, my boat can spirit him away from any peril and with yon Romans seeing nothing but our backside."




Now Julius said, trying to keep his voice with some hint of encouragement.  "Aye.  But, let us not worry about what has not happened as yet."  To Decimus, he ordered, "Sail to Terina and give to the Dux that no assistance to the rebellion has stood into to land as yet.  We will wait here until your return, then our assumption has to be that the pirates have abrogated their agreement."




That was four days ago, now, as he climbed to the deck came the call from Ngozi, forward.  "Yellow streamer over red, Capitaneus!"




"Aye!" acknowledged Densus.  




Julius just stood and looked in the distance at the small sail on the horizon.  That pair of flying and colored cloths meant a message on board, and one that would not brook of delay.  Finally, he said, "I doubt that Decimus is bringing word of invite to some fête.   I will give wager that our friend has refused to play his part of helpless quarry, trapped and doomed."




As the sea was too rough for two ships to tie up together, the little boat came along the lee side of the Petrel and a line was tossed, then made fast to the Captain.  Closing quickly, Decimus made the leap to the boarding net, then climbed to the deck, the safety line unneeded.   Without waiting for Flavius to untie the line, he said, "Melglos has broken through the barrier."




"With his entire band?" was the surprised response from Julius.




Decimus nodded to the ship's carpenter as the rope fell away, then replied, "Nay.  Just the fighting men.   No report came of numbers, but from the punishment that the men of Crassus took, it is many thousands."  He took a cup of warmed wine from Caius, then continued, "The night was black, with a storm blowing snow from the furies.  Apparently, the rebels had made long bridges of cane and wicker, to span the ditches made between the river and the sea.  They did not stop to fight, but just carved their way to the open road leading to the Lucania region."




"Lucania?   Are you certain?  Not toward the city of Brundisinum, in the south?"




Decimus spread his hands.  "No one is certain of any thing at the moment, but reports have them on the Popitian Way."




"But why?"  Julius was musing out loud.  "His appearance on a road to the north will panic the Senate again.  He knows that such will cause the veteran Legions to be returned.  His feet should be on the road..."




Now Decimus broke in.  "Your pardon, Sos, but I hailed the ship of Capitaneus Lartus, in route to Panormus, on Sicilia.  He gave that all is quiet in Neápolis and Capua, but that news from Rome is that Gnaeus Pompeius and his Legions have already taken ship from Hispania.  And Lucullus has been called from his campaign in the domain of Pontos.  He is said to be landing in Brundisium."




That was startling news, indeed.  "When did they depart?" asked Julius.




"Even back in the month of Sextilis."




That was over two months ago, and even given the plodding pace of the Legion's transports, their arrival could not be long from now, or mayhap they had already unshipped in Ostia.   It took only a moment of thought, then, "Our need here is ended.  Capitaneus.  I wish you to make the voyage to Brundisium to determine if indeed Lucullus is landing there.  Make a count of his forces in estimation, then return to find us.  If nothing is seen, then move up the coast to see if mayhap he has landed further to the north.  Should he not appear by the Ides, then return.   The Petrel will point to Terina, or wherever the Legions have settled."




Decimus was quickly put aboard his little boat and turned its bow south.   The Petrel pointed to the north.




Pontika had been in listening to the reports of the missive boat Captain, and now came to Julius to ask, "This bodes ill for Melglos, does it not?"




He could not lie.  Even a dolt would know that a band of slaves, no matter their strength and desperation, would have little chance once trapped between three Roman armies - two of them of blooded veterans of wars lasting years.  "Aye...  We must brace ourselves against unpleasant tidings in the coming days."




"But we must help..."




Julius took the girl by both shoulders.  "He is my friend, also, but more importantly, was a member of my crew when he was falsely taken in offense by the putrid Batiatus.  I take responsibility for his being, but you know that he has been offered refuge by me to any place on the Great Sea that he wishes to voyage.  But...  Melglos is his own man and has made his choices despite my offers.   You must brace yourself for unpleasant tidings."




She nodded, her eyes downcast in contrast to her usually ebullient self.  "Aye.  In my heart I know it, but..."




Julius smiled.  "Know that if I can somehow spirit him to safety, then we will all work to that goal."




The wind was foul but strong, and their tacking courses were swift.  In two days they had reached the tiny village of Terina, but found all shipping gone.  Obviously the encampment of Crassus had moved in chase of Spartacus, or mayhap, in flight from him.  As they had passed few ships between Rheginum and here, they had obvious gone north.  




They passed by port after port, not standing in but only close enough to see if the supply ships of the Legion were present.  Tempsa, Cerrillae, Melpes - all were empty of hulls of any but those of fishermen.  Finally, in the major port of Paestum they discovered the Legions - or at least the quartermasters that handled the supply from the sea to the land.  




Ashore, Julius found the evidence of battle.  The tents of the medicus were filled with Legionaries with wounds that ran the gamut from gashes to missing limbs.   He and Valens had garbed in their uniforms, then stood ashore to find the headquarters of the Dux.   The search was not long.  Only a few stadia inland they found the encampment, fully erected and protected with a stockade around the entirety of the area.  His Tribune habiliments made entry easy, and soon he was being announced into the tent of Dux.




"Tribune," came the call from the Dux.  "I had some wonder if you had met your demise at sea."   The Commander of the Legions was, as usual, standing at the table of maps, with many of his staff in presence.




Julius raised a hand in salute, then replied, "Aye.  We ceased our watch on the ports when gaining word of the rebels moving north.  I can give that the ports under their control have seen little shipping, and none for use as escape."  He leaned over to tap the map at a coastal city.  "I have sent our missive boat to Brundisium to give us notice when forces of Lucius Lucullus stand in."




He was surprised at the effect of his statement.  Crassus was just staring, and the staff officers were obviously attempting to keep their own exclamations in check.  Finally, the Dux asked with intensity, "By what source do you come by such news?"




It had not even occurred to Julius that the Dux and his men might not have heard of the coming of the veteran Legions.  Now, he said, "One of our merchant ships out of Ostia was met by the speculatoria that I am using to run missives to Capua and the Capitanei traded news."  He paused, thinking, then asked, "Might you have heard of the pending arrival of Pompey, with his Legions from Hispania?"




Obviously they had not heard of that either.  The Dux shook his head, looking at the map and obviously in deep thought.  "Nay.  The last third part of the month has been... hectic.  After the slave horde broke through our lines on a black night of snow, they split into parts for some reason.  But it was their undoing - at least for the mob that attempted to ravage the western side of Latium.  We gained surprise as they threaded their way across the Aeiris river, trapping them between my forces and that of Antonius."  He pointed at an officer at the end of the table.




"Spartacus?" was the single word in question from Julius.




"Nay.  He is reported to be moving along the eastern roads.  This was a mass of about ten thousand - all men.  Fighters all.  Apparently the women and families are still in the long peninsula.  This was a unit of one of his officers...  His name was..."




"Ganicus, Sos," gave an officer.  "A Gaul."




"Aye, Ganicus.  If you walk to the edge of the camp - there..."  He pointed vaguely in a direction. "...you will see himself and some of his men nailed up to cross-trees for their deeds.  Apparently they were no more than a mob intending to loot as they fled.  Prisoners give that they were moving to Paestum or Neápolis to seize ships for their escape.  Or even Tarricina."




"Ships?" was the puzzled answer from Julius.  "You said this group had ten thousand in their ranks?"  A nod from the Dux.  "Every ship on the western coast would not carry but a part of such, and Spartacus has at twice as many left with him."




The Dux shrugged.  "When a man knows he is doomed, then any straw may be clutched.  But, as to your news of Pompey and Lucullus.  What is their time?"




"I only know that of Pompey with the single detail, Sos," replied Julius.  "The report said that he left Hispania in the month of Sextilis.  With Lucullus, I only have the word that he was ordered to the city of Brundisium."   He stared at the huge map, spread on the table, himself wondering at the intentions of Melglos.  The big Thracian might escape himself, and with a few chosen men, but the vast mob of slaves was doomed.  And with them the men who had chosen their lot of rampaging around the land.  With the Romans closing in - or soon to be doing so - from three directions it was only a matter of time...  




Suddenly, his eyes narrowed as he matched the map with the sudden realization of what the Dux had said.   He looked up and down, measuring distances and roads in his mind...  Aye, it could be.  Melglos had given that he had proposed such a path after his men refused to cross the Alpinus mountains the year before.




Now the Dux asked, "You have had more contact than any with men who know this Spartacus being, Tribune.  What are your thoughts as to his next action?"




Julius was giving much effort in hiding his internal conflict - to give assistance to a friend and crewmate, and one that had been sorely mistreated during his visit to this land.  Or...  To the lawful authority of Rome, of which he was an officer in the Army attempting to quell the uprising.   With some dismay, he realized his duty.  Melglos was one man, but thousands of people had been slain and much of the land despoiled - and such death and pillage would be continued unless this rebellion was ended. 




Julius pointed to the mountains far to the north, although only the first foothills were in display at the far end of the map.   "He attempted to cross the Alpinus a year ago, but was thwarted by the greed of his men, seeing easy loot in the land.   I doubt that he will now just stand in place and allow himself to be surrounded by three armies.  If your scouts have him on the Flamerian Via, then he is probably giving that attempt again."




Now one of the officers spoke with some disagreement.  "Winter is upon us.  He could never cross those heights..."




"He does not have to.  He merely needs to follow the coast to find himself in the upper lands of the Hellens."




The discussion when on for hours, then as the day began to fade, the Dux turned to his officers.  "We move at first light.  Have traveling rations distributed before night - our pace will be far faster than our pack train can follow."




Julius had ordered a small tent for himself and Valens, and now they sat inside with their evening meal, watching the light rain through the opening flap.   After a while, the young man asked, "Will the Praetor Crassus have enough force to stop Mel...  Spartacus and his band?"




"Aye, if they can come to battle in proper order."  He looked out the flap to make sure they were out of hearing of any passing by.  In a lowered tone, he continued, "But, I doubt that such will happen.  Melglos is marching on a goodly coastal road and we are now even behind him in any move to the north.  And we have to cross the foothills to gain the eastern coast, and will be in chase of the rebels rather than blockage."   He used a foot to scuff a smoothness in the dirt floor.  With a stick he made a mark here and there, then, "If Pompey lands at Rome, or even Tarracina, and moves at once, he will have to almost run to engage.  And, by then, Melglos will be behind the Apennines mountains, running north and south along the peninsula of Latium.  It is almost as good as a wall to any large force trying to move east from Rome with any haste."   Another jab with the stick.  "As to Lucullus, landing in the city of Brundisium far to the south...   He may as well be in Egypt for any chance of encounter with other than straggling units."




There was a long pause, then Julius ended the conversation.  "With any fortune, Melglos and his band will be long departed and the land free of the uprising, and without more thousands of men slain.   Crassus cannot follow past the top of the Adriatic Sea without arranging for supplies - not in the winter.  And such would take a pair of months at the least."




In the first light of morning, Julius called Valens from the tent, even now being taken down by the men of the quartermasters.  "I have a mission for you.  Here is a scroll for the Petrel and another to be put on one of our ships to Neopolis.  This one gives instructions to Densus, but what I have in desire is..."


Chapter 52




Crassus spared no one in his march to the east, and certainly not the legs and feet of his men.  The midday meal was eaten even on the move, and the stops for rest were only long enough for the men to have their latrine needs and a few moments of sitting on their backsides.  Surprisingly to Julius, the Dux ordered his officers to dismount and walk, in tow of their mounts, to give notice to the men that all would give equally in the effort.   




Julius had been in walking conference with a younger officer, one from the city of Barnum, on the eastern coast, and familiar with the layout of the land - or at least as much as could be remembered as a puerulus growing up in the area.  




"...Crassus is frantic that his triumph not be taken by the late comers," was the comment from the younger officer, he first looking around to make sure they were unheard of by any of the seniors.   "Pompey, especially, is adept at arriving in time for glory without over-need of work."   Julius nodded, knowing his thoughts had run the same course, then another question from his partner.  "You have spoken of your knowing of the upper reaches of the sea, and the land of Dalmatia?  Is it indeed a path for the escape of the slaves?"




Julius nodded, then replied, "Aye, although I must give admit that my knowledge does not extend inward from the seaports.  But, my memory of the maps of my old Pedagogue give that if Spartacus rounds the bend of the waters, then his chances of disappearing into the vast eastern lands is certain."  A pause, then, "And, if certain men are to be believed, it is his native land."




The march was made until almost darkness, then, against all strictures, a camp was made without the security of a palisade being built.   The reason was to use the hours needed for such encampment for walking.   With sharp rising hills and dense forests on either side of the minor road, the danger of sudden attack was minimal.   Still, the night sentry-watch was doubled and moved a stadia away from the sleeping men.




Morning brought more cold rations, and a tramping of feet even before the sun appeared.  Before the mid of day, the front units suddenly found themselves approaching the minor port-city of Aufidena, and soon were on the Flamerian Via - that wide and well-constructed road that connected the southern reaches with the north, following the eastern coast of Latium for its full length.  Scouts had determined that the slaves had not yet passed.  Indeed, the citizens of the city had seen nothing of any band of men. 




To the north they could just see the peak of Garganus jutting out into the Adriatic Sea and Julius knew that a few handfuls of stadia to the northwest was the beginning of the chain of mountains known as the Apennines.  But, his furious thoughts were not on the landscape, but on the realization that the rebels had not hastened their march to the north.   To himself, he muttered, "This is making no sense.  Melglos should have passed this city three days ago and more.   His delay will be his doom."




A hurried conference was made, then the entire body of scouting horsemen was sent south in scattered search for their quarry.   Only now, did Crassus allow his men to have their rest, sending riders to find and guide their quartermasters and supply wagons to the encampment.  There were no tents, including that of the Dux, but the Ingeniarii quickly constructed a pole shed with sloping roof covered with boughs cut from the needle trees.  As a shelter from hard rain, it would soon be drenched, but for this day of light misting, it was sufficient to protect their maps, now laid on the crude table just constructed. 




The conference began without need of haste, with all under the crude shelter frequently turning to look to the south for any sign of returning scouts.  "Did Spartacus turn back to engage Lucullus, rather than flee to the north?" asked one officer.  "That would seem unwise."




"Nay," said another.  "Even should the slaves prevail, it would gain them nothing, and still in need of engagement with ourselves and Pompey.  And with men depleted by a battle with veterans,"




"Mayhap they have turned inland again..."




"Nay!" interrupted the Dux.  "Spinning such dream-cobwebs does us no good."  To Julius, he asked, "What are your thoughts on Pompey?"




Julius nodded.  "Aye, Sos.  I was given that he has landed in Rome, but apparently the ships with the bulk of his Legions are still at sea."  He paused, then gave knowledge as a man of the sea.  "The distance that Pompey has to travel is such as to make that of Lucullus, merely voyaging across from coast of Pontos, seem as a stroll to the Forum.   I am not surprised at all that his ships are struggling against uncooperative winds for such a long voyage, and probably scattered in a line over thousands of stadia of water.   This time of the year can bring ill conditions of both too little wind or so much that to require the sails to be lowered as not to be torn from the mast."




Crassus was a competent commander of soldiers, learning the art far in his past as a young Tribune in one of the interminable wars of Rome.  Now, he used that knowledge to plan a battle, rather than a chaotic skirmish with rampaging slaves.  "...depending on how far south the mob is at the moment, this collection of grainfields is large enough to formate the entire Legion in line."  He was tapping the map with a finger.    "Or, this one, if their position is even further away."  More pointing, then, "I want the cohorts of Falconius here...  And those of yours, Flavius, adjoining and against the shoreline.   Ceionius.  Bend your line against the trees, here, then..."




The day passed slowly, with little more to be said or planned until at least a bare minimum of information was returned by the scouts.   It was almost sundown before the quartermaster train appeared with good rations and tents for the night, now erected, not in the usual squared compound favored by Roman Legions on the march, but close to where the men would fight, should the battle take place here.  




The next day passed, then the next and the next, with Crassus beginning to fear that the slave army had indeed gone south to confront Lucullus and his Legions from the war in Pontos.  Or mayhap, even back down the long finger of land that was the region of Bruttium.   That would make little sense for men trying to escape the land, to guarantee their entrapment in a narrow spit of land.




Ever since they had touched the eastern coast of Latium, Julius had been in watch out to sea, knowing that unless the winds were stimulated to favor by the furies, his expectations were premature, but finally he saw the small sail with the black-crossed banner at the masthead.  The little speculatoria was following the land only a stone's throw out, and with the crew looking inland for their destination.   Taking his spare under-tunic from his bag, he quickly gained a horse, then made a fast trot to the edge of the water, on a pair of stadia from the center of the encampment.   It was unnecessary, but he waved the cloth overhead, watching as a man in the boat waved back, and shortly the missive boat of Capitaneus Decimus was hove onto the sands.   The men grinned as the Captain leaped to the sand, to stride and accept the greetings of Julius.   "You made goodly pace, my friend."




Grinning himself, the Captain replied, "Aye.  This is not a trudging hulk as you are used to commanding.  But, the winds were fair and the distance not far and yon Valens gave that haste was of the essence."   




Now, his young batman jumped onto the sand, striding over to the same greeting.  "Densus is on the way, Sos, but he disappeared behind us on the first day."




Julius nodded.  The Petrel was definitely not the slow hulk as given in jape by Decimus, but even so, it had only half the pace of the speculatoria in a goodly wind.   "What news from the other side of the land?"




The Captain of the missive boat shook his head.  "Nothing had come from either Capua or Rome before we left Paestum, Sos.   It was the wonder of all of what has happened here."




Julius shook his head.  "Nothing as yet.  I expected Melglos and his men to have long passed these parts before we arrived, but he has not.  He is apparently somewhere to the south, mayhap moving on Lucullus and his Legions."




"Nay, Sos.  As of yesterday, we hove into Brundisium for the hour.  The noble Lucullus is still forming his army.   Indeed, even as we departed, we saw many of his ships waiting to unload and others not yet at anchor."




"Ah.  The Dux will gain satisfaction from that news.  But... As to the intentions of our big crewmate..."  He spread his hands.  "Despite much thought, I have not gained a morsel of knowing."   He looked back at the encampment, then said, "You may wait in yon city, rather than just idling on this shore.  When the Petrel arrives, give Densus the same orders.  Watch for our movement, then follow us down the coast."  He gave a wry smile, then, "Or mayhap with our flight to the north, if Melglos gives us the bottom of his sandal again."




With a farewell, Julius and Valens helped push the boat off the sand, then walked back to the camp, Julius giving his young Cacula the slim news of what had happened while he had been in voyage around the coast of Latium.  




He immediately sought out the Dux, to deliver the welcome news about the Legions of Lucullus - or rather, it was welcome to a man not desiring the victory to fall to a General newly come to the land.   For himself, Julius would have given much gold to see the man - and the army of Pompey - arrive in assistance to ending this disastrous war and allow the land to return to a semblance of peace. 




On the mid of the forth day, Julius and Valens jumped from their rest in the tent at a shout in the distance.  They saw, immediately, a scout in gallop and no doubt with some news of importance.  Both hurried over to the command tent, just as the messenger jumped from his mount to stride through the flap.  "From Decurio Strabo, Sos.  The slaves are in march up the road, with the leading edge at Axetiu.  The numbers are given estimate at two counts of ten thousand, Sos."  The report came as a formal recitation, no doubt given to the rider several times by his officer, the Decurio, that it might be committed to memory.  "There are few but men with the group. The scouts have seen no train of animals nor women."




Even as the man was speaking, eyes moved to the map to find the small village that he had given.   Julius had never heard of it, but quickly a staff officer was tapping the location with a finger.  It was about two hundred stadia south, on the Flamerian Via.   They would be here on the morrow, or earlier if they walked through the night.




As the man finished, Crassus said, "They are moving without carrying supplies.  Their intent is to take from the land in their need.   Such plans will allow them to travel swiftly."  He stood, in thought for the moment, then said, "We will make camp in line formation.  I wish no sudden surprise in the morning with our soldiers still in tents.  Tell the men that the morrow will be full, and if they wish to see the next sunrise, then do not forget their training."




With nothing to do, Julius and Valens returned to their tent, now empty of all.   The other occupants had been veteran Centurions who would be moving most of the night among their men, readying all for the morrow.   Now, sitting again on a ragged mat, Julius said to his companion, "I am bewildered at to the delay of Spartacus in moving north.   He could have been far beyond even the city of Patavium by now, had he marched with haste.   Far enough that we would not even see their backsides now."




"Mayhap his men see themselves as redeemers of the land," was the reply.  "Or still with the attraction of looting a wealthy land."




Julius shook his head.  "If so, then it is the vision of fools.   I have no idea of the forces brought by the Generalis from Pontos and Hispania, but even with only a Legion each, such veterans will make short work of any number of untrained men."  He waved his hand vaguely in the distance.  "Even those of Crassus are now blooded with a victory and enhanced with the memory of it."




 The entirety of the encampment was awake and roused before the first streaks gave indication of morning.  The sounding of the horns made little stir in the camp - men facing desperate battle on the next light seldom need the tubicinis and cornus to give awakening.  Long before commands were bellowed by the Decanuae and Centurions, the soldiers were laced in their kit with weapons inspected and carefully placed.   And then given scrutiny again, each carefully examining the blades and spears, and themselves, for any slightest defect.




Unlike a veteran Legion in a far land, these of Crassus did not have cavalry - other than mounted scouts - and no Centuries of Scythian bowmen, and only a few units of the lightly armed Velites that would skirmish firstly with any oncoming enemy, blunting any sudden charge by the foe.   The entirety of the force was several thousand infantry, in three lines, with each Century separated from its neighbors by a length of five strides to each side and back to front.  




With the coming of light, Julius could see into the distance, and already a considerable number of men in wait.  This was apparently the forefront of the oncoming slave army, suddenly stopped at the surprise of seeing a Roman army in formation and ready.  




They stood away from the group of officers sending orders to every part of the field, merely watching across the flatness of these fields, now fallow after the harvest and with the upcoming winter.   




Julius looked around, then moved to gain a better sight to each side - even behind.  There were hills of considerable height in the distance to the west but much too far for any use for observation.  Closer, and somewhat to the rear - back toward the city of Aufidena - was a rise that he now began to stride toward, followed by his batman. 




The hill was hardly to be called such.  A mere mound, it probably was only three or four man-heights above the surrounding plain, but there appeared to be several trees that might be large enough to put to use.   From here they could see nothing that he had not seen on the flat by the camp, but now he looked up, measuring one of the several trees that had somehow escaped the saws of the kindling collectors.   Selecting one, Valens interlaced fingers to allow Julius to jump in grab of the lowest limb, then quickly climb up the length until the thinning of the trunk and limbs indicated the need to halt.   Fortunately, the trees had dropped their leaves for the winter, allowing his sight to be fairly unimpaired in all directions.




Again, he saw nothing that was unexpected.  The Legions standing in battle formation, completely blocking the road to the north.  Far away, the natural dull white garb of their foe, supposedly, but still not in any numbers that would indicate preparations for a battle.   To the north was the city, about ten stadia away - no doubt with citizens waiting behind locked gates and guarded walls in worried concern of a battle about to take place in the vicinity. 




The sea was easily seen - indeed, only a double stadia away and filling the entirety of the eastern horizon.  The farming fields ran to within a stadium of the water, then the salt-scrub bushes took over the remainder of the distance.   Julius knew nothing of farming, but was aware that salt spray did not lend fertilizer to a field, thus the reason for the barrier between water and plow.  




A few sails could be seen - the small three-cornered canvas of fishers.   He snorted to himself.  The gods could be closing out the world, and the fisherman of any land would put to sea without concern.   No ships of any size could be seen, except for a single hull - apparently a small merchant - in the harbor of the city, and three large coasters drawn to the shore to the south of the port.  Those had no man on board that he could see - no doubt the crew of pole-men deciding to wait behind the walls until the situation was clarified. 




The treeline to the west was far enough away that no sudden surprise could come from that direction.  As a sentry-post on the supposed field of battle, the mound and tree was satisfactory, but gained no further information for Julius.  About to descend, he suddenly noticed something at the city...




It was obviously someone was slowly waving a white cloth of some size from side to side.  At the distance of ten stadia, it was difficult to be sure, but it appeared to be exactly that - a white cloth on a pole waving...  for what?   Again, he looked around in all directions, but saw nothing else of any interest - and certainly nothing to be giving warning about.   He thought for a moment, then quickly climbed down and both set their feet back to the camp.




The officers were gathering together now, but with only low gab between themselves, rather than instructions to messenger coming and going between the units.   The men had been placed, their orders given, now was only the wait.  Unlike most battles, this one did not have to be forced.  The slave army would either attack the waiting Legionaries, or turn and battle the oncoming forces of Generalis Lucullus.  To wait would be as being caught between the upper and nether millstones of a grain grindery.  




The Dux was unimpressed by the news of a waving cloth, far away to the rear, merely nodding at the news.  His attention was to the front, as more of the figures began to appear in the distance.  Then along side the line of walking men, horses...




As they watched a considerable number of mounted men gather to the side of the road, an officer said, with forced jocularity, "What were your words, Turnus, when the Tribune reported the slaves were scouring the countryside for mounts?   Ah, I remember... 'Merely putting men on mounts and calling them Equestris does not make cavalry.'"




"I still say it, Flavius.  Yon riders seem to have little formation.   And my men would welcome a charge by unarmored men wearing slave rags."




Julius was not listening.   The distance was far, but on a horse in front of the pack was a large man, apparently in examination of the Roman lines stretched across the road and a stadium on either side.   This had to be the crewman of the Petrel, gained during the destruction of the city of Salona, several years before - Melglos, from the Thracian city of Sparatokos.  A steadfast mate in difficult times and a worse enemy to any man giving threat to his comrades.  




He gave wish - not for the last time - that he was back on the Petrel, in voyage to some far port, and not about to see the violent demise of that friend.




Julius was not a man of military experience, and certainly not of massive battles on land, but...  To his eyes the scene was as some play in the Forum, where a handful of overclad actors were the representation of a Legion and several bumbling fools gave their act as the doomed foe.   He walked to where the Dux was standing, also just in watch.  He realized that unrequested advice from a newly minted Tribune might not be welcomed - especially on the cusp of a battle, but...




"Your pardon, Sos."  The Dux nodded, still not taking his eyes off the far group of milling foe.  "Spartacus has proven that he has military skills, mayhap even from some past vocation in some far army.   Yon ranks are giving the appearance of swarming Tyros, but we know full well that the men are blooded fighters."  He decided to give voice to his previous thoughts.  "This looks too much like a set-play in the Forum."




Now the Dux turned to look at the Tribune.  "Aye.  Your thoughts are following mine, but..."  He looked around to all sides, then said, "What is the reason?   Our lines can reform long before he could move to give assault to the flanks.   Yon thicket forest and hills to the west would prevent any army from approaching with surprise in other than driblets."   Now he stared into the distance down the road.  Loudly he said, "Hold.  It appears that they are forming for their attack."




Indeed, the men in the distance were moving into ranks - not as a Legion, with men standing in precise formation, but just a wide line to match their waiting foe.   Julius walked back to stand to where he could gain the best view, out of the crowd of officers and waiting messengers.   His thoughts were more than troubled - his large crewman, now named Spartacus, was no fool, to attack a waiting pair of Legions in frontal battle.  This assumed assault could not be as it seemed.




Despite his thoughts, just such was apparently happening, or about to.  By now thousands of men were massed in the distance, spread to match the width of the Roman lines, and in walk forward.  The foe was a pair of stadia away as yet, but Julius could hear the Centurions behind their units giving steadying words to their men, that the throwing spears, the pila, not be wasted on marks far outside of range.  




Julius glanced at his young orderly, seeing the chest heaving and eyes widened in both fear and anticipation.  He would have laughed, were it not that his own breath and vision were in match.  He had faced many a man in single battle, or even small groups of pirates attempting their reaving, but this imagery of thousands of men walking and waiting for what would become slaughter on the scale of the gods, was...




"They are in run, Sos!" came the unnecessary cry from someone.   Julius could see that the ranks of the rebels had broken into a trot, rather than a hastening rush, but still - he imagined that the sight was even more impressive to the front ranks in the Roman lines.   As the distance became only a stadium then half that, the result of the orders by the Centurions could seen to take effect all across the front lines.  Men turned, placing a foot forward and one to the rear, leaning back in stance with a pilum in readiness for toss.  




The ranks of the oncoming foe - slaves, rebels, whatever was the term that was accurate - had few shields.  Certainly, none were equipped with the standard scutum - tall and rectangular - of the Legionary, a goodly barrier behind which a man could shelter from both shafts and blades.   The heavy throwing spears would make a red harvest of the first men to enter their range.  




Suddenly, and to the surprise of all, the entire mass of oncoming men stopped - just beyond the range of the spears about to be launched in masse - taking their own stance, then throwing...  what?   From the distance of Julius at the back of the Legions, he could not quite discern what was being tossed.  Certainly not pila, although over the last seasons the slave army had certainly captured a quantity of those uniquely Roman weapons.  But the thinness of the objects, making them almost impossible to see at his range, meant that they must be javelin-like, or mayhap merely sharpened sticks.  




Now Julius - and no doubt the Dux and his officers, not to mention the men in the ranks - was in total bewilderment.  Such... sticks would have as little effect on a line of armored and shielded Legionaries as a youngsters tossing rocks at the city walls.   Valens, beside Julius, was in wonder.  "Do they mean to breach the lines by causing our men to fall out of formation with their mirth?"




 Julius shook his head violently, furiously reminding himself that yon army was not a ragged mob of escaped slaves, but desperate men led by a man who had many times demonstrated his knowledge of battle against the Legions.   He knew there was a reason for this... farce, and in only moments his fears were realized...


Chapter 53




The shout from behind was less a warning than a bellow of fear and Julius could easily see the reason for the call.   In the near distance, between the city and the Legions, was a group of men - hundreds at the least - in full run toward the rear ranks of the Legionaries.  And these were not mere slaves armed with sharpened sticks, but men with the weapons of a soldier - no doubt the selected fighters of the foe.  




With sudden realization, Julius knew that the waving of the white banner from the gate-ramparts of the city was the attempt to give warning of what the citizens could see from their heights, but that was hidden from the Legions by the low salt-scrub of the shoreline.   Now, looking in the distance at the three large flatboats drawn up onto the sand - given little thought when seen from the vantage of the treetop - he knew that they were the conveyance of this surprise attack.  The boats - coasters, they were called - were used by farmers to bring loads of grain and produce from the fields up and down the shoreline, and with much greater ease and quantity than using ass-carts and wagons.   No doubt, during the night, Melglos had used them to pole men - stacked as thickly as grain sacks - along the shore, hiding them in the low scrub, then returning for more.   Now, they had lain quietly until their fellows could draw absolute attention of the Legions to the false charge to their front.  He cursed himself for telling Decimus that the missive boat could lay up in the city to the north.  Had he ordered the wait to be offshore, the moment of both flatboats and men would have been seen and reported.




Julius had only the knowledge of history as strategy in land battles, but he knew that an army that was taken by surprise in the flanks or the rear seldom prospered from the experience.  It was the ranks of Legionaries on the side of the road toward the sea that would receive the blow and even now the bellowing of Centurions was attempting to turn their formation to accept the impact.   The time needed was much too short to move thousands of men into another formation and the collision was not against a steadied line of men, with interlocked shields and arms slinging deadly swarms of iron pila, but became a brawl of individuals, each with only the idea of surviving the encounter, while marking down the man to his front.   The rebel swordsmen were only hundreds in contest with thousands but both confusion and surprise gave twice or thrice their enhancement in numbers. 




As with his mention of the leader of the foe being much more than a mere escaped slave, the fact was now given even more proof.  As the attention of the Legions - and their officers - was naturally turned to the developing disaster to their rear, the vastly more numbers foe to the front began their run to cover the distance - but now in real charge rather than a feint to cover the actions of their comrades coming from hiding on the shore.




The carefully planned strategy dissolved into a myriad of individual struggles, with the officers in watch.  Indeed, the Dux and his staff could well have been sitting in with their cups in a taburna of Rome for any use they now had in directing the battle.   The Ingeniarii had constructed a man-high platform for the officers to gain some vantage in seeing across the absolutely flat fields, but mere vision did not give any assistance to the sudden dissolvement of their carefully laid plans.   The sound of battle, so favored and denoted by the street bards, was not that of heroic words of soldiers to their mates as they fought, but a deafening cacatcaphony of clanging iron and shouting oaths - and not a few screams of men as they fell.




The Legion to the land-side of the road was intact and giving goodly return to the foe to their front.  The double throw of pila had made a gruesome harvest of the oncoming slaves, and the interlocked shields stopped the rush without penetration.   Now the short swords of the Legionaries began to hack away at the unarmored and usually unshielded foe.   The experience of each Roman might not have been greater than his mark to the front, but it was the trained method of fighting that gave much advantage.  While each rebel fought as his own man, the Legionary would take a blow on his shield while his mate beside would return the stroke unhindered by need of defense.   For men not quite veterans as yet, the action did not go as smoothly as in drill on the training fields, but was far more effective than merely fighting as individuals.  




Unfortunately, for their comrades on the far side of the road - beset from front and rear at once - the battle was far less than structured combat as desperate flailing with blade at any perceived foe.   The gladiators - if indeed that was what most of the men in the rebel horde to the rear were - did not attack as a line of Greeks, or Persians - in standard line across, advancing to the meet.  Rather, they were grouped as a fist, to punch as hard as possible at a single point.  And if many fell with the blow, far more followed to completely penetrate the Roman ranks to the far side, splitting that Legion in twain.  




To Julius, even with his lack of experience in such massed battle, the day was turning into another catastrophe.   Fortunately, despite the lack of ability of the Dux or the senior officers to either give or be heard for any effectuation of the battle, the veteran Centurions were already responding to the calamity in progress.   The foe to the south was being well handled by the men on the western side of the road, and the sub-officers began to pull the rearward units away, to form another line facing east.  That was not easily done over the clamor of battle, but eventually, a thousand men were aligned - about fifteen Centuries - and the forward step began.  Now, the swords of the gladiators were far less effective against a proper line of Legionaries, shielded and working in temper with their fellows.   As the numbers of Romans were vastly greater than the group of men who had given the surprise, that part of the battlefield soon turned from chaos to slaughter in favor of the Legions.




The men of the Legion that had been hit from both front and back, and scattered into small flailing groups, were now being formed back into their ranks, then fed into the lines in support of their fellows.  With the additional men, the battle began to turn rapidly to the benefit of the Romans.  Many of the ragged tunic-clad rebels were now either in flight back down the road, or were moving away from the clash of arms with some haste.  Even the hard nut of the foe, what Julius had assumed to be gladiators, or ex-soldiers and such, were backing away from the clash.  




Then, suddenly, as if the command had been given to all, the foe began to flee down the road, easily outpacing the much more heavily encumbered Legionaries.    To Julius it did not appear as a much of a panicked flight as merely realization that the day had gone against the rebels, and another might be found to be more advantageous.   He assumed that the Legions would now stand down to regroup - and give minister to the many red-garbed soldiers laying on the ground, either in stillness or some movement as they begged for succor from some medicus. 




That assumption was wrong in its entirety.  The Dux began to issue orders - and with a manner and tone that bought no question from his officers - and certainly no objection.  Centurions quickly moved their whole men to a less distressed portion of the grain fields, assembling them to gain a count of each.  Several Centuries had to be merged to create one where two or three had been, but soon the Legions were in wait as water-wagons and ration carts were hurriedly brought forward - summoned in haste by mounted scouts, as well as the medical units that might save a man here and there from leaving his bones to fertilize these fields for future crops. 




Once the men had been quickly watered and fed, the march began again, but now with a route step, scouts on both sides and ahead to give watch for ambuscade.    Their way was...  littered, was the word of Julius, with the men of their foe that had taken wicked hurts in the battle, and had dropped to the ground in their exhaustion - or major loss of their red life-blood.  Such did not suffer longer than the passing of the first rank of Legionaries.   All were killed out of hand where they lay.




The group of senior officers - and the Dux - were in march also, rather than summoning their mounts from the rear areas where they had been stabled in anticipation of the earlier battle.   Mentioning the oddity to his man, the young officer, striding beside Julius nodded, saying, "I heard that the horses were given to the scouting units for their use."  It was probably so.  An animal had far less stamina than a man and the horses had been traversing the landscape for days and with little rest.  Fresh mounts would be a great boon to men riding in search of a foe.




Now, quietly, his companion said, "The Dux apparently with some rage at yon enemy, to march in chase without rest."




Julius shook his head.  "Nay.  It is the mark of a man who has some modicum of military skill.  For all my ignorance of military uses on land, I know that it is unwise to allow a defeated enemy to take his own rest.  He marches to keep Spartacus from having time to plan some other devious device."




Valens nodded.  "Aye.  And there is no doubt that he did just that.  But...   How was he able to march so many past our sentries without the tramp of feet being heard, even in the darkness?"




Julius gave his almost certain belief about the use of the three coasters that he had seen from the vantage of the tree.  "...and had Decimus grounded only a half stadium to the north, I would have walked straight into the hidden men.  And probably without even seeing my sudden death in approach."  Then, with some wry tone, "The resplendence and glory of battle is different when seen with one's own eyes, rather than through the blustering tale of a street bard."




With a totally serious expression, Valens nodded.  "Aye.  And if I may give truth, my legs almost failed in support of my body, so trembling were they as I watched."




Now the Tribune smiled, but without a particle of mirth.  "There is no shame in such admittance.  For myself, had I the need to bellow an order, it would have issued as the high voice of your young sister."




The day went by without further strife, beyond the slaying of a decreasing number of wounded slaves that had reached the end of their capability of flight.  Another encampment was made without palisade, using the men of the wagons and quartermasters as sentries, that the exhausted soldiers could rest.   With fully a forth part of the Legions now in the rear - either dead or under the ministrations of the medicuae - their force was considerable diminished, but so had that of Spartacus, and probably by equal amount.  




Rest did not come to the officers as yet.  Under torches and using stacked logs for a table, the planning for the next day began even as the staff munched on their dry rations.  "...is only a thousand stadia from here to Brundisium, where the messengers of Tribune Clavius have reported Generalis Lucullus to be landed, and supposedly in preparation or now marching northward.  Thus, the final battle will come in the next two days - three at the most.  Either with us or Lucullus," added the Dux.  "Caelus...  Your Centuries are the least battered.  You will take the lead on the morrow, at first light.  Have the water flasks filled and rations issued.  We will again eat on the march..."




Finally, the conference ended and Julius gratefully sank to his mat, not even knowing to which unit the hastily raised tent belonged.  As sleep overtook him, he shook his head in self-reproof.  If he was in the throes of exhaustion - having done nothing but watch a battle from afar - what were the men feeling who actually did the work this day?




Morning brought word from the scouts, riding in with both horses and men in a far state of exhaustion.  Quickly, the officers were gathering again in the minimal light of a barely breaking dawn.  "...he is attempting to move to the side, mayhap back down the narrow peninsula to Rheginum, although I have trouble believing such.  That would certainly seal his doom, with three entire armies able to put a stopper in the neck of that bottle with ease."  The Dux pointed to the map, here and there, then said, "Scrophas, Quintus.  Your Legions will move with utmost pace, here...  along the Anaia via, then turn south to...  mayhap, Genusia, here.  I care not if you engage, just block any move toward the region of Bruttium..."




As the sun rose, the pair of Legions backtracked the twenty stadia to the proper road, and the bulk of the army continued down the wide Flamerian Via.  Other than an occasional skirmish with rebels - either lost or finished with their futile revolt and now, attempting to escape punishment - nothing was seen of the bulk of the men of Spartacus.  Night fell again with little harm other than to weary legs from the many hasty stadia that had been trod that day.




A few hours after midday of the following morn, came news of another disaster.  This time the Dux kept his fury within, apparently.  Not even jumping sinews in his face gave evidence of his anger, or no.  Calling a halt for discussion, the officers did not even have a log table to lean over and give strategy.  "...has routed Scrophas and Quintus.  It would appear that their belief that the slaves were in frantic flight was in error, with their men in scattered formation chasing individuals, and easy quarry for a sudden charge by Spartacus and the bulk of his men."   There was a long pause in which no officer dropped a question, then he continued, "Their success has apparently giving them determination to move to the north again, and in attempt to destroy us as well." 




After more words as to the reports coming in almost hourly from the scouts, the Dux closed his conference with, "...if they can fight their way through us, the road to the north is clear and nothing will prevent them from disappearing into the northlands.  Quartermaster!"  The officer in charge of keeping the Legions supplied and fed, instantly gave his reply and notice of attention. "You will arrange that the men are fed and watered before sundown, and given enough that no delay will be needed in making formation on the first light of the morrow.  Then withdraw your wagons back for at least twenty stadia."  The man acknowledged the order, then the Dux gave his commands for each Legion Commander, finishing with, "This is where we end this reign of terror.  No man will retreat a single step on the morrow, except for local advantage.  Any who turn and run will be nailed his own crosstree before the sun sets. I give oath on it."  Finally, he looked around, then said, "Go to rest and prepare your men.  Dismissed."




Before the coming of morning light, the soldiers were roused and moved roughly into position.  Julius was standing on another of the constructed platforms that would give the Dux and his officers a modicum of view over the heads of their men.  For the moment, they were alone watching the many torches move here and there as the individual Centuries were placed, after which the men were allowed to sit in rest.   The Commander's tent had been struck, as were all the others, even now being loaded onto wagons to be hauled to the rear, and the headquarters of the Dux was just another crude table with a torch on a pole at each corner.  




As Julius had no responsibility for men, nor for strategy or orders, he had no reason to attend.  Indeed, to his mind, his mission was over and his place here totally superfluous.   Just before sundown, as this platform was completed, the two men had climbed up to give gaze toward the sea.  As expected, the white sail of the speculatoria could be seen, hove to just off the coast, Captain Decimus following his instructions of maintaining the pace and sight of the Legions as they walked the coastal Via.




With the coming of light, Julius could see into the distance, and but there was nothing on the road ahead as yet.  Nay, that was not entirely correct.  A horseman was stopped in gaze, at least a stadium beyond the front ranks of Romans.   That would not be unusual.  The rebels used horse-scouts just as did the Legionaries.




"Here, Sos."  He turned to see his Cacula offering one of the huge shields that were the staple of every Legionary.  




He smiled.  "You are determined that we will see action ourselves, this day?"




Valens grinned, then replied, "Nay, Sos.   Yon lines of Roman soldiers would seem impossible to cross by any number of foe, even if enraged and desperate.  But...  I have heard you give to your crew that a modicum of preparation will often prevent the offering of a copious amount of blood."




Julius nodded, taking the rectangular shield with both hands.  "Aye.  Well said.  I am glad you are listening to the hard-won advice of myself - and my crew."




They stood away from the group of officers sending orders to every part of the field, merely watching across the flatness of these fields, now fallow after the harvest and with the upcoming winter.   Julius looked around, then moved to gain a better sight to each side - even behind.   Obviously puzzled, Valens asked, "You are in expectation, Sos?"




Julius shook his head, saying, "Nay.  But a wounded animal at bay is far more dangerous than one being chased.   Yon rebel men know that their doom is close unless they can escape the surrounding Legions and disappear into the northlands.  I was giving wonder at what surprise that Melglos has for us this day." 


Chapter 54




The Dux was not risking mischance on this day.  All scouts had been called in to close support of the waiting Legions, rather than searching the far roads for any loose bands of slaves. Even behind, up the road already traveled, sentries were posted on the slight chance that Spartacus had managed again to pass the Romans in the dark of night.  




Ahead, a continual flow of horsemen gave notice of the oncoming rebels, even now only a few stadia ahead.  More dismaying, was the count given by the messengers as to the numbers.   A man on horseback and close to the enemy is hardly a painstaking censor, to give accurate count of every man, but as rider after rider returned, and most with like numbers, the officers had to accept the mismatch as real.




"...most will not be men familiar at arms," said one.  "And almost all will have spears made of farming implements."  




"Aye," said another, "But theirs is the advantage in knowing that to prevail is their only hope, and...  a man with only one choice has little else to distract him."




As Julius stood behind the officers on the platform, only half listening to the idle talk, there was a touch on his arm.  He turned to see Valens nod, then point into the distance.  Instantly, he saw what was indicated.  The sail of the little boat of Captain Decimus had been joined by another, and far larger - the Petrel.




Julius gave gaze with some wistfulness at his own faithful ship, and in longing to trod her decks again, leaving this land of blood to others.    He had been hoping that this battle would be delayed, mayhap with Melglos again avoiding the Romans and leading them on an unsuccessful chase out of Latium, but now...   This battle was unavoidable and the sooner it was concluded...




Another scout rode up on a lathered horse - this one a sub-officer.  Quickly he gave his message, pointing back and across the landscape.   Nodding his understanding, Crassus turned and barked, "The Decurio gives that a large contingent is moving beyond the treeline.  They will attempt to strike us in that flank."  He pointed.  "Caelus, bend your Legion back on the western end, to..."  He looked across the field, then continued, "...to a point just... there, in line with those yellow trees.  Servius!  Move to fill between his and the back of the front line.  Tell your Centurions to make ready to move past the ranks of Caelus if the slaves try to move even further to our flank."    Both officers instantly jumped down from the platform, running with haste toward their respective Legions.     Now the Dux turned to the remaining line officers, giving his blessing from the gods, then sending them to join their men.   The platform was now empty of most but the Dux and the few permanent staffers - and the three Cornicenae.   On order, the leather lungs of these horn players would give their signals across the far fields sending commands to the troops. 




Julius turned to climb down - his presence was unneeded here and unlikely to formulate any useful advice during a land battle, but Crassus called to give him stop at the edge.  "Nay, Tribune, stay.  You will be the only man here without duty, and valuable for that.  It may be that you will notice something not seen by men in concentration of the battle."




Julius nodded, motioning Valens to join him at the far edge, away from the communing staff officers.  "It will be difficult to not fixate on what is about to happen to our front, but keep your eyes moving - even to the far trees and yon sea.   Should you see anything of...  oddness, speak and hurriedly."




The young man nodded, seemingly anxious about the impending violence, but not such as to lose his being in panic. 




Now the day moved on leadened feet - and as if on the wings of the flying horse of the Greeks.  They stood in watch for what seemed to be hours, but the shadow of the low platform seemed to leap from one tuft of grass to another.   Then...




"Look," said one of the officers.  "A unit of horse."




Indeed, it was a force of cavalry, or such it appeared.  At least, it was about thirty men on mounts, all with some kind of spear or lance or such.  They were cantering across the fields to stop at least a triple stadia away, apparently in wait.    Their appearance did not give much alarm to the officers - the number was minimal and a man on horseback had little chance in a charge against a fully constituted line.  The thrown hundred and more pila of any Century that became their mark, would skewer both rider and horse long before they made physical encounter.




Julius looked carefully - or as such as could be done at that distance.  He did not see what appeared to be a large man in lead, but again, the vision over three stadia did not give details. 




More concerning was the ranks of men now appearing, although that was not a word to be applied to the oncoming mob.  The rebels did not march as soldiers, each man in his place, but walked together as a crowd on their way to some destination in the city.  And it was not the formation that was disturbing but the numbers.   If the scouts were correct in their estimations, then the Legions were facing twice their own count.   And more.




As the foe began to spread out from the road, he could see that men in the front had shields of a type - not as those of the Legionaries, but of every size and shape, and many apparently constructed from anything available.   Julius doubted that they would block either a pilum or gladius, unless struck at an acute angle, but, anything was better than trying to block a stroke with a bare hand.   Mayhap they would...




"Tribune."  Julius immediately strode to stand before the Dux.  "Just to allow us to pass the time, what thoughts have you on yon formations?" 




Julius wondered if Crassus actually wanted information from a neophyte of land battles, or indeed, just needed some distraction to give wait until the battle began.   After a bit of thought, he said in answer, "Just as before, their ranks have been split in twain, and also as in the previous battle, one is attempting to gain our attention to the front while the other is supposedly gathering behind those trees.  It would appear that they will attempt the same strategy - a sudden attack from the trees to gain our attention, and hopefully make you move men from their places, then a swarming from the main group.   The only difference appears to be the small contingent of horsemen."




"Aye," agreed the Dux.  "My officers have given the same."  He gave a wry smile.  "But, you do not think so."   It was not a question.  




"Why would the Dux give such thought?" asked Julius, willing to play the mild jape as long as the Commander wished.




"I have not survived this long without some knowledge of men, and I doubt that such as you would make an absolute statement with such certainty and with so little information." 




Julius nodded.  "We must remember that Spartacus is not some merely escaped slave who has had instruction with a blade, but a man who has bested several Roman armies, and as easily as a Matron chases fowls from her courtyard.   Somewhere in his past is military instruction, or mayhap he was just given such by the gods, as it is said of Cincinnatus."  Now he looked across at the gathering men, only a stadium away, then continued, "He will not use the same strategy as last time.  I suspect that he will make the first effort with the men we see, with him hoping that you are continually looking over your shoulder for the real attack.  And unwilling to move your forces until you discover the hidden move.  He has to know that we are aware of his unit moving in the woods - as many scouts as we have sent could not possibly have done their sentry-work without notice."  




"Aye.  Your reasoning may not be correct, but I see no obvious flaw."




"Of course," continued, Julius.  "My thoughts assume that there is not yet a third mass of rebels, hidden and even now about to make their charge."




Now came a grim smile from the Dux.  "As you observe, one cannot say with absoluteness of anything about this Spartacus, but...   If a third force is indeed hiding and undiscovered even now, then the morrow will see the officers of the scouts nailed up to give pondering of their error."




"May I order the signal three, Sos?"  This was his senior staff officer.




"Aye."  At the command, a Cornicen raised his horn, giving three blasts of differing tones across the landscape.   The knowledge of Legion-work was not deep enough for Julius to be familiar with such signal and he could see no significant response to the notes, but his assumption was that the horns were not for entertainment purposes.   Certainly, the Centurions at least would know of their meaning.




"It begins," suddenly barked an officer.  The call was unnecessary as all could see the sudden rush of the rebel army toward the main ranks stretched across the road.   




"They are maintaining line of approach," said another.  Julius assumed this to mean that the foe was approaching in the conventional manner, spread out to touch the Roman line in full.   A troubling aspect to himself was that the numbers in the attacking mob were far greater than the numbers given earlier by the scouts, and by many thousands.   He corrected the disdain for the description.  The men in the far ranks might be raggedly garbed, and with weapons that had no match among their fellows, nor having even the steady movement of trained men, but it was an army, and no less for their appearance.   Of course, all would not be fell swordsmen, but as his black crewman had said before, 'Even the elephants will concede ground to the ants.'




Suddenly the flight of the pila began, the iron spears arching up by the thousands to impact on the front ranks of the charging foe.  Hundreds died from the two volleys and hundreds more were cast from the battle with wounds that raged from minor to fatal, in time.   Even so, the onrush was so massive that the front lines of Romans buckled in places - not broken, but with the rebels pushing through at places.  




More pila rose from the second ranks and over their fellows, now to fall within the crowded mass of men, gaining an even greater red harvest.   It was unique to the Roman Legions, and different from any other army in the known lands, that the youngest and rawest men were in the front ranks, with increasing depth finding soldiers of greater ability and experience.   In the Legions of Crassus, being only recently constituted, there were only a smattering of veterans, but many that had shown skill and aptitude to their training officers.  Now, as the rebels began to break through the forward ranks of the Legions, they encountered the second line of Legionaries, these of greater ability in battle.  And behind those, in the third line of men, were those that had seen battle before and had given goodly use of arms in the fights.




The tendency of men, untrained as soldiers, was to maintain closeness to their comrades, thus, the rebels were prone to draw themselves to the center, with their fellows.  For that reason, the long line of the foe began to contract into a solid mass that began to penetrate the center of the Romans, just as if a spear-cast at a shield.   Valens, standing beside his Tribune in horrified fascination at the spectacle - and the carnage among men - made exactly that comment, and without realizing that he had spoken aloud.   Julius, his own eyes wide from the same clashing of arms, said nothing in reply, glancing at the Dux in wonder if the man would respond to the apparently developing disaster in the center.




Crassus, however, had been standing merely in watch.  He might have been a patron in the Forum, watching a performance on the acting-boards that was of little entertainment.      Finally, the Dux called an order, taken by the three horn-men.   As one, and with ear-bending loudness, they sounded a high note together, then again.    Julius saw the far ends of the long Roman lines, began to move, bending around to envelope the mass of rebels centered on the road.  




Suddenly, as one of the officers called, pointing to the west, they saw the other unit of the foe, come from the woods, again in full run to engage the western flanks of the army, now bent back in just such preparation.




The field became two battles in one, as the new group began to engage the flanking Legions.  These were far less numerous - as were the Romans taking the charge - and became even fewer as the heavy spears flew again, then once more, to free the hands of the soldiers for the use of gladius.  




It was at some point, now, that Julius, neophyte of land-battles that he was, realized that the army of Melglos was not going to break through the Roman ranks to find the road north.  The carnage in the ragged ranks must have already been counted in the thousands. Even with numbers in advantage, men with a tattered tunic as armor and many with only a spear made from a stick and knife from the kitchen of a matron - an occasionally with some makeshift shield in the other hand - had little opportunity of success against the tall and wide shields of the Legions, interlocked to make almost a wall of protection for the holder, even as the gladius emerged to stab and slice.




He could see now that the smaller unit, striking from the trees, apparently had most of the men of ability - the gladiators, the soldiers from the past, other men used to weapons in their vocations as guards or protectors.  These gave greater effect against the Roman lines, but still were not sufficiently armed or numbered to gain the advantage.  Still...  He realized that the battle was not one-sided - not at all.   There were red-garbed figures laying among the white of the foe.   Many families of Rome, and the cities in her domain, would not see their man again.    




In the main battle, centered over the road, the long lines of Legionaries had enveloped the main mass of rebels, effectively attacking from three sides.   Julius could see that their foe had lost any chance of breaking through the Roman ranks - or even escaping with their lives.   It was the small... or rather, the smaller battle to the side that was of concern, but even now Centurions were herding certain units - some that had been in the rear lines and not engaged - over to the assistance of their fellows.




Suddenly he stiffened, walking without realizing his action to the edge of the platform, as if to get closer to the action and gain better vision.   Aye...   He could see the huge man at the front of the mass of rebels - not with a single sword, but two, and swinging both with frightful effect.   Again, the natural affinity of men not trained to formation had caused the foe to gather together to make a fist, rather than a line, and this had almost punched a hole in the Roman ranks.   




"Sos!  Look!"  Valens had moved with his Master, and was pointing in the distance.  The small unit of cavalry - or what gave the appearance of such - had trotted behind the attacking gladiators, almost unnoticed in their lack of aggression.  But now, they had suddenly spurred their mounts into action, driving toward the thinning front of the Roman line - and riding down a number of their own in the sudden lunge.  




To Julius, the hasty rush was pointless.  Even he knew that mounted men had little prospect against soldiers standing on solid ground, unless the numbers of horsemen were far greater in count than their foe.  But, these, only about thirty or so in tally, would be as water droplets flung onto the hot cook stove of a baker.  




And his unskilled thoughts were quickly affirmed as the Legionaries - startled as they were - hacked with either desperation or deliberation at the passing animals.  The mounts were far easier to strike than the men above and horses began to scream and fall violently, and sometime in crush of the attacker, or his mates.   This was a senseless swarming of men who only wished to slay as many foes as possible before their inevitable end...




Suddenly Julius realized the reason for the improbable attack.  A few had actually penetrated the Roman line, even in jump over the bodies of their dead and dying mates and mounts.  But, this handful continued their gallop and in a straight line for the small group of senior officers.   Futilely wishing he had brought a bow, Julius whipped out his gladius, standing with the huge shield in wait.   The platform was chest high to a man and he doubted - without knowing - that a horse could make the leap, but the spears carried by the riders certainly could.  




The officers on the platform, including the Dux, had not realized the significance of the riders, with many not even noticing, their attention either on the far battle of the road, or giving hasty dictation to a messenger.   But even those with dawning realization, none had yet drawn weapons.   This was the last design of his crewman, Melglos, to cut down the Dux and as many officers as could be reached, in hopes that the sudden loss would issue confusion, or even panic, to the men in the ranks. 




Melglos, himself was not on horse, his skills probably much less than needed.  Indeed, he had probably tested and selected his men for those with superior horsemanship for this last desperate foray.  




Julius opened his mouth to give warning, but before his words could begin the first spear was flung towards the platform, and with the added impetus of a galloping horse.   Such was the fastness of the shaft that he barely managed to move and lift his shield to give stop, and even so, the iron barb of the point penetrated even the toughened hide to a double handwidth of distance.  




The rider, continuing, leapt from his mount onto the platform even as he drew his own blade.  Or rather, he made the attempt.  Julius was now in his element, even after days of being a land-bound sailor walking the roads and trails with little use other than deliverer of messages.  This was little different than standing on the deck of the Petrel, with pirates attempting to swarm aboard for gain and capture.  The feet of the rider had only touched the crude log deck of the platform when the gladius of Julius had shorn both head and life from the attacker.  




The spears of the riders were the greater threat, and of those thrown by the few remaining horsemen most either went astray or were caught by his shield again.   But, a cry of pain behind him gave that at least one had found a mark.  The clamor of battle enveloped the group, but for the moment, he was too busy to give notice of others on the platform, meeting another lunge by a rider and pushing him to fall to the ground while stabbing a more threatening mate with his blade.   The threat suddenly ended, with the lack of mounted foes and with the swarming of soldiers that had run to the platform to give assist.




Now he looked around to see the officers giving ministrations to one of their number that had received the point of a thrown spear in a leg, but most giving attention to...   Julius realized that in the center of the platform was a stack of bodies, the obvious foe on top and even now being struck by the blades of the surrounding officers.   The action was only a reflex as he could easily see that the man had long departed over the Styx.  But as the dead man was lifted to be tossed to the ground, Julius could see that the figure under was Valens, and he himself laying on the Dux. 




The staff quickly pulled the batman to his feet, then hurried to assist the General to rise, all giving quick examination for wounds on their leader.  The Dux was unhurt, apparently, as was Valens, and quickly the attention of Julius went back to the battlefield where the rebels were being crushed, many even now many attempting to flee back down the road or into the trees.   Of the horsemen, he saw none still mounted.  




Now, the horns blared their commands, messengers were sent running to this Centurion and that, shifting men from a place of idleness to one of need, but there was no doubt that the impetus of the slave army had been stopped.  Nay, more than such.  Even now, the few surviving masses were giving attempt at escape, many now being pursued by Legionaries either in the red rage that prevented any thought, or in realization that the back of a man is an easy mark and desirable for chase.




Julius looked at his batman for harm as Valens walked to stand beside his master.  The trembling sinews of a man newly come from his first conflict had not yet begun, but Julius knew that they would begin soon.  At the questions, the young man said with some halting speech, "...leaped from his horse toward me, with his blade swinging high.  I held my shield up and at an angle, as was taught, but the man in his impulsion, careened into it with force and myself backwards into the Dux."




"But you cut the man and deeply," said Julius, pointing to the gladius still in the hand of the young man, red from the tip to a double handspan down the shank.




Valens lifted it, looking as if the weapon was something strange and new, then, "'The sword is always between yourself and your foe' was the continual refrain of Ngozi."  He shrugged with an expression of bewilderment.  "The man must have run himself onto it in his leap."




Julius just grinned and slapped his batman on the shoulder.  "Only the results of battle are important.  How you achieved victory is merely for later tales to the comrades you are given to impress.  Now...  Wipe down your metal and help me give watch over this chaos."


Chapter 55




A victory it was, but not one to be celebrated - at least to the thoughts of Julius.  From the platform, now empty of all but himself and Valens, he could see still forms covering stadia of ground, with counts into the many thousands.  The bulk of the bodies were garbed in ragged tunics, but interspersed among and even in piles, were very many with red-dyed armor.   The Legionaries had done well, but the youth and lack of experience of most was the cause and reason for losses that would not have been borne by a veteran unit.




There were still many loose slaves and rebels in the land beyond those that had been in the army of Spartacus, but Julius doubted that the Legions of Crassus would soon be in pursuit.  The numbers of whole men were now far less than half of what was counted at the start of the campaign.  In addition to the many that had been slain - on this battlefield and during the rout of the units in the days before - a far larger count could be made of men with wounds, both disabling and curable.    He suspected the task would fall to the veteran Generalis, Pompey and Lucullus, to finally rid the land of the remainder of the rebels.  




For himself, he assumed his task to be over - indeed, even giving pleas to the gods that it was.  He and Valens had walked the battlefield toward the west, looking here and there for a particular man but finding none of any familiarity.   Such was not surprising - many of the bodies of the attackers - gladiators, soldiers, whatever they had been - had been hacked into unrecognizable heaps by the Legionaries, either in the rage of fury or the flailing of fear.   But, it was not with regret that he abandoned the search for a one-time comrade and crewman.  Much better would it be for his memories to be of the whole man - not as carrion for the scavengers. 




They stepped off the platform to walk the distance to the tent of the Dux, the tent flap opening and closing with the arrival and departure of the usual messengers, but now with a normal gait, rather than the haste before a developing battle. Nodding to Valens to wait in his usual place, he entered the enclosure to find the officers relaxed with cups, still planning their moves but without any urgency.  




"Ah.  Tribune."  The Dux waved to a servant to bring his visitor a cup.  "Gaius Caesar was not in error of your abilities when he said that pirates would have greater wage and longer life if they gave attack to a brothel, rather than attempt violence on your ship."  He waved a hand around to indicate the officers gathered here and there under the tent.  "But for you and your man, our group here would no doubt have been greatly diminished."  He looked over the shoulder at the tent opening, then asked, "As to that, where is that man of yours?   A Plebeian, is he not."




Julius nodded.  "Aye, Sos.  The son of our Steward.  Valens by name."  With a vague wave of hand, he said, "Outside in wait for myself."




To the guard at the entry, the Dux commanded, "Call for the soldier Valens to wait on me."   In a moment, a very surprised young man entered, to glance at Julius, then to walk to the Dux and stand at attention.   Crassus looked him up and down, and with obvious favor, then said, "You gave great attention to your training officers, young... Valens."  Julius nodded at the glance from the Dux.  "Had it not been for your instant reaction, yon putrid horseman might have gained a goodly trophy for his iron."  




He looked across the table at another officer. "Marcellus.  You will make a script of attainder to award a Torquis Aurea to the soldier, Valens, at our assembly on the morrow."




"Aye, Sos."




"And a promotion to Immunis Perpetuus for good measure."  Now with a smile and a lowered voice as if giving a confidential word between two men, he continued, "I know that your vocation will not be in the army of Rome.  Indeed, your Tribune is with intense desire to return to his life on the sea, and you will depart with him, but...   Such a title will stand well with any femina that you will wish to impress with your wooing in some future date."  He laughed, and naturally, also did all in the room.  

 

"Aye...   My gratitude, Sos... my Dux."




"Nay, young man.  The gratitude is for me to give."  He grasped Valens by the shoulder, then stepped toward the tent opening.  "Return to your wait outside.  I give promise that I will not keep your Tribune longer than needed."




Julius watched with a smile as the young man left the tent, still in disbelief at what had happened - both on the platform and now, in this tent.  He turned as the Dux said, "How long will it take to get a message to Rome?"




Julius thought for a moment, then replied, "Winds permitting, mayhap six days."




"Winds?  Will you conjure up a boat on an empty shore?"




The Tribune smiled.  "Aye, Sos.  But in reality, the Petrel is standing by just off the shore, waiting for my signal.  There is also a fast speculatoria in companion, that would be used for the missive."




The Dux stared in wonder for the moment but asked nothing about the magical appearance of a ship just as needed.  Rather, he said, "I will have scrolls made by the morrow, and you may depart with them after the assembly.   I assume you would wish to watch your man receive his just rewards."




And so it was.  Before the assembled Legions, men were honored, promoted and acclaimed for their actions on the yesterday.  And, one was a young man, now given the award of the Golden Torc, a thickly woven band of gold to be worn around the neck, signifying to all that saw it that this was a man who made a major contribution in some battle, somewhere.  Of course, a Roman army in the field did not include such baubles in their kit, but Valens was given the scroll of attainder that would allow him to apply for the actual award when he returned to his home.   And, as promised, he was given the new rank of Immunis in Perpetuity - a symbolic promotion, as the army career of the young man would end as he returned to the Petrel with Julius, but as the Dux had said, it would stand well with both citizens of his city and any woman that might strike his fancy in some future day. 




As they walked toward the shore, carrying a rag taken from an unfortunate still laying in wait for the scavengers, Valens said, "I had heard that the goddess, Felicitas, was fickle in her gifts, Sos, but I never expected to be the beneficiary of her blessings."




Julius just smiled.  "Aye, some would give her to be so, but I would say that a man makes his own path more than some nebulous goddess gives steer.   Your fortune would be to have your future battles become no more fierce than avoiding some over-cupped patron in a taburna.  But for now..."  He pointed to the two ships, only half a stadia out to sea.  "Wave that rag and let us leave this landscape of blood for the cleanliness of the open waters."




 The slope of the sea-bottom was far too gradual to allow even the shallow-drafted speculatoria to ground, but even as Valens waved the rag in signal across the waters, the skiff was lowered and propelled with haste to the shore.   Shortly, both men were lifted to the deck of the Petrel to the fervid greetings of the crew.   After acknowledgement by all, Densus asked the question most desired by every man.  Julius gave them the overview of what he knew.  "...is not over, but the back of the rebellion is broken.  I suspect that there are a myriad of slaves and miscreants in hiding, or attempting to flee the land, but I give gratitude to the gods that the task will fall to someone other than us."   He pointed to the small boat riding the waves only the cast of a stone away.  "Call Decimus to come onboard.  I have missives for him."




Pontika was still on the vessel, of course, and barely noticeable as female.  The wind from the north was cold and the intermittent rain required all to garb with warmness and with water-repellent leathers.   He knew full well what her desire would be for news and had considered his words even before sleep had come the night before.   As the Captain of the little boat boarded, he announced to all, "Our friend and crewman, Melglos, is passed to the realm of the ferryman, or morelike, to the Elysian Fields of the Greeks.   He fell in the fight, with a sword in each hand, as bravely as any man has ever done." Now, turning to Pontika, he took her by both shoulders, then said in a voice that all could hear, "To the citizens of Latium, he was a terror, an escaped slave that cared only for looting and pillage.  We know the error of that belief, that he was a man, honorable and true, cast into his fate by the despicable and wretched acts of a craven Roman noble.  He made his choice, not to die for the pleasure of a shrieking crowd in the Circus, but to make his tormentors buy his death in like coin."   




The femina was holding her face rigid, refusing to break into feminine tears in front of her mates.  Julius now spoke more quietly.  "Melglos could not be recognized among the many dead, thus his body cannot be despoiled in vengeance.  I myself made search for that reason and can say that it is true."  He paused, then said, "You are young, indeed just starting your life in full.  In years ahead you will experience the loss of both men and women who mean much to you.  That is just the measure of life of a man - and a woman - and the losses must not be forgotten, but honored and remembered, but...  your life must continue without the dragging anchor of continual sorrow."




She nodded, sober-faced, then turned to go below.  Julius glanced at Ngozi with a slight nod, the black man immediately turning to follow the femina to the forward cabin.  The pair were unlikely friends, and had been since their early adventures that had brought them together with their now slain comrade.  Julius hoped that the man from the far southern lands could help temper the sorrow of the young woman.




Now he said to Decimus.  "Make all haste to Rome with your missives, but stand into Neápolis to leave word of the returning of the Petrel."   As the man was boated back to his craft, he turned to Densus and said, "And you, my friend, turn our bows to follow and with as much canvas as can be shown to this wind."




The wind directly behind, the journey south to make the turn around the land, then to point west was swift, and the southwest course to the straits of Messina little slower.  But, in only a pair of days, as they reached the narrow waters where the need was to point to the north, the course was directly into the eye of the wind.   Rather than attempt the multitude of tacks and come-abouts that would be required to traverse the narrow waters and rocky shores between Latium and the island of Sicilia, Julius ordered the Petrel to stand into the port of Rheginum.




They approached carefully, seeing only a handful of hulls in the harbor.  Julius had no idea if the collapse of the slave rebellion was known here, and had no desire to dock in a port of desperate men in need of transport - and willing to purchase berths with iron.  He ordered the Petrel anchored away from the shore and the skiff launched to take himself ashore, but just as the little boat was about to be lowered, he called, "Nay.  Secure the skiff.  It will not be needed.   Densus.  Pull us to the wharf...  there."




"What are your thoughts, Sos?   That the city is subjugated by soldiers?"




Julius shook his head, pointing across the water.  "There may well be an entire Legion of veterans in Rheginum, but that is not why I have little worry."  




Now Densus noticed the ship, hidden behind another until now.  "The festival barge of the Lanista!" he exclaimed.  




"Aye.  And if it is wharfed, then we know with certainty that there is little peril ashore.  And that much profit is to be gained by its putrid owner."   Calling forward, he queried Flavius, standing on the bow with rope in hand.  "Any sign of Capitaneus Decimus?"




"Nay.  He is not tied to any wood in the bend of the harbor."   That was to be expected.  A speculatoria was as nimble as a young taburna maid moving between tables, deftly avoiding the grasping hands of the drunken patrons.  The light hull could move back and forth between tacks without loss of pace or even much effort by the crew, and once through the straits could skip across the waves only three hands from the eye of the wind.   The narrow passage that would be a bone-wearying task for the Petrel and any larger merchant ship would barely be noticed by the crew of the little missive boat.   




As they nudged the sand, then let the wind push them against the wharf, Julius ordered all to gain their arms.   He doubted trouble would occur, but again, a modicum of care...   Then, "Ngozi, Maccalus.  With me, and eyes open."




The three men walked the almost empty street toward the taburna that had served as a missive drop in the past.   The fat Caupo and his mate were still in residence, but with no patrons at this time of day.   Julius made query of any messages that might have been left - there were none - then asked of the happenings in the last few days.  He knew that the town had not been looted by the rebels on the direct orders of Melglos in his desire to use it for their mass departure - a plan that had been contracted and paid for, but came to naught from the treachery of the pirates that did not fulfill their end of the bargain.   Other than that...  "Nay, Sos.   My cellars are empty of both wine and viands.   No ships have made port here since the troubles began..."  More questions brought little information of use, then, "...but there is an important noble from Rome, come to make issue in the city, although what he is in desire of is beyond my knowledge.  Most of the slaves have left and even many of the common laborers, to join the ranks of this Spartimus leader."   "Aye, he is usually to be found in the magisterial offices, even though they are empty of magistrates.  Most fled on the ships when the band of slaves made their approach."




The man was obviously speaking of Gnaeus Batiatus, the putrid bastardus for whom the entirety of fault lay for the tens of thousand of bones now littering the land.  Julius had no interest - indeed, much desire in avoidance - of the Lanista, unless he could somehow spirit the man away from his protectors to then carve him as a fish on the filleting boards.   Nay, the crew of the Petrel would wait out the winds on board.  There were supplies for a month at least - they would not starve or thirst.   And even should the time run on longer, the island of Sicilia and the huge port of Syracusae were just across the waters - there, they could feast and wait in grandly style.




The spitting rain beginning again, he led the two men back to the ship, descending to the middle hold to join his crew in their gab and games, relaxing against the curve of the hull as the ship's boy, Caius, handed him a cup and a small cake.   Valens was giving what he knew of the battles since the time they had parted from the ship in Paestum, answering questions that he knew and making guesses for those of which he was ignorant.   Finally, Julius broke in to give the crew some of the tale...  "...you are now speaking to an Immunis Perpetuus, given by the hand of the Dux himself, when our fair crewman cut down a gladiator attempting to carve his way through the officers of his staff."




With surprise, all looked at the usually mild-manner crewman for a few moments, then Flavius gave a wide grin and a slap to the back of the youngster.  "Now that is a better tale, indeed.   Do not make us wait to hear the saga from the street bards.  What was the happening..."   




Julius relaxed as the stories were bandied about, almost dozing against the hull, then came the call from Judoc, on the watch above.  "Man asking to board, Capitaneus.   The noble from the over-gaudy flatboat."




 Densus looked up through the open scuttle. "Batiatus?"




"Aye."




Densus looked at Julius with a shrug.  With an expression of distaste, the Roman rose to his feet, pulling the leather kirtle over his head, then quickly ascended the ladder, Judoc holding the hatch open for his need.




Indeed, it was the fat Lanista, on the wharf, standing under a canopy held by servants and flanked by his two toughs.  "Greetings, Master Julius," boomed the man.   "Your ship has the fleetness of a vessel sent by Mercury himself.  My request for passage was only sent to Neápolis three days ago."




Realizing what the man must mean, Julius replied, "Nay.  This is only a coincidental meeting.  We come from the far side of Latium, where the Dux, Crassus, has crushed the rebels."




It was obvious that the Petrel had outpaced even the runners with the news.  With dropping jaw and a stare for the moment, Batiatus sudden started, then said, "Then come to my ship for good wine and a meal.  I would hear of this wondrous news."


Chapter 56




With the servants holding the square of canvas above, that the two nobles might not be smitten by the cold rain, Julius followed the Lanista around the bend of the harbor to the over-decorated...  barge, was the only term for it.   He wondered at the wisdom of the noble to take the ship, usually reserved for the calm waters of a harbor - and a fête with associates - along the coast of the open sea.  He himself would hate to be in command of the bulky vessel should some fierce storm present a lee shore to the lumbering hull.  Shrugging to himself, he assumed that the man was ignorant of the risk.  Indeed, Julius would give praise to the gods if they pushed this evil bastardus to his doom on the rocks.




Rather than sit on the deck, under the canvas that would discard the rain but not the cold wind, Batiatus led him to a hold - a room, below.  Small it was, but opulent.  There, he was made to give the tale of battle in full, and even to questions that Julius could not possible answer, such as the bearing of the two Generals newly come and their plans.  Finally, he came to the reason for his need of the Petrel.  "...as I said, months before, I need traverse to Neápolis with the loot that the putrid slaves have ripped from the hands of the honest citizenry.   I was given word that Spartacus had departed the region of Bruttium for good, leaving his treasure for a future foray.  My travel here was to make sure that his men did not loot their own ill-gotten gains in his absence.  But, if he is dead and his men scattered, then now is the time to begin."




"And you know of where he has gathered this... loot?"




"Aye.  Or rather, where it had been stashed.  I took it upon myself to move it to a safer place, just for my stated reasons.  As the revolt of the slaves collapses, as it was destined to do, such a treasure would draw thieves as dung summons flies."




Julius thought for a moment, wishing he could give his opinion of miscreants in truth, but finally asked, "How is it that you, rather than the men of his band, knew where his gains had been stashed?"




Now the Lanista grinned, holding out his cup for a filling.  "As I said before, young Clavius, you have your secrets and I have mine.  The only difference is their matter."   Now he leaned over to pat the knee of his guest.  "But, if I may be allowed a bit of self-praise, had I been alive far back in the time of Troy, no wooden horse would have been needed to breach the defenses of that city.  There is no gate that I cannot have opened, nor any door that cannot be left ajar, if I can get a single golden aureus into a palm on the far side."   He took a long drink, then continued.  "Again, to bluster about my own... adeptness, I can say that my count of the ill-gotten gains of Spartacus were more accurate than his own and that the count of men guarding the chests and in my pay was greater than his."




Julius just shook his head, hiding his expression.  Even with the contempt he had for the Lanista - and it was great indeed - he had to give admittance that the skills of the man, despicable though they might be, were great indeed.   To penetrate a chaotic band of escaped slaves and men of like ilk, even during their rise to temporary power, was indeed impressive.  And to replace loyal men, if such existed in the uprising, with his own gave notice of a man expert in the art of...   he could not think of the vocation that would describe the skills, but he knew it was there.  




Now the Lanista continued.  "Your opportune arrival, and with news of great fortune, gives that now is the time to begin the transfer of the pillage to your ship.  But in small carriage - I do not wish for a steady stream of men carrying chests from a city that has been stripped of anything movable to be seen.  It might give question in the minds of the skulkers that are now in hiding from the wrath of the coming Legions."




Julius put down his cup, then asked, "What is the weight, if you know?  We may have to shift ballast if the load becomes heavy."




"I would give that it is about ninety talents, mayhap a bit more."   There was a moment of silence, and one that continued as if not to stop.  Julius was sitting frozen in place at the sudden estimation.  The Petrel was still carrying the undelivered treasure meant for the pirates before their deceitful breakage of the bargain from Melglos.  As ballast, it had replaced most of the usually carried in the bilge for the proper weighting of the ship.   To add the amount of weight as the Lanista had said would bring them close to the carrying capacity of the Petrel, and indeed, would almost be a full load for one of the larger merchant ships of the family.  Batiatus smiled, knowing of the reason for the sudden consternation of his guest.  "Aye.  It is the wealth of the lower part of Latium, pilfered for two years almost, by the scum that was recruited by the putrid Spartacus."




The talk continued for a while, arrangement were agreed upon, then Julius walked back to his ship to begin the preparations.  Calling his crew together, he gave what he had learned, it also giving staggering surprise to the crew.   Most had not realized that such wealth existed in the entirety of the world, and now the Petrel would gather it on board...




One member of the crew was unimpressed by the prospect of seeing the wealth of the land, even if only to give transport.  Pontika was suddenly in rage, and lost the entire aspect of her assumed noble femininity.  "Julius!  You are going to assist this bástardos... this kakó myrodiá!   After he has caused the death of Melglos and given rapine to the land..."   




Her wrath was of such heat that she was falling back into her milk language without notice.  Even Ngozi was watching with widened eyes.  Julius held up his hands in mock defense, in actuality glad that the little femina was not armed with a long stick.   "Hold, my little friend.  Let me give explanation."  Assuring himself that she was not about to produce her little dagger and lunge at any man who proposed to befriend her mortal enemy, he continued.  "This wealth belongs to the citizens of the land, not to Batiatus.  I am sure that his plans are to procure a goodly part for his unselfish work in its return, but I will make sure that the magistrates of Rome are told of the retrieval, and the amounts that we transporting.  Unfortunately, many of the owners of the wealth have departed for the far shores of the Styx, but still - many are alive and will welcome the chance to rebuild their lives with the return of their property."  He waited for her to assimilate his words, then, "If it is just left... wherever it is, then it will disappear into the winds, as gold dropped from a purse in the Forum."   Finally, he said, "He is an evil man, and I will not say other, but the purpose of our assistance is goodly."




That evening, slaves - they could not be other - arrived in carry of a lectica.  The carrying chair was only a blind - inside was not a man, fat and unwilling to use his own feet, but a crude wooden box, massively heavy and almost unable to keep the contents from pulling the nails and spilling the contents across the wharf.  With a sling, it was lowered to newly placed planks in the bilge, and an equivalent weight of sand was lifted to be dropped overboard. 




Another came later, and placed along the keel following the calculations of Flavius as to balance of the ship with such dense ballast.  




The next night began the deliveries again, and four were hauled from... wherever they had been hidden, and stowed below.   Julius gave orders that all were to have their weapons at hand, even in sleep.  Should any hint of such wealth reach the open air, every pirate, miscreant and reaver in and about the sea would be in full sail or walk to their wharf.  And, he forbade any excursions ashore for the same reason.




Their saving circumstance was that the city of Rheginum was almost empty of people - not depopulated, but any with wealth, or even just passage fee, had long fled, the slaves had mostly joined the rebellious forces, leaving only a few citizens and servants of little worth or use - and a number of oldsters unable to either leave or join.




The nights were black with overcast and cold winds, with the rain coming and going at will.  It was almost as if Batiatus had contracted with the gods for the perfect weather to move the ransom of a King from here to there.




Julius had assumed Captaincy of the Petrel again, discussing the matter with Densus and giving thoughts of a future for the man.  The rotund crewman had been a satisfactory master during the time that the noble had been walking the land as Tribune, but the man was the oldest on board and reaching an age where a lighter duty might be more suitable.   Julius had plans to put him as Captain of a merchant, mayhap one of the new grainships that had been ordered by the family.  




In a few days, during a howling storm, Flavius came to Julius, saying with a jesting tone, but deadly serious in his warning, "If we board much more ballast, Capitaneus, our treasure may be delivered to the vaults of Neptune."




"Aye," replied the Captain.  "I have already told such to Batiatus and he has given that little more remains.   Apparently, he is in search of some valuables that have little weight.  We will stand out when the storm moderates."




Or mayhap sooner.  He had been noticing an increase in the wandering men around the city, even only in look from the deck of the Petrel.   In the pour of the rain on an evening, Ngozi had need of pulling his metal to give denial to three men who were desiring passage on the Petrel, and apparently with little interest in being refused.   At a call, several of the crew hurried to assist and the confrontation was ended without any clash of iron, but...




"It is an evil crowd that is gathering in the city, Capitaneus," said Densus.




"Aye.  And they are not slaves, looking for succor from the approaching Legions."  This was Maccalus, looking more as tent than man in his overlapping rain leathers.




Julius only nodded, then made his decision.  "At the fall of darkness, we will pull away from the wharf and anchor out for our security."  To Densus, he said, "Have the skiff hove overboard in readiness to haul our fat passenger when he arrives."




That plan was rendered moot long before the end of the day.  Julius was relaxing in the middle hold, watching the throw of bones between Pontika and the men when, suddenly the scuttle hatch opened with Judoc shouting a warning of some violence in approach.  Bones and cup and modi coins scattered as the men grabbed their gladii and raced up the ladder, even without pause for rain-wear.  




It took only a few moments for Julius to see and decide.  Turning, he shouted commands.  "Flavius!  Loose the forward bollard!  Valens!  Untie us aft.   Cut the lines if the knots are stubborn."  To Densus, he said, "Every man on the poles to push us away and out!"   The stiff wind was directly from the north, pushing the Petrel into the wharf.   Such was good assistance in keeping the ship firmly hove at its mooring, but would make it difficult to make release.  And, if the poles, pushed into the harbor bottom were unable to allow the vessel to keep station, it would be pushed onto the shore that curved to the south.




"Pontika!  Gain the rudder and wait for my commands."   The young woman, not an officially acknowledged crew member and yet a goodly hand at the tasks of the ship, had become as proficient on the steering haft as any man.   Her skills would not be needed this day, Julius hoped, but...




Slowly, the Petrel began to move backwards, the dexter beam grinding against the planks of the wharf, despite the efforts of all to push away, then as the afterpart made clear, the wind began to spin the vessel around.   Such was not unwanted by Julius, but it emphasized the force being pushed against the hull by the wind.  In a brief thought, he realized that had the Petrel not been deeply in draft with the massive load of valuable metal below, they would now being shoved across the water with no hope of halt.  




He could only spare a brief glance into the town, that seemed to have erupted into another battlefield.  His first thought was that the Legions of Lucullus - or mayhap, Pompey - had arrived, sowing panic into the remaining doomed rebels and slaves, but he could see no sign of either ranks nor red armor.   Now, with the ship free and drifting in the wind, he shouted, "Drop the anchor stones!  Fore and aft!  And with haste!"

  

They were only a few handfuls of strides from the wharves, but even such was a much greater barrier for any attempting to swarm the ship.  Now, he moved to the forepeak to look at the churning mobs along the port road, attempting to give some sense to the activity.  Then, Valens strode up, pointing into the wind and saying, "The festive boat, Sos... Capitaneus.  Look."




The gaudy flatboat of Batiatus was a considerable distance away, but even so, they could see the swarms of men that had boarded, and without doubt in the attempt to use it to escape their approaching doom in this land.  




Julius nodded slowly, realizing that the fat Lanista had probably met his fate from the swarming land-pirates - a destiny that would gain no tears, but considerable satisfaction from the Captain and all in his crew, and especially for one of younger age.   But, for now, his need was more than relaxing in satisfaction of yon demise.  With the wind in full blow, any increase might begin to give drag even to the heavy stones tied to the end of ropes.   He looked into the distance, out to see, then to the lee side of the harbor, measuring and giving calculation of distances and leeway.   He rejected an idea, then another, walking to look past the edge of the mast, lining it up with a structure in the city to give him knowledge if the Petrel was dragging the stones.  Then...




"Look!  The flatboat is adrift!"  Flavius was pointing into the distance at the big vessel of the Lanista.  Indeed it was moving and even with the sail being raised as they watched.  




Densus, standing beside Julius, said with some disbelief.  "Yon crew are fools.  The wind on that floating brothel will push it as a dropped leaf on the waters."




The worry of Julius was that the unwieldy vessel would drift down onto the Petrel, with fatal consequences for both.  "I doubt that the crew is in command.  Or even still alive.  Probably someone just cut the bollard ropes and let it free."




"Someone on board has the knowledge to lift the canvas, and in this wind that would be no little task."




Julius just nodded, gauging the moment of the vessel they were watching.  It was half a stadium away, but would close quickly if not under some command.   Now all in the crew were lined in watch, none with any protection from the blowing rain and without even noticement of either cold or wetness.  He could see that the sopped tunic of Pontika left no doubt as to her gender, but on this day, even men long at sea seemed to have little interest in other but a loose ship and some violence on the shore. 




"It is underway," said Flavius, pointing.   Indeed, the unwieldy ship was moving forward somewhat, but making as much progress to leeward as toward the open sea.   Now, the Carpenter called, "A skiff, Capitaneus!  There."




They could see a small boat, in the distance, in visual line with the vessel they had been watching with interest.  There appeared to be three men in the little craft, two apparently paddling to give some way, although as they were coming straight from the eye of the blow, they could have saved themselves the effort - without doubt the howling wind was giving more impetus to their movement than the flailing with paddles.




Suddenly, the realization came to all in the Petrel of the identity of the crew in the tiny skiff.   "By the stinking anus of Jupiter!" gave Densus.  "The putrid Lanista and his ruffians."




From behind came the voice of Pontika, and not as a gentle converse in the atrium.  "Cannot we drop a rock in the boat?  No one will ever know but us."




Julius turned to look at the femina, her expression not that of innocence, but hatred for what was approaching.  "Aye," he replied with a shake of the head.  "It has entered my thoughts, also.  But, we have taken his contract with legitimacy and I cannot violate such in the name of my family."  He put a hand on the shoulder of the girl. "But, I have given oath to take my vengeance on the man in some future day that does not violate my principles."  He looked back at the swiftly approaching skiff.   "Of course, if they ram the side of the Petrel and give stove to their planks, then it is not denigration on our honor that they flounder to their doom."   Now he called.  "Toss down the ladder."




Judoc heaved the boarding ladder over the side, setting the upper hooks in place to hold it against any weight below.   Now they waited, Julius giving a wry assumption that all of his men - and the woman - were probably giving oaths and promise of generous tribute to various gods if they might cause the little cockleshell to splinter into kindling upon reaching the Petrel.




Alas, it did not.  Furious paddling backward that they not give violent impact with the far larger hull, the skiff touched just below the ladder.  With some unusual haste for one with such impoverished sinews, the Lanista managed to climb on board, turning to bark an order to his men.  Quickly, one stood, steadied by the other, handing up a small wooden box secured with a leather cord, wrapped thrice around.  Now both men climbed to stand expressionless in wait of their Master.




"By the gods, that was a bit of a struggle," said Batiatus.  "The scum suddenly swarmed from the shore in attack without warning.  Had not the boarding plank broken and fallen from the weight of numbers, they would have done for us.  The need of the bastardum to find another board was all that allowed us to flee."




"Aye," replied Julius.  "That was indeed fortunate."  To Densus he said,  "Put our passenger in the forward hold.  Pontika will sleep in mine for this voyage."  That little space, far forward, had been the private place of the femina on the continual voyage ever since the Petrel had left Neopolis.  Julius had had absolutely no fear that the young woman would be chivvied by the crew - far less given violation - but a female who now had a fully fledged body - and lightly garbed for sleep - would be a distraction for men long at sea - even among close friends.




Another reason was the hatred that she bore for the man who had destroyed her friend.  Such was no deeper than that of Julius - or most of the crew - but she had little skill in keeping such feelings to herself.   And the Lanista was not a man to take insult without response.




"The two men will have to take mats in the middle hold."  That would not be something giving great pleasure by the crew, but their hatred was for the Master, not the men.




He noticed that the two men of the Lanista were looking with surprise at their unusual crewman, her gender clearly exposed under the sopping tunic.  "Pontika, go below and garb in some leathers.  And gather your kit.  You will berth in my cabin for the nonce."  With the ship in peril from the wind, he needed no sudden bloodshed from the pair of toughs making comment or movement about the femina.  All in the crew would carve the pair as ragout for the stewpot at a single word wrongly spoken.   She nodded and moved to the fore cabin, disappearing from sight.




He turned to the noble.  "Now... if you will move to your cabin, you may take your rest.  Your men will berth there..."  He pointed to the middle scuttle hatch.  "...with mine.  And now you must allow me to return to my post.  We are in some peril from the winds in our situation..."




Flavius guided the noble to the forehatch, waiting until Pontika emerged with her woman-things, then came back to show the two guards their own quarters - a pair of mats against the forward bulkhead in the largest hold.




Now, all in the crew watch in fascination - and no little contempt - as the flatboat of Batiatus drifted its way across the harbor.  With the sail partial raised, it had some forward movement - enough to give comfort that it would not approach the Petrel - but far less than needed to exit the harbor.  Indeed, the loss of leeway was greater than the pace of the boat out to sea.  Finally, as they watched, the overstressed sail ripped itself to rags, sealing the fate of the unwieldy craft.  Now, it just moved with the fierce wind until it grounded on the southern curve of the harbor.  The distance was too far to determine if it had torn out its bottom on the touch, or had just heaved ashore, mayhap to be refloated on day of less violence from the wind gods. 




But, Julius and his crew had other needs than watching a mob of landsmen flounder a boat.  As Pontika reappeared, now sexless in her heavy leathers and tied rain cover for her head, he ordered her to the rudder again.  




To the others, he said, "This will require all the skill we possess.  A single delay will give us join with yon fools on the flatboat.  Flavius, Ngozi.  You on the after stone.   Maccalus, Valens.  On the forward."  Some thought, then, "Densus.  You and I will raise the sail, then we will have to prevent the cloth from flatting to the wind.  Caius. On the end of the boom and make ready to push it to the dexter beam and with all your force."  He walked back to the girl at the stern.  "Let us fall off, then you should feel some bite from the rudder."  She nodded.  "It is up to you to steer us between the eye and the shore."  Another nod, and he walked back to the mast, watching as all took their places.  He thought of using the two men of Batiatus as mere sinew, but decided the risk of a landman mishearing some command as too great. 




The two men raised the canvas, allowing the boom to weathervane in the wind, giving no help or hinderance as yet.   Then, he called forward for Maccalus and Valens to pull in the forward anchor stone.  As it dragged across the mud for a moment, then lifted from the bottom, he shouted for Caius to push the bottom holder of the sail, the boom, out that it might catch a modicum of the wind and push the Petrel to one side.  




Now the ship began to spin, forepeak pointing out to sea, as the wind caught the exposing side of the hull.  He shouted a command to the men at the after anchor and quickly it was pulled from the bottom.  The wind was sufficient enough, just acting on the hull, that the Petrel gave some response to the rudder - held by an unlikely helmsman, a slight femina.  Still, the leeward drift would have them on the southern shore of the harbor before open water was reached.   He shouted to pull the sail into cross-position that it might give sufficient way to the ship to give goodly effect to the rudder.  Pontika was pointing the ship with the skill of an old hand.  Not trying to claw as closely to the eye of the wind as possible and slowing their pace out of the harbor, nor directly across the blow, gaining the maximum pace but also losing leeway at every heartbeat.  Rather, she was balancing between the two extremes, with the minimal drift toward the southern shore and the fastest pace out of the harbor.




As they passed the grounded boat of Batiatus, they could see that the damage on the rocks was enough that the vessel had foundered - at least as far as the shallows would allow.  But, such was merely a short vision as they passed abeam.  And not their worry.  




It would be a close thing, but Julius saw that they would clear the southern point with about twenty paces to spare, and in a short while they were out of the harbor and into the beginnings of the straits of Messina.  Now the wind, not blocked by the land was fierce, but the Petrel had much experience with such and far more.  




"Do we try to tack up the strait, Capitaneus?"  Densus had to shout to be heard.




"Nay!" was the reply.  "We will turn the point around the island of Sicilia and make our way home across the wideness of the Tyrrhenian Sea."  It would be foolish to try to climb directly into the wind in narrow waters bounded by rocky shores on either beam and a ship at maximum lading.  Time was not of the essence, and if the voyage lasted another double handful of days, it would make no difference.   "He pointed aft.  Stand by as watch while I visit our new passengers."




With the wind behind, the violence over the deck was lessened.  Julius moved to the forward scuttle, descending into the gloom where Batiatus was seated against the hull, apparently in some state of exhaustion.   "A close matter," said the man as Julius stooped as to not hit his head on the upper deck boards.




"Aye," he replied with some intensity.  "And if I may ask, what was so important that you would risk your being for a wooden box?"




His breath was still heavy, but the Lanista replied between gasps. "No mere box, my noble Tribune, but the wealth of Croesus."   With some effort he reached for the small, but heavy box, then apparently deciding that his sinews were not yet recovered.  Pointing, he said, "Open it."




Hesitating, Julius looked for a moment, then pulled the wooden container away from the wall, untying the leather cord wrapped thrice around it.   The wooden cover easily lifted away, allowing him to see...




He stared for a long time, not moving even as the hand of the Lanista reached to grab a handful of the contents.  "In actuality, these would probably purchase the throne of that King, and have enough left over for that of the Pharaohs."   He let a handful of gems dribble back into the box, making a slight tinkling sound, almost as that made by the infrequent ice pellets onto the grass - such that were rarely were seen in the southern city of Capua.   "One of the women in the entourage of the bastardus, Spartacus, was enamored with gemmae, and gathered all that came in with the accumulated loot."  




Again came the amazement of Julius at how a man, thousands of stadia away, could have known of the innermost being of the rebels.   Then another thought.  Did this man have such informers and spies in the houses of Rome?  And the Senate and Magestries?  And...  mayhap, in certain households in other cities, even Capua?




He changed the subject.  "You have lost your ship. It is nothing but splinters on the rocks of the harbor."




"It is of no matter.  Such can easily be replaced."   He took a deep breath, his frantic exhaustion gradually fading.  "What is our time to Neápolis?"




"Probably half the month, but that is only a guess at this time of year.  Depending on the winds, it could be much less.  Or, a pair of months or so.   We have to circle the island of Sicilia rather than voyage up the straits."   He thought the man was about to object, and continued his explanation.  "With the weight of your lading, the Petrel is taking the water far more deeply than usual, and slower in consequence.   And less nimble in handling.  Attempting the straits of Messina with the howling wind directly in our face would likely have your treasure scattered among the rocks of the shore..."




Finally, as the fat Lanista seemed about to fall into deep and exhausted slumber, Julius climbed back to the deck and walking to the other end of the ship.


Chapter 57




They had turned the western corner of Sicilia and were now pointing to the northeast - directly toward their destination of Neopolis.  The wind had moderated on the far side of the island, but now it returned and with it a full tempest.   With the draft of the Petrel from the weight of the valuable ballast, she rode much lower in the water than normal and the hatches had to be kept shut except for the instant when someone was climbing into or out of the scuttles.  Even so, the need of bailing was for an hour or so on every day, the working of even the sturdy ship allowing for the influx of some water over the norm.




Batiatus was worried about the long voyage and the prospect of the ship crumbling into loose timbers, saying so during his time in the middle hold, as the meal was served.  Julius had allowed the sand dish to be placed in the center of the hold, that Caius might prepare more than just dry rations.  Usually, in any untoward weather, a fire was never allowed onboard, but now - after days and days of rain and massive waves, every plank and beam on the ship was well dampened with water.  He doubted that the ship could be kindled even by an overturned barrel of torch liquid.




"Nay," replied Julius to the worry.   "The Petrel has seen far worse than this petty blow."




"Aye," said Flavius.  "One voyage across the Great Sea from... where was it...  Kyrēnē, it was.  We flew as if Neptune himself was in rage at our being.  Four days it was in the crossing, with the mast bent as the bow of Judoc, there..."




The talk went on about the superiority of the Petrel over any other vessel ever seen on the waters, but Julius was worried about the interminable tempests that seemed to march from the north, one behind the other.  He had seen worse storms before - far worse - but these that came without pause just built the waves to ever higher peaks.   They had changed their pointing to a course that would increase their voyage, but allowed the ship to ride the peaks and troughs of the swells with less strain.  Now, he donned his leathers, then climbed to the deck, taking goodly hold of the sturdy rope that led from aft to forepeak.   Judoc was at the forepeak on his watch and Densus at the rudder.  Both were tied to the ship by lines around the waist, that a rogue wave might not carry them away without even notice by their mates.




To his first, he shouted, "What is your thinking?"




Densus, leaned over to return his reply.  "Worse, and with no doubt.  And...  Though I cannot give proof, I would give wager that the eye of the wind is moving to the west."  A pause for breath, then, "I would give one of the chests below for a glimmer of our position."




Julius nodded without reply.   They had had neither sun nor star sights in many days and their actual position could be thousands of stadia from where his poor figurings gave place.   Out here, there was little chance of driving ashore, unless their reckoning was even further off than he thought possible, but not knowing was a heavy burden on his shoulders.




By night, he knew that the winds, and the waves were increasing.   In the back of his mind was the thought that some of the ballast in the hold might have to be heaved overboard if the Petrel was to survive.  As of now, only a wave on occasion came aboard, but the ship was far lower in the water than normal and if the swell continued to increase...   His wonder was of the wrath that would come from their passenger as his wealth was dropped into the deep.




He moved to his cabin to gain some sleep before his turn at watch, in the early hours.  Pontika and he shared his tiny cabin, and only because of her insistence that she would not turn him out of his own quarters.  "We are not in Capua, needing to follow the proper forms and customs, but at sea and in struggle.  On his ship, a Capitaneus and his crewman can share a berth without either shame or dishonor.   The noble Camelia need have no fear of myself in our sleeping arrangements."




In the circumstances, there was no way to tell the hours aboard ship, and many watches were almost doubled because of the man not wishing to wake his relief without knowledge of his time.  Julius suspected that such was done for himself - in this instance, Valens taking a longer shift so as to allow his Master to gain more rest.  He lay there in the absolute darkness, feeling the heaving of the ship and wondering again at the time, when the scuttle opened with noise, then quickly shut.   It was the watch, come to wake his relief - so he thought.




"Ngozi?  Judoc?"  His query had to be loud in the continuous rumble that was the effect of the tempest on the ship, waking the sleeping woman, but...




"Nay, Julius.  Myself."




Surprised, he said, "Pontika?   You should not have been on deck in the night!"  The woman stood her watch on the rudder just as did the men who were qualified for such, but only in the daylight hours.  Her small frame, not yet entirely developed to the fullness of a woman, had far less strength of sinew than a man and even a small wave overtopping the deck would sweep her to her doom in a heartbeat.  Whenever she appeared, the closest man would tie the sturdy line around her waist, then loop it over the rope that ran fore and aft.  Thusly secured, she could move forward and back with ease, taking her station at the rudder for the watch.   Even the men did so, although of their own accord. 




"I had need to empty my water.  The wine was overdone for my meal."




He pushed a foot out toward the corner feeling for a...  "The pisspot is in its usual place.  Why did you not use it?"   There was no answer, then he said, with some heat.  "Do not leave the cabin again at night until this storm is passed."




"Aye, Julius.  It will not happen again."




He decided to go on deck and take his watch, despite the hour.  He was fully awake and unlikely to fall asleep again.  Tying around his waist, one of the many lines scattered around the ship for the purpose, he climbed the ladder, hurriedly opening and closing the hatch that a minimum of rain and spray might enter.  Quickly the secure loop was tied around the rope, and he walked aft to the rudder-man - for this watch, Judoc.  "Any change in the peak or sweep of the swells?" he asked.




"Nay," replied the Gaul.  "The same as when I came on deck."




"Can you guess the hour?"




A pause, then, "Mayhap the eighth, Capitaneus."




"Aye."  He turned to walk the length of the ship to the forepeak, where Ngoiz was standing his watch.  Approaching, he called that he might not startle the man, then stopped beside him.  "I will take the watch, now.  Go to your rest and wake Flavius to relieve Judoc."   Quickly, Julius untied his loop, moving it across that of his crewman, that Ngozi might now move to the center scuttle.   




As he looked into the blackness ahead, his concern now was where they might be on the wide water of the Great Sea.  There was no danger of any ship becoming lost - any mariner knew full well that a straight course would always find land somewhere and not with any long stretch of time, unless completely becalmed with the canvas flapping uselessly.   More to his fears, was to find themselves on a lee shore, in the violent winds and a ship loading almost beyond capacity.  With his profound knowledge of almost the entirety of the Sea, that was unlikely, unless the wind had gradually shifted over the days and they were in point to some entirely different quarter than they were in thought. 




Day came, and with it the sameness of gloom and rain that came in either fits or fullness.  Julius spent much time in stare at the sky, attempting to see the slightest hint of brightness that would indicate the sun beyond the clouds.  Such would not tell him where they were, but would give their course.  Another dreary day was ahead, with all thoroughly tired of constant rain and garb that would never dry completely.  

 

Or, at least.  It was a day of sameness until about the midday meal.  "Capitaneus."  This was Densus.  "The... man of the Lanista begs converse with you."




Puzzled, Julius put down his scroll, garbing in his leathers to climb to the deck.  He could not remember hearing a word from either of the toughs that were the personal guard of Batiatus.  Indeed, they could have been mutes for any knowledge that he had.   Once again, as he climbed the ladder, he gave reminder to himself - something done since the Petrel had left the building shipyards - to discuss with Flavius his desire to put an entry in the bulkhead to allow access to the holds without having to both climb and descend two scuttles. 




In the middle hold, the two men were standing, barely seen in the glow of the single oil lamp.  With the hatches closed to keep out both saltwater and rain, the inside of the Petrel was as a deep mine without at least a small flame.   Julius nodded, then asked, "Which of you wish to give converse?"




One answered.  "Maru cingeto is not seen from the darkening, Capestan."  He pointed vaguely to the fore of the ship.  




Julius stood for a moment, in wonderment at what had been said.  The accent was thick, so much so that he was not sure of what was being asked, but he had no doubt of the land from which they had come - Gaul.  Turning, he called, "Judoc!  Where is Judoc?"




"Here Sos," came the reply from the gloom of the hold.




"It would appear to me that these men come from your domain, far to the north.   Can you converse with them?"




The crewman stepped forward, then spoke in his milk tongue to the pair.   "...oinos pensi sestet marvos..." and such like.  To Julius and the listening crew, it was nothing but yammer, but so is any to one unfamiliar to any tongue.  




Finally, Judoc turned and said, "They say that the Lanista has not come for his meals - either the morning nor midday."




Batiatus?  The fat noble was not a man who gladly missed any food, even the poor fare that was served on the Petrel now.  "He has not been see at all this day?" asked Julius.




"Mayhap he has the quease of Neptune," said Flavius.




Julius shook his head.  That could not be.  The Petrel had been bounding over the waves for most of the month.  Any tendency to empty one's belly from the motion of the ship - common enough for new travelers on the sea - would have been over and done long before now.  He suddenly turned to the ladder, saying as he prepared to climb,  "I will inquire as to his absence."  Hesitating, he said to Judoc, "Tell them that I will go forward and give look at our passenger."




Even in the day, the danger of overtopping waves was not lessened, and he tied himself to the rope, moving forward to where Maccalus was standing the forward watch.   Opening the scuttle, he looked into the small hold - actually only a small enclosure where the sail was stowed when long in a port.  It was what he did not see that was startling.  He dropped to all fours to stick his head through the opening that he might examine the entirety of the small room.  Against the forward bulkhead was the small box of gems and on the planks below the hatch was...  




He untied from the rope, then quickly climbed down, leaving the hatch open that he would have light to see.  Other than the mat, there was a pile of cloth - indeed, the garb that the Lanista had come aboard with.  The robe and opulent rain leathers, head covering, a thick tunic and sandals, even the subligacula that a man wore around his waist under all other garb in protection of his privates - all were in a pile.   Realizing that the water was pouring into the ship through the open hatch - a burden that would have to be laboriously heaved out in buckets by his men, he climbed the ladder to close the opening, then returned to sit in the darkness on the mat in thought.




At the evening meal, eaten by the light of the flame in the sand dish, the discussion was of the disappearance of the noble Lanista.  "...his garb, in its entirety was laying on the mat, as if it was removed before climbing to the deck at night."  Julius waited for a comment, then continued when none in the hold offered an opinion.  "I would assume that he desired to make his water or ablutions without his garb giving instant soak by the rain and spray."  




"Aye," said Flavius.  "A short time of cold on the skin would be preferable to a night of sodden sleep."




"That may well be, but why not use his latrine pot, sitting next to the bed, and avoid the storm completely?  He knew well the danger of being washed overboard, and that such was even more likely in the night, with no chance of seeing a towering wave in approach."




Again, there was no answer to the question.   




"It is time to turn the watch, Capitaneus," said Densus, "And allow Maccalus and Valens to have their meal before the fire is dumped."




Julius nodded, then climbed the ladder to descend to his cabin.  He sat in the darkness for an indefinite time, in thought, and wonderment.  And some mere pondering. 




That Batiatus was now standing before the throne of Neptune, far down in the deeps, was not a question.  Unless the man had grown wings and made his own course back to Capua, there was no doubt that he had gone overboard during the night.  But...   He did not believe for a heartbeat his own proposal, that the luxury-loving noble had doffed his garb to make his need in the blowing wind and stinging rain.  




By the dim glow of the oil lamp, he looked at the tunic that he held but not in examination - that had been done during the day.   It was just that, a tunic, although of a quality and value far beyond what would be found on the tables of a vendor in the Forum.  It did not even show evidence of wear, and would have been unusual had it done so.  Batiatus, being the haughty highborn that he was, would have discarded even a golden robe that had the slightest scuff or imperfection.   This one, however, did have a tiny flaw, almost unnoticeable unless the garment was examined closely - a slit in the fabric, only the width of a man's finger, and placed by happenstance on the sinister side of the chest, a handspan below the shoulder.   The cloth was also damp - oddly so in that the wetted portion of the garment seemed to be only in the vicinity of the slit.




He knew that Ngozi had had the forward watch on the last night, and at the time that Pontika had sudden need of relief.   And it was those very two who had the most reason for hatred to the cursed man - a wealthy wretch whose duplicity had condemned a good man - and close friend - to his doom and by that act was responsible for sending men and women in the uncountable thousands to their deaths.   He knew, without actual knowledge, that it was the little pugio of the femina that did the act.  Certainly, the black crewman would not need her help - or that of anyone - had he decided to make the deed, thus Ngozi merely assisted his young female friend as she took vengeance.   And, there was no doubt that it was his sinews that dragged the body to the deck, to be tossed overboard - not any amount of rage would have given Pontika the ability to lift a man of at least thrice her weight from the forward hold.  




He wondered, knowing that he would never be able to ask, if the rest of the crew was privy to the reason for the... disappearance.   He remembered the sudden and unusual quiet of Valens, giving some reason to believe that the young man knew - or suspected - who did the deed.   He realized the reason for the subterfuge, the stripping of the man of his clothes, and no doubt, cleansing of the blood from the floor and the garment, before piling all on the planks of the small hold.   He himself, despite his oath for vengeance, had had no part in the deed, nor did any of his family.  The honor of the House of Clavius was not denigrated in the slaying of a contracted passenger, and few would disbelieve the story that would be brought back when the Petrel finally stood into port, especially when the vast treasure was given over to be returned to its rightful owners, or at least to partially repair the vast injury to the citizenry of the land.




His feelings as he lay back to sleep were mixed, between the displeasure of such duplicity happening on his vessel and with men - and a woman - of his trust, and the satisfaction in the just demise of a man that he himself had hated beyond any other in his lifetime.  Mayhap, in some far day, with the sons of his son at his knee, and himself an oldster in need of reliving old adventures, he would give the tale...




"Capitaneus!  Capitaneus!  On deck!"




Julius rolled from his mat, instinctively reaching for his gladius before realizing the lack of need in his awakening.   Dark it still was, with the hatch open.  It was the voice of Maccalus that had called, but such was of no importance.  In great bounds he was up the ladder, allowing the hatch to slam closed behind him.  "Go forward, Capitaneus.  To Valens on the foredeck watch."




Not waiting to tie his line around the rope, he pulled himself along with both hands, stopping before the shadow that appeared.  Before he could ask, the young man said, "Listen, Sos... Capitaneus.  There."  Julius could barely see the pointing arm, but the man was gesturing off the sinister beam. 




His need to listen was only between one breath and the next.  The dull roar, rising and falling, was familiar since his first days at sea - surf.   He looked up at the sail, gauging the ability of the Petrel to fall off or in need of tack. "Go below and rouse the crew!  And with haste."  Gripping the rope again, he pulled himself back to the afterdeck, immediately giving Maccalus a command, "Come to the sinister beam, now. as close as you can make to the eye."   Barely seeing the black crewman appear on the deck, he called, "Ngozi!  Go forward and assist the forepeak watch!"   That would give the young ears of Valens and the raptor-like eyes of Ngozi in watch of any disastrous approach to land.




Densus appeared beside Julius, saying, "It must be the coast of Latium, finally."




"Aye, which part?  We could be anywhere between Hipponium and Rome."  He looked into the distance, trying to see the white of the surf that was just beyond his vision in the blackness.  "We will continue up the coast until we find some landmark that is familiar."  At least the wind had laid considerably and the rain was now merely a spatter now and again, but the huge swells were still such that considerable amounts of water gushed over the deck on occasion.  "Anyone on deck is to remain tied to their posts."




Densus nodded, beginning the walk along the rope to give pass on the orders.  




Now, all waited for the light of day.


Chapter 58




"Mayhap it is the cove of Sidrus, Capitaneus."  Densus was pointing into the distance at the shoreline that was now becoming a point to be sailed around. 




"Nay," said Flavius.  "Where is the villa that sits on the projection?  I doubt the storm has blown it to rubble."




Julius was searching his memory, in wish that the intermittent rain would cease that he could lay out his maps on deck, rather than having to continually descend and return from his cabin.    Nay, this was not the bay and point of land around that small village spoken of by the First...




The crew was on deck, most not on watch but intensely interested in finding their place in the world after a long and wet voyage.  Pontika was on the rudder haft and Flavius had come to report of an opening seam in the off-forepeak - not giving peril to the Petrel yet, but in need of recaulk eventually. Most were standing in the waist in converse, giving each other their own guesses as the land flowed by on the dexter beam.




"It cannot be the Circaeum point."  Flavius waved vaguely over the stern.  "We would see Tarracina even at this distance."




Julius just nodded.  Speculation passed the time, but until something of familiarity was seen, they would continue to coast the shore looking for such.  The hours passed, and apparently so did the rain, to the relief of all.  What was wanted now was the sun, that long dampened garb might be hung from the line to finally dry out.  But, before that magnificent ball of fire returned, their search for place was suddenly resolved. 




As they rounded yet another point of land, suddenly came an oath from Flavius, standing on the forepeak with his hammer and wedges in hand.  "By the venter stench of Diana!   Capitaneus!   That is the port of Populonia!"




All not on watch crowded to the forepeak to give look, and those with many years on the sea made agreement with the Carpenter.  This was a city visited many times by the Petrel, and all ships in the fleet of the family.  Indeed, they had a major agency in the city, as Populonia was the source - or at least the gathering point - for much weight in slugs of iron and cuprum, coming from the many mines that dotted this part of Latium.  




Julius, standing in the stern, had to agree.   He also, had instantly recognized the port even as they rounded the point.  To Densus, he said with some wryness, "That gives some credence to the japes of the wind gods.  The eye moved the entirety of a quarter from the time we passed the far end of Silicia."   Both looked at the map, now laying on the rickety table brought from below when the rains had thought to have passed.   Indeed, the wind, originally directly from the north, had gradually moved to the west and the pointing of the Petrel - the crew desiring to maintain a steady course to the north of east - had steered to give match.   




Now they had their place, but it was far from Neopolis.  Indeed, they were more than a thousand stadia northwest of Rome and almost two and a half thousand stadia from their home port.




He stepped to the edge of the afterdeck, calling out to the men forward, "We will stand into Populonia to gain a goodly meal and give refresh to our larder.   And hang our garb to the fire in the inn."




Once the Petrel passed into the curve of the land, the swells ended as if by a wave of the hand of Neptune, and for the first time in many days - indeed, almost the month - they could walk the deck without worry of disappearing between one breath and the next.  It was with some anticipation that the crew began to prepare for tying to the bollards.  Seamen all, none were adverse to sitting at a table that did not heave, and before a fire that was not merely a tiny flame in a sand dish.




As the Petrel hove into the wharf, Julius said to Densus.  "I will take the first anchor watch.  Take the men for hot food and a fire."  He thought for the moment, "Stop at the office of our agency and tell old Umbrius to arrange quarters for the men."




"Aye.  And allow me to take your other garments to give dryness."




"And mine also, Densus, if you will."  Pontika was still standing at the rudder, in gaze at the city.  




"You will not enter the city for a goodly meal?" asked Julius.




She shook her head.  "Mayhap later."




He nodded, and soon the ship was empty of all but himself and the femina.   The rain was stopped but the wind was still cold, and both moved to descend into the big hold for relief from the chill.   As Julius sat, the girl brought two cups and poured a modicum of wine into both, before sitting herself on a mat.   Now they could leave the scuttle hatch opened to a degree, that they not be in total darkness, and both relaxed without words until Julius asked, "You are in some thought, Pontika, and have been for many days.  I would not even recognize the bubbling femina that you once were."




She gave a wry smile, then said, "It is my sadness over the demise of my... our friend, but that will end eventually, even as you have said."  She paused for a long time, but Julius maintained his silence that she might gather her words.  Finally, "You... and all in your household and especially on the Petrel, have become my family, and without any doubt.  From your protection and friendship, I have moved from being an orphanus of Antioch, to..."  She grinned almost as if from old times.  "...a Korí given audience and favor by a Queen Mother.   Then given as a wealthly noble, fleeing from troubles in my birthland.  But, my greatest favor by far was being a crewman on your ship, a vocation that I would take until my paps are drooping with age."   She held up a hand to stop any comment from Julius, then continued, "Aye...  I know that it is not possible - it has apparently been decreed by the gods that no female can man a ship, but that does not change my wistful yearning.   And I give promise that I will not attempt to use my feminine wiles to give change to that."




Another long pause, almost to make Julius think she had drifted off in slumber, then, "Camelia has been the Mitéra that I lost and have no memory of, and a woman owed far more than I can ever remit.  But, I have no place in Roman society, despite her efforts on my behalf."  Now she scooted forward to sit directly in front of Julius.  "Would you think it offensive if I were to return to Antioch, to build the house of my family again?  To live and find a mate in the culture that I was born?"




That, certainly, was not what Julius had expected from the femina, but...  "It is not the gods that deny your place in a ship, but the reality of life.  Our voyages can be overlong, as you know, and men who are months at sea are restive for companionship, and for younger men the needs can become... strengthened.  I have seen both Valens and Caius looking across the deck in admiration and desire as you stood your watch."  He smiled.  "Neither would ever allow their longing to give insult or proposal to yourself - indeed, either would carve a man who did such - but it is not meet to show a man what he greatly desires, but cannot have, in every waking moment."  He held up a hand to stop her reply.  "As to the wish to return to your home...  I say that your life is yours, and you are nigh on becoming a full femina, ready for a mate and a household of her own."




She smiled in return, then said, "I can detect a need for your saying, 'however...'"




Now he chuckled.  "You have been my crewman for long enough to know my thoughts.  But, as to your wonder.  You know of my opinion that the domain of Antiochus is doomed." It was not a question.  "That, once the great powers on either side finish their business elsewhere, they will covet the city - the main gateway to the riches of the eastern lands."




"Aye," she replied.  "But you have said before that Antioch will not be destroyed.  It is too valuable to whichever domain takes it."  




He nodded.  "Aye.  Without doubt.  But my main concern would be that you do not be seen as an intimate to the Royal Family.  Friendship is another matter, but ofttimes in such changes of... ownership, shall we say, all who are seen to be of the previous ruling faction are eliminated."




The talk went on for a long time, then they heard the clumping of feet above, and the face of Densus appeared in the scuttle.  Seeing the pair below, he climbed down, followed by Caius.  The young cook had a basket covered with a cloth, under which was a huge pile of steaming meats, and another with olives and onions and fresh produce.  Now the First Mate said, "Here are your garments, freshly washed and mended by the maids of the inn."  He dropped the pile to the mat.  "Change, and give me what you are wearing and those will be done also."  




Quickly, both doffed their damp and almost molding garb, without worry of modesty, taking the fresh habiliments with satisfying gladness.  It was with some amusement, that Julius watched the eyes of the young cook widen as Pontika changed her damp tunic for one newly laundered and dried.   




"By the by, Capitaneus," said Densus.  "Those two men of the Lanista have departed.  We saw them moving up the northern via and with no small haste."   Julius nodded.  No doubt in desire to return to lands of more familiarity.   Then,  "When shall I send a relief for the watch, Capitaneus?" asked Densus.




He waved a hand.  "Nay.  Pontika and I will assume the duty for this night.  Allow the men to relish a dry deck and their diversions this night.   But... have our agent in port wait on me on the morrow."




He kept the stay for three days, until finally the first glimpse of the sun was seen, then even as the light was appearing in the east, the Petrel stood out of the harbor and pointed her forepeak to the southeast.   Now the winds were ordinary, if cold, and the pace of the ship good, given the massive lading in her bilge.   In a few days, the welcome port of Neápolis was in sight and in the next hour they were slowly drawing up to the wharf.  




On the boards was an apparent assemblage waiting to meet the ship.  Julius could see old Lartius, the shipwright of the family, Kaeso, Decimus and two other captains, and the magistrate of the port.  As the boarding plank was placed, all greeted Julius as he strode onto the wharf. 




In actuality, greeting was not the actual word of use.  




"By the gods, Capitaneus!" said Kaeso.  "Your family has almost contracted a bust-maker for the atrium, to celebrate the life of their departed son."




"Aye," said Decimus.  "We have been scouring the coast from here to Messina looking for the wreckage of your craft."




Julius held up a hand, then said, "Let us talk in yon taberna.  Our story is longer than my feet can stand on these boards."  Now, turning to the old shipwright, he said, "Lartius.  I am happy to see your face again.  I fear that the Petrel has been abused in the last month or so."  He pointed at the ship.  "Flavius has much to tell you of needed work."




He called to Densus, looking down from the forepeak with a grin.  "Set a watch until the man from the shipyard arrives, then release the men."  Pointing to the shore, he said, "Now, my friends.  Let us imbibe and talk."




The afternoon went swiftly, with messengers coming and going.  He ordered a double-armed watch on the ship, without saying why, and a rider was sent off to Capua to give inform that their second son, indeed, was still on the mortal side of the Styx.   The Petrel would be taken into the yard and heaved onto the sand for repairs, but not until the treasure was removed.  It would take all the men in the city to move the ship with such weight in the bilge.




During the voyage south, he had called the crew together, giving that no mention of the evil Lanista should be spoken to any not of the ship.  "...his presence on the Petrel would have been known by none, and no reason to give accuse that his demise was as the result of foul deeds for his wealth."  He looked at his crew, noticing with hidden amusement that none gave any expression of other than mild interest.




Now, of course, in the taburna in Neápolis, that adventure was not spoken of, nor the vast treasure in the bilge of the Petrel.   Rather, he gave the sudden violence in the city of Rheginum requiring them to depart even into the teeth of a tempest, the need of circling the island of Sicilia and the long month of voyage without any chance of finding their place.




The next morning, he ordered a trio of mounts, and with Pontika and Valens, set off for Capua.




They were expected, of course, the wondrous news of their arrival in Neápolis had appeared by messenger on the yesterday evening, and the door of the house was already opened, with a servant in watch.   As they dismounted, giving the horses to the grooms, he strode for the door, seeing their faithful Steward, Virnius, in wait with an uncharacteristic smile.  No doubt, some was for the noble, but Julius expected that most of the joy was in seeing a son that had seemed to have been lost.




"I will go around to the back, Sos." said Valens.  




Julius turned and barked, "That you will not.  You will enter with Pontika and myself to the accolades of your own family."   




In the atrium, they found not only all of the family, but that of Camelia.  And indeed, also the beaming woman and a surprisingly large puerulus beside her.   Naturally, his Mother was the first to embrace her son, returned again from some perilous adventure, and her giving the usual objections of his thinness and frailty gained since his departure.  Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the Mother of Valens giving the same squeezing hugs.




Pontika walked to embrace Camelia, both with broad smiles, and Julius grinned to his brother, then stooped to look at his son, almost two handspans in growth, it seemed, since his departure.   Then, the greetings turned to a general uproar as all asked questions and gave their gratitude for his safe return.  




"Old friend," he exclaimed to the oldster that had guided his learning since early childhood - and later, his ship.  "You must believe me that we would have traded much of the gold in our purses for yourself in our guide."




Patroclus smiled with a bow.  "If you will remember, young Master, it was your idea that I was in need of more rest before returning to the sea.  But, I am certainly in desire to see the deck of the Petrel now, and a long voyage to guide."




"Nay, Mother.  Only a cup to settle the dust.  We filled our bellies on the road."  He hoped to stop the inevitable banquet that she would order - enough to feed the house and the crew of the Petrel without replenishment.   




As Virnius delivered the winecup himself, the Steward said, "I hope my son was of at least minimal value to your labors, Sos."




Julius took a huge swallow, managing to clear some of the grit of the road from his mouth, then said loudly and with a smile.  "Indeed he was.  And I can tell you that our young Valens is now a famous soldier of the Legions of Crassus, promoted to Immunis Perpetuus by the Dux himself, and awarded the Torquis Aurea for his heroic actions on the Flamerian Via, the battle that ended the revolt of the slaves."




That stunning news gained quiet from all, but open mouths and widened eyes from both Mother and Father of the young man.  Then Camelia stepped forward and called to a maid, "Annia.  A cup for our young hero, now giving honor to the house of Clavius."




Valens himself was standing, frozen in place at the utterly unexpected tributes suddenly coming from all in the atrium, noble and common alike.  He managed a smile and a few stuttered words, but little else.  Then Camelia walked to embrace him as family.   "But mostly for my gratitude in keeping my footloose husband safe to return to his son."  That almost undid the young man completely.  His tongue seemed to recede from use.  




Julius needed to tell his brother about the lading in the Petrel - ballast that would purchase a goodly part of Latium itself, but there was no chance of removing himself from the celebration for a while.  He gave the tale of the march to the eastern regions of the land, and the battles that happened - culled to fit the ears of guests, of course - then their journey home interrupted by the storm and the long voyage after.  Nothing was said about Batiatus, of course, except that his gaudy boat had been seen in Rheginum, "...and no doubt for his despicable search for men that he can turn into gladiators."




Finally, it was his turn to ask questions about the long time that they had been almost lost at sea.  "Crassus should have long returned, unless he intends to chase loose rebels with his battered Legions.  What news of Pompey and Lucullus?  All we knew when we left Rheginum, was that they had arrived..."




He stopped, seeing that his words had given jerk to some reaction that he did not quite fathom.  "Do not tell me that the remaining rebel bands have given defeat even to those veterans..."




"Nay, Brother," said Aulius.  "In fact, both Generalis are well along in cleansing the land.  It is not so much of a tale of battles, but of capture and... extermination."   The man looked around the room, measuring his words to give the news, but not with such vision as to give a pall over this celebrations.  Finally, he said, "Crassus has declared a triumph for his victory, and in his celebration he has had many of the captured men crucified along the Appian way, from Capua to Rome."




Julius sat for the moment, wondering the reason for such cruelty.  "Is he not wasting the wealth of the men he was sent to protect?  Despicable though it is, a slave is a considerable property of value.  And why on the Via, rather than at the putrid pits?  Such sights do not allow the meal of a traveler to settle well in the belly."




"You fail to understand, Brother.  The entire road between Rome and Capua is... decorated with crossbeams.  To the number of six thousands."




Now the jaw of Julius dropped and without doubt.  He could see that Valens was also taken in stunment.  "Six..."   Beginning again, he tried to find words for the unbelievable statement.  "That is ridic..."    Failing, he stopped again in furious thought, then rose, saying to all.  "My gratitude for the kind reception of myself in return - and that of my young crewman - but the months have been long and wearying.   I would retire with my good wife and son and attempt to give defense to my long absence."




With all raising cups and giving their felicitations, he and Camelia turned toward the stairs leading to the sleeping rooms above, a maid bringing the sleeping infantulus behind.  As he passed his brother, he gave a sharp look, receiving a tiny nod in return.


Chapter 59




The day was clear, the wind from a good quarter, and finally warmer, and would become even more so as they moved south day by day.  The Petrel had a strange man on the rudder, as seen by any ship that passed in closeness.  Indeed, it might almost seem as the nimble vessel, leading a group of three others, might have a female as steersman.  Of course, that was only a result of shadow and distance - no Master of a sea-going merchant would allow such.




Beside Julius was the new First Mate, Maccalus - a man who had both shone goodly skill and resourcefulness in past actions.  For himself, the cleanliness of the open waters was a balm for the last months, and such hopefully forgotten in the daily routine of the ship.




Their voyage would take them over familiar waters, to the east and even into the port of Antioch, now with a family agent with expectations of living from year to year, unlike his unfortunate predecessors.   The Petrel was leading a convoy of three, in guard from any pirates that might like to test their fortune.   




The concept of such multiple ships in voyage had been well tested in the winter by Kaeso and his over-armed ship, the Albatross.   The grain trade of the family had waxed with the destruction of the fields by the uprising, and ships were dispatched as quickly as they could be built and purchased.  On one memorable voyage to Alexandria, with four in his charge, had returned with five, the reavers that attempted to board one of the merchants no longer in need of their vessel, but rather requiring fee for the ferryman.




Now the Petrel was guiding three for the same purpose, but with not with the hope of avoiding reavers, but that they would spot a certain vessel - one with red paintwork and flying a large red banner that gave notice of the impudence and bluster of one particular pirate leader.   Julius had given oath to sacrifice the heart of the man that had betrayed his big Thracian crewman, even after accepting the ransom of a king in return. 




After their return from the long and wet voyage, with the ending of the war, a stream of guarded caravans was sent from Capua to Neopolis to rid the Petrel of its useful, but impractical ballast.  As to the disposal of the looted treasure, that was the problem of his brother and the magistrates of the land.  He wanted no more to do with it.  




As his ship was emptied and then hove onto the sand for some needed service, he spent the days at home with his son, giving gentle argument with Camelia about his need of learning the sea at an early age.  Of course, the Mother was less than enthralled with the idea of a son leaving for a voyage when his milk was still served from her lap and his forays in the house limited to a few hesitant steps.   With good grace, Julius relented to the laughter of both.




Pontika had long talks with her wardress, and received no rebuke for her idea to return to Antioch.  Camelia made a goodly point by saying, "You are a wealthy woman, and our family has again a secure agency in that port.  There is no reason that you could not take a berth on one of the merchants from time to time, to give visit to old friends."




Patroclus gave her much advice on wealth, giving that she would be wise to leave the bulk of her coin with the family accountants, then issuing a tablet to the agent in Antioch when more funds were needed.  "...and as Master Julius has said, the survival of the Antiochus dynasty is unlikely, and during any such unpleasantness, the gold in one's vault can become very insecure."  Now he grinned.  "And such as you, now with the body of a woman, can hardly return to earning coin by scraping the hulls of ships."




Now they were on the voyage - to home for the femina but just another merchant voyage to her shipmates.   She had asked to be allowed to serve watches as steersman... steerswoman, for the trip.  "When else will I ever have the chance to do what I enjoy so greatly."   The entirety of the crew had grinned, and whenever the femina walked to the afterdeck, was allowed to take the steering haft if wanted.  




The crew had two new youngsters, in test for use as crewmen in permanency, being shown the workings of the ship by Valens, himself feeling as an old sailor with much saltwater under his feet.  Daily, Judoc would put the straw marks at the bow,  giving warning to his mates that their converse might be more comfortable in a hold, or at least on the afterdeck, then watching the pair launch their ragged shafts the length of the ship.  If more went overboard than in the straw, such was no matter.  The Petrel carried a wagon load of the crude arrows just for such practice.   




Following the bow-work, Ngozi would gather the pair in the waist, to demonstrate the use of iron and shield.   Of course, the gladii were cane sticks and the shields a straw basket, but the material sufficed.




As Julius watched the black crewman demonstrate and thrust and parry, he realized that Ngozi would leave a massive hole in the roster of the Petrel when he departed in Antioch.  Not only was he dependable sailor, but a man quite desirable to have at one's back in a tight place.  And a goodly friend.




He had barely managed his surprise when Pontika asked to speak to him in private, her attitude such as expecting wrath or disappointment from her friend.  "...I have offered Ngozi the place of Steward for my household.  At least until I have gained a mate that can give protection to my being.   I do not wish to give strain to our friendship by...  pilfering one of your men..."




Julius had just stared for a moment, in some stunment at the statement, then said with a smile.  "Our black friend is his own man, able to determine who he wishes to serve without my approval.  A young femina... a Korí, could not find a protector of greater worth."  It was a strange friendship - an orphanus living by hull-scraping in a port and a man from a southern land so far away that it had no known name.    And once, also with a big Thracian capable of standing in battle with any man, but owing his life to the little female.   "And, it is not as if we will never see each other again.  I hope that myself will be welcome in your household, be it a grass hut or a marble tower."




She gave a broad smile, obviously relieved that her news had not given fracture to their friendship.  "You... and all in the crew will be honored guests.  And, I will take it much amiss to find that the Petrel has stood into the port of Antioch without making call."




Now he strode the deck, more in satisfaction of having returned to his vocation, than any need to inspect the ship.   He looked back at the stern and the unusual sight of a female at helm, her thin tunic hiding nothing of her form.  She had been a part of the ship for years - a member of the crew as valuable as any man - and he would not gladly see that end, but knew that such had to be.  His steps brought him to the forepeak, and he looked across the endless waters ahead, wondering at the coming of the next years, and what ventures would fall to the Petrel.  




Goodsome or bad, they would be what they would be.  But with the sea, he knew with certainty, that many challenges would appear in the years before his watch-standing post would finally become a chair on the veranda of the family household.


Addendum




The tale of Spartacus has been told many times, both in books and Hollywood.  In this novel the saga is necessarily given from a distance.  Any attempt to detail the entirety of the third Servile War would be a huge book in itself, thus I have attempted to keep the setting within the known facts of that long campaign, with enough detail to give the story, but without it becoming a long history lesson.  




The Generals in the book were real people, along with the Kings, Queens, Senators, Consuls and Praetors that are mentioned.  Some have barely a paragraph in the history books and little is known of them, but they did exist.  




The tale of Gaius Julius Caesar, in the days before his ascent to a popular General (and darling of Hollywood, Shakespeare and the stage) is true.  At least, we assume that it is.  History tends to be rewritten and embellished to a degree dependent on the distance in time from the reader.   




Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Batiatus was the real Lanista (owner) of the largest gladatorium in the land.  As to whether it was the one from which Spartacus escaped, is somewhat less certain - as is whether he was ever actually in a school for gladiators.   Indeed, there are other tales that give his descent into slavery as reason of being a deserting soldier, a brigand, or a pirate.  Or just a random soldier-of-fortune from nowhere. 




All cities mentioned in this story are real, or were at one time.  A few are nothing but empty land now, but most are long submerged under modern metropolises.




The lesser characters, nobles, Stewards, batmen, Captains, guards, merchants and, of course, the family of Clavius, are entirely imaginary.  
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