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1:	Orlestes	
 

Orlestes, surnamed Draco by the seamen under him, was not a timid man. He approached 
the sea as he approached life, squarely. His Greek fathers behind him for eleven generations, 
sailors all, knew the sea in her many moods. Their ships had improved immensely in the last 
few hundred years. The men had little need to. 

The sea, albeit sullen, was with him now. One might call this stormy, even dangerously 
heavy. But with the mainsail furled and the bowsail out he was making way in his intended 
direction. Therefore the sea was with him. 

Neither was Orlestes an incautious man. He looked with pride on the fact that he had never 
lost a man overboard no matter what the weather. He knew that the sea, regardless of her 
mood, is unforgiving of carelessness. A safety line stretched the length of the ship. Secured to 
the neck of the ornately carved goose sternpost, it wrapped around the mast amidships and 
snugged firmly about the bow mast. Another wave broke over the stern and washed nearly the 
length of the hundred-foot deck. Orlestes grasped his safety line and made his way hand-over-
hand toward the stern, his mind on things other than the pitching deck. 

Her width nearly half her length, Star in Orion plowed water with a bloated belly, heaving, 
lurching, lunging. A full normal cargo, nearly three hundred tons of wheat, would have kept her 
running fairly steady. But today she carried rosebushes, onions, and leeks from Spain and her 
hold half empty at that. 

Her flanks, two feet above normal waterline, wallowed keel up to port, keel up to starboard, 
keel up to port. 

“Helmsmen! Bring her in half a league closer to shore. The coast will fall away shortly and 
we shouldn’t lose it.” 

“Aye, sir.” The starboard helmsman nodded forward. “Y’ve company coming there.” 
Orlestes’ only passenger was attached to the safety line as a leech locks on between your 

toes. Slipping and staggering he came, a span at a time. Orlestes noted that the young man’s 
knees were both scuffed. 

The grinning helmsman shouted above the wind, “Perhaps y’should string him a line of his 
own, along the rail!” 

Orlestes wagged his head. “Hopeless. Tens of thousands of Gauls and Romans and not a 
sailor in the lot. Ho, Sebastian!” 

“Orlestes, friend of my father…” 
“I’m considering giving your father a partial refund on your fare. You’ve spent more time on 

the rail than you have in your quarters.” 
“Keep the fare!” Sebastian yelled. “Just put me ashore.” 
“It’s all right, lad. We’ll be in Genoa before you know it.” 
“This wallowing…” the passenger gasped. 
“Just a spring squall. It’ll spend itself within the hour.” 
“That’s what you said about the last one!” 
“And was I not right?” the captain asked. 
“Aye! But you failed to mention this squall that followed hard on its heels. No more, Orlestes. 

I’ve had enough.” 
“Sorry, lad, but we’ve passed Massilia...” 
“I don’t want to go to Massilia,” Sebastian protested. “I want to go ashore!” 
“You’ll get your sea legs straightway; then you’ll…” Above the snap and clatter of the 

bowsail, above the halyard thumping the mast, above the creaking groans of rope and wood, 
above the shrieking wind, rose Sebastian’s distraught cry. “I want off!” 

Orlestes sighed and nodded. “As you will, lad. Fetch your bundle aft.” 
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Sebastian turned away in too great a haste to catch the bemused helmsman’s smirk. The 
captain followed him forward roaring orders. Clion the mate lowered the sail as two hands 
dropped anchor. Like a languid whale, Star in Orion hove to and came about. 

Two experienced oarsmen followed the dory over the side astern and steadied it against the 
port steering oar. With the first trace of eagerness he’d displayed since shipping aboard, 
Sebastian tossed his bag into the dory and clambered over the side. Haggard far beyond his 
eighteen years, he gripped the dory gunwales with white knuckles. He forced a parting smile to 
Orlestes, but he did not wave. 

Orlestes watched the dory dip and soar shoreward. The Ligurian coast is one long, 
comfortable sand beach, but the captain knew his dory would not touch sand. Sure enough, the 
plunging dory was yards offshore when the young Gaul abandoned ship. Now the boy was 
wading waist deep, holding his bundle high. 

Obviously, solid land called to Sebastian even louder than the sea called to Orlestes. And 
the father was no more a sailor than the son. Orlestes had carried the father on several 
occasions and every time: “This is the last. No more, Orlestes. I’ve had enough.” 

No more. I’ve had enough. But then, father and son shared redeeming features even if their 
abhorrence of the sea were strikes against them. Like his father the boy was quick and shrewd. 
He seemed always to know exactly what he wanted and would spare no sweat to achieve it. 
And like his father he was loyal; he would give his very life for a friend. 

Now the dory was returning, bobbing, prow-up, prow-down, prow-up, prow-down. Orlestes 
could barely discern his young friend scrambling across the sandy beach. As soon as he raised 
Nicia, he would post a letter to Sebastian’s father. Perhaps if winds and trade were favorable he 
would return to Narbonne in a month or so and explain in person why Sebastian never reached 
Genoa. The father, of all the Romans in this world, would understand completely. 

Orlestes smiled to himself. “May the gods of the land show you better favor than did 
Poseidon, lad.” 

The starboard helmsman tugged his sleeve. “I wager he’ll be afloat again within a year, just 
like his father.” 

“I take your wager. The father, maybe, but not he. You’re standing on the last deck his feet 
will ever touch.” 

The dory was nearly here. Orlestes lurched out and grabbed his safety line. “Clion! Put two 
slaves to the bowsail sheets. She’ll be sluggish coming about. Stand by to weigh anchor. We 
can still raise Ostia three before Ides. The sea is with us.” 
 

2:	Sebastian	
 
 

“Post coming! Stand aside! Move aside! Post!” 
When the post wagon rolled through, it stopped for no one. Leap aside or be run down. 
Sebastian leapt aside. The post wagon clattered past him in a cloud of strange and 

marvelous noises. Had he stayed aboard Star in Orion he would doubtless be in Genoa by now, 
sampling the luxuries that quiet seaside town offered. How glad he was to be walking instead. 
After three days on solid land; good, hard ground; he still had little stomach and no appetite. 

Besides, this was new country. Always before between Milan and Narbonne he had traveled 
the same route. Whether by sea as far as Genoa or by land along the coast, the same roads 
took him inland. The Roman highways plunged through from here to there with a single-minded, 
grim determination. But not this road. This road was built by Gauls. It snaked and slithered 
through the maritime Alps and now was pouring out into the broad valley, in no distinct hurry to 
get elsewhere. 
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The pleasant land was a study in the value of laying farms out by jugerum, square on 
square. Arrow-straight fencerows traced a satisfying sense of order that mountains could never 
match. And even though a heavy overcast muted colors and greyed the hills beyond, the 
country was green, a perky leaf green, not sea green. Apple trees splashed white here and 
there. They were just blooming up here. Back home in Narbonne their white snowstorm of 
petals had ended when he left. 

Milan beckoned louder, for it was now less than a week’s travel. He yearned to be back 
again in the city where he had spent so much of his childhood. As soon as he had greeted his 
uncle properly he would begin looking up old friends. He could start with the Carullius brothers. 
No, the Carullii would both be in the army following their father’s footsteps. And old buddy Cras-
sius would be spending his days at the Comitia hearing law. Sylvanus; no, he’d gone to Rome. 
And the girls would surely all be married by now. Sebastian had heard Melita was married. 

Melita. She had pressed so close with her tearful good-byes, so warm and close, And 
foolish little Sebastian, too young and callow to realize that he might…Ah well. He certainly 
knew now. 

Fortunately for him, the well-bred girls of Narbonne were not content to live the quiet 
existence of the province forever. They’d heard those stories about life in Rome, the delicious 
stories of opulence and intrigue, of excess and thrills. 

Opulence beyond Narbonne’s was difficult to imagine, the intrigues impossible to keep 
straight. But excesses and thrills; now there lay fertile ground for exploration! And the well-bred 
young men were only too happy to explore with them the ramifications of “thrill and excess.” 
Sebastian could not recall that same attitude in Milan. But then, he had been so young. No 
doubt he simply hadn’t noticed. 

The overcast hung murkier. Two bearded travelers passed, walking toward the mountains 
and Nicia. A farmer ambled by with an unwieldy rucksack of cheese, followed by a litter borne 
by six weather-browned slaves. The curtains were drawn, probably one of the local landowners. 

Sebastian noted that he was overtaking a lone woman. She walked with a slight limp, 
prodding the road ahead with a staff. He had never seen a walking stick quite so heavy, and 
carried by a lady at that. She seemed a lady; she did not wear the dress of a prostitute. In fact, 
she was quite elegantly attired. Her white stola brushed the road at her feet. Her burden, a bulky 
bundle of kindling, she balanced artfully on her left shoulder, that she might handle her staff with 
her right hand. 

As he drew alongside, Sebastian shortened his stride a bit. The lady’s face matched the 
elegance of her dress. And even better, her face was clean, unspoiled by the pounds of 
cosmetics Narbonne girls seemed to think enhanced their beauty. 

The realization hit him like a fist. Of course! No wonder she wielded her staff so, her eyes 
closed, her head bowed slightly forward. She was blind. In so lovely a face, eyes forever dark-
ened. What tragedy! 

Sebastian quelled his initial impulse to walk on quickly and moved closer. “Many pardons, 
lady. Since we are bound in the same direction I would be pleased to share your burden a while. 
My name is Sebastian.” 

Without altering her pace, she raised her head toward him. Her eyes were blue, a lovely 
cornflower blue, and they missed “looking” at him by only a foot or so. She surely had been 
sighted once. 

“You’re going to Milan, Sebastian?” 
“To my uncle’s, aye. I’m from Narbonne.” 
“I knew I detected the province in your speech. Tell me about your uncle.” 
“Well,uh...he’s a lanky man, but solid; taller than I. Trims his grey hair close. A merchant by 

trade, a philosopher by preference. The last he wrote, he said he was undertaking a detailed 
study of the sect called Christians. He’s forever looking into something new.” 
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“I hear a slight ring of annoyance.” The woman had such lovely eyes. “You don’t approve of 
his intellectual pursuits.” 

“I admire his inquiring mind very much, but the quicker his interest passes to some other 
sect, the better. He’s too wise and witty a man to be soiling his philosophies thus. But here. I 
have asked to carry your bundle a while and you haven’t replied.” 

She smiled. “I wanted to hear your voice first. It’s the only means I have to measure a man. I 
am defenseless. More than one traveler would take my bundle and fly. But I discern that you are 
trustworthy. I would be greatly relieved. Thank you.” 

“My honor, Lady.” He scooped the kindling off her shoulder. She straightened perceptibly. 
He felt immensely warm and pleased with himself. 

They walked on quietly. Her staff gritched on the paving stones. Suddenly she asked, “What 
are you thinking?” 

“The pity that you have no sight.” 
“I see you better than you realize. May I have your hand a moment?” 
Sebastian hastily rearranged his double burden as she extended her arm. He laid his hand 

upon hers. She ran her fingers lightly across his knuckles, his wrist, his forearms, and withdrew. 
His breastbone tickled. 

“You are young, probably not in your twenties yet. And strong. You keep yourself in 
excellent trim. You are about this tall and your hair is brown. Probably light brown. You wear it a 
little longer than is the usual style these days. And I will take a wild guess and say your eyes are 
blue.” 

Amazing! Sebastian gaped and was instantly glad she couldn’t see it. “How can you tell?” 
“You are accustomed to seeing with your eyes alone. I must see with ears and touch. Your 

voice and the angle of your arm told the height. The texture of the hair on your hand and arm is 
the key to the hair on your head. It is uncommonly fine, and fine hair flies about and thrusts itself 
in all directions if it is cut too short. Thus you wear it longer to make it behave. There is no fat, 
no looseness about the sinews of your hand; hence, the physique. And as I said, the eyes were 
a guess to go with the hair.” 

“So you did have sight once.” 
“Vesta turned her back on me. I fell on the hearth when I was twelve. The infection from the 

burns spread into my eyes.” 
“And now you see with your other senses.” 
“As well you should do, even if your eyes are good.” 
“Your wisdom is heeded. Thank you, lady.” 
She smiled. “Have we passed Milestone 38 yet?” 
“A few paces ago.” 
“Oh, dear!” She swung her staff to the left. It thunked against a small tree. “Is this an oak? 

No. Apple. I can smell it, and it sounds too small.” 
“What are you looking for?” 
“An oak with two limbs head high. The one facing the road is cut off.” 
“Up ahead forty paces or so.” 
“Then we haven’t missed it.” She hurried on, clunking her staff cheerfully. 
“Why are you so enthralled by an oak tree?” 
“It marks a path. A shortcut. You see how the road arches up to the right over and around 

the hill? This little path to the left is steep, but it cuts straight over. It takes nearly three miles off 
the journey and then picks this road up again. However...uh...I can’t take the shortcut unless I 
have a companion. I can’t manage my staff and a bundle and a rockslide just beyond the crest, 
not all at once.” 

“I’m ready to make my journey three miles shorter if you are.” 
“I hoped you’d say that. Wonderful! Watch for the path now. It’s easy to miss.” 
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It certainly was, but there he saw it, faint but findable. Sebastian led the lady through thick 
brush. Why do grass and bushes grow especially lush along roadsides? The way opened. She 
moved cautiously at first, then with confidence. She followed the track, tapping, almost as if she 
were sighted. Amazing! 

The way was steep, all right. Carrying both his own bundle and hers, he was soon breathing 
heavily and trying to pretend he wasn’t. Fortunately, she paused to rest now and then. Suddenly 
they were standing on the crest. 

It was a small hill for the road to detour so far around. A Roman road would have plunged 
straight through. Behind them, farmland and the distant haze of blue mountains shimmered. 
Before them stretched the level plain and, barely visible in the distant mists, Milan. 

“A beautiful view, isn’t it.” She was facing exactly wrong, toward a rocky knob beyond a tree. 
“Aye. Beautiful indeed.” He was looking at her, not the haze. She was even more attractive 

with her face flushed and moist. Tanned skin and rosy cheeks looked so much lovelier than the 
chalky complexion favored by “fashionable” girls. He felt himself stirring. 

“Rested? Then down we go. The track passes between two waist-high boulders.” 
“Right here. Take my arm.” 
In courtly manner she laid her arm upon his, pressing her palm against the back of his hand.  

He calculated briefly and rotated his hand palm upward. She laced her fingers into his and 
smiled. He hoped she couldn’t hear his heart beating. He could. 

Now they stood amid an imposing jumble of boulders. Torrents of rainwater probably poured 
through here during storms. Insects whined around the dank little puddles here and there. 

Sebastian mentally picked their route. “All right. Sit down right here.” He dropped his bundle 
and her kindling over the side and hopped to a flat-topped rock below. “Extend your staff to me.” 

“I don’t want to poke you...” 
The tip waved near his face. He grabbed it. 
“Ah! There you are,” she said. “Now what?” 
“Scoot forward and slide down. I have you.” 
Demurely, she gathered her stola about her legs. With as much decorum as possible under 

the circumstances she scooted, scooted, gasped, and slid…and she was down. He caught her, 
held her firmly, steadying her. She stood erect. “Shall we negotiate that next step and then rest 
a while?” 

“Excellent idea!” He threw the bundles on ahead and hopped down again. This time the drop 
was not so far. 

The lady perched herself as before, on the rim of the next flattop rock. Her head suddenly 
snapped up. “What’s that off to your left?” 

Sebastian wheeled to look. Her staff jabbed him solidly in the neck, bowling him backwards. 
The pain buckled his knees and robbed his speech. Oh, no! She accidentally hit me, and now 
she’s going to jump and I won’t be there to catch her! 

Instead, she came off the boulder at him, straight at him, staring straight at him. Her staff 
slammed butt-end into his left side. His ribs cracked; he could hear them go. It was no accident. 
She’s no more blind than I am! He struggled for his knees but the solid rock, once his friend, 
turned on him. It attacked him from behind, thumping him on the spine, clunking the back of his 
head. He vaguely discerned the whistling staff come at his face, but he didn’t feel it hit. 


