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		PROLOGUE


		

		



I have a message from another time, a time when the Roman Empire stood on the brink and one man, Heraclius, came to its rescue, to save the empire from near certain destruction.




This is more than just a story; it is a tale of life, courage and alchemy; of change, death and above all the power of love. Love of oneself, love of people and love of a goal, a purpose. It is also a lesson, in the power of belief, the power to succeed against all odds.


Regarded by historians and people at the time as the Roman Emperor’s most gifted and respected rulers, Heraclius took on the Persians after a monumental struggle that reflected his own internal battles.


A man history has never recognised in the same way as Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar but who was equally as influential. A truly inspirational emperor, who came to the aid of a crumbling empire at a time when it desperately needed his help and courage.


The story starts in 601 AD, 125 years after the deposition of the last emperor in the West, the abdication of Romulus Augustus and 261 years after Constantine I relocated the capital of the Roman Empire to Constantinople. From this time the Roman Empire’s most important territory existed in the East, surviving the fall of the West to forge a distinct and new Eastern identity where Greek speaking became the norm. Citizens of this empire continued to call themselves Romaioi or Romans, although it was only later that history identified their civilisation by the name of Byzantium, after the original name of the city of Constantinople. The Roman Empire was thus split between East and West.
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		Northern Africa 601 AD
	



‘From the sun rising above…


There is no one who may be equal in deeds.


If it is right for anyone to rise into the regions of the gods,


For me alone the greatest gate of heaven stands open.




		



Epitaph of Scipio Africanus


The Mauri raiding party waited patiently on the crest of the craggy hill, a gap in the protruding rock allowing a line of sight to the road. Alyamas looked around at his fellow countrymen poised and ready: Naravas, Gildon, Jann, Idir, Akli and the others, they were all waiting on him. This was, he had reminded them, their homeland not the Romans. And they would hit the Romans wherever they could, to drive out them out of Africa once and for all.


This was their third raid in as many weeks. The last two had claimed the lives of fifty Romans, against only a handful of his men. He watched intently as the wooden wagons came into view. There were over fifteen of them, a supply convoy larger than normal. No doubt they were headed for the fortress to the North of Carthage that fortified the pass that led to Mauretania. His new homeland and a former independent Berber kingdom that lay on the Mediterranean coast of North Africa. Now, like everything else, it was under Roman control. Alyamas estimated around fifty Roman mounted soldiers accompanied the wagon train. Each of its vehicles was drawn by a pair of mules, a field lantern mounted on a long pole arched over the animals’ backs, swinging gently from side to side in the arid breeze. The Romans would be easy targets for his expert swordsmen who outnumbered them at least two to one. Alyamas was proud of his warriors whom he had trained and fought hard with over the years, each of them like a brother to him.


That was what living and fighting together did to men, he reminded himself. Even men that he at first could not stand the sight of, slowly became a part of him. As if the worst and best in them lived in him and the worst and best in him lived in them. It was a thought that had stayed with him since he had first joined the Berber tribesmen having left behind his Lombard roots. No longer did he consider himself a Vandal mercenary, which he had felt like when he had first come down from the dusky plains of the cold North. Before, he had roamed aimlessly without purpose with no home or place in the world. Now he had found a meaning to his life, people to fight alongside, a cause to head towards. They would, he was sure, walk from Carthage with their Roman pride stuck stiffly between their greedy groins.


Naravas whispered something to Gildon, Alyamas could not hear what was spoken - his concentration focussed, knowing they were all eager to follow him when he raised his hand. His own horse grew unsteady as if she knew what was about to happen, cuffing her hoof lightly on the rocky ground. He patted the mare on its mane, feeling her begin to settle under his soft touch. Light was fading fast but visibility was still good, the early evening sky clear and bright in the dying African sun.


Their spies in Carthage had forewarned them of this convoy days ago. Why they were travelling during the latter part of the day and not at the dead of night as they usually did was a mystery to him. Maybe the last two convoys had been harder to defend at night, their lanterns making them easy targets, or perhaps they had felt that with their increased numbers it did not matter. Usually, they raided with only thirty men so he guessed that with fifty guards the Romans felt safe. But today they would feel the weight of the Mauri blade. Alyamas’ hand instinctively moved to the helve of his sword. They were free men and they would remain autonomous of anyone ruling them, whether Roman or Vandal. That is what they fought for, the right to self determination. He lifted his sword from its sheath and for a second, as he did, he had an uneasy feeling in his stomach. Yet his hand, and with it the sword, fell all the same, and the stampede of a hundred horses hit the ground, flying in the direction of their target.


The heat rose in his blood as he gripped his sword in one hand, the reign of his mare in the other. Adrenalin coursed through his body, the excitement and danger a mixture to which he had become accustomed. He could faintly see the look of the Romans and they did not seem that concerned. In seconds they would engage their target on the grassy plain. Something was very wrong. The reaction of the enemy was not what he had expected. The rear wagons had begun a manoeuvre around the back of them, as he watched. Time that had appeared his friend suddenly slowed.


Canopies over the wagons fell away at an agonising rate. He knew then what they would face and within a few heartbeats archers appeared from nowhere. A horn blew and from the sky arrows rained down on them. Alyamas knew he could do nothing but watch as his comrades fell. It was too late for most; they stood no chance with their djellaba cloaks and baggy cotton pants. His men drew up sharply raising their hands in acknowledgement of defeat as the encirclement was complete. Not before more than three dozen of his men had been wounded or killed. Bows were steadfastly pointed in their direction from the line of open wagons. He looked around. A number of his men were dead and others were rolling in agony on the ground. Unseated steeds now emptied of their riders were fleeing the scene, as he watched them gallop across the wide expanse to their own freedom.


‘Dismount and lay down your weapons or we will open fire,’ a bearded Roman barked in a commanding voice.


Alyamas realised that they could do nothing against such an overwhelming force. He gritted his teeth and clenched his jaw at the indignity of the surrender. His eyes lit with the internal rage that he felt at such humiliation. He slipped slowly from his horse and threw down his sword, his brothers following suit.


The bearded Roman jumped down from the lead wagon as orders were given to collect their swords. ‘Have the wounded seen to immediately,’ the bearded Roman instructed a subordinate who had rushed over. The injured were removed to the waiting wagons, now used as an ambulance service. Those bloodied horses that remained alive were given a quick death.


The bearded Roman was joined by a pigtailed junior officer. Together they walked in front of Alyamas and his men, studying them. The bowmen in the wagons kept their stringbows taut, no doubt in case any should make a move on their commanding officers.


‘Who is your leader?’ demanded the arrogant Roman whose eyes burned, his voice showing signs of agitation. He was tall and blond.


There was no reaction from the men around Alyamas. They would not speak until he did.


‘Are you too afraid to come forward?’ the Roman officer taunted.


Alyamas stood in silence. A ruffle of wind catching his cloak, he ground his foot into the dirt.


‘I am Alyamas, scourge of the Romans,’ he said in fluent Latin.


The Roman studied him. ‘You are not a Berber?’ He was heavier built than the others, with broad shoulders and a muscular physique. His pale colour gave him a different complexion to the Berber tribesmen and the hint of Germanic in his voice betrayed his Rhineland routes. Around his height, the man was as solid as granite.


‘And who are you?’


‘Flavius Heraclius, eldest son of General Heraclius the Elder, exarch of Carthage and Africa,’ replied Heraclius, unsure why he had said it, other than it sounded important and feeling foolish at his pomposity.


Alyamas glowered at Heraclius and then at the junior officer. ‘You better kill me Roman, because if you don’t, I will be back to take revenge on you and your father.’


Heraclius stared hard at the Berber.


‘Brave speaking for yourself but what of your men? You clearly care little for their safety, otherwise you would not make such threats. I am sure you know why you kill Romans, yet what honour is it for you to send your own men to their death?’


One of them spoke in his strange tongue. ‘We are happy to die, to be freed from you Romans.’


‘I’m sure you are,’ said the junior officer, interpreting quickly for Heraclius, and at the same time meeting the glare of the Berber who had spoken.


Heraclius gaze fell on the Berbers. Most of them were younger than him. Their clothing and appearance were shoddy and their protection inadequate. Their eyes betrayed a collective conceit that they would rather die at any cost for what they believed. He had been in this land for over a year, having turned twenty-five when his father was appointed exarch by Emperor Maurice and he knew enough of the history of these people to doubt if they had a real belief.


‘You don’t even know what you are dying for,’ he derided, standing square with the man made of rock.


Alyamas met him full on, the embers of the sun casting a shadow on his angry face, making him look even more fearsome. ‘First you enslave us,’ he said, ‘then you force us into military recruitment, and now your rule is compromised by your corruption and incompetence.’ His face was mocking. ‘We know why we die,’ he spat, ‘son of Heraclius the exarch, to fight for our beliefs - our right to self rule and freedom.’


Heraclius was riled. The man had got to him. ‘You know nothing barbarian, my father will…’.


‘Your father will do what?’ Alyamas cut in. ‘I’ll tell you; he will do just what previous Roman rulers have done. The previous exarch was a greed ridden despot who loved nothing more than to fill his own coffers at the expense of every man, woman and child. Your father will be the same. You Romans have no dignity, nor do you care for the dignity of others.’


Heraclius scowled. He had spent enough time listening to this man. He suddenly felt the whole thing had been a waste of his time; they had too much bad blood in their hearts to be converted to the ways of Roman heritage. He would never be able to explain what Rome stood for.


He had wanted to capture them so that he could find out why they fought them. Now he realised they did not really have a reason other than they fought to rectify historic wrongs. Fighting for fighting’s sake, were the words that his cousin Nicetas had used and he was probably right. The present and future seemingly was unimportant to them. They lived in the past. Turning sharply, he realised his idea had been a bad one.


‘Let them go,’ he said quietly to Deodatus, who had not moved, his eyes locked on those of Alyamas.


Thinking he had misheard Deodatus turned, and in that moment Alyamas lunged forward at his back, a dagger appearing in his hand. Heraclius caught a glint of it at the side of his eye. Swiveling he pushed Deodatus away just in time, and in the same instant drew his gladius and sliced it down with a deft cutting motion on the lunging hand, catching the Berber on the knuckles and causing him to let out a sharp cry and drop the weapon. Any harder and he would have chopped half the hand. He was unsure why he had held back. He watched the thick set man drop to his knees, pain riddled on his anguished face, his bleeding hand held inside the armpit of his other arm, blood spattering his white tunic. The man stared up at Heraclius, portraying a deep-rooted disdain that would never abate.


‘Your contempt is not for us Romans’, Heraclius said, standing over him. ‘It is for authority. You are fortunate I did not chop off your hand. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind.’ The man did not move. ‘Get out of here’.


Two of the closest Berbers, Naravas and Gildon, helped him onto his mare and the others jumped onto theirs. They turned their horses.


‘Wait!’ shouted Heraclius. They looked around at him, suspicious. ‘Take your wounded; we have no need for them.’


The wounded were moved onto the rear of their comrades’ horses, and then within a few more moments the tribesmen had disappeared over the craggy hill, back to their mountainous homeland, which they claimed was no longer their own.


‘Why let them go?’ asked Deodatus watching the Berbers disappear, at the same time thankful to Heraclius for having saved his life.


Heraclius did not answer. He walked back to the wagons, wondering why himself.


*




Laughing, the two young girls ran out to the waiting carriage. Rogus watched from the doorway of their mansion. How often had he told them not to run? If it was not for Fabia, he was sure Lisha would have walked as he had taught them. Fabia just never listened. Grinning from ear to ear, he shook his head as he followed them out onto the gravel driveway where a man-servant helped the two young girls climb onto the chariot, Fabia rebuffing his attempts to help her up. The slave smiled as he backed off from a judicious shoe aimed at him: he knew he ought to have known better from previous experience. Their driver sat sedately at the front seat of the carriage, holding the reigns of the four horses that waited calmly in the searching heat of the early morning breeze. Flies buzzed around their faces, their large eyes trailing every movement, the odd flap of the ears the only sign that they cared. It was only seven in the morning but the heat of the day could already be felt like an irritant mosquito bite. Rogus stepped up through the carriage door to where the girls had already taken their seats, sitting opposite them. Above, the arched overhead covering of heavy cloth protected them from the strengthening rays of the mid-summer sun.


On Rogus’ command the driver pulled sharply on the leather reigns and the quadriga of horses’ nonchantly bowed their heads in unison, the carpentum setting slowly off down the worn cobbled track. The driver had been with Rogus for years, first as a handyman and then as his personal driver. He liked his master and the farm that harvested wheat and rice, and which was one of the largest North of Carthage. Except recently things were not as easy for his master as they had been in the past. Farmers who were responsible for their tenement had not been in a position to pay the tolls Rogus charged, simply because they had been unable to harvest a crop due to the recent intense drought. Moreover, Romans from across the Mediterranean were not buying as much grain and rice as usual. And added to that, there was a general shortage of agricultural workers.


Rogus’ mind was fathoming the options open to him to solve the recent problems, none of which seemed palatable. If he started to grow anything other than what was permitted, he would suffer the wrath of the authorities and if he raised prices nobody would buy his crops. He knew that Carthage was very different under Roman rule. Once it had been known for its agricultural excellence; now its vineyards and olive groves had been destroyed by the Romans to prevent competition with Italy, which dominated the wine and oil markets of the Mediterranean. Rome’s economic and political requirements meant that Carthage and its surrounding lands had been forced to become a one-crop province. Principally producing wheat to provide one and a quarter million quintals annually, and meeting two-thirds of the empire’s needs. The other third coming from Egypt. But if the demand for wheat slackened, as it had over the last year, business was threatened and livelihoods were put at risk. He let out a weary sigh, which made his daughters’ start. He shrugged his shoulders and went back to looking out at the scenery: a lone farmer, his ox-cart and oxen ploughing a yellow field.


It took them a good hour by the time they passed through the heavy wrought iron gates of his extensive landholding. Onto the Roman paved road, the farm’s gate guards waiving and smiling as they passed. Rogus reminded himself that it would take at least another two hours to get to Carthage as the chariot bounced uncomfortably, making him feel irritable. He would have to invest in a more modern carriage, one that had a proper suspension system and a covered roof.


‘Why you girls insist on trekking to Carthage to watch Romans kill each other in the arena is beyond me, they do nothing for us other than tell us what we cannot do and raise taxes.’ He wiped away the beads of sweat that had formed on his brow. Since their mother had died nearly two years ago, the girls had manipulated him in every way conceivable. If he had been a contortionist, he would have been proud of himself.


‘If it was not for the Romans, where would we be?’ Lisha said, scoffing at her father and turning to Fabia for support.


Rogus raised a bushy grey eyebrow at his fifteen-year-old daughter, who was getting as feisty as her sister.


‘Your Phoenician forefathers would have turned in their graves had they heard you say such a thing; you were not around when Rome starved Carthage into submission.’


Fabia was staring outside the carriage at the once lush, and now barren, parched fields that stretched for stadia along the way. Carrions feeding off a dead carcass let out an audible screech as a flock of wild birds swooped low enough for her to watch. Their deep blue feathered wings dived headlong into the field and out again, spooked by the crows.


‘You forget father that it was Hannibal that attacked the Romans, not the other way around’ Fabia said, watching the birds and their golden eyes that glistened in the morning sun. ‘And, if it was not for Justinian, we would still be governed by those barbarians.’


‘The vandals were not barbarians,’ countered her father. ‘They built Carthage into what it is today.’ The wheels of the carriage hit a slab of loosed rock and it launched into the air, bouncing back with a sharp jolt, the sudden movement shaking the carriage but not deterring Fabia who had just got into her stride.


‘They plundered, sacked and pillaged everything in sight. Like some sort of ethnic pastime, they loved nothing better than to loot and destroy all they touched. And you claim that they were not barbarians, how can you say such a thing?’


Rogus was lost for words, somehow incapable of responding to his daughter’s silky tongue, even if she did not always believe in what she said. He could never win with these two, but thought he would give it one last try. ‘Well, when it came to religion, they were certainly more tolerant.’


‘Who cares of such trifling things,’ Lisha intervened, ‘it’s the power of nature that drives us Phoenicians.’


Rogus slumped back into his seat, already worn out by his daughters that he besotted. He hoped that one day they would each find themselves an eligible young man, hopefully from a family of repute. Thinking that he could arrange a marriage for his eldest, Fabia, he had spent months persuading a high-ranking Phoenician friend that his, in his words, spirited daughter, would be a good match for his eligible handsome son, a graduate from the famous Carthegian school of law.


‘You two should find yourself a man, if he will take you – otherwise I may find that I have to put up with you until I am an old man!’


‘It is we who would have to put up with you,’ Fabia shot back her face serious and deadpan.


‘Be careful Fabia, you are not too old for me to take my belt to you.’ There was a moment’s silence whilst his eldest smirked at him defiantly.


‘You should have accepted that offer from Kanmi, a graduate he had prospects at least, and a wealthy and connected father. Instead, you cavort with the roughshod from the city - you don’t think I don’t get to hear.’


Fabia huffed loudly, arching her shoulders and turning to face her father. She had no interest in having a matchmaker find her a husband, nor was she concerned in her father’s network of eyes and ears. ‘Why should I settle for second best when my heart tells me that love exists? she said somewhat placating, narrowing her wide eyes to gauge her father’s reaction.


‘And you think you will find love amongst the roughnecks? That Akbar and his friends you hang out with are a bad lot, and you will come to grief with them.’


‘Well, it’s better than being with someone who I do not love.’


‘Love, you do not understand the meaning of the word!’


Fabia shook her head in mock disgust and turned her attention back to the barren wasteland, leaving her father to shake his head in despair and shortly after fall into a reverie.


They hardly spoke a word the rest of the way, and three hours after setting out their chariot was sitting in a line of traffic that spread for millennia all the way from the gates of Carthage. No doubt, contemplated Rogus, the games had attracted everyone who was anyone from the provinces. Entry was free, it was a citizen’s right to see the games, and the people would have begun to queue throughout the night to make sure of a seat. Although frequently there would not be enough room in the amphitheatre, leading to angry scuffles outside. Fortunately, he had secured three seats a few weeks ago, having paid a handsome price. How Rogus had been talked into this excursion he could not now recall.


*


Rogus and his family had not arrived by the time the games had begun at ten in the morning. With an elaborate procession that included the combatants and was led by the sponsor of the games, Heraclius the Elder, the parade had been accompanied by music, a water organist and African dancers. The morning’s events being taken up by animal displays, featuring trained animals that performed tricks and exotic animals that were pitted against each other and the winner hunted by bestiarii. The lunch break was devoted to executions of local criminals who had, according to the master of ceremonies, committed acts of murder and arson – by them being thrown into the arena with trained gladiators. In the afternoon came the high point of the games - the individual gladiatorial combats, where the best swordsmen across the empire had been invited to participate, the winner securing a purse of one hundred pieces of silver, but first a special event had been arranged.


Heraclius waited expectantly to be called into the Carthaginian amphitheatre, third only in capacity to the Flavian in Rome and Hippodrome in Constantinople. He felt a sense of pride at what he was about to do. It was, he told himself, something he should feel good about. People would respect him for it; at least he would have earned it. Somehow, he had always felt that he had ridden on the back of his father’s name, a respected ex-general in the army of the former emperor Maurice and now the exarch of Africa, and he wanted desperately to change that. More than anything he wanted to be recognised for his own achievements. He felt intensity, yearning for something beyond this rich and prosperous nation.


Yes, it had a beauty like he had never witnessed before. The gloomy, opulent East where he had spent his youth had given way to this sun-drenched land that seemed to contain more Roman traces than the Balkan towns he had visited on the odd occasion with his father. And despite the Berber threat, life had taken on a far slower pace than during the years that had preceded his family arriving in Carthage. Certainly, it was more secure and fun living here than being the son of a military commander on the bleak eastern frontier lands of Mesopotamia and the Caucasus. Still, he could not get rid of the restlessness than burned within him and now as he sat waiting, he recalled the last time the crowd had roared when he had taken centre stage at the last games. I suppose, he mused, that they were impressed that the son of the ruling exarch should put his life on the line in such games. Although rarely was life taken during friendly contests, the aura of death lay strong in the pit. Indeed, there was even a referee and fighting to kill or maim was forbidden, but he knew that mistakes did occasionally happen. If a gladiator was killed, as had been the case the previous year, an official, known as the ferryman of the dead, would come to check the dead body and while trumpets played, the body would be dragged out of the arena. That was as much recognition as you got.


Although Heraclius felt he had fought well last year, reaching the last eight combatants, he had been angry at himself for being allowed to be beaten by a light-footed African, much to the amusement of the large crowd. He had vowed to win the next games at all costs and if it meant training practically day and night so be it. For the last year he had trained with the best gladiators of the day, even Celadus, the Thracian, three times victor of the western world and three times crowned, had been impressed with the skills of the exarch’s son. It had cost Heraclius a number of gold coins to secure his services but it had been worth it. He had even slept with his gladius, to the mocking of his cousin, Nicetas, having had a special sword made for him by the finest of his father’s blacksmiths. It had a special carbon black steel blade with a blood groove and a black horn grip with a sculpted gold guard. The double-edged twenty-six-inch blade carved to a triangular tip had been heated and reheated, creating an iron blade with the strength of steel and the resilience of iron. The final result was a devastating weapon that could slice through even the thickest coat of armour. Tempering a blade of that quality was a talent that took no small amount of skill and Heraclius had personally rewarded the Hispanic smith when the sword and its golden sheath had been brought to him. At these games he had decided to show off his prowess with his sword by fighting a lion in an early afternoon event.


Heraclius smiled to himself at the recent memory when he had first raised the matter with his father. ‘No way, Flavius,’ his father had said with stern conviction, and in his matter-of-fact voice, that usually was the end of the conversation. ‘You will get yourself killed. Apart from anything else what would it make me look like, allowing my son to be mauled by a lion. What would that idiot Phokas say: “That Maurice appointed a fool?” I will not be made a laughing stock and certainly not by him…and anyway for some reason I prefer you alive.’


‘I am more than a match for a lion and you know it; what about that wild boar?’ was all that Heraclius could think of saying, irritated at the refusal, as he paced his father’s private study. It was a spacious room with wall-to-wall oak panels, ceiling to floor bookcases and high ceilings with ornate moldings. His father sat quietly at his desk, which stood next to a large bay window overlooking the palace grounds. Continuing to read the reports that arrived daily from each region of the exarch, his father was aware that Heraclius was referring to an expedition to wooded mountains to the North of Carthage, when a huge wild boar had attacked his father’s hunting party. The boar was making for him while he was having a dip in one of the hot springs, when his son had leaped onto its back and had killed it by slitting its throat with a dagger while it was still running.


‘Father, I am old enough to make my own decisions.’


‘Yes, I know,’ he said sharply, ‘and it is unfortunate that you can not choose more wisely; fighting a lion would be reckless and I cannot allow it.’


Heraclius was getting more impatient, unused to not getting his own way.


‘This more than anything would earn me the honour of the people,’ he replied, his voice unusually emotional. ‘I will have the lion named Nemian as a mark of respect.’ He stopped to see if his father would react, but he merely continued to read through the parchments.


This annoyed Heraclius even more.


‘You know this will prove my strength to the people,’ he pleaded.


‘I ask you Flavius,’ said his father, ‘which is stronger, that which meets physical danger or that which can speak the truth?’


Heraclius had no idea what his father was talking about.


‘Father please, this would mean so much to me.’


Heraclius the Elder looked up, an angry scowl on his face. ‘You are acting like a spoilt child; you are not Herakles and it would be more a distinguished labour for you to help me in my affairs than attempting to gain pointless favour with the people.’ After a moment’s pause, he continued. ‘What does it mean to you, Flavius, to roar as a lion?’


Flavius realised he had angered his father, which was rare. ‘Sorry, I don’t understand.’


His father shook his head as if he was admonishing one of his foot soldiers. He studied his son, his weathered forehead creasing as he narrowed his sight. ‘It is braver Flavius to do good rather than evil, you have more to offer than to try and prove your bravery fighting a lion.’


Heraclius knew that the only way around his father’s intransigence would be through Epiphania, his mother, a strong-willed woman who almost always took his side. But on this occasion Heraclius was unsure if his charms on his mother would work. Still, he knew there was only one way to find out. The next day he found his mother with the cooks in the kitchens, organising the palace household for a state banquet for visiting dignitaries.


‘Heraclius!’ exclaimed his mother, surprised to see her son in the kitchens. Rarely did he show himself to her, except when he wanted her opinion on something or for her to persuade his father to do something.


‘Mother, can we have a quiet word? I need to talk to you about the games.’


‘The games are your father’s domain my dear, not mine; now food, that’s where I can help.’


‘Seriously, I need you to get father to change his mind.’


His mother laughed. ‘You know father is as intransigent as you are.’ She saw his face. ‘What is it you want him to do?’


He explained and to his surprise, despite her reticence, she said she would talk to him, but no more, and that evening in the privacy of their bedroom Epiphania approached Heraclius the Elder on the subject.


‘Heraclius spoke to me today about his desire to fight a lion,’ she said as she rolled over onto her side as she lay in bed.


‘It’s madness,’ Heraclius the Elder said, ‘the boy will get himself killed.’


‘He has to make his own choices in life and he is at twenty-eight well beyond an age where he should be prevented from exercising his own free will. It would be a rite of passage,’ she said, brushing up against her husband while he sat on the bed. Reluctantly and after some persuading Heraclius the Elder agreed on the condition that his best archers be stationed at strategic places around the amphitheatre.


Heraclius stood slowly when a guard entered the subterranean gladiator’s chamber, nodding to him that it was time. Lowering his golden plated helmet over his head, he picked up his black gladius, weighing it in his hand. Lifting it, he picked up another sword his father had lent him, one that his father had used in battle over many years. His own felt better. Gripping a sword in either hand he walked out into the deafening noise of the amphitheatre, waving his blades to the people as he made his way slowly across the arena that had become a cauldron. Feet were banging, echoing and amplifying the sound of screaming voices.


The noise echoed around the stadium, and looking out through the iron helmet to the crowd, he saw the steeply banked semicircular rows of stone benches had filled with people to breaking point. Thirty thousand people packed in under the velarium to see this spectacle, coming from the furthest provinces, some he knew having queued all night and a number having paid more than a handsome price for having secured a seat. It was the ordinary man’s ideal entertainment and they loved him for putting his life on the line. Walking to the centre of the arena, he stood still, his coat of freshly oiled golden-plated cuirass body armor glistening white and golden in the intense rays of the African sun. It was made from the toughest iron that his father had ordered especially for these games. If he was going to get himself killed, his father had moaned, he may as well die looking the part. Feeling the intense heat of the burning sun and the occasion, he watched with the rest of the crowd.


A steel cage was winched into the main arena, the capstans allowing the teams of slaves to hoist the heavy animal up from the basement. The lion crouched low behind the bars; it had a very thick mane and seemed to Heraclius rather regal and detached. Suddenly Heraclius had become totally oblivious to the pounding, thudding noise, his whole concentration on the caged beast before him. He judged it was around four hundred pounds in weight and ten feet or thereabouts in length.


However, he was beginning to think his father had secretly had the animal doped, it appeared subdued and sluggish. But when the rope holding the cage door shut was abruptly released by the two slaves who had been holding it taut, the beast stood with feline grace and after a second’s hesitation walked out of its prison. It had a muscular and deep-chested body with a rounded and shortened head bearing prominent whiskers. The massive thickened mass of hair that extended from its neck area to the underside of its abdomen seemingly increased its already awesome size.


Heraclius swallowed deep. Maybe this was not such a good idea after all. The vanity that had swooned over him before he entered the arena was evaporating quickly. Having visualised for weeks being in the theatre with the animal, he now watched its every move, turning slightly to his right as it edged around the perimeter, taking a wide path. It appeared to be assessing the situation, weighing up what to do next. Its massive paws kicking up the dust as it started into a slow trot.


Repeatedly he had visualised how he would kill it. Now that reality was staring at him, he could not recall exactly how. He had opted for two swords against a shield, as he considered the latter would be pointless against the full force of a grown lion’s charge. Yet now he was having second thoughts, at least he could hide behind a shield.


Trickles of sweat run down his forehead, as Namian moved a bit closer. Its head lowered and back arched, its face stern and neck stretched forward as it trotted menacingly with its eyes open, mouth partly ajar. Its entire body taut as its abdominal muscles rapidly tightened and contracted to produce an almighty roar. The crowd went silent. The roar seemed to travel for millennia. It was then that Heraclius realised he would die.


This was no ordinary lion, it had killer eyes and its roar was nothing like he had ever heard, causing him to stumble backwards, groping at the sand. The crowd cried out, sensing the danger. Just as quickly there was an expectant hush. Money had been wagered and it looked like that a lot of it would be lost.


The beast began to trot a little faster as if playing a game and Heraclius quickly picked himself up. In that horrific moment he realised his helmet had fallen off and still lay on the ground; he did not know whether to try and pick it up or leave it where it was. Before, his vision of the beast had been through the slits of the armour protecting his face, neck and head. Now he could see the animal in full and it appeared even more frightening.


Heraclius the Elder had decided that if his son was in any mortal danger, he would give the signal to the archers to kill the beast, although he was uncertain if it would not be too late. Better to act quickly, he thought, as he began to raise his arm, but his wife held it down.


‘What are you doing, he will die,’ he murmured incredulously.


‘Better for him he dies a hero than is judged a coward.’ Epiphania whispered.


Heraclius knew he was in serious trouble. He was wondering if he could make it to the exit and live. For a fleeting second, he wondered also how that would look.


This beast was as smart as him, maybe smarter. Having enjoyed its little game, it was now running faster around the arena, making Heraclius turn continually to keep it in his sight. What kind of beast is this? he asked himself. Next time I will not be so cocky, for sure. The dust from the sand that covered the arena to soak up the blood of combatants was being thrown up by him continually turning, making it more difficult for him to see, and as a gust of wind blew up the odd particle got in his eyes, causing him to squint.


Suddenly he saw the beast stop. He stopped, but his giddiness had caught up with him and he felt himself uncontrollably continue to turn. He could no longer see the animal. It was then he heard another mighty roar. If it was possible the roar was louder than the previous one, shaking every bone in his body with the force of the booming noise. In an instant he fell to the ground on one knee, the crowd gasped as one as they saw him begin to pray as the lion pounced for the kill.


In that moment he felt at peace like never before, as if the hand of the Christian God had been laid on his head, nothing stirred, nothing mattered, the world had stopped. He knelt and waited, listening intently then suddenly swivelled to his right and bolted upright in an arching movement as the beast was in mid air.


In a cross-cutting motion, using both gladius’ he slewed off the head of Namian. Its eyes stunned, as were those of the crowd. They had thought Heraclius was dead, and yet he was now standing over the twitching beast, its muscles having gone into spasm. Heraclius knelt for a second in the bloody pool and then without waiting for the crowd’s applause, disappeared inside to the slow chanting of his namesake: “Heraklees, Heraklees”. Except Heraclius’ mind was on other things, he now realised his father was right, he knew now what it meant to roar as a lion.


Nicetas clapped him on the back as Heraclius walked through the short brick-faced arch of the minor entrance of the podium wall. He did not notice the archer near the column in between slip silently into the shadows.


‘I thought I was dead.’ Heraclius said as they walked together, wiping the sweat from his brow.


‘And I thought you were meat for my dinner,’ joked Nicetas.


‘Very amusing,’ grinned Heraclius.


Heraclius turned to him, for a second, ‘When I thought I was dead then I knew.’


‘Knew what?’ Nicetas enquired.


‘My destiny.’


‘Flavius, you read too many of those Greek myths,’ Nicetas laughed as they climbed the stairs to the podium. Heraclius walked over to the cubiculum where his parents were seated and both stood to embrace him. His brother, Theodore, who was eighteen, remained seated, totally in awe as his brother winked at him over his mother’s tight embosom. The echo of the crowd roared its approval, again and again calling out his namesake in slow syllables in a rhythmic drumbeat; it was as if the stadium had turned into a beating drum, such was the noise.


‘Herrrraaaakles, Herrrraaaakles,’ they screamed.


He gave them a short wave more from relief that anything else, and they showed their approval by applauding and screaming louder and louder again, repeating his namesake’s name.


On the spur of the moment, he turned towards the crowd at the edge of the podium, waiting for them to quieten and catching his breath, a trickle of sweat running down the side of his face, the burning sun in his eyes. He cupped his right hand over his eyes to protect them from the glare.


‘My friends, countrymen and citizens of the Roman Empire,’ he began in a strong, authoritative voice. A loud bellow of approval erupted.


He felt a giddy joy as he addressed them and sensed their response. Waiting patiently for them to fall silent again, his chest heaved with the excitement of the fight and the moment.


‘Today, my countrymen you have witnessed a heroic act, but I ask you, is it not more heroic to be truthful, no matter what the consequence? We were victorious over the Vandal heathen and have all but vanquished the Berber threat….’


Another eruption of the crowd interrupted him, this time he quietened them with a slight motion of his right hand.


‘And we resist the Lombards in our homeland. Why?’


He paused, looking around as if examining each one of the crowd that filled the stadium. They strove to meet his eye, not knowing if he was expecting an answer.


‘Because,’ he continued, his orotund voice pouring over the crowd, ‘we believe in ourselves, guided by knowledge of truth gained from a strong Roman heritage.’


He stopped and looked around again.


‘Our Roman imprint is everywhere in Africa, yes, but we appreciate and respect your local customs and heritage and your Gods. Why do we Romans build fortifications in the mountain passes and erect stone forts?’


The crowd fell quiet, waiting on his next words.


‘Not in the name of conquest but to keep the Berbers from pillaging the riches of your country. And I promise you this; as long as I am alive, I will do my utmost to keep you safe.’


A monumental eruption of the crowd followed, repeating his name.


‘You are more popular than me Flavius,’ said his father, proudly, as Heraclius took his seat in the marble pews of the royal box.


When they were sitting quietly again, he turned to his father. ‘You were right father, defending men from evil is a better way to prove my bravery, that is my destiny.’


Later that same afternoon Heraclius won the gladiators’ tournament and made a secret vow to himself.
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		Fabia
	



‘Yes, and she soothed me up, and called me “Sir,”
	

And used all speech that might provoke and stir.


Yet like as if cold hemlock I had drunk,


It mocked me, hung down the head and sunk.


Like a dull cipher, or rude block I lay,


Or shade, or body was I, who can say


What will my age do, age I cannot shun,


When in my prime my force is spent and done?
	

I blush, that being youthful, hot, and lusty,
	

I prove nor youth nor man, but old and rusty.’
	



		



Ovid


The following day the large open-air market on Byrsa hill was exceedingly busy. The sun was at its zenith and traders were doing brisk business in the liveliness and excitement of the marketplace.


Heraclius had decided to get some fresh air and watch the vibrant traders. Most of whom he knew by sight, if not by name. There were a few amusing scoundrels, relatively peaceful but intent on making a profit by cheating, of every spare bronze coin they might have, noble but innocent travelling Greeks, Armenians and Italians and anyone else who found their way to the market. The locals who frequented knew which merchants to stay away from and where the best deals were to be had.


It was, like today, always full of colour, with stalls selling everything from gold and silver jewellery to all manner of textiles, cheap pottery, glassware, ceramics, ivory and gold and fine metalwork. Exotic fruit stalls stood next door to imitative Phoenician, Greek and Egyptian artwork, all peddling their wares and competing for the custom of the people. The rich fragrance and natural ebb and flow of the emporium always warmed him. Local Carthaginian merchants who appeared the worse for wear were haggling with the local traders. Arguments ensued, and then just as quickly subsided. It was like this all the time.


Heraclius was accompanied by four elite Roman guards. His father insisted that he have personal protection at all times when outside the palace gates, and although he loathed them trailing his every movement, he had no real alternative but to obey his father’s wishes.


Most of the traders spoke Latin, but a few who came from rural areas still spoke a form of neo-Punic, an offshoot of Phoenician. Although they had a few problems conversing with the local population, in the end it mattered little. A bargain was done or not, by a nod or shake of the head.


His group milled through the throng. A few acknowledged the party, recognising Heraclius and bowing in his wake.


‘Am I a King?’ he asked in Latin of a noble young African woman who had curtsied as he passed and whispered ‘My Regus’ in a dialect of Phoenician.


‘No, my lord, but everyone talks of you as one,’ replied the pretty woman.


He stopped, his guard also holding back. He waved them on.


‘I’ll catch you up,’ he half-lied.


This woman had taken his eye and he wanted to spend some time with her. Her features were fine, and she had bright wide eyes and a pure olive skin.


‘I am honoured that you would take time to talk to me.’ She spoke a form of neo-Phoenician, which Heraclius understood. He replied in her language.


‘You are here alone?’


‘No, my sister is over there haggling for that bronze piece, but not getting very far.’ She smiled and her face lit up. Heraclius was captivated.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Fabia,’ the girl replied shyly.


‘That’s a lovely name. Where do you live?’


‘So many questions.’ She smiled again bashfully.


Fabia was pushed aside by a group of middle-aged rowdy Greek merchants who had not managed to bargain down the price of the items they wanted from the stall next to where Heraclius had stopped. She nearly fell forward, but he held her up. Their eyes locked for an instant. She stared up at him with her wide brown eyes smiling at him warmly.


Heraclius stepped into the lead merchant’s path. ‘Watch where you’re going, you pushed the young lady,’ he shouted in fluent Greek.


‘What young lady?’ replied the heavily bearded bear of a sea-merchant, who was looking around as if Fabia was not present. Then his gaze fell as if he had just suddenly seen her. ‘She’s not a lady, she’s a Phoenician. He squared up to Heraclius unafraid. ‘You don’t talk to me like that, you impudent boy,’ he continued. ‘Who do you think you are? Get out of my way or I’ll cut you down.’


‘Is that so?’ Heraclius said. He moved his hand to the hilt of his black gladius. ‘I have not taken life, but yours may be the first.’


The market had gone eerily quiet around them as the atmosphere suddenly changed. Danger was in the air and the traders did not want their goods stolen in the melee.


Fabia tried to intervene as the burly merchant stared down at Heraclius, their eyes level and unflinching. The men behind him had gone a bit grey, and were muttering in Greek.


‘I think I recognise him Kephalos,’ said one of the men hesitantly.


Kephalos bent his ear. ‘He’s the son of Heraclius the Elder, the Exarch, the one who fought the lion and won the gladiators tournament yesterday.’


Kephalos coughed loudly. He had been in more than a few fights in his life and did not bow to any man. However, he knew that if he pursued this fight, he would be dead. Either the man before him would kill him, which was a real possibility or the man’s father would have him butchered.


He paused a second. It was not normally in his nature to apologise, but he knew he had little choice. ‘Forgive my hastiness; I would not want to be a burden to the son of Heraclius the Elder.’


Heraclius glowered at him. ‘You did not burden me sir, you burdened this lady. Apologise to her.’


The man swallowed hard. He turned to Fabia. ‘I apologise, forgive me,’ he said without really looking at her


The merchants slinked off muttering to themselves, Fabia watched them go and smiled broadly.


Fabia and Heraclius spent the rest of the day together, finding themselves in the open countryside in the hills behind the city. Heraclius knew that his father would have been told of him leaving his bodyguards, and they would doubtless get into trouble and be replaced. It had happened before but he was too entranced with this woman.


‘I saw you in the arena, fighting the lion; you were like a demi-god. That was very brave.’


‘It was foolish, I should have listened to my father and let the lion live. I was lucky to survive.’ He wanted to change the subject, uncomfortable that the conversation was focussed on him. ‘Tell me about you,’ he said.


‘I am descended from Dido,’ Fabia said nonchalantly as they sat under the shade of a pine tree. Do you know of Dido?’


‘I know the story. Dido and her band settled on Byrsa hill and, according to Virgil’s Aeneid, the local Berber chieftain told Dido that her people could have as much land as could be covered with a single oxhide. So, the princess cut an oxhide into tiny strips and set them end to end, so that they girded the entire hill,’ Heraclius said, now pleased that he had studied so hard as a young man.


‘I am impressed, you are clearly very learned.’


‘I don’t think so - I have been fortunate to have had a personal tutor from the age of three. It helps being schooled in all the western philosophies; from Socrates to Plotinus.’ He smiled, not mentioning that not only well-read, he had learned to navigate in the blindness of dark by the stars as the Babylonians had done in the distant past, and that he had become an expert in the art of military warfare. Nor that his father had specialist tutors brought in to teach him every one of the major campaigns, from Alexander the Great, Hannibal, Scipio and the Punic wars and the life of Attila the Hun to Julius Caesar and more latterly the campaigns of Constantine and the recent emperors. Having studied them all, it was as if he knew each one personally. Neither did he mention that he spoke Latin, Greek and Armenian fluently and had learned Phoenician only after he arrived in Africa. ‘So, you are descended from a princess?’


‘Yes, distantly on my mother’s side.’ There was a small pause. ‘What do you think of Africa?’ she said, her eyes searching the green fields below them.


‘It’s a rich and prosperous nation, with beauty like I have never witnessed before and here…’ Heraclius stared down from the hills into Carthage, the Roman built houses and buildings lit a strange reddish hue by the fading sun, falling behind a valley out to the West. In his youth he had been taught the history of the city by his tutors in the East. Founded by Phoenician settlers from the city of Tyre, it was now a main outpost of the Roman Empire controlling much of the coastal central and western Mediterranean, including parts of North Africa, Gaul, Hispania, Corsica, Sardinia, western Sicily and numerous small islands. Destroyed by the Romans at the end of the Third Punic War, it had been refounded by Julius Caesar, growing to become the third largest city of the empire, rivalled only by Rome and Constantinople itself. It had been imbued with Roman architecture, amphitheatres, monuments, hippodromes, fora, public baths, aqueducts, all arranged with Roman architectural sensibilities in mind. Heraclius noticed Fabia watching him, taking him from his thoughts. ‘It is different. I spent most of my youth in the East.’ He waved a hand at the surrounding countryside. ‘Here life takes on a slower, kinder pace.’


‘What about the Berber’s?’


‘Sure, the Berber threat is around, but it is more fun here than being the son of a military commander on the eastern frontier.’


There was a short pause, both of them looking into the distance. ‘Why did you come - you and your family, is not Africa far from your homeland?’


‘Having had a military background, my father’s appointment fitted into the larger pattern of previous military commanders. It is not unusual for there to be rotation between outposts of the empire and ex-emperor Maurice had wanted a trusted man to take the exarch at Carthage. My father happened to fit the requirements for the job.’


There was something in her eyes.


‘What is it?’


‘You sound rather sad.’


‘Not at all, life…the people are just different here than in the East.’


‘And us Carthaginians? We are a strange people, no?’ she smiled up at him, her liquid eyes meeting his.


‘I love your culture. It is a kind of paradise here in this sun-drenched land and you certainly have a colourful history.’


‘Tell me, what do you love about us more than the Greeks and Romans?’ Her voice betrayed a sort of challenge.


‘Well….’ Put on the spot, he was trying hard to think of something. ‘The Greeks have a legacy of theatre, philosophy and artistic innovation. We Romans have our fighting ability, dynamic engineering and creative architecture…You Carthaginians are merchants whose architecture and art are an amalgam of the cultures with whom you trade. You make attractive jewellery. Your art though is - too eclectic - and your religious beliefs forbid you even showing your Gods. Only in shipbuilding are you somewhat innovative.’


She looked at him with faint displeasure.


‘Oh! Shipbuilding; is that it?’ she said mockingly.


He smiled. ‘Well…and you.’ He edged closer and their warm mouths pressed together.
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		Towards the East, 610 AD
	





‘One day about sunset, I dozed off and dreamed to be a butterfly, joyfully fluttering about I sure enough was a butterfly, completely forgetting that I was Chuang-tzu. When all of a sudden awakened, I in fact was Chuang-tzu again not knowing whether it was me dreaming to be a butterfly or I was a butterfly dreaming that he was Chuang-tzu.’


Chuang-tzu


The two-mast sailing boat left the harbour, its sails blowing full and easy in the late morning wind, the sea sparkling bright in the glint of the sun. Heraclius reclined on a bench seat watching the harbour grow distant.


When his family had first entered Carthage, the scene was of a city in ascendancy and it was the same today. A long bay made a natural harbour, forming a breakwater. The outer city harbour that they were leaving was heavily defended complete with ship-sheds and a central island with coning tower. High cliffs stood on either side, like twin peaks towering heavenward. A number of merchant vessels carrying grain to the outer reaches of the empire filled the shoreline, and the seas nearby were swathed with them. Shouts from the seamen drifted in the sea breeze, and mingled with the damp smell of sea salt and fish.


‘I am in love, Nicetas,’ he said as their sailing boat edged gradually out to the Mediterranean, heading for one of the islands off the Carthegian shores which was rich in crayfish, as had been testified by their last catch. As usual they were accompanied by bodyguards; this time there were only two, due to the size of the craft. Heraclius was under strict instructions not to let them out of his sight and them likewise. The sun scorched down unrelenting, filling the sky with fire as Nicetas pulled at the rigging to get the main sail to come up. ‘I am nearly thirty-five and Fabia is the only woman I have loved.’


‘Your father would never allow the marriage, you know that. He has refused you twice,’ said Nicetas. ‘She’s a Phoenician Flavius, you are Roman.’


‘Armenian’, corrected Heraclius.


‘Roman Armenian,’ Nicetas retorted with a broad smile. The son of Heraclius’ brother, Gregorius, Nicetas studied his cousin and friend as he worked the ropes to get the sail to catch the wind that had blown up.


Flavius was more like a brother to him. Two years older, Flavius was handsome and tall, with beautiful blue eyes, blond hair now blowing in the wind, and a golden complexion, like his own, deeply tanned by long, hot African summers. While in Africa Flavius had grown a short beard; now slightly faded by the sun. It made him look more like a fighter than he was.


‘You care too much for your family to go against your father’s wishes, Flavius.’ After he had found the wind, the single-hulled sailboat picked up speed, the white sails billowing.


‘He preaches equality for all,’ Heraclius replied and paused watching the waves ahead. ‘He talks of the need to ingrain ourselves into local custom and to understand these people and learn from them. Yet he will not allow me to marry an African. Yes, he has double standards. He tries to fool the people by letting me get engaged as it shows we are not so narrow-minded as people think. Now he wants us to go and fight Phokas for him.’


They had had conversations similar to this many a time, but now things were different. News had arrived from Constantinople in the form of a personal messenger from Priskos, the powerful Count of the Excubitors, Prefect of the City of Constantinople and son-in-law of the emperor Phokas, who had, as a centurion of the Roman army, led a revolt and seized power seven years earlier after overthrowing and murdering emperor Maurice and his family.


‘Our fathers are right,’ said Nicetas, breaking the silence. ‘They are too old to fight Phokas. We have to go.’


A spray of sea water splashed over the side, soaking Nicetas. He smiled, his eyes creasing as he did. ‘I love this life my friend, it’s splendid and easy, far from any worries. It’s so simple to ignore the problems facing the empire.’


The fullness of the ocean filled the boat, the waves lapping hard against the side. Neither wanted to think of the future and what it would hold.


‘He seized power violently and in the eyes of many he has profaned the name of the Holy Roman Empire by murdering Maurice. We have lived in fear of Phokas for all these years. Nobody accepts him as emperor and you have often said that if you ever got the chance to kill him, you would. Well, now is your chance my friend. You said you knew your destiny and this is it.’


Flavius looked up. He knew Nicetas was right; Phokas’s regime lacked any legitimacy and this was the moment he had longed for all his life.


‘You’re right, Nicetas, ‘but is it right that we rise up against even a usurper emperor?’


‘There is justification and you know it.’


The sailing boat was within sight of the island and what ordinarily would have been a relaxing day of catching crayfish lay ahead. A lone seagull swooped overhead as Heraclius glanced up. The bird seemed to notice him and for an instant he was that bird.


*


Ahead Heraclius could see the electric storm, lighting up the night sky, its black eye nearing. Spectacular white sheets of light, amid emerald blue, flashed vivid in the rolling wake of feint thunder. The odd distant bolt of lightning forked down at the smouldering sea as if in punishment at some long-forgotten feud. Heavy winds had picked up from the North-West, the ship listing hard to the right in the wake of a large swell that smashed unmercifully against the prow sending boulders of water cascading over the fore deck.


Rain that had started a few minutes earlier made a hissing sound, like that of a snake about to strike its prey, then all of a sudden turned into a lashing unrelenting torrent, whipping down brutally and relentlessly from the skies above. Great whooshing sounds reverberated as it hit the oak deck, the sea rising and falling with the motion of the ever-increasing waves.


The other warships that formed part of the fleet heading over the Mediterranean had been scattered by the fierce storm. Frustrated, Heraclius clenched his fists tightly, less than a week’s sailing from Carthage and already a big storm had come. Standing near the helm, he looked around at the men scuttling at his command, closing hatches and readying the ship for the night in store. The last hatch battened down, the few remaining crates lashed up, the rudder turning by degrees, the ship now pointed into the wind.


He knew that the men who travelled on the galley with him towards the Eastern sun thought he may be the last Roman emperor were he to seize control from Phokas, and even that was highly uncertain. Should he succeed in the daring plan, he would face a tumultuous time; yet still the East drew him like a moth to flame. Two legions, a force of nearly nine thousand men, travelled with him on the fleet of warships spanning the seas that moments ago had sailed alongside his command vessel.


The Moors, the local indigenous Amazigh tribe and the Mauretanian Berbers that he had eventually managed to befriend, whose icon of the Virgin Mary was displayed on their ships’ mastheads, comprised a large portion of both sailors and soldiers in the fleet. He knew it was a strong force, although the Amazigh warriors and Zarakionoi who accompanied them were inexperienced in the ways of Roman warfare and even though there were a large contingent of Moors, this was not enough. The Legio Prima Flavia Pacis were the only Roman imperial troops, a crack fighting force he knew well. Even so, more Roman help would be needed before they reached their final destination.


Setting off into a raging storm was not the best start to the expedition he said to himself as a sail was ripped by a heavy gust, sending a sailor shuttling up the mast to bring the broken canvas down. Inured to sailing, even Heraclius was feeling the effects in his stomach of the buffeting winds and heavy seas that were getting steadily worse. Nausea is what the Greeks called it and the word seemed to him to fit so well, as the ship lurched and rolled, rose and sunk and crashed into one churning wave after another. Dark green waters quaked and quivered in the midst of the whipping wind. The galley, he assured himself as it pitched violently, was built to withstand all that came her way; at least that was what the aged helmsman had told him when they had first sighted the black clouds.


A crack of lightning split from the night, then another, a reverberating clap of deafening thunder sounding from above to inform them that the eye of the storm was approaching.


‘It’s a bad night Consul but maybe it will abate!’ shouted the helmsman, a fifty-year-old veteran, above the screeching and groaning planks of wood straining to hold together, his craggy nautical features broke into a deft smile at Heraclius’ obvious discomfort.


Heraclius looked over at the whether-beaten sailor, his face lined with as many days at sea as he had been alive, smiling back meekly and pulling tighter the heavy woollen double-breasted jacket he wore. So much for the calm waters of the Mediterranean, he mumbled to himself, as the full might of another crushing sea wave hit.


Then, without warning, from out of the dark gloom another galley reared like a demon in the silhouetted night, lifted high by a huge swell, the massive hull looming ominously towards his ship. It crashed down smashing the foremost outstretched oars as it did.


‘Reverse stroke, double time!’ bellowed Heraclius above the clatter of feet and cries, running forward mesmerised by how close it was.


‘Now!’ he yelled desperately. ‘Reverse stroke, now!’ the squally weather making it harder for him to be heard. The brakes of the hundreds of oars were applied just in time before the two galleys struck each other.


‘About right!’ he ordered the helmsman, sending the ship cutting across the wind to avoid the path of the other galley. The noise sending a bellowing howl of disapproval from the vessel as it started sharply at right angles through the water, the shock juddered through the whole ship from stem to stern causing him to doubt his own judgment. In the movement the anchor was loosed from its claws and thumped against the side at every roll, men acting quickly to wheel it up.


Heraclius watched as the other galley was nonchalantly sloshed aside by a crunching wave that crashed into its side demolishing the main mast in a harsh cracking sound, the cries of men and death filling the night air. Instead of abating, the storm was worsening and now the whole fleet would be fighting for survival. The action of sending his ship across wind was that it now took on vast quantities of sea water.


‘You!’ Heraclius shouted at a centurion who ran over to him, trying to stay upright as the ship rolled to the right. ‘Give the order to ditch all barrels of non-essential cargo.’ The man was about to rush off when Heraclius heard a clanking sound from below. ‘Wait! Where’s the navarc?’


‘Down below with the bailers, my lord.’


‘Get him up here.’


‘Yes, my lord,’ replied the young centurion running off in the direction of the aft side sliding as he went.


They would need to lighten the weight to offset the mass of water that was filling the ship. Within minutes crates and all forms of cargo were being thrown over board. It was clear though that it would not be enough, the ship was taking on too much water. Heraclius ordered the helmsman to cut back into the wind, now that they had side-stepped the other galley that was still fighting furiously to stay upright.


‘Drop anchor,’ Heraclius shouted at the top of his voice to the midshipman who ran over to the re-fixed anchor to lower it again.


A few moments later the navarc, a senior officer, appeared from the depths of the night looking haggard and tired.


‘What’s the situation?’ asked Heraclius.


‘Bailers are having problems my lord, the ship will keel if we don’t do something, she has taken on too much water below-decks and we need to steady her.’


‘Get some men to lash up that splintered mast over there and cast it overboard to make another sea anchor.’ An icy breeze hit them as the ship began to list. ‘And get everyone you can find to assist the bailers.’


‘Yes, my lord,’ said the officer as he disappeared into the night.


Above decks the damage was no less severe; the bowsprit was gone and the mizzen lugsail had burst from its frapping, flapping wildly on the slanting gaff. The once proud ship was struggling like a wounded bird, the broken shafts of her oars visible in the murky blackness.


‘The wind is now veering from the North, my lord,’ said the helmsman, straining hard to manoeuvre the helm to keep tacking into the wind. When he had struggled to turn it, he lashed it down with the hemp rope he kept nearby. The change of wind did not cause it to vary in its intensity, the pounding waves being the evidence.


Hours passed and the storm did not relent, until a few hours before dawn, the winds began to lose their force and the gale finally abated. Just as it had started it had gone, a squally light rain all that remained. Slipping the tallow waterproofed hood from his aching head Heraclius stood on the prow, the dawn sun was rising slowly, peering through the early morning haze; a ray of golden light spreading slowly across the Mediterranean creating a mosaic mural of reds and oranges around a bulbous of white. As if oblivious to the night’s events, she rose serene and majestic on the distant horizon. Far off, a sea brigands’ two-mast vessel had been spotted by the morning watch, its oars cutting hard through the sea to avoid the oncoming fleet, their captain perhaps thinking that Heraclius had been sent after them. A thought occurred to him, that he should have considered much earlier, and he immediately called for his mid-shipman, who appeared above deck.


‘I want you to find general Nyan’s ship, and bring the general to my cabin.’


The man saluted and turned a little too slowly.


‘Double quick!’ shouted Heraclius, and the man scuttled off into a run.


At that instant a soldier appeared handing him a parchment, with reports from his commanders. He read the reports solemnly, and then barked some more orders. Closing his tired eyes, he let out a deep sigh and breathed in the salty air which he could taste on his charred lips. For a moment he was content to just let the damp morning breeze cool his tired face and his mind wonder in the aftermath of the sleepless night of rough storms. The reports he had received told him that they had lost one vessel, though another galley had managed to save a large number of those on board. Five other galleys had been badly damaged but remained sea-worthy, the remaining galleys all having escaped with at most light damage. Only sixty-five men had died in the storm, a miracle in itself and fifty had been injured, only a few seriously. He found himself thanking the Lord for having saved his ship and the lives of those who had not perished. Then he reminded himself that as the water had flooded below decks, they had had to ditch everything from the wooden bedding to blankets and sacks of grain, to lighten their loads. Now they sailed lighter and swifter, but with no place to sleep and rations would soon bring grumbles of empty stomachs amongst his men. Nevertheless, he still thanked the Christian God that the storm had subsided when it had.


He opened his eyes at the new morning. As a boy he had woken up early just to witness the sun ascend to the morning sky. Now it rose to beckon him to a new destiny, one he had dreamed about but never had fully believed would happen, a destiny that brought with it unknown danger and at the same time the anticipation of a new beginning. Maybe Homer was right, that it is by some divine power that all things are brought about.


His thoughts turned to Nicetas, who had left Carthage with a land force a number of months before his war fleet had set sail. Reports had come just as he had departed that Nicetas’ army had moved swiftly into Egypt and had captured Alexandria, the city named after Alexander the Great. He hoped that fortune would favour his close friend and cousin, he could not bear to lose him, he was more like a brother.


A lone seagull caught Heraclius’ eye as it flew over his galley as he walked wearily back to his cabin. A few soldiers saluted as he passed, the new light casting shadows of lack of sleep across their tired faces. A cabin boy opened the door for him and he slumped down exhausted at his command table, one of the few items that had been saved from the storm. The cabin boy watched from the doorway, and was about to shut the door.


‘When general Nyan arrives, bring some fresh wine, he’ll need it!’


‘Yes, my lord,’ the boy said, closing the door.


On top of the table lay a map of the region, a line made from his stylus showing how far they had come and a dotted line to where they were headed. Taking out from a drawer the parchment of paper his father had given him, he read it once again, maybe just to remind himself why he had decided to listen to Nicetas. It was written in the hand of Priskos and had his personal seal.




		

“My Noble Exarch Heraclius,


By the heavens I ask for the sake of the empire that you send your forces to overthrow Phokas. You will have support in Thessalonica for onward supplies. We have made secret pacts with Theodore, the former Prefect of Alexandria, and with sons of Menas, the former governor of Alexandria to lend support for an uprising in Egypt. St. Theodore of Sykeon is with us in this endeavour. As are Probus, the curator of the palace of Placidia and Bonosus, the Patrician and general. Others of importance have our support. King Khusrau II Parviz has moved his Persian forces to overthrow Phokas by invasion of the eastern frontier. It is a matter of time, and we count on you to lend your sword to restore truth to the empire. You have surely heard of the reports of purges and massacres, which only damage him even further. Grain shipments to Constantinople have been stopped by the Lombards. He is the devil incarnate and we ask that you and your son Flavius come as saviour. I will lend my support to you and have at your disposal the forces of the Excubitors.


Yours Priskos, Count of the Excubitors, Prefect of the City of Constantinople”


He mused over the letter. It was clear that dissension went to the core of Phokas’ regime, having spread to Africa itself, where locals were required to suffer increased taxes to pay for the costs of Phokas’ seizure of power. He was aware that motives for rebellion against Phokas were multiple, yet there was a need for caution, especially to contain that part of him that burned deep with ambition to become emperor. The fire having stayed with him from his time he had spent in his youth at the palace of Sophia in Constantinople, the opulence and grandeur of the palace having a mesmerising affect on him.


His father had realised, as he did, that if they did not rebel, then they too may well fall victim to the purges of Phokas. Action had to be taken, and Heraclius and his father were aware that Phokas’ attention would be focussed on the eastern frontier. They knew that a regime that had lost its reputation was severely weakened.


Heraclius reached for a glass of red wine that had been poured for him and sipped at it, its taste bitter. He quickly put it down again. There was a high risk to the rebellion, the penalty for failure being too horrendous to contemplate. It would surely be a ghastly end not only for him and his family but for Fabia and hers as well. Certainly, he did not want to look back in history, because precedents for African rebellions were not good. Long ago Gordian I and Gildo had both failed.


Six months before he left to set sail, his father had taken the step of formally proclaiming himself and Heraclius as joint Roman Consul, to undermine the legitimacy of Phokas’ regime. It took place at the senate of Carthage, to add some legality, although he was aware, as was his father, that the Carthegian senate members had no legal right to designate a Roman Consul. Nobody had been proclaimed Consul since the middle of Justinian’s reign. But the message to Phokas would be clear, his father was claiming them to be joint emperors and this had been reinforced with coins showing his father and he both wearing consular robes. Although he knew it specious, his new title was that of Consul.


A while later there was a loud knock on his cabin door.


‘Enter,’ Heraclius said.


Nyan, a giant of an African and a general of his land forces, walked into the cabin, bending his bull of a neck to keep his head from hitting the low ceiling. The cabin boy followed carrying an amphora of wine and two large gold goblets, placing the cups on the table he stood quietly in the corner of the room.


‘You asked for me, Consul?’ Nyan said looking rather rough and pale. He detested ships and anything to do with water, and the storms that had punished his men had left their mark on his hard face.


’You look the worse for wear Nyan.’


‘I have fifteen dead and twenty-three injured, and I feel as if I want to die.’


‘It was indeed unfortunate; the eye of that storm seemed like it was watching us. Would you drink some wine with me’?


The big man’s demeanour changed, his face beaming. ‘Consul, you know that I cannot say no to a few glasses of the best African wine.’


His heavy frame took a seat at the table, as the cabin boy appeared with the amphora, filling the goblet. Nyan devoured the wine and the boy, looking perplexed at the speed with which it was consumed, refilled Nyan’s cup.


‘What is the route? Are you still keeping it a secret?’ The man was too polite to say that he was fed up with the secrecy and thought that Gallus, Heraclius’ other general had been told, but Heraclius had considered it imperative for the safety of his men and their mission that nobody be informed of the route.


Heraclius dropped his attention to the map on the table. ‘We are here,’ he said, pointing to an island not far off mainland Greece. ‘We sent forces to Cyprus and Alexandretta to deprive Phokas of important naval bases and tax revenue, cutting off key sea lanes and sealing off Syria. Now we aim for Thessalonica to pick up supplies, men and ships and then on to the Hellespont and Sea of Marmara.’


‘May I ask my esteemed Consul why this route? There was a quicker one from Carthage to Constantinople.’ Nyan gulped at the wine and held the glass up for another refill.
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