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			About the Book

			It is AD 25. Pirate ships strike terror in the hearts of those who brave the seas of the Roman Empire.

			When young Telemachus gets the chance to join the crew of the merchant ship Selene, he’s delighted to escape the rough streets of Piraeus. He knows little of the dangers of life at sea. And even past hardship has not prepared him for the terror on board when a pirate ship appears on the horizon . . .

			The fight is bloody, but the result is never in doubt. Then the victorious pirate chief, Bulla, offers the beaten men a cruel choice: join us, or die. After surviving a brutal initiation rite, Telemachus impresses his new captain with his resourcefulness and strength, and swiftly rises through the pirate ranks. But dangerous rivals talk of mutiny and murder. While Prefect Canis, notorious commander of the imperial fleet, will stop at nothing to take control of the Adriaticum from the pirate brotherhood.

			Could Telemachus be the man to lead the pirate brotherhood and challenge Rome?
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			Chapter One

			Piraeus, early AD 25

			A sharp gust of wind and rain blasted the Greek captain as he staggered down the dimly lit street. It was a foul evening in early spring, and the streets of the port were deserted. Clemestes hurried along, occasionally glancing over his shoulder at the three heavy-set figures a short distance behind him. The seasoned captain of the merchantman Selene had recently returned from a successful voyage to Salamis, landing a cargo of garum and salted fish. Although the journey had provided him with only a small profit, barely enough to cover the expenses of his crew and ship, Clemestes had fared better than most of his fellow seamen. Times were hard for the merchant captains of Piraeus, after two years of poor harvests and pirate attacks that had caused a drop in trade passing through the port. Several had been forced out of business, and many of those who survived were forced to borrow substantial sums from the merchants to cover their losses. Clemestes had decided to celebrate a rare successful trip with a skinful of mulsum at one of the local taverns, and as dusk settled over the port and the light faded, he’d left the Jolly Sailor to return to the warmth of the small cabin aboard his ship. A short while later, he had spotted the men following him.

			The rain continued to fall steadily, pattering against the shingle roof tiles of the surrounding buildings as Clemestes passed through the gloomy back streets of the warehouse district. At this late hour the storehouses were usually busy with teams of stevedores unloading the goods from newly arrived merchantmen, much of it bound for Athens, but the streets in this part of the town were eerily quiet now. The threat of attack from the bands of pirates who were known to prey on the main trade routes had unnerved the local merchants and shipowners, with many of them reluctant to risk transporting their goods across the Empire, and Piraeus had suffered badly as a result, plunged into a period of economic turmoil from which she showed no signs of recovering.

			Clemestes glanced over his shoulder again as he continued down the street. The three men were keeping pace with him, brown tunics hanging from their burly physiques. They had remained a steady distance behind him, following his every move and never quite disappearing from view. At first he’d dismissed the notion that they were following him. But then he had caught a glimpse of their faces in the glow of an open doorway, and recognised them from the crowd at the tavern. They had been sitting at a trestle table in a darkened corner, drinking and watching the other patrons with interest. An overly keen interest, Clemestes now reflected anxiously. There was no doubt in his mind. These men were footpads. They had seen him leaving the tavern and intended to rob him.

			He swallowed hard and faced forward, pulling his cloak tight across his front as he increased his pace, cursing himself for not noticing the footpads earlier. If he had spotted his pursuers as soon as he’d left the tavern, he could have easily sought safety in another of the many cheap watering holes and wine shops that did a brisk trade along the main agora. Instead, he had been too busy congratulating himself on the success of his voyage, and had only become aware of the footpads once he had veered off the main thoroughfare, making his way through the shady winding alleys of the warehouse district. Now there was nowhere for him to hide, nowhere to seek shelter and wait for the footpads to abandon their chase. No one to save him once they sprang their attack.

			He shivered beneath his cloak and looked behind him once more. The footpads were now twenty paces back, moving swiftly in spite of their bulky frames. Clemestes himself walked with a pronounced limp that slowed him down, the result of an old injury he’d sustained during his years as a ship’s mate, and with a rising sense of dread, he realised that his pursuers would soon catch up with him.

			Shaking off the drunken fog behind his eyes, he decided that his best hope was to cut through the maze of storehouses and try to lose the footpads before returning to Selene. He had grown up in Piraeus, running errands for the warehouse managers as a young boy before joining the crew of a small fishing vessel, and he knew the streets in this quarter of the port better than most. Better than the men following him, he hoped. With luck, he might be able to shake them off, and then he would be free to make his way back to the safety of his vessel and crew.

			He darted down a side street and made a series of quick turns, heading in the direction of the large commercial emporium situated next to the quayside. A fetid stench of human waste hung in the air as he hurried onward. His heart was beating faster now, and he prayed to the gods to protect him from his pursuers. He passed a smaller abandoned warehouse, another painful reminder of how Piraeus had fallen on hard times due to the depredations of the pirates. Although there had always been a few crews terrorising the sea lanes, picking off unsuspecting merchantmen from time to time, the situation had worsened in recent years as the pirates, emboldened by their initial successes, had undertaken frequent and more daring raids across the eastern Mediterranean and beyond. The situation was now so bad that Clemestes had already decided to retire from the business as soon as he’d paid off his debts. In a year or two he planned to sell off Selene and settle down on one of the islands in the Aegean. He’d marry a local girl, buy a plot of land, tend his crop, and spend his evenings drinking in one of the local inns, swapping sailing tales with the other old sea dogs. If he managed to live that long.

			His heart fell as he saw that two of his pursuers were still behind him and drawing closer. He turned and limped on. In the distance he heard peals of laughter, and knew he was close to the quayside. Once he reached the packed quay, the men following would be forced to give up the chase. Although the trade at Piraeus had suffered recently, the port was still bustling with merchants and sailors and wine shop trade even at such a late hour. Surely the footpads wouldn’t dare spring an attack in such a busy part of town.

			He ducked into an alley to his right, a cramped space between two dilapidated buildings, twice almost slipping as he tried to avoid the trickle of piss and shit that flowed through the streets in this part of town. In the gloom he could see only a few paces in front of him and he had to watch his step carefully as he picked his way through the heaps of stinking rubbish that had been dumped on either side of the alley. A short distance ahead an oil lamp hung from an iron bracket to illuminate the entrance to one of the warehouses adjacent to the emporium, and he felt his heart lift as he realised he had almost reached the quayside. As he pushed on, he felt his foot brush against something hard and bony. He blundered forward, only recovering his balance at the last instant.

			‘Oi! Watch it!’ a voice hissed.

			Clemestes stopped and glanced back. In the shadows he could just make out a scrawny youth, a threadbare blanket wrapped around his huddled frame. In the darkness of the alley he had failed to spot the homeless figure and had stumbled over his outstretched legs. The youth looked up at him and scowled.

			The urgent sound of footsteps pounding towards him snapped the captain’s attention from the wretched boy and he staggered on. He was less than ten paces from the corner, and for a brief moment, he thought he might escape his pursuers. Then he glimpsed a burly shape sweeping into view at the end of the alleyway. The figure stepped forward from the shadows, and Clemestes stopped in his tracks as he recognised the man’s shaven head and heavily scarred face. The third footpad, he realised with an icy knot of fear. He must have sprinted ahead of his comrades down one of the streets running parallel to the alley, cutting off the only escape route to the quayside while his two companions kept a steady distance behind their target. Clemestes felt his heart sink. The robbers’ plan had worked perfectly. He was trapped.

			He spun around as the two other footpads appeared at the entrance to the alley and moved quickly towards him. He glanced frantically about, searching for another way out. But there was none. A cold tingle of terror ran down his spine as the three assailants closed on him. He opened his mouth to cry for help, but one of the robbers sprang forward in a flash and slammed a fist into his stomach. The sea captain gasped as the air was driven from his lungs and he doubled over, clutching his midriff. The same footpad swung a boot at him and sent him crashing to the ground. A jarring pain erupted inside his skull as the other two men set upon him, delivering a flurry of punches and kicks to his body. Clemestes raised his arms in a futile bid to shield his head, but the blows continued to rain down upon him. A boot swung against his exposed flank. Something cracked, and he felt a sharp pain flare inside his chest.

			‘Get his purse!’

			The blows ceased as two of the robbers stepped back. Clemestes reached a hand to his bruised chest, groaning. He tasted blood in his mouth as one of the men, who boasted a broken nose and several gaps in his teeth, dropped to one knee beside him. The footpad reached under his cloak and grabbed the money purse tied to his belt, snatching it free and tossing it to his companion, a squat, bearded man with small dark eyes. The second man peered inside the purse and frowned. Then he looked down at Clemestes, his eyes narrowing to mere slits.

			‘Where’s the rest of it?’ he demanded.

			Clemestes winced. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘Bollocks! I wasn’t born yesterday, old man. We heard about the cargo you landed. A mate of ours keeps an eye on all the goods coming in. He reckons you got a decent price for yours. More than the measly few coins in here anyway.’ The bearded robber tapped the half-empty purse, then gestured to his comrade with the missing teeth. ‘Now tell me where you’re keeping the rest of the loot, or Cadmus here will cut your fucking balls off.’

			A menacing grin crept on to Cadmus’s scarred lips as he drew his dagger. Clemestes swung his gaze back to the bearded robber and shook his head quickly.

			‘Please! That’s all I have!’

			‘Bastard’s lying,’ Cadmus snarled. ‘I can tell.’

			‘It’s the truth, I swear,’ Clemestes protested.

			The thief stared down at him for a moment, then turned to the man wielding the blade.

			‘Cut an eye out, Cadmus. That’ll loosen his tongue.’

			Cadmus moved towards the captain, the dagger tip glinting in the dim light. Clemestes lay helpless on the rain-slicked flagstones, gripped by the realisation that he was going to die in this squalid alley, and not at the hands of some terrible sea monster or violent storm as he had often feared. His muscles tensed with fear as the blade drew close to his face, and he offered up a silent prayer to the gods.

			As he did so, he caught a glimpse of movement behind the footpad. A lithe dark shadow lunged forward from one of the doorways further down the alley and charged at the bearded man, slamming shoulder-first into his back. The robber let out an explosive grunt as he fell forward, crashing into a pile of rubble and rotting wood to one side of the alley.

			At the sound of his comrade’s pained cry, Cadmus turned away from the captain towards the on-rushing figure. Clemestes caught sight of the attacker’s face and recognised him as the homeless youth he’d tripped over. He looked on in astonishment as the skinny figure hurdled the fallen robber and advanced on Cadmus.

			‘Bastard!’ Cadmus hissed.

			He thrust his dagger at the youth, aiming for his throat. But the young man was faster than the heavily built footpad and deftly evaded the blow. Cadmus grunted in frustration as he stabbed at thin air. He roared and lunged again, slashing wildly and forcing the youth to jerk back out of range, then leaped at his retreating opponent, driving the blade down at his stomach. In one swift motion the youth parried the thrust with a quick sweep of his forearm before he stepped towards his opponent, throwing a punch at the latter’s head. There was the dull crack of bone against bone and Cadmus’s head snapped back, the dagger tumbling from his grip and clattering to the ground.

			‘Watch out!’ Clemestes cried.

			The youth spun around as the robber shook his groggy head clear and scrambled to his feet, launching himself at the interloper. The younger man dived forward and grabbed the fallen dagger before whirling around to face the robber. He dropped into a crouch as the footpad threw a ragged punch at him, neatly ducking the blow. Then he sprang up on the balls of his feet and stabbed out with the dagger, driving the sharpened tip at his assailant’s stomach. The footpad grunted as the blade sank deep. His mouth went slack and he wavered on the spot as his eyes lowered to the handle protruding from his guts. A glistening patch spread out from the wound and stained his tunic.

			The youth wrenched the blade free as the robber slumped in a writhing heap, and turned to face Cadmus, who had scraped himself off the ground. By now the third man had also rushed forward, and he stood alongside his comrade, the pair eyeing their young opponent warily.

			‘Come on, then!’ the youth yelled. ‘Which one of you bastards wants it next?’

			Both robbers hesitated. Their eyes shifted back and forth between their wounded companion and the young killer standing over him, clutching the dagger in his bloodstained hand. There was a crazed look in his eyes and his lean muscles were taut, like a wild animal about to pounce. For a moment no one dared to move. Then voices broke the silence, approaching from the direction of the main quay. Cadmus glowered at the youth, then nodded at his companion, and the two footpads turned and sprinted down the alley, heading back through the warehouse district, away from the sound. Relief swept through Clemestes as he watched them disappear from sight.

			The youth tucked the blade into his belt and hurried over to him.

			‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

			Clemestes forced a smile. ‘I’ll be fine. Just a little shaken up. I thought those bastards were going to kill me.’

			‘That lot are nasty pieces of work all right. But they won’t be causing you any more trouble.’ The youngster cocked his head at the dying footpad. ‘One of ’em, at least.’

			‘No.’ Clemestes frowned at the body. ‘I suppose not.’

			He tried standing up, but the effort was too great and he slumped back down, trembling with pain and shock.

			‘Here. Let me help.’ The youth offered his hand. Clemestes grasped it and rose unsteadily to his feet, grimacing. Every fibre in his body hurt and he struggled to catch his breath.

			‘Thank you.’ He tilted his head at the starved-looking figure standing in front of him. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Telemachus. And you?’

			‘Clemestes, captain of Selene.’ He bowed his head. ‘I’m in your debt, young Telemachus. You saved my life.’

			Telemachus shrugged. ‘I just happened to be nearby, that’s all. Anyone would’ve done the same.’

			‘I sincerely doubt that.’

			The captain fell silent for a moment as he considered the youth. He was dressed in tattered rags and looked to be no older than fifteen or sixteen. His cheeks and chin were laced with knotted white scar tissue. Another one of the desperate abandoned children of Piraeus, Clemestes thought. The progeny of a visiting sailor who’d enjoyed a quick fling with one of the local women, dumped in the street at birth and left to fend for himself. The port was crawling with them. And yet there was something about Telemachus that intrigued him. This poor, miserable wretch had bested three hardened criminals, and Clemestes sensed a fiery resilience in him.

			‘Where are you headed?’ Telemachus asked. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’

			‘My ship,’ the captain croaked. He waved a hand in the direction of the harbour and winced. ‘Shit . . . They’ve given me a thorough working-over.’

			Telemachus nodded. ‘We’d best get moving, in case they return.’

			He slipped an arm around Clemestes’ back, and the two of them set off down the alley towards the harbour, as the dying man let out a deep groan behind them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The rain faded to a drizzle and then died away and the faint moonlight broke through a gap in the dark clouds as Telemachus helped the captain towards the harbour. The young Greek could make out the masts and rigging of the dozens of ships moored alongside it. The sight was an instantly familiar one to him, just as much a part of harbour life as the sounds of the drunken sailors singing and swapping lewd jokes as they returned to their ships for the night. Only a few men braved the chilly, windswept streets leading down from the wharf, fighting one another or playing games of dice. To one side of the quay, pairs of guards patrolled the largest of the vast timbered warehouses. The harbour itself faced out towards a pair of stone moles. Further out, dark waves crashed against the breakwater, bursting in huge white sprays that glittered in the pale light.

			Clemestes stopped in front of a large cargo ship moored at the far end of the quay.

			‘Here she is,’ he announced grandly. ‘Selene. Not the fastest ship, by any means. But she’s as sturdy as they come.’

			Telemachus gazed up at the merchantman. In the faint light of the moon he could see that she had a wide beam and a blunt prow with a high curved sternpost depicting a relief of the Greek goddess Selene driving her moon chariot. A large steering paddle hung from the stern, and a narrow gangway led down from the foredeck to the quay. Without her cargo, she sat high in the water. She was bigger than many of the other vessels anchored in the harbour and cut an impressive sight, he thought.

			Clemestes nodded at his rescuer and smiled apologetically. ‘I’m afraid I can’t offer you much in the way of a reward. But perhaps you’d care to come aboard and have a bite to eat and something to drink? It’s the least I can do.’

			Telemachus pursed his lips while he weighed up the captain’s proposal. He had been living on the streets for long enough to treat kind offers from strangers with the utmost caution. But it had been two days since his last meal, and he felt his stomach growling painfully with hunger. Besides, he reasoned, the captain seemed friendly enough. He nodded.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Good.’ Clemestes managed a pained smile. ‘This way.’

			Telemachus helped the captain up the boarding plank leading to the foredeck. A handful of men lay asleep in the bows, wrapped up in bundles on the deck or lying under tent shelters to protect themselves from the foul weather. Clemestes stopped at the nearest man and nudged him. The man snored heavily and rolled over. The captain shook him more roughly, and this time the man stirred, muttering under his breath, then rose quickly to his feet, a look of concern appearing in his heavily glazed eyes as he noticed the bruises on Clemestes’ face.

			‘Sweet Zeus!’ he slurred. Telemachus caught the scent of cheap wine on his breath. ‘What in Hades happened to you?’

			‘I’m fine, Syleus,’ Clemestes responded. ‘Really. Just got into a bit of a scrap, that’s all. Would have been a lot worse if it wasn’t for this fellow,’ he added, tipping his head at Telemachus.

			Syleus arched an eyebrow at the youth. ‘Is that so?’

			‘Wake my cabin boy, will you,’ the captain said. ‘I’m going down to my quarters.’

			‘Aye, Captain.’

			Telemachus watched as Syleus turned and wove across the deck towards a huddle of figures sheltering beneath a tent erected in the bows of the ship. He shouted at one of the shapes, kicking him awake. A cabin boy a few years younger than Telemachus promptly rose to his feet and hurried towards the aft hatch near the stern, descending the stairs leading down into the captain’s quarters. Telemachus and Clemestes followed a short distance behind, moving slowly along the sun-bleached planking. Once they arrived at the hatch opening, Clemestes went ahead, the younger man following him down the stairs into a small cabin built at an angle into the stern of the vessel. The space was cramped and Telemachus had to duck under the low lintel before entering the captain’s quarters. The cabin boy finished lighting an oil lamp on the small desk built around the sternpost, dimly illuminating the interior of the cabin.

			‘Fetch us some food and drink from the ship’s stores, Nessus,’ Clemestes ordered.

			‘Yes, master.’

			The boy turned and left. Telemachus squinted in the gloom, glancing around at the cabin. There was a narrow cot to one side of the desk, with a sturdy-looking strongbox on the floor next to it. A distinct odour of worn rope and tar lingered in the air. Clemestes eased himself down onto the cot, then gestured to the stool in front of the desk.

			‘Please. Have a seat.’

			Telemachus sat on the stool and tried to hide his discomfort at the slow rocking of the moored vessel.

			‘First time aboard a ship?’ Clemestes asked.

			Telemachus nodded queasily. ‘I’ve seen plenty of ’em. Lived in the port all my life, more or less. But I’ve never set foot on one before.’

			‘You live on the streets, I presume?’

			‘Yes.’ Telemachus lowered his head in shame. ‘Most of my life.’

			‘What about your family?’

			‘My parents are dead,’ the youth responded flatly.

			‘But surely you must have some family who could take you in? An aunt or uncle, perhaps? Or a brother? There has to be someone.’

			Telemachus shrugged off the question and looked away. A few moments later, the cabin boy returned bearing a platter of cheese, and some scraps of dried beef and bread. He set it down on the desk, then headed up the steps to fetch a pair of Samian-ware cups and a jug filled with potent-smelling wine. Telemachus licked his lips as he greedily eyed the food in front of him. Once Nessus had departed, Clemestes poured watered-down wine into the two cups and passed one to his young guest. Telemachus promptly began shovelling food into his mouth, pausing only to slurp thirstily from his cup. Wine dribbled down his chin as he set the cup down and tore into a strip of dried meat. Clemestes smiled sadly.

			‘It must be hard,’ he said. ‘Living on the streets, I mean.’

			‘You get used to it,’ Telemachus replied between mouthfuls of food. ‘Most of the time I just scavenge around the warehouses. The merchants are always throwing stuff out. It’s mostly rotten, but you get used to the taste.’ He popped a piece of cheese into his mouth and belched. ‘Winter’s the worst. Nothing but cold and wet.’

			‘What about your parents? What happened to them?’

			‘That’s my business,’ Telemachus replied tetchily. He set down the strip of beef he was holding and looked up at the captain. ‘Anyway, what do you care? It’s none of your concern.’

			‘No. It isn’t. But you saved me from those thugs. That took courage, which is something of a rare commodity these days. I’d like to know more about the brave young man who rescued me.’

			Telemachus shook his head. ‘I’m no hero.’

			‘Nevertheless, most people wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help someone in trouble. Indeed, I can think of a fair few who would have turned and walked in the other direction. I’m curious to know what a fellow like you is doing living on the streets.’

			Telemachus fell silent for a moment as he looked down at his half-finished meal.

			‘I never knew my mother,’ he began quietly. ‘She died during childbirth.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Sorry? It’s not your fault. You didn’t kill her.’

			‘No. But still. It’s hard, growing up without a mother.’

			Telemachus merely shrugged. ‘After she died, our father was left to raise the two of us by himself. Me and my older brother, Nereus. We lived in a small place down by the docks at Munichia. It wasn’t much, but we made do. Our father worked on the ships. He was a captain, like yourself.’

			‘Here? In Piraeus?’

			The youth nodded. ‘He owned a merchant ship. A small one. Not as big as this. He tried his best, but it was always a struggle in our household. He was never any good with money, and he’d spend it as soon as he got it. Mostly on gambling and drink. He’d come home from a trip out to sea, take one look at us and then head straight out to get drunk at a nearby tavern. Sometimes he’d be gone for weeks on end. I hardly ever saw him. Nereus was the one who really took care of me. He’d take a few coins out of our father’s purse when he had passed out, to make sure we had enough money for food and clothes while he was away. My big brother did more for me growing up than our father ever did.’

			He went quiet for a moment and picked at his food. Clemestes watched him in silence. After several moments, Telemachus set down a chunk of bread, looked up at the captain and went on.

			‘One day we went down to the quayside to see my father’s ship come in, like we always did on the days he was due to return. We waited and waited, but there was no sign of her. Eventually it grew dark and we started to worry. Then another ship came in and one of our father’s friends spotted us waiting by the quay and came over to us. As soon as I saw the look on his face, I knew that something was wrong. He told us that my father’s ship had been caught in a storm off the coast of Delos. The winds had blown her against some rocks near the headland and she’d broken up. By the time another ship came to her rescue, there were only a few survivors left, clinging on to bits of wood and debris.’ Telemachus hesitated. ‘Father wasn’t among them. He’d been lost to the sea.’

			‘How old were you?’

			‘Six.’ Telemachus counted inside his head. ‘That was ten years ago.’ He smiled sadly at the captain. ‘I can hardly remember what my father looked like now.’

			‘What happened to you and your brother?’

			‘My father left behind a lot of debts. After he died, we found out that he’d been borrowing money to fund his gambling habit. Turned out he owed a large sum to one of the port’s moneylenders. The man wanted his money back, but there was no way we could afford to pay him. Then one day he arrived with a pair of bodyguards to seize what little property we had and sell me and Nereus into slavery. They grabbed my brother and would’ve taken me as well, but Nereus fought them off for long enough to allow me to escape into the streets. I managed to give them the slip, but I had nowhere else to go. I’ve been living rough ever since.’

			‘That must have been hard. Having to leave your brother like that.’

			‘I had no choice. If it wasn’t for Nereus’s quick thinking, we both would’ve ended up in chains.’

			‘Where is he now?’ Clemestes asked.

			‘At a forge over in Thorikos,’ Telemachus replied, rage simmering in his voice. ‘I heard the news from a friend of mine who has a job in one of the workshops. They purchase all their tools from this Roman metalworker based over there, Decimus Rufius Burrus. Anyway, my friend paid a visit to the forge and saw Nereus there. Burrus has got him doing all the dangerous jobs: working the bellows and cleaning out the furnace. That bastard Roman treats his slaves like shit and works ’em to the bone. One of the other slaves died in an accident last month. If my brother is forced to work there much longer, I fear the same thing will happen to him.’

			Telemachus clamped his eyes shut for a moment, struggling to control his anger. When he opened them again, he noticed the captain staring at him in quiet reflection. At length Clemestes cleared his throat and leaned forward. ‘What if there was a way of purchasing your brother’s freedom?’

			Telemachus snorted at the idea and shook his head. ‘I could never raise that kind of money. The most I earn is a few asses here and there, helping passengers off the ships with their baggage. But it’s slim pickings. It’d take me ten lifetimes to save up enough to free him.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Clemestes mused, stroking his chin. ‘Then again, perhaps not.’

			Telemachus’s brow furrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I could do with a fellow such as yourself in my crew. Someone who has their wits about them and isn’t afraid of honest work.’

			Telemachus stared at the captain in stunned silence. ‘You’re offering me a job?’

			Clemestes shrugged. ‘You need money, and I need someone to help out on my ship.’

			A doubtful look registered on Telemachus’s face. ‘But I don’t know the first thing about being a sailor.’

			The captain dismissed his concern with a wave of his hand. ‘You’re young. You’ll learn quickly enough. I’ll have one of the mates show you the ropes. Besides, you can’t do worse than some of the current crew.’

			‘What sort of work would I be doing?’

			‘You’d be a ship’s boy. You’d be on half-pay to begin with, at least until you prove your worth. Your duties would involve learning about the sails and ropes, taking the watch, and skivvying.’ The captain leaned forward and stared at him levelly. ‘I won’t lie to you. Working on a ship isn’t easy. It can be unpleasant and dangerous. But trust me, there’s nothing that compares to life at sea. You’ll have a chance to see places and make something of your life.’ He sat back and shrugged again. ‘It’s got to be better than living on the streets, surely?’

			Telemachus narrowed his eyes. ‘I don’t understand. Why do you want to help me?’

			‘You saved my life. I owe you. And you’ve not had an easy life from the sound of it. I’d like to help you.’

			‘I don’t need your charity. Or your pity.’

			‘I’m not offering either. Far from it. I happen to think you have the qualities to become an excellent sailor. You’re tough and fearless. A little hot-headed, perhaps, but that’s to be expected, given what you’ve just told me. And who knows? If you save your earnings, you’ll eventually have enough money to free your brother from that gods-forsaken forge.’

			Telemachus stared down at his food, deep in thought. ‘When would I start?’

			‘At once. You’ll report to the first mate tomorrow morning. We’ll be getting under way as soon as we’ve loaded up our next cargo and the weather has cleared.’ The captain paused as he regarded Telemachus’s tattered garments. ‘You’ll need some fresh clothes from the slop chest as well, I suppose. It’ll come out of the pay for your first voyage. Can’t have you working on my ship in rags now, can we?’ He clapped his hands abruptly. ‘Well? What do you say?’

			Telemachus paused. An hour ago he had been shivering in the cold and wet, dreaming of one day escaping his pitiful circumstances. Now he was sitting in the warmth of the captain’s cabin, with a full belly and the offer of a job with decent pay. He could scarcely believe his sudden change in fortune. And yet he hesitated to accept the generous offer. Life on the streets of Piraeus was miserable, but from the stories he’d heard around the port, working on a ship was a dangerous business. Many vessels were lost to the sea, especially over the winter seasons. Was he prepared to join the crew and risk suffering the same fate as his father? But then he thought of Nereus being worked to death at the forge, and made his decision. He looked up at the captain.

			‘All right. I accept.’

			‘Good.’ Clemestes stood upright and managed a warm smile. He grasped the hand of the newest member of his crew and shook it firmly.

			‘Welcome to your new life on Selene, Telemachus,’ he said with a twinkle in his eye. ‘You won’t regret it.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The sky remained overcast and an icy drizzle pattered across the harbour the following morning as the crew of Selene made the final preparations for their voyage. There was a bustle of activity as the sailors cleared the decks and opened up the cargo hatch, while Clemestes dispatched his cabin boy to the local market to purchase supplies of dried biscuit, water and bread for the coming voyage. As the sun shone feebly behind the bank of gloomy clouds, a long line of dock workers arrived from the direction of the warehouses carrying the large amphorae destined for Selene’s cargo hold.

			After leaving the captain’s quarters, Telemachus had been escorted up to the deck by one of the crewmen. Geras was a muscular, cocky sailor, and although he was not much older than the youth, his face was heavily weathered from years spent at sea. He’d shown Telemachus to a space on the crowded aft deck where he could sleep for the night before beginning his duties the next day. After waking from his restless slumber, Telemachus had been handed a faded tunic from the ship’s slop chest. Then Geras had introduced him to the first mate. Leitus was a grizzled sailor with coarse greying hair, prominent crow’s feet at the corners of his blue eyes, and a serrated scar running across the width of his neck. He stood amidships watching over the crew as they hefted the large clay jars across the deck and down into the hold. Geras hurried away as Leitus cast a withering look at the dishevelled figure standing in front of him.

			‘So you’re the one who fought off those robbers, are you?’ the first mate said in a hoarse voice. ‘How old are you, lad?’

			‘Sixteen.’

			Leitus creased his windswept features into a frown and snorted. ‘Sixteen, he says! You don’t look it. I’ve taken shits that have got more muscle on ’em. How did a lanky streak of piss like you manage to drive off those toughs who attacked the captain?’

			‘I’m stronger than I look,’ Telemachus replied between gritted teeth.

			That prompted a hearty chuckle from the first mate. ‘That’s not saying much. Don’t worry, lad. A month hauling ropes on this tub and you’ll soon fill out. How much experience have you got at sea?’

			‘None.’

			Leitus looked aghast. ‘You’ve never even been on a fishing boat?’

			Telemachus shook his head and looked down at his bare feet. ‘This is my first time on a ship.’

			‘Gods below! Can you swim?’

			‘No,’ Telemachus replied despondently.

			A look of palpable disgust formed on the first mate’s face. ‘So you can’t swim and you’ve never been at sea before. And you claim to be born and bred in Piraeus! Is there anything you can do, lad?’

			The younger man stared at him. ‘I know how to handle myself in a fight.’

			‘That won’t do you much good here,’ Leitus chuckled. ‘The only killing you’ll be doing is down in the cargo hold. Plenty of rats aboard. Place is crawling with the buggers.’

			‘I’m not afraid of a few rats,’ Telemachus answered tetchily. ‘I grew up on the streets. It’d take a lot more than that to scare me.’

			The first mate arched a bushy eyebrow. ‘Brave words. But wait till you get out to sea. There’ll be plenty to be afraid of then. There are pirates to watch out for, storms . . . even sea monsters.’

			‘Sea monsters?’

			‘Aye.’ Leitus wagged a finger. ‘A tough attitude might have served you well on the streets, but the sea’s a different beast. She can be a real bitch if the mood takes her, and you’d do well to respect her. That’s the first lesson any sailor must learn. Am I clear?’

			Telemachus nodded uncertainly. ‘Yes.’

			Leitus’s expression darkened. ‘That’s “aye” to you, lad. You’re not a landlubber any more. Now, as a ship’s boy you’ll be expected to muck in wherever you’re needed. I’ll teach you the basics. It’ll be hard work, but if you follow orders and do your duties, you’ll soon be able to shake out a reef and put a tack in with the best of ’em. Understood?’

			‘Yes . . . I mean, aye.’

			‘Better.’ Leitus turned and grabbed a wooden bucket sealed with pitch and half filled with water and thrust it at Telemachus. ‘Here. Your first task. Scrubbing the decks. Captain likes ’em spotless before we get under way.’

			‘Scrubbing?’ Telemachus asked, struggling to hide his disappointment.

			Leitus glared at the youth. ‘Got a problem with that, have we?’

			‘No.’ Telemachus swallowed and glanced out at the harbour. ‘Where are we going, exactly?’

			‘Moesia. On the eastern coast of the Euxine Sea. Heard of it?’

			Telemachus shook his head.

			Leitus chortled. ‘You’re in for a shock. The locals there are savages. Make the bloody Germans look cultured. We’ll be landing at a place called Tomis, north of the Thracian coast. Compared to that shithole, Piraeus is a paradise.’

			‘Why are we heading there, if it’s so grim?’

			‘Mendean wine.’ The first mate waved at the amphorae being loaded onto the ship’s deck. ‘It’s all the rage over there. The locals will pay a small fortune for the stuff. The captain should make a tidy profit on his share of the goods.’

			‘How long will it take us to get there?’

			‘Depends. The general rule of thumb is, if the journey’s fast one way, it’ll be slower than a one-legged dog in the other direction. The winds aren’t favourable this time of year, so we’ll have to beat our way across the Euxine Sea. But there’s usually a following breeze on the way back. I’d say about a month for the round trip. Assuming we don’t run into any pirates.’

			Telemachus looked up at him and swallowed. ‘Are we likely to run into them?’

			Leitus shrugged. ‘There’s always a chance, lad. Especially around the Euxine. The seas to the east are crawling with the bastards.’ He pointed to his neck. ‘How’d you think I got this scar?’

			‘Pirates did that to you? How?’

			‘I was working on another ship, the Andromeda. This was several years ago now. We were on the way back from Perinthus with a cargo of rice and a few passengers. Two pirate ships jumped us as we were making our way down the Thracian coast. We tried to outrun them at first, but our coward of a captain surrendered as soon as they loosed a few arrows at us. Some of us wanted to fight, but the captain overruled us. The fool thought the pirates would go easy on us if we let them board the ship and handed over the loot.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘They executed the captain and killed anyone who tried to resist. Once they had taken everything they wanted, their captain rounded up the passengers and crew and told us he couldn’t allow any survivors, in case we identified the pirates to the Roman navy. That’s when the executions began. Those bastards murdered the passengers one by one. The elderly, women, children . . . butchered the lot of them.’

			Telemachus shivered. ‘How did you manage to survive?’

			‘We were spotted by an imperial warship transporting dignitaries up the coast. As soon as the pirates caught sight of it, they transferred the loot to their ship and fled.’ Leitus fell silent for a moment. ‘Only four of us survived the attack. One of the others had both his eyes gouged out. Poor bugger. Trust me, lad. The pirates are scum, plain and simple. You really don’t want to run into any of ’em. Now get to work on that deck. There’s a lot to do before we leave.’

			Telemachus passed the rest of the day on hands and knees, working a coarse block of sandstone over the planking to scrub it clean. Once he had finished scouring the decks, Leitus ordered him to empty the bilges in the dark, rat-infested recesses the other side of the hold. It was back-breaking work, and as the day wore on, he felt his spirits sink at the prospect of months of carrying out similar gruelling duties. But then he recalled his brother’s desperate plight. Unless he could raise enough money to buy his freedom, Nereus would be condemned to spend the rest of his life working at the forge under his cruel Roman master. He continued his duties with a renewed vigour, determined to do all he could to save his brother.

			In the late afternoon, the rain died away and a light breeze gusted through the harbour as the sun sank into the rolling grey mass of the sea. As the light faded, the crew redoubled their efforts, eager to finish their duties and head out for refreshments in Piraeus one last time before they set sail. Once he’d finished his cleaning chores, Telemachus headed for the aft cargo hatch to bring up food from the stores to the bows, where the sailors would be taking their evening meal. He couldn’t remember working so hard in his entire life. His muscles felt stiff and sore, his hands were covered in painful blisters and his belly ached with hunger. A wave of tiredness swept over him and he craved nothing more than a few hours of precious sleep.

			A rank odour of tar and fish lingered in the air as he descended into the hold and headed for the space reserved for the ship’s provisions. Hundreds of amphorae were arranged below deck, stacked vertically and packed tightly with sand. He spotted Syleus and another sailor kneeling in front of one of the stacks as they finished loading up the last of the amphorae. Syleus worked a frayed rope into a knot while the second man held the clay containers in place. After a moment, he stood up, wiping the sweat from his brow as he nodded at his handiwork.

			‘There. That should do it, I reckon,’ he said.

			The second man pursed his lips and looked doubtfully at the worn, slackened cord. ‘Didn’t the captain say we should secure the cargo with at least three ropes? Just to make sure it’s held in place, like?’

			Syleus waved a hand. ‘Bastard’s secure enough, if you ask me. Why bother when we could be getting pissed instead? This could be our last chance to get drunk for days.’

			‘What if the captain finds out we ain’t done it how he asked?’

			‘He won’t. That old goat never bothers inspecting the hold. Trust me, it’ll be fine.’

			‘I don’t know . . .’

			Syleus patted his companion on the back. ‘You worry too much, Androcles. That’s your problem.’ He grinned. ‘Come on. I’m thirsty. First round’s on me.’

			There was a pause, and then a rat scurried along the deck, startling Telemachus. Syleus and Androcles spun around and the former narrowed his eyes as he caught sight of the ship’s boy.

			‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ he hissed.

			‘Nothing,’ Telemachus replied warily.

			‘That’s right.’ Syleus spat on the floor and moved closer to the boy. His breath reeked of onions, and his eyes glinted with malice. ‘Nothing to see here. You understand, lad?’

			Telemachus stared at the burly sailor but said nothing. The scars on the man’s knuckles hinted at the many fights he had been involved in, and there was no point in antagonising him. In the close confines of the hold, without the element of surprise, he knew he stood little chance against the two sailors. He gave a terse nod of his head and Syleus grinned as he took a step back.

			‘Good,’ he rasped. ‘Now piss off out of my sight.’

			Telemachus hurried further down the hold as Syleus and Androcles brushed past him and climbed the stairs leading to the hatch opening, laughing and joking. He paused to watch them disappear from view, a leaden feeling in his heart. Syleus had taken an instant dislike to him. It was obvious that the man had a cruel streak and was the type who enjoyed bullying those he considered beneath him. Telemachus would have to watch his step from now on. He sighed heavily. He had been aboard Selene for less than a day and he was already making enemies.

			On the second morning, the skies cleared and a brisk land breeze whipped up over the sea. Once the last of the provisions had been loaded on board, the crew gathered to watch the captain make an offering in front of the small stone altar on the foredeck, sending a prayer to Poseidon to grant Selene safe passage. Then Clemestes gave the signal for the ship to cast off, and the crew sprang into action. A pair of deckhands hauled in the boarding plank, while two more sailors unfastened the mooring cables from the posts lining the quay. Leitus barked an order at Telemachus, and he rushed over to help several crewmen struggling with a long wooden shaft. It was surprisingly heavy, and Telemachus grunted, straining under the weight of it as the crew thrust the ship’s bows out towards the harbour waters. Once they were a safe distance from the quayside, Clemestes yelled for the men to run the oars out. At his command, a dozen of the strongest-looking sailors grabbed the giant sweep oars stored on the deck and began to ease Selene towards the narrow gap between the moles. As soon as they were through, the captain turned to the crew.

			‘Ship oars! Raise the mainsail!’ he shouted, cupping his hands to his mouth to make himself heard above the rising wind. ‘Put a reef in her!’

			At once the sailors stowed the oars and several men climbed the rigging and spread out across the yardarm. Leitus called an order and the crewmen unfurled the square sail, the linen canvas rippling in the wind as it spread out. On deck, the rest of the crew hauled the sheets in, fastening them to the belaying pins along the side rails. Then the men atop the yard began lashing the ties to the first reefing line before making their way back down the rigging. It was an impressive feat and Telemachus looked on with admiration at the sailors descending the ratlines as Selene surged forward under her heavily reefed mainsail, her bow cutting through the water.

			‘Dimethus!’ Clemestes shouted at the steersman, a burly Nubian sailor standing behind the mast. ‘Put her on a port tack. Heading, four fingers!’

			The Nubian braced his legs on the rooftop of the cabin and leaned into the tiller with his muscular forearms, adjusting the merchantman’s course until it was sailing as close to windward as the captain dared. Telemachus gripped tightly onto the wooden stern rail, his head swimming, the sea hissing around him as Selene rose and fell on the swell. A cold sweat began to trickle down his face and a wave of nausea gripped him. He tried to focus on the horizon as a reference point to steady himself, but after a few moments, he pitched his head forward and leaned over the side, emptying his guts into the foaming white spray. He spat out the dregs of vomit, then wiped his mouth and turned back to the deck, holding onto the rail for dear life.

			‘Seasick already?’ Leitus said, grinning broadly.

			‘Fuck the gods,’ Telemachus groaned. ‘My head . . .’

			The first mate roared with laughter. ‘If you think this is bad, wait until we reach the Euxine. It can get pretty rough around there. Then you’ll really know what it’s like to be seasick.’

			Telemachus clutched his stomach, already dreading the prospect of spending several days at sea. ‘It gets worse than this?’

			‘A lot worse.’ Leitus slapped him heartily on the back. ‘Don’t look so glum. You’ll get used to it soon enough. Besides, where we’re headed, rough seas are going to be the least of your worries. What with all those pirates operating in the seas around Moesia.’

			‘Won’t the navy protect us?’

			‘Not a hope in Hades. The Euxine is the absolute arse end of the Empire. The Romans couldn’t give a toss about policing the area, so they leave it up to the locals to deal with the problem. But they haven’t got the money or the fleets to effectively patrol the waters, so the pirates have the run of the place. If we meet any of those bastards along the way, gods help us.’

			Telemachus went to reply, but Selene lurched, prompting another wave of nausea, and he leaned over the rail again, retching violently. As the wave of seasickness passed, he lifted his eyes and gazed back at the port, the salty wind whipping his hair and stinging his cheeks. He temporarily forgot about the queasiness in his guts and the pounding inside his head as a curious mix of dread and excitement swirled inside his chest. He was leaving home for the first time, on a ship full of strangers bound for one of the furthest-flung corners of the Empire. It was an opportunity to follow in his father’s footsteps and pursue a life of adventure at sea. An opportunity he was determined to grasp. He took a final glance back at the port. Then he turned and looked ahead as Selene moved into the open waters beyond.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The first days aboard Selene passed unhappily for Telemachus. Apart from the endless list of duties Leitus had compiled for him, the new ship’s boy had to contend with the constant bouts of seasickness and the taunts of some of the older members of the crew every time he vomited. Each day he toiled above and below deck, emptying out the stinking bilges, scrubbing down the decks and preparing meals. Leitus had a sharp eye and insisted on personally inspecting his efforts after he had completed each task. The first mate never failed to find fault with his work, making some critical remark and compounding the younger man’s misery. Soon the nervous excitement of his first days at sea gave way to a profound melancholy and loneliness, and he bitterly cursed himself for agreeing to accept the captain’s offer to join the crew.

			Each day after he had finished his duties he reported to Leitus, and the first mate instructed him in the basics of seafaring. The lessons were a welcome break from the endless routine, as he learned how to tie a variety of knots and how to unfurl and reef the sails. He practised climbing the rigging and using the lead line to measure the depth of the sea in shallower waters, and in the afternoons Leitus showed him how to manoeuvre the vessel using the tiller and explained the workings of the sails and running gear. Telemachus initially struggled, finding it difficult to concentrate while his stomach continued to churn. But after the first few days, the seasickness started to wear off, and he grew in confidence, demonstrating an enthusiasm and hunger to learn from his mistakes that impressed even the grudging first mate.

			At the end of each day, the crew of Selene sought anchorage in the safety of a nearby bay or cove. Once the vessel had anchored, the men made their way ashore on the small boat stowed amidships. A fire was lit on the beach and the sailors enjoyed a cooked meal before retiring to the ship for the night. As the last rays of sunlight glimmered on the horizon, Telemachus dragged his weary body over to a clear space on the aft deck and lay down beneath the star-pricked sky while the rest of the crew snored around him. He had never felt so tired in his life. Or so alone. Only Geras made an effort to talk to him during those first few lonely days at sea. The sailor looked across at Telemachus as the latter slumped down on his makeshift bed of coiled ropes at the end of a hard shift, his muscles aching with exhaustion.

			‘Tough day?’ he asked.

			Telemachus looked across at him and grunted.

			‘No shame in admitting it,’ Geras went on. ‘Some just can’t take to the sea, no matter how hard they try. This life isn’t for everyone, you know.’

			‘I’ll not quit,’ Telemachus responded angrily. ‘I’d rather die than fail.’

			Geras raised an eyebrow, surprised by the strength of feeling in the younger man’s voice. ‘What made you want to take a berth on this ship anyway? No offence, but you don’t exactly look like the seafaring type.’

			‘My brother, Nereus. He’s a slave. I swore I’d save enough money to buy his freedom.’

			‘So you decided to try your luck on the ships?’

			Telemachus shrugged. ‘Seemed like the best way.’

			Geras puffed out his cheeks. ‘You’d have been better off joining a gladiator school. Or a gang of thieves. Even if you make it as a sailor, it’ll be years before you can raise that kind of money.’

			‘I’ve got to try something. I have to free my brother.’

			‘Fair enough.’ Geras yawned. ‘Me, I’ll be spending my pay on tarts and drink. And there’s plenty of both in Moesia. The locals there might be vicious, but the women know a trick or two. You might want to do yourself a favour and pay ’em a visit. They’ll cheer you up.’

			Telemachus smiled half-heartedly. ‘Thanks. But I’ll need to save every sestertius I can earn. Even if it takes me years, I’ve got to start somewhere.’

			‘Suit yourself, lad. But you’ll change your tune soon enough once you see how fickle the sea can be.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘It’s not worth looking too far ahead, is all. Not when the sea can claim any of us at any moment. Being a sailor is better than being a landlubber, but this line of work is riskier than most and every lad on the crew knows someone who’s been lost at sea. If you ask me, you’re better off forgetting about that brother of yours and enjoying yourself while you still can.’

			Telemachus shook his head. ‘I can’t. Nereus is the only family I have, and I owe him my life.’

			On the eighth day, Selene passed through the narrow straits between Thrace and Bithynia and entered the Euxine Sea, where a dark band of cloud thickened along the eastern horizon. As he went about his duties, Telemachus detected a tension in the air among the sailors. Even Clemestes looked anxious. The captain was standing on the foredeck, constantly checking the horizon as they sailed north-west along the coast towards Odessus, looking out for any sign of the pirates that were known to prey on merchant vessels. Leitus stood next to him, watching the azure eastern horizon.

			‘Are we in danger?’ Telemachus asked him.

			Leitus shrugged. ‘No more than any other ship. The waters around these parts are treacherous. The pirates will be hugging the coastline, same as us.’

			Telemachus tried not to look alarmed. ‘Shouldn’t we be sailing further away from the shore, then?’

			‘Not in these rough waters. It’s too dangerous. We’ve got to stay close to the coastline in case we run into trouble from the elements. This weather isn’t looking too promising at the moment.’

			‘So if we sail too far from the coast we’ll get caught in a storm, but if we sail closer then there’s a decent chance we’ll run into any nearby pirates?’

			Leitus smiled faintly. ‘Now you’re learning, lad. There’s never a dull moment at sea.’

			‘That’s one way of putting it.’

			Telemachus looked back out to the rim of the sea, feeling more unnerved than ever. Sleeping rough in the slums of Piraeus had been a miserable existence, but the only threats had come from the occasional beggar arguing over scraps of food, and the abuse hurled at him by some of the city’s more foul-mouthed inhabitants. Now he was facing danger at every turn.

			In the late afternoon, the wind began to strengthen before veering around wildly, and the mood among the sailors worsened as they watched a shelf of dark cloud bounding towards the ship. From the corner of his eye Telemachus noticed Leitus staring out anxiously across the waters, his jaw tensed.

			‘What is it?’ he asked.

			The first mate narrowed his eyes at the clouds. ‘Looks like a storm. A big one. It’s moving fast. It’ll be on us soon enough.’

			Telemachus followed the sailor’s line of sight. The horizon had disappeared behind a dark grey curtain several miles wide, smothering the sun as the howling wind and rain bore down on them. Towards the stern, Clemestes stood on the aft deck, his face tight with concentration as he fixed his gaze on the fast-moving storm and gave the order to steer away from the land.

			Telemachus turned back to Leitus and pointed towards the coastline, no more than a mile away. ‘Why aren’t we heading for the shore?’

			Leitus shook his head. ‘We need some sea room if we’re to avoid the wind driving us onto the rocks.’ He spat on the deck and stared at the filthy haze sweeping towards them. ‘Looks like we’ll have to tough this one out.’

			Less than an hour later, the storm struck with terrifying ferocity. The raging wind swept over the merchantman, followed by a torrent of freezing rain. Icy drops slashed down across the deck, spraying the crew and drenching their tunics. Telemachus clutched the side rail in desperation, rain stinging his skin as the vessel lurched and rolled. All around him the sailors held on grimly, shielding themselves from the deluge as the waves crashed around them. Looking up, he could see that the wind was steadily driving the ship towards the coastline. The shore seemed perilously close now, and even though he had spent little more than a week at sea, he immediately understood the danger.

			‘All hands!’ Clemestes bellowed, his voice barely audible above the moaning of the wind in the rigging. ‘Furl the sails! Drop anchor!’

			Leitus barked at the sailors. Several of them climbed the rigging then shuffled along the yardarm, moving into position with difficulty in the driving wind and rain. At the same time, a handful of men rushed towards the bows to take in the foresail. Telemachus took his place with the rest of the sailors as they prepared to drop the anchor. At that moment, Selene rolled on her side and a piercing scream split the air. Telemachus clung frantically to the rail and looked up. Androcles had lost his footing and now hung from the yardarm, his arms wrapped around the spar and his legs dangling in space. The next sailor in line began inching towards him, but then the ship pitched forward heavily again and Androcles lost his grip and fell screaming into the watery abyss. The stricken sailor’s cries were cut off abruptly as he was lost to the sea, sinking beneath the grey waves. Several of the crewmen watched the spot where he’d fallen for any sign of their comrade, but there was none.

			‘Telemachus!’ Leitus shouted. He pointed towards the rigging. ‘Get up there and lend a hand! Now!’

			Fear gripped the ship’s boy for a fleeting moment as he gazed up at the yardarm. The thought of climbing up the rigging in such treacherous conditions terrified him. But he grasped the urgency of the situation and thrust aside his fear as he started up the ratlines, determined not to let his fellow crewmen down. The wind shrieked all around him, tugging at his tunic as he swung out and edged along the yardarm, forcing himself not to glance down. The other sailors spread out further along the spar, with the man furthest from the mast taking Androcles’ place. Once every man was in position, Clemestes called out the order and the crew furled the sail, working as fast as they could to gather the wildly flapping folds and tie them to the main spar. The rain beat down mercilessly and Telemachus fastened the leather ties as Leitus had taught him. A moment later, the men on the aft deck dropped the stern anchor into the sea, paying out the cable until the flukes caught on the seabed, and the motion of the ship slowly began to steady. Telemachus climbed down the rigging with the other sailors, gasping for breath as he dropped to the rain-swept deck.

			Leitus gave him a grudging nod. ‘Good work, lad. We’ll make a sailor of you yet.’

			‘What now?’ Telemachus shouted.

			‘We wait for the storm to blow itself out.’

			‘How long will that take?’

			‘A while yet,’ Leitus said. ‘Hours, I’d say. We’ve not been through the worst of it.’

			Telemachus grimaced at the prospect, but there was no time to rest. With the ship rocking at anchor, Clemestes shouted for the crew to begin bailing her out. The vessel tugged at the anchor cable, causing her to shudder and making it hard for the men to keep their footing as they scrambled across the deck. They took it in turns to bail out the water that had rapidly filled the bilges, while the rest of the crew secured the ship, lashing a tarpaulin over the entrance to the hold. As soon as they had finished their duties, they huddled in the shelter of the bow rail, shivering in their dripping wet tunics, a few of the men muttering prayers to the gods. Others stared longingly towards the shore, wishing they were in the comfort of a sheltered port or cove.

			As darkness closed in around them, the storm showed no signs of abating. All night long the winds and rain battered Selene and her crew. There was no hope of sleep, with the sailors having to work throughout the night in shifts to bail water out of the bilges. The hours passed slowly for Telemachus, his terror deepening with every lurch of the ship, her rigging and timbers groaning under the strain of the storm. The night seemed to last for ever, and each passing moment brought a fresh torment to the ship’s boy, fearing that the vessel might founder, or the anchor cable might part under the strain, causing Selene and her crew to be dashed to pieces on the rocky coast of Thrace. But the cable held firm.

			The storm finally receded the next morning, the wind fading to a gentle breeze as the sun struggled up from the horizon. Soon the rain died away and the sun broke through a gap in the clouds, shading the distant mountains a brilliant gold. The unrelenting fury of the previous night was replaced by the repetitive soft slap of the oily waves against the ship’s hull and the dripping of water from the rigging. The cold, tired and hungry sailors dragged themselves to their feet as Clemestes ordered a thorough inspection of the vessel. Any signs of damage were noted on a wax slate by the first mate so that the repairs could be carried out once they reached the port at Tomis.

			‘Telemachus!’ Clemestes called out. ‘Bring some food up for the lads. Can’t have them setting sail on an empty stomach. Not after the night we’ve had.’

			‘Aye, Captain!’

			Nodding briskly, Telemachus hurried over to the aft hatch and untied the ropes fastened around the cleats. As he climbed down the stairs, he noticed something glistening in the cargo hold. Then his eyes adjusted to the gloom, and he froze.

			Hundreds of clay shards lay scattered across the hold, amid a sloshing gruel of sand and wine. Strands of rope lay among the broken pieces, and as Telemachus glanced around, he realised with dismay that most of the amphorae had broken loose and shattered, spilling their precious contents across the hold. Only a handful remained intact.

			‘Hurry up, lad!’ Leitus growled as he descended into the hold. ‘What’s taking you so—’

			He stopped short as he caught sight of the carnage.

			‘Shit,’ he muttered, wearing a panicked look on his face. ‘Wait here.’

			He turned and hurried back up the stairs, calling out to the captain. A moment later he returned with Clemestes. Several of the crew swiftly followed, curious to see what all the fuss was about. Clemestes stood numbly on the spot as he surveyed the damage to the valuable cargo. His face crumpled into an expression of bitter frustration and despair.

			‘What in the name of the gods happened?’ he growled.

			‘Must have come loose during the storm, Captain,’ Geras responded.

			‘But . . . how?’ Leitus cut in. He shook his head. ‘Those amphorae were supposed to be tied down tighter than a Vestal Virgin’s arse. They shouldn’t have broken free. Not even in a storm.’

			Syleus, standing among the throng of sailors, shifted uneasily. ‘It’s them ropes. Buggers must have been badly worn.’

			Telemachus went to speak, but caught Syleus glowering at him and quickly changed his mind, clamping his mouth shut again.

			‘It doesn’t matter. The cargo’s lost.’ Clemestes stared despondently at the shattered amphorae. ‘This is going to ruin me. I had to borrow money from the merchant just to pay for my half of the shipment. Now it’s all gone.’

			The merchantman arrived at Tomis five days later, gliding towards the small jetty. After throwing the broken amphorae overboard, the crew had been tasked with salvaging those few containers still intact and securing them to the racks. A sullen mood hung over the men as they shipped the oars and tossed the ends of the mooring lines to the workers standing on the edge of the quay. Normally they would have greeted their arrival at a new port with enthusiasm, eager to spend their hard-earned pay sampling the dubious entertainments on offer in the town. But the death of Androcles, together with the loss of most of the cargo, had crushed their spirit. Telemachus had briefly considered informing the captain of Syleus’s failure to properly secure the wine, but shortly after the incident the sailor had taken him to one side and threatened to cut his throat if he spoke a word of what he had witnessed back in Piraeus. So the ship’s boy had kept quiet.

			As Selene edged closer to the jetty, the shoremen heaved on the mooring ropes and secured them to the posts along the wharf, pulling the merchantman side-on. Then Leitus shouted for the gangway to be lowered and a pair of sailors slid the boarding plank down the starboard side of the vessel and onto the quayside. Once the ship had been secured, Clemestes gave permission for most of the crew to go ashore and drown their sorrows in the nearby taverns. Telemachus longed to join his fellow sailors, but Clemestes made him stay behind to assist the stevedores unloading the few surviving amphorae.

			As dusk settled over Tomis, a portly figure with several gold rings on his fingers marched purposefully up the gangway and strode towards Clemestes on the aft deck.

			‘Captain!’ the man called out, panting from the effort of climbing aboard the ship. He paused to catch his breath. ‘Where’s the rest of my wine?’ he continued, waving at the unloaded amphorae. ‘There’s not but a quarter of the shipment here.’

			Clemestes turned to greet the man. ‘Herakleidus.’ He coughed and made a pained face. ‘I’m afraid we ran into some difficulties along the way.’

			‘Eh? What difficulties?’ Herakleidus snapped irritably.

			Clemestes lowered his head and took a deep breath before explaining the situation to the merchant, describing the events of the storm and the subsequent damage to the cargo. Herakleidus listened in stony silence, his face devoid of expression.

			‘Well, Captain,’ he said after Clemestes had finished speaking. ‘That is certainly a most, ah, unfortunate turn of events.’ He feigned a smile. ‘If it is indeed true.’

			Clemestes frowned. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘You must admit, it’s a highly convenient tale. How do I know that you haven’t merely landed the balance of the cargo at some other port and pocketed the profits for yourself?’

			The captain looked stunned. ‘You’re accusing me of lying?’

			‘You wouldn’t be the first captain who’d tried to cheat me. You can’t expect me to believe this cock-and-bull story about broken amphorae, surely?’

			‘It’s the truth, I swear on all the gods! Ask any of my men, they’ll tell you the same.’

			‘I don’t doubt it,’ the merchant responded tonelessly. ‘Nevertheless, even if what you say is true, you cannot expect me to pay for a cargo that you have failed to deliver. Our arrangement was for two hundred amphorae of prime Mendean wine. You understand my predicament, I’m sure.’

			The captain pursed his lips but said nothing.

			‘There’s also the question of how you intend to repay your share,’ Herakleidus added.

			‘Repay?’ Clemestes repeated, frowning. ‘What do you mean?’

			The merchant nodded at the amphorae. ‘Almost the entire shipment has been lost . . . if your tale is to be believed. That includes your half-share. A share that you paid for with money I loaned you. On an extremely generous rate of interest, I might add. A loan that you must repay, regardless of what may have happened to the wine.’

			The captain’s frown deepened. ‘Where am I supposed to get that kind of money?’

			‘That isn’t my problem,’ the merchant responded. ‘But if you cannot settle your debt with me, then you leave me no choice. I’ll be forced to take my case to the magistrate and ask him to seize your ship.’ A thin smile formed at the corners of his mouth. ‘Pullus is a good friend of mine. I’m sure he’ll sympathise with my position.’

			‘You can’t do this!’ Clemestes retorted, shaking his head in anger. ‘You can’t take my ship! She’s all I’ve got. Please, there has to be some other way.’

			He stared pleadingly at the merchant. Herakleidus’s expression betrayed no hint of pity. Then he smiled thinly, eyes narrowing as he stroked his chin. ‘Perhaps there is one way you might be able to settle your debt to me.’

			‘How?’ Clemestes asked, desperation creeping into his voice.

			‘I overheard some gossip the other week at a dinner party. Some of the other merchants were discussing the latest news from Illyricum. Tell me, Captain. Have you done much trade that way?’

			‘I’ve landed at Salonae a few times. It’s not far up the Illyrian coast. But I’ve not done that route for a few years now. Tight bastards, the Illyrians. Bloody difficult to negotiate with, and they never pay on time. Why?’

			‘Apparently there’s been an uprising in the region. One of the defeated chieftains from the Daesitiates tribe returned from exile and started stirring things up with the locals. Fellow by the name of Bato.’

			‘So I heard. A few of the captains at Piraeus were talking about it. Didn’t the Romans put down the revolt?’

			Herakleidus nodded. ‘Tiberius dispatched a column from the Fifth Macedonica to restore order. They crushed the rebels, put the leaders to death and sold the rest into slavery. But the rebellion has put a huge strain on the local grain supply. Food is scarce and the population is going hungry.’ There was a gleam in his eyes as he added, ‘A shipment of grain would fetch an extremely high price right now. Enough to clear your debts, and earn us both a profit.’

			Clemestes eyed the merchant suspiciously. ‘If it’s such a lucrative opportunity, why aren’t the other merchants sending their goods to Salonae?’

			‘They are. Or rather, they’ve been attempting to. But most of the shipments haven’t been getting through. It appears that some of the pirates have heard about the increase in shipping activity and have moved their base of operation to the Adriaticum.’

			Clemestes nodded thoughtfully. ‘Makes sense. They’re always on the lookout for new routes to prey on.’

			‘Precisely. Now that word about the piracy threat is spreading, many shipowners are refusing outright to sail to Salonae. Or charging outrageous fees. I’ve been asking around for someone to transport my supplies, without any luck.’ Herakleidus paused before continuing, ‘Of course, all this panic is driving up the price of grain even further. Anyone who does manage to reach Salonae stands to make a killing.’

			‘I see,’ Clemestes replied tersely. ‘My men take all the risk, and you take all the money.’

			‘If you want to put it that way, yes. But I’m offering you an opportunity to claw back your losses, Captain. And perhaps earn a modest profit on top, once your debt to me has been taken into account.’ The merchant shrugged. ‘Others in my profession might not be so reasonable.’

			Clemestes considered the offer. ‘And if I refuse?’

			‘Then I shall have no choice but to speak to the magistrate and demand that your ship be seized in lieu of payment.’

			Clemestes’ shoulders sagged. ‘In that case, I suppose I have no choice but to accept.’

			‘Captain, don’t!’ Telemachus cried, springing to his feet.

			Clemestes and the merchant simultaneously turned towards the ship’s boy, who had been listening to the conversation with a growing sense of unease. He could scarcely believe that Clemestes would accept such a perilous offer. Now he could no longer contain his anxiety.

			‘It’s too dangerous,’ he continued as the two men stared at him in silence. ‘What happens if we get caught by the pirates? Let this merchant try his luck with the next vessel he can lay his grubby hands on. It’s not a good deal, Captain.’

			‘Quiet!’ Clemestes stared at him coldly. ‘You’re a ship’s boy. I’m not paying you to offer your opinions.’

			‘But Captain—’

			‘That’s enough!’ Clemestes snapped. ‘If I want your advice, I’ll bloody well ask for it. Now get back to work and keep your fucking thoughts to yourself.’

			The harshness of the captain’s tone took Telemachus by surprise. He nodded and turned away, making his way forward. From the corner of his eye he saw Clemestes straighten his back and nod briskly at the merchant.

			‘You have yourself a deal, Herakleidus. Tell your men to begin loading the grain as soon as possible. I’ll set sail for Salonae at dawn.’
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