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  CHAPTER I


  THE ANGER OF TROS
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  THERE was no disguising the trireme's injuries, nor her commander’s discontent. Tros had buried his dead in Cyprus, in a cave near Salamis. They had been so many that the lower oar-bank could no longer be manned. There were smashed bulwarks, hastily repaired but unpainted. There were scars where the enemy ships had grappled and ground the trireme’s flanks, like killer-sharks fast to a whale, in a storm that rolled them gunwales-under.


  The purple sails, bent on for effect— there was no wind— emphasized the battle-havoc. The victorious trireme appeared to be limping home from ignominious defeat— an unfortunate impression to create in Alexandria. The Alexandrines loved successful people and proofs of success.


  Tros glowered as he paced his quarterdeck and studied the magnificent harbor-front. It was as busy as ever. One might imagine there were no such people as Romans, at civil war with one another for the right to plunder the whole known world. Ahiram, second-in-command, in Tros’ third-best cloak, said something about the splendor of the marble buildings in the morning sun. He came of a silent race, and it was not often that he volunteered remarks about anything except the management of the ship, but the strain of his captain’s silence had become too much even for his taciturn disposition. Tros stared at him a moment, gave an order to the helmsman, and then answered with cold, passionate anger that made the Phoenician flinch:


  “Aye, a fine May morning! Counting wounded who are fit to die, we have lost one hundred and eleven men. And to what good purpose?”


  Ahiram sniffed the off-shore zephyr that bore the mingled smell of flowers, spices, vegetables, animals and men. It was good in his salty nostrils. He retorted:


  “You’ve your cabin stuffed with chests of gold enough to buy one of yon palaces. If I were you, I’d buy a palace, instead of wanting to sail around the world. Maybe the world isn’t round. You only think it is. You don’t know. And the sea is a hard life. Courtiers have it easy. Three special cooks to stew a sow’s teats for your breakfast, and a brace of wenches to relacquer your toenails every time you kick a blackamoor for being late with the wine!”


  It was nothing new that the Phoenician’s thoughts should run in that vein after a month at sea. But the helmsman’s thoughts also were home-coming seamanly eager. Tros rebuked him: “Eyes on the course, you Argive satyr!”


  Every man who could find an excuse to be on deck, or who could escape a decurion’s vigilance, was leaning overside to stare at the Rhakotis wharf, where the bawds were waiting, gay in all the colors of the rainbow. Defeat or victory were all one to those parasites, so be the crew had money.


  Ahiram, thinking of shore-leave, tried to change his commander’s humor. Tros was quite capable of withholding the crew’s wages, and Ahiram’s too, for the sake of wharf-side morality. Dreadful thought.


  “And the queen? She would be feeling good.” said Ahiram.


  “She has seen our sails since daybreak,” Tros answered. “She rises early — stands naked, facing East, at sunrise. By pigeon post from Salamis to Tyre, and thence by runner, she will have had secret information of our victory at sea —aye, and of more besides.”


  “She should be pleased,” said Ahiram. “Her own fleet had deserted to the Romans. We’ve saved Salamis from the pirates. We’ve outsmarted the Romans. We’ve sold the Egyptian corn and got paid for it. We’ve established Queen Cleopatra’s sister as safe as a peg in a hole on the throne of Cyprus. The queen has had plenty of time to hear all about it. She’ll be pleased to see us—aye, and generous.”


  Tros stared. It amazed him that a man could be so simple-minded. “Does your Sidonian intellect perceive the evidences of her pleasure? Where are the garlanded boats to bring us greeting? Not even a signal from the Pharos! Not even the hog-eyed harbor-master in his galley! Not even Esias’ boat! Phagh! She has probably warned Jew-Esias I am out of favor. The more you do for kings and queens, the less they trust you and the more they want.”


  “But you’re no easy one yourself, Lord Captain,” said Ahiram. “True, you pay well, and you’re a man of your word. But the price a man pays for serving you well is to be given an even harder task.”


  “Hard over! Ease your sheets now, Ahiram; there might come a flurry of wind. Down haul, and stow sails. Cymbals! Starboard, half-ahead! Port side, half-astern! Easy all! Starboard, half-ahead! Easy!”


  Tros guided the trireme, to the clash of the signaling cymbals, and with gestures to the helmsman, through the narrow entrance of the inner harbor of Rha-kotis, where there were docks and repair-yards, hemmed in by offices, lumber-yards, storage-sheds and taverns in a spider-web maze of irregular streets.


  He was going to have to haul out, and no bones about it. The trireme leaked. She had been damaged under-water by the headlong, full sail impact against pirates’ hulls. Esias’ largest hauling-out dock was vacant, so he put a crew ashore to warp the ship into it, with Jack-of-all-jobs Conops and the ten-Jew bodyguard to beat the women back and give the crew a chance to handle the lines. There were fifty strumpets screaming with laughter and feigning Bacchanalian frenzy, and another hundred swarming across the roof of Esias’ office, while their owners watched them through the barred gate.


  No sign of the one man in Alexandria on whom Tros felt he could rely. The temple gongs were clanging for some festival or other, but that was no reason why Esias should be conspicuously absent. Jews didn’t recognize pagan festivals if they could help it, but there was not even one of Esias’ partners on the wharf to do the honors and to give the last breathless news of what had happened while Tros was at sea out of touch with events.


  It was impossible to keep the crew any longer aboard. From Cyprus by way of Tarsus to Alexandria had been a toilsome voyage against a head wind, short of provisions and water. Tros had an unfashionable objection to cutting the throats of wounded men, so one of Esias’ sheds would have to be turned into a hospital, and the Osirian priests, who were pretty good doctors, would have to be sent for and suitably persuaded with gifts of young black bulls and money. The trireme’s doctor, assisted by the bards, had done his best, but he was overworked and short of bandages.


  The moment the oars were all stowed in the overhead racks the rowers swarmed on deck, each man with his little bag of personal possessions. The women began to swarm aboard, and there was no stopping them until Tros made it known that there would be no pay for the crew until the trireme had been hauled out and stripped ready for Esias’ shipwrights.


  Ahead, leading between city slums, there was a ramp made of balks of timber, with enormous capstans at the upper end. There were cranes, sheer-legs, workshops, everything for repairing, building or rebuilding four ships at a time, but all the gear would have to go ashore before repairs could commence. The women began to lose enthusiasm. The crew clamored to be put to work and get it done with.


  Tros went ashore. He strode into Esias’ gloomy office with the air of a man looking for trouble, as if more of it might help him to conquer what he had already. There were plenty of slaves at the long drafting tables, plenty of clerks to bow and be obsequious, but no Esias and not even a partner. There was an atmosphere of unspoken unwelcome, if not ill will, slaves taking their cue from displeased masters. However, a slave in a brown smock, walking backward, opened a door and admitted Tros into an inner office, shutting the door behind him with a peculiar, stealthy movement that suggested a trap.


  HILLEL, the man whom Tros least liked of Esias’ five partners, sat staring across a table that was piled with scrolls. He was a middle-aged man with a keen face and a pronounced stoop from the shoulders, whose hands clutched invisible things with nervous indecision.


  “Lord Captain Tros,” he said, without rising, “you were better at sea. You have brought your ship into a harbor full of intrigues of which no man can foresee the outcome.”


  “Where is my friend Esias?”


  “He was summoned to the palace as soon as your ship was sighted. There is no word from him since. I think the queen suspects him of intriguing with you. Lord captain— if he is in the dungeon— being tortured— as his friend, are you not willing to spare his old bones by making haste to tell the queen your secrets? He won’t tell them. He will never tell without your permission.”


  “You are inventing alarms,” Tros answered.


  “Am I? It is said that you sold the corn fleet to the Romans.”


  “I did. I have the money.”


  “Lord Tros, there is a plot that has been discovered. They are taking many important people to the dungeons. It is being said you have conspired with the Romans to overthrow Queen Cleopatra, and to put her sister Arsinoe of Cyprus on the throne in her stead! Have you her with you on the trireme?”


  Tros laughed, angrily. “Am I a madman? Arsinoe is in Cyprus. The money for Esias’ corn is in my cabin. Send your slaves to carry it here and get it counted. Give me a receipt and credit me with my fifth of it all. Get the pay-roll from my clerk. Pay the crew half their wages, after they have hauled out. Has Esias sold my pearls?”


  “He sold them to the queen.”


  “For a fair price?”


  “An incredible price. But let him tell you, if they haven’t flayed him to death! The queen has the pearls. We have the money. But where is Esias?”


  “I will see the queen and ask her.”


  “Lord Tros, you were better at sea! You were better at sea! The queen may order your arrest. She is afraid. She is a Ptolemy. A fearful Ptolemy is a deadlier menace to her friends than a poisonous serpent! She suspects every one.”


  “Of what?”


  “Of conspiring to kill her and put her sister Arsinoe on the throne. There is a rumor that Arsinoe is on her way to Egypt. It is said that the Roman proconsul Cassius is sending an army to her aid from Syria. It is being said that you plotted it, and that Esias knows. It is said it was you who persuaded the Egyptian war fleet to desert to Cassius, that there might be no fleet in Alexandria to resist invasion. And Esias—”


  “Is not a fool, such as you are, Hillel. Neither is the queen such a fool that she would risk the enmity of all the Jews in Alexandria by torturing Esias— nor such a fool as to believe Arsinoe could land in Egypt in advance of a Roman army and escape death. You are full of rumors and they belly-ache you, Hillel. I go to the palace. Order me a litter and summon the master-shipwrights. Have them grease the ways thoroughly before they haul out. Can you rid the wharf of those wenches?”


  “Lord Captain Tros, at least a third of them are spies expressly sent to learn from your men what you were doing in Cyprus, in Tarsus and elsewhere. I ordered the wharf-gate locked. They came over the roof. I ordered them driven away, and I received a warning, from no other than the personal slave of the chief of police, not to interfere with the rights of their master’s guild.”


  “Clear me a shed for a hospital.”


  “Lord Tros, send your wounded to a temple.”


  “Nay. Let them lie in comfort.”


  “As for the trireme, frankly, I would not dare to—”


  Tros interrupted. “This, Hillel, is a list of the repairs that I know need doing. Check that and write me an estimate. But as for what needs doing below water, we shall know when she is hauled out, so summon the shipwrights.”


  “Lord Tros—”


  “I believe you heard me, Hillel. Attend to it. Order a litter— a good one.”


  Hillel shrugged his shoulders and sent a slave for a hired litter. Tros overheard the command.


  “I will ride in a private litter,” he remarked, casually, as if he were ordering the next course of a meal, but his leonine eyes looked dangerous and Hillel noticed it. He explained:


  “Lord Captain Tros, you are out of favor. Who is there who would dare to lend his private litter? In such times as these, when no one knows who is to be accused next, who shall lend his litter and liveried bearers to a man denounced as a pirate?"


  “Who denounced me?”


  “One of the queen's ministers.”


  Tros threw back his shoulders. He astonished even Hillel, who knew better than to expect mild measures from the man whom Cleopatra had employed to do what not one of her own commanders could have been trusted, or would have dared to attempt.


  “Send your best dressed slave to the palace to say that Lord Captain Tros awaits a litter to convey him to an audience with the queen.”


  “Lord captain, what if she sends a guard instead, to take you to the dungeon!”


  Tros snorted. “She is not a coward. She is not a reptile, nor a born fool. She and I have been friends too many years for her to put me to that indignity, on the strength of a mere rumor.”


  “Lord Tros, dozens of her friends are in the dungeons!”


  “Send for the royal litter!”


  He strode out of the office and watched Esias’ slaves remove the treasure from the cabin— watched the wounded being laid on the wharf in a dismal row— watched the grease being laid on the ramp— ordered all the gear and even the arrow-engines unshipped— foresaw and attended to a hundred details— until at last, to the confusion of Hillel, a litter did come from the palace, borne by eight men in Queen Cleopatra's livery and preceded by a eunuch who was insolent and elegant enough to be the Queen’s own usher.


  There was no bodyguard provided. That was the only suggestion that Tros might be in disfavor. But he was in no mood to go unsuitably attended. He summoned his ten Jews, ex-gladiators. They looked splendid enough in their polished armor to be any one’s escort; but Conops, with his one eye and his slit lip, in a kilt and a tasseled red cap, looked not so praiseworthy. Nevertheless, it did not occur to Tros to enter upon deadly danger without Conops at his heels.


  “Tidy yourself, you filthy dock-rat! Where’s your armor? Stick that knife inside your shirt and gird a sword on. Try to look less like an ape that fell into a sewer. Shall I go through the streets of Alexandria ashamed of the commander of my escort? Spruce yourself!”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  “And remember not to touch your forelock to the Queen’s guards! Be insolent.”


  “Aye, aye.”


  “Lord Tros,” said Hillel, “armed slaves? Armed slaves in the city? It is known that those men are slaves and that Esias gave them to you.”


  “I know the law,” Tros answered.


  “So do the royal guards!” said Hillel. “Those arrogant dogs—”


  “Shall bite a bad bone! Be assured of it, Hillel!”


  Conops, changing even his normal habits with his master’s mood, bethought him of dignity and sent one of the Jews to bring his armor. He made another Jew spit-and-polish an imagined rust-spot. Even the armor could not make him look less bow-legged, nor give him height, but he looked at least businesslike in the gleaming crestless helmet, and there was no doubt at all of his grip on his ten men.


  “Fall in, you sons of Abraham! Five of you to each side of the litter! Now then, pick your heels up! March like gladiators! Clank like one man!


  “Ready, master! Lord captain’s escort, by the centre, forward, quick march! Left! Left! Left! You’re out of step, Josephus— do you think it’s a dance you’re doing for the dock-side wenches? Left! Left!”


  The dock gate opened wide and Tros went forth, to he knew not, and Conops cared not, what fate.


  CHAPTER II


  “GIVE THESE MEN THEIR FREEDOM.”
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  THE eunuch got lost in the crowd. He was so full of his own importance that he walked straight ahead with his nose in the air, and when a polyglot swarm of loafers rushed from watching some street-corner acrobats to the more exciting spectacle of a tavern fight between Greeks and Gabinian ex-soldiers, some of them still in the rags of Roman uniform, the eunuch remained ignorant for several minutes that he was no longer being followed by his cortege.


  Tros had whispered to Conops, and Conops rose to the occasion. The litter-bearers protested, but the ten Jews prodded them as if they were asses, and in a moment the litter was going at a dogtrot up a side street, taking a devious but comparatively unobstructed course toward the splendid municipal building —not, however, toward the front entrance, whose marble steps were packed with people waiting to see a religious procession.


  Being a festival day, the courts and the principal municipal offices were closed. The whole long marble-fronted, colonnaded Street of Canopus was a mass of spectators in holiday miood, through which the chariots of exquisites were being driven headlong by charioteers who enjoyed being cursed, and whose owners could afford to be fined if the police could get near enough to take their names.


  It was a dinning, ululating, pulsing city, full of street fights and laughter and flowers, with the wealth all in view and the poverty kept where it belonged, out of sight in the meaner by-ways. Nothing— absolutely nothing was allowed to interfere with Alexandrine gaiety. Even business— and it cost money to be gay and splendid— ceased while the Alexandrines played.


  But from sunrise to sunset, three hundred and sixty-five days in a year, one could pay taxes; so there was one office, entered from the rear of the municipal building, whose doors never closed during daylight hours.


  Two or three hundred yards away from the door of that office Conops collected the Jews’ swords and piled them beside Tros in the litter. He even piled their helmets in the litter to complete their air of innocence.


  In armor, without helmets or weapons, they looked ridiculous. They were jeered by the crowd. But they reached the office door without having to use their fists on any one except the litter-bearers, who felt like lost sheep without their eunuch and suspected, too, that they were being put to unlawful purpose and would be whipped when the eunuch found them.


  Tros led the ten Jews into the office and lined them up in front of a long counter, at which sat seven of the most efficient bureaucrats on earth—three to watch the three who did the business, and one to make sure that the watchers themselves did no thieving.


  There was no astonishment, no comment, no expression of special interest. It was quite usual for Alexandrines to select festival days for rewarding faithful slaves. Tros was abrupt and businesslike:


  “Give these ten men their freedom. Here are the certificates of ownership. Here are the receipts for the tax on previous transfer, showing the value at which they were then assessed.”


  “Ten per cent again,” said an official.


  “This is taxed as a transfer of ownership to the slave himself.”


  Tros paid it, wincing. The officials signed and countersigned ten certificates on parchment. There was a charge for the parchment. The chief official sealed the ten certificates. There was a charge for the seal. A corresponding entry was made on the archive-scroll. There was a charge for the entry. Then each Jew received his utterly unexpected certificate of freedom. Tros cut short their jubilation.


  “Fall in! Stand at attention! Have I loosed a lot of sentimentalists? If I buy garlic, do I kiss the seller? You have paid for your freedom— earned it, like men, in battle. Now earn friendship, by obedience as freedmen. rather than as slaves who must obey or be whipped. Form two deep! Right! Forward, by the right, quick march!”


  Outside Conops returned their weapons. He observed their faces. He detected symptoms:


  “Sulphury Cocvtus! Up-snoots, is it, proud and lofty? Which of you wants to fight me for who buys wine? Which two of you? No takers? Swallow this, then: what a slave does well, a freedman does exactly twice as well, or he hears from me about it with the butt-end of a crank-bar! Stand dignified— this isn’t Yom Kippur, or the Feast of Esther.’ By the right—dress! Cock your helmet straight, you! And for the love of your mother Jezebel, try to march as if you never wore leg-irons!”


  He was talking for time and to distract attention. There was something going on that Tros might not wish to be noticed by his escort. A slave had slipped a note into Tros’ hand just as he was getting into the litter. A very well-dressed Alexandrine, in a two-horsed chariot at a street corner not far away, was watching, expecting a signal from Tros or an answer by the slave, and Tros appeared to be considering what to do or to say.


  Then at last the queen’s eunuch came, sweating and very indignant; he had evidently been mocked and not too gently handled by the crowd as he traced the litter through the swarming streets. He tried to reach Tros, to give him a piece of his mind, but Conops interfered, blocking his way:


  “Hold hard, capon! You’ll be spitted soon enough without crowding your betters! What’s the excuse you have to offer? What d’ye mean by sneaking off and leaving the Lord Captain in the streets without a peacock to show his importance? Betting on tomorrow’s races, were you?”


  The eunuch was half-hysterical with anger. He minced thin-lipped profanity:


  “Sailor!” Alexandria knew no worse epithet. “This is a royal litter! The queen’s!”


  “Can the queen go where she pleases?”


  “Certainly!”


  “Well, here’s her litter, where its rider pleases!”


  “Drunkard! I have orders to convey your master to the palace!”


  “Then why didn’t you? I’ve half a mind to hand you over to the Civil Guard for—”


  Tros had made his signal, and the very well-dressed man had left his chariot; he was talking fast and Tros was listening, in a deeply recessed doorway. Conops kept the eunuch too indignant to observe what was happening; he imagined Tros was behind the litter-curtains, but he couldn’t get past Conops to discover his mistake, and when he screamed to the bearers to march they were prevented by the Jews.


  Tros, done listening in the doorway, thumped his fist into his left hand:


  “No, I tell you! Do you know what no means? I will have no part in treason. You take advantage of my hatred of bearing tales to come and tell me of a plot that would cost the lives of dozens of you, were I even to whisper your name!”


  “As for that, Lord Tros, your life is as easy to take as other men’s. Betray me, and sign your own death warrant!” “Keep your threats for cowards, Aristobulus! I will give you a piece of information— not for your own sake, for I think you a loose-tongued lecher who would sell his best friend, but for the sake of better men, who might be swept into the same net with you: the Princess Arsinoe is not in Egypt. I left her in Cyprus—”


  “But I say she is in Egypt!”


  “You call me a liar? Are you armed?”


  “No.”


  “Then govern your speech. I say, I left Arsinoe in Cyprus, well watched, guarded by Roman soldiers and a company of pirates— eighty men whom I made prisoner and turned over to her for a bodyguard.”


  “Couldn’t she come with her pirates to Egypt?”


  “About as easily as Daedalus flew from Crete to Sicily. Give her wings and a fair wind, scare away the eagles, and she might get half-way. Then she’d have a long swim, Aristobulus.”


  “So you are on the queen’s side.”


  “I am not on your side.”


  “Did you know the queen has denounced you as a pirate?”


  “I know she hasn’t.”


  “Well, her minister did.”


  “That is different. The Queen of Egypt doesn’t denounce. She kills, and explains or is silent. Denunciation is the cackle of a sail-trimmer, guessing himself into the queen’s good graces. No one will ever need to denounce you, Aristobulus. Your friends will find your mangled carcass on the city trash-heap, unless you can think of a less clownish plot than this that you have told me.”


  “Look to it, Lord Tros, that you tell no one!”


  “Look to your own tongue. Mine obeys me!”


  Tros returned to the litter, and was into it, behind the curtains, before the eunuch saw him. There was a crowd eagerly listening to the argument between him and Conops. The Alexandrines despised sailors, and a sailor in armor, with bow-legs and only one eye, was an obvious buff for anybody’s humor, from a safe distance.


  And court eunuchs were as much despised as hated. The local wits were doing their ribald utmost to incite Conops to use his weapon.


  But no two pairs of landsmen’s eyes were as good as the one that glinted beneath the rim of Conop’s helmet. He had seen Tros return to the litter. He saw another man, not so well dressed, approach and whisper through the curtains. So he invented a brand-new set of reasons for delay.


  He accused the eunuch of having demanded money, and of having decamped because Tros refused to pay him. Tros had spoken through the curtains to no less than three different whisperers before Conops suddenly cut short the argument by ordering the Jews to fall in again and resume the march.


  He put himself at their head. The eunuch, unable to force his way through the crowd, had to follow the procession, fuming.


  CONOPS led toward the palace by short cuts. He avoided the densely thronged Street of Canopus and made for the guardhouse at the main gate by a route forbidden to the public. There were armed guards lurking, ready to pounce on intruders and either rob and beat them or turn them over to the police, but they recognized the royal litter, and besides, eleven well armed men were too many to tackle. But the main gate was another story.


  There the mercenary, polyglot, magnificently accoutred guards were lined up to keep petitioners from invading the palace grounds, and to keep a way clear for the going and coming of palace traffic. Captain Leander in leopard-skin and crimson strolled to the litter and drew the curtain.


  “Mystery of mysteries!” he lisped. “So Tros is with us!” It had been “Lord Tros— Lord Captain Tros” six weeks ago, and “Remember me, Lord Captain, when you need a favor!” He pretended to study a list of names on a parchment scroll. “You have a permit?”


  “I have access to the palace.”


  “Ah! But there have been changes recently. The old list has been canceled, and I can’t find your name on the new one.”


  “Send in my name to the queen.”


  “She is absent.”


  “I will wait for her.”


  “She has left no command to admit you.”


  “Why, then, was the litter sent to bring me hither?”


  Tros got out, and Conops came and buckled on his sword. The officer was as tall as Tros, and looked taller in his plumed helmet, but he looked frail in comparison. He stepped backward, and two of his men stepped forward, before he could resume his careless ease of manner and vaguely contemptuous tone of voice.


  “I believe the Lord Chamberlain wished to let you know that there have been reports concerning you that make your presence at the palace not so welcome as formerly.”


  “So!”


  Another officer approached and whispered. Leander nodded.


  “There is a law against armed slaves. Have you anything in writing, Tros, to establish your right to ignore the law? These Jews of yours were given to you by Esias. They are armed, unless my eyes deceive me. I was drunk last night at the palace banquet, but those look to me like swords and armor.”


  He made a gesture. A platoon of twenty men stepped forward and grounded the butts of their spears with an ominous thud. The crowd of onlookers became excited; all Alexandrine crowds became excited at the least excuse, but to see Lord Captain Tros descending from a royal litter to be put under arrest by the queen’s guards was sheer drama. They began to shout:


  “Pirate! Samothracian! Traitor! Judo-phile!”


  That last word was a danger signal. Almost the easiest way to start a riot was to insinuate that Jews were in some way involved. One-third of the population, Jews were two-thirds of the political problem, popular and unpopular in about equal proportion, always enjoying special privileges, always being persecuted.


  That the crowd accused Tros of befriending Jews suggested that Esias might be in trouble. The crowd took its cue from the court. Perhaps the queen had turned against Esias.


  Tros began to wish he had left his Jews on board the ship, not from fear of the crowd, nor of the queen’s guards, but because he needed to be less conspicuous in order to learn what he wanted to know. A man in the midst of a racial riot isn’t likely to learn much more than a possible way of escape.


  He commanded his Jews to produce their evidence that they were freedmen. Leander examined the documents, flicking his teeth with his thumb-nail, at an obvious loss what to do or to say next.


  “You may tell the queen,” said Tros, “that I won’t submit myself to further insult from her lackeys.”


  Without saluting he turned his back and marched away in the midst of his escort, grim faced, leaving the stuttering eunuch to take the litter where he pleased and to invent what lies he pleased. The crowd made way for him, gaping, doubting whether to enjoy his embarrassment or to marvel at his heroic bearing.


  He looked not at all like a man in disfavor, disgrace or distress. There was scorn in his eyes, and on his shoulders an air of relief. He looked free of the earth, as if he foresaw great events and a wide horizon.


  His ten Jews looked crestfallen, for it was a poor start for their first day’s freedom; and Conops, with his helmet a bit to one side, resembled nothing on earth but a Levantine sailor alert for trouble, glancing backward, suspicious, in fear of pursuit.


  But Tros, too splendidly contemptuous to shrug his shoulders, strode like a conqueror.


  They had marched all the way along the waterfront and reached the Heptastadium, where a wide street crossed the city at right angles to the Street of Canopus, before Tros halted. For a minute or two he stood with his back to the city and stared at the gigantic marble lighthouse on Pharos Island, and at the gay-hued crowd that swarmed along the connecting causeway— that causeway from which he had seen Caesar plunge and swim for his life.


  “One has followed us, master,” said Conops.


  “Man or woman?”


  “Eunuch.”


  “From the palace?”


  "Aye.”


  “Let him draw near.”


  “Master, he appears to have no weapon, but be careful! Such as he would pretend to deliver a note and produce a cubit’s length of poisoned Damascus dagger!”


  “Little man, if my name were on the death-list, we should be in a dungeon now, awaiting the executioner’s convenience. Since we set foot ashore, four different men have tried to fathom me. We are no use dead. The queen needs living legs for her endangered throne.”


  “Sail away, master! We could haul out in the Piraeus.”


  “Aye, within range of Brutus’ agents!”


  “Very well then, in Tyre.”


  “Within Cassius’ grip!”


  “Then through the Gates of Hercules and—”


  “Aye, and refit on the broad Atlantic!”


  “Master, we could get plenty of men from the Balearics.”


  “Does he draw near?”


  “Aye. He looks treacherous. He seems to be waiting his chance to approach unnoticed.”


  “What is he?”


  “A blackamoor—one of the bath attendants.”


  “Demand his business.”


  Tros didn’t even turn his head. He was still staring at the Pharos— he and his escort forming a little island in the midst of the stream of people swarming toward the city— when Conops returned.


  “Master, he bade me say this: The queen is on Lake Mareotis.”


  Tros nodded. For a minute or two he was silent. Then he turned and they stared at each other.


  “Little man, were it not for my good Northmen, who must be found and rescued, I would burn this ship and go elsewhere and build another. But the queen has us cornered.”


  “Master, let those toss-pot axe-men rot—aye, and the wenching Basques, too!”


  “Did I leave you to rot when Caesar’s men put out your eye and made you half a sailor?”


  “But—”


  “Has not Esias a warehouse on the shore of Mareotis?”


  “Aye, master, a whole furlong of buildings— stores of stuff from India, and from Punt—hemp, too— and sheds for the slaves. It was there that our Basques made trouble for us by breaking into the compound where Esias keeps the virgins for the household market.”


  “You were with them, I remember.”


  “Aye, preventing—”


  “To the tune of a virgin for whom I reimbursed Esias for the loss of value.”


  “She seduced me, master! She was a carroty-haired Circassian, with a pair of eyes on her like green jewels. She could see me in the dark. She—”


  “Aye, aye, she seduced me. To Esias’ warehouse—forward!”


  “Escort—atten-shun! Right dress! Hold your chin up, Jeshua! By the center, quick march! Right turn! Left wheel! Left! Left! Pick your heels up, Jeshua! Eyes to the front and try and look like fighting men, not bathhouse beauties! Left! Left! You’re freedmen, remember. Don’t be afraid to smash some bunions —tread on ’em—bring your feet down with a wallop—let ’em feel your sword-hilt if they won’t make way—that’s better—left! Left! And now remember who’s your captain, and when we get to Esias’ sheds, no pitch-and-toss-play with the guards for a chance at the girls. Left! Left! Straighten your helmet, Simeon! Left! Left!”


  CHAPTER III


  “i PREFER THE QUEEN’S TRAP TO THAT OTHER.”


  [image: ]



  AGAIN, no sign of old Esias. His block of buildings was almost a city itself, marble-walled and colonnaded where it faced a great gap in the city wall, but built of brick in the rear and divided into a maze of crowded compounds.


  Alexandria lay between Lake Mareotis and the sea, and the lake-front was a long line of parks and promenade. There were a boat harbor, dozens of wine-booths, some expensive restaurants, and great gaps in the wall, planted with ornamental trees.


  The wall was useless for defensive purposes. The cross-city canal emerged beneath a marble bridge not far from Esias’ warehouse; westward of that the lake shore was reedy and unconfined by a bulkhead, but to the eastward was the royal wharf, and beyond that the entire lake front was of well-built masonry.


  The size of the lake was unguessable, there were so many islands, fringed with papyrus, many of them white with the marbled roofs of villas. There was always a haze that blended lake and sky, and through that threaded countless boats, some from the Nile through the thronged canal, laden with the produce of the richest land on earth.


  There were miles of staked nets and hundreds of fishing boats. And amid them all, blazing with paint, were the awninged yachts of the wealthier Alexandrines.


  Leaving his escort in the colonnade, Tros entered the warehouse office— a huge, dim, mysterious chamber beamed with rough-hewn olive, stacked with merchandise and shelves of scrolls, and reeking of spice. Nathan, the third in seniority of Esias’ partners, loomed forth from the dimness, solemn as a vulture but almost painfully eager to seem courteous. Six slaves bowed behind him.


  “Greeting! Greeting! Where is my friend Esias?” Tros asked.


  Instead of answering, Nathan led into an inner office, a mere cabin of a place, with a window that gave a view of a compound where some slaves were being taught to read and write Greek, to increase their market value.


  “Lord Captain, Esias does not dare to be seen speaking to you. Neither do I dare to say why— not even to you, within four walls. Esias is with witnesses who will prove he has not spoken to you.”


  “And he sends me no message.”


  “Yes. He says ‘Look to your life!’ And I add my warning to his. Lord Tros, we have been forbidden to repair your trireme.”


  "By whom?”


  “The less mention of names the better —but by the same minister who has proclaimed you a pirate.”


  “Publicly?”


  “Yes. Officially, no. At a banquet at the palace, where he made a speech to some Roman notables, who have come overland from Cassius’ headquarters, seeking money and men, he referred to you by name as a seditious alien, whom Pompeius Magnus would have known how to drive from the sea.”


  “And the queen?”


  “Said nothing.”


  “Aye. She is good at saying nothing. Did she say it in many words?”


  “I know not. My informant told me that throughout all the speech-making she reclined on her divan and played with a Persian kitten, as if the world might go to wrack and ruin for all she cared. And now she is on Pleasure Island, with her child and her women. They say that Cassius’ envoys have returned to Syria empty-handed, except for some trashy presents. And her barge lies waiting at the royal boat wharf—”


  “And—?”


  “One of the royal barge slaves was in here asking for you.”


  “When?”


  “He left not ten minutes ago. He pretended to be needing a new brass tholepin. But he found fault with what we offered. And he asked what tholepins you use. Thus, one word leading to another, he conversed about your trireme, and then wondered where you are. He said that the commander of the royal barge would esteem your advice on certain matters, and that it would be well for us to let the barge-commander know if you should show up.”


  “That is not all, Nathan. There is something else on your mind. What is it ?”


  “Lord Tros, as you know, I am no alarmist. But there have been others asking for you, two freedmen, clients of a man named Aristobolus. They also wanted news of you if you should turn up.”


  “Any reason?”


  “Yes. They lied. They declared they were clients of Hippias the Rhodian, who is very wealthy and is said to stand high in the queen’s favor. But I knew them. The rogues forgot that it was I who sold them, thirteen years ago, when Rabirius the Roman money-lender ruined their former master. They said Hippias wishes to do you a favor, but without attracting public notice. They said Hippias’ boat awaits you in the reeds, down near the public bath-house, half a furlong westward. They said, if you will take Hippias’ boat, it will convey you to him and he will accompany you into the queen’s presence, where he will have much to say in your behalf.”


  “And—?”


  “I happen to know that Hippias is at Dendera, visiting the estate from which he draws his income!”


  “And—?”


  “They bade me warn you to come alone.”


  Tros laughed. “Nathan, I prefer the queen’s trap to that other! Sell me a change of clothing. I am filthy from the dust of these streets.”


  “Lord Tros, why risk your life in either trap? It is safer in Rome than in Alexandria! Leave your trireme in Esias’ keeping. There is another corn fleet making ready. We can smuggle you and a few of your men to Puteoli. You have a big credit with us. We can give you drafts on our office in Rome, and I will give you a list of the names of senators who can be bribed to do anything, to forget everything, and to appoint the most improbable men to the most important positions. They will vote you Roman citizenship. They will make you a Roman admiral. Then remember your friends!”


  “Bring me new clothing, Nathan. I will visit the source of all this mystery. Trick me up like an Alexandrine exquisite.”


  “But, Lord Tros—”


  “And while you get the clothing, send in my man Conops.”


  Nathan gloomed out to do Tros’ bidding and presently Conops clanked into the office. He was never quite certain how to treat these powerful but sometimes timid and almost always deferential Jews, whom Tros so confidently trusted.


  He was wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, his manner midway between impudence and respect for prodigious wealth, but another mood shone in his eye when he saw through the window the slave-girls learning Greek, and about a dozen others, in a comer of the compound, learning to sing Greek songs and to dance suggestive illustrations of the theme.


  “Drinking already, eh? Never mind those women. Stand with your back to the window. Now then: do you know of a place, half a furlong to westward, near the public bath-house, where a boat might make an unseen landing in the reeds?”


  “Aye, master. Where the south wind drives the floating islands inshore. It is the place where the runaway slaves hide until nightfall and as often as not get snapped up by crocodiles.”


  “March your men hither and back, and report to me whether a boat lies hidden. If any one questions you, say where I am. You may say I am here in conference. You may say I am going alone to the royal barge presently. You may say you expect to be drunk tonight, and if they give you some largess for your wine and women, you may buy one small jar of wine, eleven fishing-lines and hooks, and enough bait for a few hours’ fishing.


  “Then, after you have reported to me, watch; and if you see them leave the boat, you may send eight of your men to seize it, taking the wine and fish-lines with them. You and the two remaining men will guard me as far as the royal boat wharf.


  “When I am safe on the royal barge, you may make haste to the other boat —pull off your armor, all of you—row out into the lake, follow the royal barge as closely as you dare, drop anchor as near as you dare to the royal island, and remain there fishing until you see me return on the royal barge, or until I signal for you.


  “Better take along some food as well as wine; it may be dark before I need you. And remember: don’t be conspicuous. Try to look like fishermen, or at least like a party of Alexandrine tradesmen keeping holiday. Have you understood me?”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  “Then do it.”


  THERE was a good deal of fuss about clothing. Nothing but the best would do for Tros, and by the time Nathan’s slaves had bathed him and arrayed him in linen good enough for the queen herself, and the expert slave-girls had arranged a chaplet in his hair, Tros looked hardly like the same man.


  He looked, if anything, more powerful because the almost transparent linen betrayed the bulge of his muscles; but he looked like a courtier, not a fighting man; he looked too elegant to care for anything but luxuries, wine, women and song. Conops, breathless from his errand, stood and gawked at him.


  “Well?”


  “Boat, yes. That fellow Aristobolus and four freedmen. Knives. Aristobolus gave me money, as you said he might. He said his name is Hippias, and he asked after your health, so I told him what you said I was to tell him, and he looked as savage as a man whose drink’s been spilled. So I came back, and I’ve bought the wine and bread and eggs and smoked fish, and some olive oil and lettuce, and a couple of melons. Master, half a jar’s an awful little for eleven men. and ten of 'em just received freedom, and not a drink since Cyprus.”


  “Very well, make it a jar.”


  “There’s no more money.”


  “Give them a full jar. Nathan. Mind you, if you get as drunk as you did in Cyprus I’ll reduce you to the lower oar-bench. You’re to divide the wine equally, drink for drink. That is an order. Have you understood it?”


  'Aye, aye, master. But I hadn’t finished telling. We weren’t back here before those four freedmen hit our wake and came strolling along like loafers with nothing better to do. Eastward of here, and this side of the royal boat wharf, there’s a wine-garden set in a grove of myrtles and oleanders. That’s where they are. and not drinking either —lurking— up to no good.”


  “Aristobolus still in the boat?”


  “Yes, master. That’s to say, unless he slipped away without us seeing him. I’d be willing to wager my share of the drinks he’s there yet.”


  “Then he likely is there? Send your eight men to seize the boat. They needn’t be too gentle with Aristobolus, but they’re not to kill him if they can help it. Let them throw him in the bottom of the boat and tie and gag him. They may as well take the provisions with them. You and your other two, follow me, and follow closely.”


  Aye, aye, master. Are we to have Aristobolus’ company in the boat all afternoon?”


  “Yes, you may un-gag him when you’re out on the lake. Use your own judgment about pretending to agree to any treachery he may suggest. Memorize his words— his exact words.”


  “Aye, aye master.”


  Eight men. trusted for the first time with a dangerous task without Conops’ superintending eye, and looking innocent enough, in spite of armor, with their load of wine and provisions, tramped away eastward down the road between the buildings and the shore. Tros, with his sword beneath his left arm, hidden by an apparently carelessly draped himation, strolled westward, appearing to enjoy the freshness of the early afternoon breeze. Conops followed him. Jeshua and Aroun trudged at Conops’ heels.


  There was a considerable crowd along the road to eastward. Many of them were slaves, permitted a day’s idleness on account of the festival; but there were scores of gaily dressed and well-behaved families, enjoying the view or hiring row-boats, or strolling from one public garden, or one wine-booth to another. And there was a considerable number of chariots being driven at the usual reckless speed by gallants not yet drunk enough to kill deliberately but with enough wine in their heads to enjoy scattering the crowd like scared poultry.


  There was a disturbance of that kind as Tros drew abreast of the myrtle and oleander thicket. Two racing chariots swerved around the western corner of the thicket and headed eastward, giving Tros their dust and scattering a screaming score of men and women.


  Conops snarled a warning. “They’re on us! Draw, you chosen people!”


  Tros’ sword licked out like the flash of lightning. His himation danced on his left arm. Conops leaped. He plunged his knife into a man’s throat. The Jews buried their swords in the bellies of two other men. Tros slew the fourth, driving the point through his heart with such force that Conops had to stand on the man’s body in order to wrench the sword out.


  It was all over in almost a second, like a flurry of wind in a copse, or the swoop of a hawk on a dove-cote. A few of the wine-garden’s customers peered through the thicket, but no crowd formed; on the contrary, those in the street who had seen what happened scurried out of sight to avoid trouble.


  It was nothing very unusual that a man should be set upon by his enemy’s freedmen; drunken brawls and unpaid debts, the volatile affections of a woman, or even a topical song was enough to start a street fight. The municipal slaves would remove the bodies, unless the dead men’s friends first did it.


  Meanwhile, fishermen hurried ashore to be first to steal clothing, and money, and finger-rings, on the pretext of laying the bodies beside the road; they even demanded pay for doing that from passers-by, because Alexandrines disliked to see blood on a glorious May afternoon.


  They were not like Romans. They could always be persuaded to pay to protect their squeamishness. By the time Tros had cleaned his sword with sand and water, and Conops had wiped it dry, the incident was in a fair way to being forgotten.


  Tros dismissed Conops and the two Jews as soon as they had cleaned their weapons.


  “That gale’s done with. Make haste now and get the boat off-shore. I’ll be safe between here and the queen’s barge.”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  CHAPTER IV


  “IT IS YOUR THRONE!”


  THE approach to the royal boat wharf through the Gate of the Sun— a gate that no longer existed, because the wall had been demolished at that point to make room for imported trees— was almost the only Egyptian touch in the whole city, with its guardian sphynxes and statues stolen from ancient Nile-bank temples.


  The marble boat-shed was of Egyptian design and even the attending slaves were garbed in the ancient Egyptian head-dress. It was a sort of symbolical gateway. Here one entered into Egypt. Today, Greece— Europe, ceased. Yesterday, mystery, melancholy and the fabled land of Khem began.


  Even the boats on Mareotis were of the ancient Egyptian pattern. Many of the luxurious villas and pavilions on the islands were designed to suggest the Egyptian spirit, in curious contrast to the ultra-modern Greek design of Alexandria.


  There were scores of sentries, to keep the holiday-making crowd at a respectful distance from the royal boat wharf. But nobody challenged Tros. He was not saluted, but he was not questioned. He enjoyed a sensation of being seen, and yet intentionally unseen, as if he were expected, even welcome, and yet unmentionable.


  He decided to test the situation and approached a lieutenant of the guard, who yawned and peacocked on the terrace in front of the Egyptian arch at the landward end of the marble jetty.


  “Promoted I see, Tysander. I congratulate you. Have I blood on my clothing?”


  The officer examined him from head to foot.


  “No. But I saw that little entertainment. Good sword!”


  Six short weeks ago, Tysander would have called him by name, with simulated if not actual respect.


  “I thank you, Tysander.”


  “Better leave your sword here.”


  “My man has it.”


  Tros threw back his himation in proof that he was unarmed. The lieutenant nodded and Tros strolled through the arch, not exactly expecting to be daggered on the far side but, in his mind’s eye, measuring three jumps from the arch to the water. However, the slaves who stood with their backs to the archlike statues took no notice of him.


  The gilded barge lay moored against the jetty with its sixteen rowers in their places; they tossed oars as Tros strolled through the arch. There was no doubt they were waiting for him. The royal barge-commander stood on the jetty actually smiling, looking a bit Bacchanalian because his chaplet was awry, but spic and span in Cleopatra’s new emerald-and-orange uniform. She had a great gift for designing uniforms that made a man look picturesque but subtly menial.


  “Have you a dagger on you?” he asked. “May I feel?”


  Again no mention of Tros’ name. An air of almost, but not quite cordiality. The best seat on the barge, in the stern, behind the queen’s awninged bridge-deck. No salute from the rowers, but, on the other hand, respectful service from the barge slaves, who blew the dust from Tros’ sandals and sponged and wiped his legs.


  No command. Every one knew what to do. The gaudily dressed sailors cast off and the barge went at top speed toward Pleasure Island, with the tubas blowing to make fishermen and holiday boating-parties scoot out of the way. No conversation, not even between the barge-commander and his lieutenant.


  There was nothing to interfere with Tros’ interest in the passing scene, and it was not long before he had picked out the gaily painted pleasure boat in which Conops and the ten Jews were pretending to be out for an afternoon’s amusement.


  Eight of the Jews were rowing, and like all strong men untrained to that difficult art they were making heavy weather of it; they could easily pass for a boat-load of drunken roisterers, perhaps in a stolen boat, but surely not armed and dangerous.


  Pleasure Island loomed, took form, revealed itself in a reedy mirage, two or three miles beyond the staked deep-water channel for the laden barges from the Nile. It provided absolute privacy. Even its flower-carpeted banks were invisible until the barge had gone beyond it, and turned, and approached from the southward, the thump of the oars alarming myriads of water-fowl that took wing from the reeds and filled the air with weird music.


  Then the first sight was of naked Greek girls, some bathing and others playing games against a background of marbled terraces and columned pavilions. There was not a man in sight, not even a eunuch, except for a guard-boat half hidden in a water-lane between the reeds.


  There were probably several guard-boats, but only one was visible. The attendants on the boat-jetty were Egyptian slave-girls, dog-eyed, barebreasted. Their white teeth flashed in sensuous smiles. Their dark skins were like shadows against the sunlit marble.


  They made the boat fast. No one spoke to Tros. As he walked up the marble path, between flowers, the sound of girls’ laughter didn’t cease for an instant. Even when the path skirted one end of the terrace on which the naked girls were playing, and he was in full view, no one stared at him. He knew at least half of those girls— knew their fathers and mothers; they were the cream of the Alexandrine aristocracy; he had been offered his pick of them, dozens of times, by a court chamberlain who would have been delighted to ally him by marriage with the ascendant political faction. But he might have been invisible for all the notice they took.


  The first greeting he received, at the top of the steps, on the terrace in front of the pavilion door, was from the Lady Charmion, looking like one of the Fates with her needle and thread and her vinegary air of prim chastity in classically draped white Chinese silk. She looked up from her sewing to answer his bow.


  “The queen expects you. You may go straight in. The child Caesarion has just been punished for saying he loves you.”


  “Perhaps he does,” Tros answered. “Was it you who had him punished?”


  “Yes!” She almost spat the word. “Go in and try to redeem yourself! You will need the full resources of your Samothracian guile, I can assure you!”


  “I will keep my guile,” he answered, bowing like a courtier, “for gilding my esteem, where tart ingratitude occasionally chafes it thin!”


  He loved to annoy her. Three ladies-in-waiting, who were doing embroidery-work with Charmion, and pretending to like it, giggled. Tros nodded to them and entered the pavilion, down a corridor where seven eunuchs sat on a gilded bench, whispering and smirking like priests in a vestry.


  One of them opened a door, and then for the first time some one called Tros by name. The child Caesarion, a brat hardly able to toddle, but precocious, and looking already like a miniature copy of Julius Caesar, ran through the doorway and fell at his feet, seizing his legs and calling him “Twos of Sam-othwakee.” There was at any rate someone pleased to see him.


  But the child was swept up by a protesting nurse and borne off, yelling for his hero. Then a golden voice, that had no equal, anywhere:


  “You may come in.”


  THE EUNUCH closed the door behind him and he was alone with the queen. She was in one of her strangely magnetic moods that nobody ever knew how to divine—greenish eyes, brooding — rather sensuous lips, smiling— looking smaller than ever, because she was seated in a huge chair facing the view through the open window.


  Her exquisitely shapely feet, touched with henna, in gold-leafed sandals, rested on a footstool of carved ivory. On the table beside her were pen and ink and a number of parchment scrolls that fluttered in the slight breeze; and on a long table against the wall were a number of objects obviously rifled from an ancient tomb. In her hands was a golden bracelet.


  Tros caught his breath. He bowed low, with his eyes on the bracelet. It was not Egyptian. It was not Greek, Indian, Chinese, Arabian, nor Persian. It was heavy, solid, hammered, and indented with an unfinished pattern that bore no resemblance to any known Egyptian design; barbaric, and yet masterfully conceived and done.


  He had hard work to show no emotion when he had finished bowing and stood upright. It almost never paid to betray emotion in Cleopatra’s presence; it was vastly safer to simulate emotion that one did not feel.


  She appeared annoyed that he had seen the bracelet.


  “Can you imagine,” she asked, “a craftsman competent to do such skillful work, who would nevertheless be such a savage as to take a wrought gold vase from an ancient tomb, and smash it, and then desecrate it into such an ornament as this? Who could wear such a thing? It weighs two pounds.”


  Tros glanced at the priceless objects on the table—necklaces, vases, glassware, bracelets, a golden tablet a yard square covered with hieroglyphics.


  “He might have smashed those, too,” he answered.


  He knew who had done it. There was only one man south of the Baltic who would even have thought of making such a bracelet as lay on Cleopatra’s knee. She laid the bracelet aside.


  “Well?” she asked after a moment. “Why don’t you reproach me?”


  “Royal Egypt, I reproach myself,” he answered.


  “For having failed me?”


  “For having trusted you.”


  Her answering smile was dangerous. She fingered one of the scrolls on the table beside her. It was a list of about a dozen names.


  “These are dead,” she remarked. She picked up another, shorter list. “These are, at the moment, dying. They betray one another like true Greeks at the first touch of torture. It is not that they are cowards, or I think not. Pain makes them angry. They resent that their accomplices should escape such torment. So they tell.”


  Tros almost shrugged his shoulders. “It is your throne, Egypt! Keep it if you care to!”


  “If I can!” She looked battle-angry. Tros grinned then. It was the first confession he had ever heard from Cleopatra’s lips that there might be an easier seat than a throne.


  She resented his grin. Her mood changed to the snake-like anger that made her terrible. She spoke with the vibrance in her voice that aroused men’s superstition— the voice that had made her name a byword— astonishing from such a small woman, not in the least loud, but vigorous with a sort of absoluteness.


  “I sent for you,” she said, “to receive from your lips an explanation of your conduct in Cyprus.”


  But she was threatening the wrong man, and she knew it. Her eyes changed even before Tros answered.


  “You have a strange way, Royal Egypt, of inviting a friend to an audience! It would have been simpler to have written my name on that list, to explain to the executioner— or not to explain, as the case might be.”


  “Don’t talk nonsense. I have a reason for seeing you secretly.”


  “Doubtless a royal reason! I would have spared you the intrusion, unless I also had reasons, Egypt. As for what I have done, at my own cost—”


  “On your own responsibility! You refused my commission, remember!”


  “It was the best I could do. I defeated and slew the pirate Anchises, and destroyed his entire fleet.”


  “Yes, and you sank two Roman biremes, in Salamis harbor, for which the Roman proconsul Cassius is blaming me!”


  “To which your answer has been, to permit your minister to denounce me as a pirate!”


  “That was necessary. It was a sop to his Roman indignation.”


  “As I already said, it is your throne,’ he retorted. “Having no throne, and not willing to have one, I have never found it necessary to denounce a loyal friend, for the sake of such a cur as Cassius, who stabbed his benefactor! If you choose between me and Cassius, as to which is your friend, I withdraw from the competition! Deadly though it may be. I prefer your enmity to the stench of being less than Cassius’ enemy to the last breath he or I shall ever breathe!”


  She laughed. “The same Tros! Friend? You? You speak to me as if I were your mistress, or a servant caught stealing the food from the table! Is my sister Arsinoe not my enemy? My treacherous, envious enemy? Didn’t you befriend her in Cyprus? Do you call that being my friend?”


  “What would you have had me do?”


  “You should have drowned her! She was on your ship. She was present, in the sea-fight off Salamis—where I would give almost my eyes to have been! She was present in your cabin when you brow-beat that old Roman wolf Ahenobarbus. I would give almost my ears to have heard that! You gave her money. It was tribute money looted from the temple. You gave her men. They were pirates, whom you took prisoner, and Roman legionaries, for whom Ahenobarbus had no ship-room. You set her free from Serapion’s clutches— Serapion. whom I appointed to be her viceroy because I knew he would hold her powerless, whatever treachery he might invent!”


  “I perceive that your spy Etruscan Tarquinius has saved me the necessity of making a report,” Tros answered.


  “I have a letter from him. Written on the very day that you returned to Salamis after the sea-fight. It came in sections, by eighteen pigeons to the Syrian coast, and thence by runner.”


  "Surely you show great wisdom in taking that jackal’s word against mine,” Tros answered. “Did he write it to you, or to Charmion?”


  She ignored the question. Suddenly, in a voice that suggested an archer’s tautened bow-string, she loosed her secret news:


  “My dear sister Arsinoe is gone from Cyprus!”


  Tros stared at her, trying to read her eyes, but he could only judge that she was studying him as alertly as he was studying her. If she was telling the truth, he was in as deadly danger as he ever had been in, in the whole of his dangerous life. Did she suspect him of conspiracy? He did the opposite of what any other man in Egypt would have dared to do. He told her the truth: “I had been in Alexandria not three hours, Egypt1, before several men, of whom one was your spy—I knew him—told me that tale. Your spy—he spoke with me near the municipal building— said she is in Egypt1. I wouldn’t have believed that rogue if he had told me the day of the week! He invited me to go to her, to command her army. Did he tell you my answer?”


  She smiled. "He said you spoke with Aristobolus, and with two others. The two others are in custody. Where is Aristobolus?”


  Tros grinned. "I can answer for four of his freedmen. They attacked me, lest I should betray Aristobolus.”


  “Bloodshed again—in the city? I am told you have freed some slaves, that they may bear arms. Are you planning to send them broiling in the Royal Arena, as did your Northmen?”


  He was glad to change the subject.


  “I came here,” he answered, “to claim my Northmen. Of your magnaminity, release them. The only crime they committed was to break the heads of some Romans for speaking about you loosely.”


  “Do you remember my terms?” she retorted. “You may have them when you have kept your own promise.”


  “I HAVE kept it, Egypt. Your war-fleet captains had abandoned the corn fleet to its fate. I found it and protected it from Romans and from pirates also. I sold the corn to Brutus, because he and Cassius are at the moment the greatest potential danger to you unless they can feed their armies.”


  “And you have loosed against me a more dangerous, a more treacherous enemy than any Roman! Arsinoe, I tell you, is in Egypt! Do you call that doing me a service? Well for you, Lord Tros, that I mistrust Tarquinius! He has written a letter to you, in care of the Jew Esias, to await your coming; and it fell into my hands, as I don’t doubt he intended it should.


  “He informs you, in that letter, that the Princess Arsinoe, acting on your advice, mind you, has taken those pirates that you gave her, and some men that my loving cousin Herod offered, and some of the Gaulish legionaires that Ahenobarbus left behind in Cyprus, and has crossed to Syria.


  “At the time of writing, she expected Cassius to help her to reach Egypt, because Cassius would prefer a queen on the throne of Egypt1 who is more subservient to Roman arrogance.”


  “I should have slain that rat Tarquinius when you put him aboard my ship to spy on me,” Tros answered. “You know him as well as I do. And he knows me as well as you do. I will wager that he wrote that letter to persuade you to mistrust both me and Esias, who are the two men in Egypt who can’t be bribed to betray you. May I see the letter?”


  “Yes. No—no, I haven’t it here.” She studied him for at least a minute. Then, suddenly: “You are a sentimentalist. Could you be coaxed to betray me?”


  “I have been coaxed with hard blows and soft speech, Egypt. But here I am.”


  “I am sending you to deal with Arsinoe.”


  “Me?”


  “You—secretly—finally—once and for all! She has several hundred men. She moves on Memphis, the ancient capital, where she expects to be able to raise an army. But I have my grip on Memphis. I hold hostages; I have the sons and daughters of most of the important men of Memphis who might otherwise go to her aid. She has raided the quarterly caravan from the emerald mines, and she is robbing the tomb-robbers, for gold with which to lavish bribes. I have caught the ringleaders in Alexandria, but all the Romans in the city, and many others would take her part if she should begin to succeed. She must be dealt with swiftly.”


  “I am useless without my Northmen!”


  “You? Useless?”


  Will against will. It was almost like a physical clash of weapons.


  “Royal Egypt, you are too fond of clipping the wings of the hawk that shall fly your errands! You obliged me to go to sea without my Northmen. I fought a battle that I came near losing for lack of their good fighting arms!”


  “A few barbarians—a mere handful of brutes with battle-axes?”


  “Thirty-eight comrades in arms! Thirty-eight veterans! Egypt, have you their equal?”


  She eyed him darkly, resting her chin on her hand. “It is not soldiers or sailors, but generals that I need,” she said after a moment. “I can supply you with plenty of men.”


  “Aye,” he answered, “But you haven’t one commander whom you dare to trust out of reach of the executioner! So you propose to flatter me by—


  “Yes,” she interrupted, “I fear I flatter you. But there is no one else I can trust at the moment. I want her killed, not captured. Tros, incredible though this may sound to you. I love Arsinoe. I saved her from execution after Caesars triumph when she should have been slain in the Tullianum, if the Roman mob had had its way. It was I who had to beg Caesar to make her Queen of Cyprus. But the girl is my ceaseless enemy. There is nothing to do but to kill her.”


  “Therefore you degrade me to the rank of butcher?”


  “I wish her to be killed—not shamed— not put to torture—not cruelly ill-used, as she would ill-use me if she could seize my throne. She must die. And you, of all men, understand that.”


  It was useless to fence with Cleopatra when she talked in that vein. She lied, and Tros knew it. She neither loved nor pitied Arsinoe, although it was no doubt true that she would take no delight in Arsinoe’s shame or torture. She merely wanted her killed, and to avoid the blame for having killed her.


  “Pitying the girl,” said Tros, “in the fight off Salamis I gave her a chance to die as you or I would choose to if the world should have no honorable room for you or me. But she fought too well, in one of my men’s armor. She came out unscathed, with her dagger dripping and a laugh on her lips.”


  “Tros— I believe you love her!”


  “Egypt, I love man or woman who is brave.”


  “It is more than rumored that she loves you!”


  “So. Am I indictable by rumor?”


  “If you love her—if she loves you— need I explain that loving-kindness should grant her a swift death, rather than the ignominy of, for instance, such a punishment as your elder sister, Berenice underwent? It is as an act of mercy, that I send you.”


  “Have you mercy for my Northmen?”


  “I depend on your love for your Northmen to outweigh any emotions that a girl might arouse, who is nothing if not capable of seducing such a sentimentalist as you are!”


  Tros strode to the window, turned away from her, turned again and strode back. He was thinking of the two-pound hammered bracelet.


  “Egypt—”


  “Think!” she warned him. She could see the wrath on his face, and the deadlier integrity behind it — the iron resolution.


  “I have done my thinking, Egypt. I am no queen’s catspaw.”


  She had her hand on the padded hammer of a golden gong shaped like a lion’s face.


  “You refuse?”


  The threat of death had never made Tros less than obstinate—but craftily obstinate, lightning quick to guess the weakness that lingered on threat instead of striking first in order to compel. Not for one fraction of a moment did he forget his duty to his Northmen. As long as they lived, he would do his best to be their dependable lord captain.


  “Aye. I will not go unless on my own terms.”


  “Name them.”


  “My own discretion! If you trust me to go, you shall trust me to do as I see fit.”


  “Oh well,” she answered. “Indiscretion would be bad for your Northmen. You appreciate that?”


  He nodded. She had laid that heavy bracelet on the table. He glanced at it, then looked straight into her eyes.


  “And I demand Cleopatra’s promise. Not Royal Egypt’s but the promise of the Cleopatra whom I snatched away from Rome before Caesar’s murderers could plunge their knives into you also— do you understand what I mean? I have been your good friend, Egypt.”


  There was no warm emotion expressed in her eyes. She looked even slightly contemptuous of his claim on her gratitude. But she seemed to be reappraising him, perhaps wondering whether to tell him more, and to trust him less; because the more a man knows, the less easy he is to compel. And as yet she was only learning statecraft. She had not yet reached the ripeness of judgment that, a few years later, almost made her mistress of the world.


  “How can I make any other that what you are pleased to call a royal promise?” she asked after a moment’s pause. “We were friends, you and I, when I was a homeless exile. True. But who serves whom for nothing? Has a queen friends? What request can Cleopatra grant, that Egypt may not forbid? It must be something strange—something new in the way of demands on a reigning queen!”


  “Not new in your ears, Egypt! If I go to Memphis—if I solve this riddle for you—if I quell rebellion before it rocks your throne—thereafter will you set my Northmen free, and rather than hinder will you aid me to set forth on my voyage?”


  She smiled. “Around the world? You will desert me for that chimera? Very well then. You have Egypt’s promise that she shall not interfere with Cleopatra’s farewell! How will you find Arsinoe? What guides—what forces will you need? This is secret, remember.”


  “I have my own means and my own men.”


  She stared. His quickness of decision never failed to bring that frown to her forehead.


  “How will you explain my absence from the city?” he demanded.


  “They shall say you have been sent into exile.”


  “Memphis? There will be a north wind. I can swoop on Memphis. I will be off before daybreak, Egypt, with my own men. Tell me what you know of Arsinoe’s movements.”


  “I will summon Alexis. He has all the information. He is to go with you.” Tros scowled. He hated her cynical courtier friend Alexis, a man who had not been long enough at court to pay his debts.


  THERE were two gongs near her. She struck one that clanged like the clash of cymbals. Instantly the curtains on the rear wall parted. It was the wrong gong. Two huge Nubians rushed in, cloaked with leopard-skin, armed with brass scimitars. Trained to be swift to protect their royal mistress, they rushed Tros, one from either side, too swiftly for Cleopatra to stop them.


  They never even saw her raised band. Her voice froze in her throat as a scimitar slit the air. It missed—went spinning— struck the other negro’s neck and embedded itself in the door panel. Tros’ fist, quicker than the weapon, had clubbed his assailant’s arm—struck it numb.


  His right foot tripped the man; his left fist sent him staggering into the other Nubian, and they fell in a mess of blood at Cleopatra’s feet. She looked angry, contemptuous, disgusted, but not afraid for a moment. Tros pitched both men through the open window.


  Then he picked up a Damascus mat. covered the blood with it, strode to the door, pulled the scimitar out from the panel and tossed that, too, through the window.


  “If I am under arrest,” he said, “no more than your word is needed.”


  She laughed, looking suddenly pleased. “It was a mistake!”


  “Are they sufficiently rebuked?”


  “I am! What an expensive guest you are, Lord Captain Tros! Those slaves cost me more than the rug you have used for a mop! I bought that rug in Rome from the spoils of Mithridates* palace. Now the Nubians are useless. You may have them. You may have the rug, too.”


  She struck the other gong, and then walked to the window with Tros while a eunuch brought in slaves to clean the tiled floor. The rug was rolled and tossed through the window to the Nubians, one of whom was bandaging his neck with a rag from his chiton. The other lay stunned on the terrace. At a gesture from the queen the wounded man unrolled the rug, hove the stunned man on to it and dragged him out of sight.


  Cleopatra’s mood had changed as utterly as a landscape changes when the clouds let through the sun. She laid her hand on Tros’ arm.


  “You, who are fitter to be a king than any warrior on earth—for you have brains as well as courage—is Egypt too little?”


  She was almost, not quite, tall enough for the crown of her head to reach his shoulder. Not answering, he stared through the window, southward, toward the fabled land of Khem.


  “Do you seek new conquests? You, who hate Rome as I hate Rome, and as Rome hates me—there is Syria to conquer—Parthia—India. Egypt or Rome will prevail in the end. But who shall lead the battleline of Egypt? Southward—forever southward, beyond the desert, aye, and beyond the mountains where they say the Nile begins—there are realms beyond realms awaiting conquest. Does your imagination feel no challenge?”


  At last he looked down at her.


  “Aye,” he answered. “In this pavilion you and Caesar used to speak of it. I have sat here listening.”


  “You are younger, stronger, healthier than Caesar was. And you are not, like Caesar, ham-strung by grudging loyalty to a Roman wife and Roman prejudices.''


  “No,” he answered. “I have other prejudices.”


  “And no wife.”


  “No. Nor a master! I am my ownman.”


  “Gyved by sentiment to two-score bawdy battle axe-men, whose hearts are in the brothels and their brains in the Ices of a jar of Cretan wine!”


  “They are my men. They arc comrades-in-arms. I have led them. They and I have fought, a main or two with death together. I will do your errand, Egypt.”


  “You are also a greater fool than Caesar knew how to be!” she answered. “Oh, that Caesar had had your strength, to shake off his assassins!”


  “Do you mean oh, that I had Caesar’s ambition?”


  “Yes, I mean it! Would you like to be King of Syria?”


  “Syria is not yours, Egypt.”


  “Not yet! But would you like to be King of Syria?”


  “No—nor king of anywhere.”


  “Go! You bore me. I will send you Alexis. He shall meet you at the barge. You know him?”


  “Yes. I know him.”


  “Mind—you are to trust him.”


  “May I trust you, to keep your promise?”


  “Keep your own promise. You will not need to remind me of mine.”


  CHAPTER V


  “ONE OF THESE DAYS YOU'LL BE A VALUABLE MAN”


  SUNSET was bathing the roofs of Alexandria, and the evening mist was rising on Mareotis, when the royal barge left Pleasure Island. Alexis, a very handsome fellow, with a comically aristrocratic Alexandrine manner of taking nothing seriously, snuggled himself in a woolen himation and kissed a parchment order on “any or all district treasurers.” It bore Cleopatra’s signature and seal.


  “No limit!” he remarked. “I bless my father and my mother, who conceived me as full of cupidity as a Rhakotis prostitute! There are compensations, even for having to leave Alexandria. Dreadful ordeal, but sublime opportunity! When I return I will buy me Arabian horses. Hitherto, mine has never been better than second chariot. It is simply a question of money. Buy the best horses. Bribe the other fellows’ charioteers. Watch me win next time!”


  “Better rob tombs like the queen,” Tros answered. “The queen keeps her eye on the treasury statements.”


  “On the tombs, too,” said Alexis. “Mining is a royal monopoly. She calls tombs mining! Did you notice that stuff on the table?”


  “Where is it from?”


  “Near the Great Pyramid.”


  Tros grinned, thinking of his Northmen.


  “Tros, you’re a very remarkable man. I have you to thank for this treasury order! If it weren’t for you, she would have sent two generals, each to keep an eye on the other. They would have been much more expensive than you and me. I would give ten per cent of my probable peculations to know what you said to the queen.”


  “You buy things twice over, do you?” Tros answered. “You heard every word of what I said to her.”


  “Well, since you have guessed so accurately, I admit it. I was behind the curtain. I saw you smash those Nubians. Gods! Look at them! I don’t know yet whether she meant them to kill you, or not, and I’ll bet they don’t know, either. Perhaps she doesn’t know. I think she left it to destiny, the way you or I would toss a coin or bet a fortune on a cockfight. She is like that—superstitious. What will you do with the Nubians?”


  “Oar-bank. I never yet knew a royal slave worth a drachma until he had learned what work is. They shall blister their hams and work the fat off. That duffer let go his scimitar at a mere touch.”


  “A pretty skilful touch, Tros!”


  “But a touch. He shall learn what it means to hang on to an oar, with the wind across the current and the ship rolling. It needs more than muscle. Will you take them to Esias for me and bid him keep them at heavy labor until I return from this business? Them and the rug. That is my rug, remember! I believe you will find Esias in his office at the east end of the city. You will find me near my trireme.”


  “I am supposed to keep you in sight.”


  “Can you swim? Very well. Go ashore in the barge and find Esias. Bring him to me. I am to trust you, she said. So ] will, until you give me reason not to. Let us understand each other.”


  “Oh, I understand you.”


  “Let me know when you don’t. On any successful expedition there is only one commander. There is only one way of returning home alive and not disgraced. That is by obeying the commander. I am he.”


  Alexis got up and bowed as impudently as he dared.


  “I salute you. Should I call you Caesar?”


  “You may call me friend if you will. I will judge you, by behavior.”


  Tros went forward and, pushing aside the lookout man, stood for several minutes with his hand on the high, carved, gilded stem. Suddenly he plunged overboard and was out of sight in a moment, lost to view in the mist that curled amid the rushes. He swam, as many strong men do, with prodigious waste of effort and it was several minutes before his hand caught the rail of a painted pleasure-boat and Conops hauled him overside.


  “Master, let me rub you dry with my shirt. This chill air—”


  “Give me food, you idiot! Do you think I can go since daybreak on an empty belly and wait to be bath-housed by a drunkard? Is there wine left?”


  “Aye, aye, master. I saved some from the Jews’ share. I said to the Jews, I said it’d need an artful eunuch, I said, to poison the lord captain. But if he comes to you parched from mistrusting palace wine, would you have him drink up Mareotis? Frogs and all, eh? Frogs, I said to ’em, said I, are against religion. Aren’t you Jews circumcised, I said, against the sin of eating frogs? So, shall he drink ’em? Here you are, master, good wine! Wine of Chios! Kept it cool, too. Here you are. Bread, cheese, olives—”


  “Where is Aristobolus?”


  One of the Jews removed a disordered sail. Aristobolus lay bound and gagged, under the thwarts. Tros ate ravenously.


  “Head for the cross-city canal. Row slowly. Enter the canal in darkness. Has Aristobolus talked?”


  “Aye, master. As soon as we’d ungagged him and he’d wetted his throat with some of our Chian, he began talking a streak. Never heard such wild talk as his, not even from our Northmen when they’re drunk and homesick for the Baltic women. Any word of our Northmen, master?”


  “Aye. When we get back, sort out all their battle-axes and armor from the store-room. Wrap them in a sail and have them ready.”


  “Trust you to make a landfall, fog or night-time!”


  “Carry on with your tale.”


  “Master, maybe one of our lads hit him a bit hefty. He talked wild. Soon as he saw it was me, and me your man, and us all laughing and acting foolish, and out o’ reach o’ land and all that, first he offered us money. So we took what he had, and it was little enough for a gentleman of his fine speech and manners. Then we fed him but he didn’t eat much; and I told him he’s your prisoner, and you not in the habit o’ treating prisoners the way a pirate treats ’em— pirate though he said you are. He loosed off a fathom o’ talk about your being a pirate, and the queen intending to have you crucified, because the Romans want it. And he said that if we love you, we should find you quick and let him tell you how to keep your soul inside your body,”


  “You remember his exact words?”


  “No, master. They were too many. Twenty men couldn’t remember ’em. But he talked, like a hawse paying out in a tide-rip, how we’d better find you in a hurry. So I said you’re having your fun with a girl and it was worth a broken bone or two to interrupt you without reason why—”


  “You loose-tongued lecher!”


  “And I told him I lost my starboard eye. crack-peeping, to witness your secret interviews with kings and queens. I’m all that in your confidence. These lads confirmed it; they’ll make good sailors, time I’ve schooled ’em. One way and another, and what with threatening to drown him if he didn’t, he talked. Chronos! He talked of Herod of Jerusalem, and this queen’s father, and a lady by name of Boidion, and half the history of Egypt.


  “Seems that this queen’s father was a bit of what you’re fond of calling me. And he’d a gift for getting daughters, had King Ptolemy the Piper. Nearly all his get were daughters. The boys were sickly, but the girls were well loined, and good lookers, and any number of ’em. One she-child—one of his bastards —was by a Jewess, name of Esther I think he said, and they called the child Boidion.


  “That particular she-child is the spitting image, so said this man when he’d had his second cup of Chian, of that Princess Arsinoe who got us into all that trouble off Salamis— born within the same month, and so like her, said he, it was awkward.


  “But instead of poisoning her along with her mother, as would have been more usual, somebody whose job it was to clean up King Ptolemy’s leavings reported ’em dead and packed ’em off to Jerusalem, where the mother’s folks lived, and our lads here claim they knew the mother in Jerusalem.


  “They swear she was a high-priest’s daughter. I’ve schooled ’em with a rope’s end so they don’t lie to me worth mentioning. They claim they knew Boidion, too. They say she grew up to be a fine up-standing wench with saucy manners. And they agree she looks like Queen Arsinoe of Cyprus.”


  THE ten Jews nodded, one by one, solemnly, resting on their oars as Tros looked at them for confirmation of the story. “Well,” said Conops, “this here Aristobolus said, if I understood him right, that that swine of an Etruscan Tarquinius— only he called him a smart fellow—who was left in Cyprus in command of Queen Arsinoe’s body-guard, has killed Arsinoe— dagger, poison, bowstring, drowned, he didn’t say what— and crossed to Syria, and gone to Jerusalem, and found Boidion, and called her Arsinoe, and brought her to Egypt, and raised an army, and intends to march on Alexandria and make her Queen of Egypt.


  “I made him say it over and over, and I got it right. That’s his story. And he said that the thing for you to do is to join Boidion— he said near Memphis—because, said he, for two reasons. First, Queen Cleopatra has your name on her list of suspects for the torturer to examine. Second, knowing this Boidion isn’t Arsinoe, soon as you’ve helped to make her queen you’ll have the pick of whatever’s going, and if you’re so minded you can even marry her and make yourself viceroy, or you’ll tell what you know. There, master, he said plenty more, but that’s all I remember.”


  “Why did you gag him again?”


  “I had to take the sail off him, master. If I’d let him go on talking he’d have had me that mixed up I’d never have remembered half of what I do remember. And besides, there were two boats full o’ queen’s men, and I saw them search a boat or two, and they might have searched us. So I readied him up. We lashed the iron killick to his feet. We’d have dumped him if the queen’s men came close. No knowing what might have happened if they’d found him aboard of us, and us your men, in a boat that we’d have had to do some full gale lying to explain.”


  “One of these days,” said Tros, “you’ll be a valuable man.”


  That was high praise. Conops pondered it in silence, and Tros sat thinking until mist and darkness blended and suddenly the guard at the mouth of the cross-city canal challenged gruffly. Tros answered:


  “Junior Court Chamberlain Alexis’ boat, on the Queen’s business.”


  Some one stuck a torch into a fire-pot and whirled it until five guards stood revealed with the crimson firelight gleaming on polished armor.


  “Junior Court Chamberlain Alexis came ashore in the queen’s barge. Who are you?”


  “Ask him! Who tells the queen’s business to the first fool who asks?”


  “Come closer! Row in here to the wharf!”


  “At your own risk! Halt me at your peril! I’ve a prisoner for the dungeon.”


  “Oh. Well—he’ll have company! They’ve been packing them in! Pass!”


  CHAPTER VI


  THE FLY-BY-NIGHT FLOTILLA


  NIGHTMARE. The slums of Rhakotis by crimson torchlight. The great trireme, high on the ways, with her gilded serpent, draped in paulin, thrust between the roofs of storage sheds. There were men beneath her, examining the torn tin sheathing by the light of tow flares. A stream of Esias’ slaves, under the watchful eyes of two of Esias’ partners, carrying ashore the gear, ammunition and dunnage and Tros’ personnel possessions, to be locked out of reach of longshore thieves. Old Esias, with his hand on the master-shipwright’s shoulder, listening to Tros and nodding as he watched the secretary-slave jot down instructions.


  “Strip off all the tin, Esias. Test every nail in the hull. They’re mostly oak tree-nails, and tight, but some of them may have been shorn from the shock of collision; we hit those pirate hulls with our sails full o’ wind and a big sea running; we have had to work doubleshifts at the water-hoist, all the way from Tarsus. Have your shipwright test every inch of her timbers. If there’s anything soft, out with it; anything cracked, out with it. Replace with Lebanon cedar. There’s a lot of that tin too badly torn to be put back: have it melted down, and rebeaten. Watch it, though; it’s worth nearly its weight in silver.


  “Now then: I’ll be taking a hundred men. The remainder I’ll leave in your charge. Dribble out their back pay miserly. The half they’ve had already will be gone by morning. Dole out the balance fast enough to keep them from thieving themselves into trouble, but slowly enough to keep them standing by”


  “Lord Captain. I have the queen’s minister’s order not to repair your trireme,” said Esias. “I am already in trouble for having done your business. Selling your pearls to the queen for such a high price has aroused the anger of the treasury. They—he—”


  “So you told me already. Did he order you not to make ready to repair, at full speed, when you get the word? Do as I say, Esias!”


  “I will risk that. There was no order not to make ready. But a hundred— of your men— before morning? Even your lieutenant Ahiram carouses himself stupid.


  “Ahiram shall stand by the ship,” Tros answered. “He is useless on land.


  Now listen: my prisoner Aristobolus is in your rope-shed, under a guard of your freedmen. Hold him there until I come for him, but drop a word in his ear that I am perhaps more friendly to him than I seem. I need eight more boats—good ones, not too heavy. Set a cask in each boat, full of good drinking water. I need wine and provisions for one hundred and twenty men for ten days—sails and gear for each boat— tow-line—plenty of spare rope—blankets —the fools are afraid to sleep without their heads covered— fire-pots— throw in a bolt or two of bandage-linen, there’ll be broken heads to mend enough— cut firewood for a few days’ cooking—better put your slaves to work on that this minute— one hundred and fourteen horse-tail fly-switches— I want men fit to fight, not blown meat— and an open letter of credit from you to all your agents up the Nile.”


  “And all this before morning, Lord captain?”


  “Before midnight, Esias!”


  “Impossible!”


  “Esias, did I save your corn from the pirates? Did I sell it to the Romans for its full value? That, too, was impossible. But have you had your money for the corn?”


  “Lord Tros—”


  “May God guide your efforts, Esias!”


  “Lord Tros—a moment!”


  Esias, a bit feeble with age and shaken by excitement, took his arm and walked beside him.


  “This way! This way!”


  He led into the deepest shadow between piles of ship’s stores.


  “Take this! It came from Pelusium. Nay, I know not how my agent got it. There were two letters, one from Tarquinius, so openly delivered that the queen’s spies could not help but know about it; they came and took it; and this one, that my agent sent stitched in a saddle-girth. See—the seal is unbroken.”


  “Do you know from whom it is?”


  “Nay, nay. I guess. I do not wish to know. Tell none that I gave it to you.” Esias hesitated.


  “And?” Tros asked him. “There was speech on your lips, Esias.”


  “Beware of the Lord Alexis!”


  “Aye, I will well beware of him.” Esias hurried away. Tros climbed the ship’s side and entered his cabin that had already been stripped of nearly all its contents. The whale-oil lamp still burned. By its light he examined the letter. It was of folded parchment, soiled with horse-sweat, addressed in fine Greek characters to Tros of Samothrace. He felt a curious excitement. He smelt and felt the letter half a dozen times before he broke the wax, sealed with a thumbprint, and read it. It was written in Greek, in the same fine, educated hand.


  “Should you hear of my being in Egypt, doubt not. Should you hear of my dying in Egypt, doubt that, unless they say I died in armor. You will know whose armor. I am altogether weary of being a stake on the board in a game played by fools and swindlers. But again they throw the loaded dice. So it is I who must fight for myself, since there is none other for whom the fight is worth the effort, you not having deigned to—”


  Several words had been crossed out. Horse-sweat had made the correction illegible.


  “—So, if I am to die now, farewell and forget me. But if I live, you shall judge again.”


  There was no signature. But there could be no possible doubt in Tros’ mind of the writer’s name. Arsinoe had not returned the armor that she wore in the sea-fight off Salamis. Her reference to the armor was identification enough.


  Tros swore. He set his teeth. He burned the letter in the flame of the whale-oil lamp and trod the ashes of the parchment into powder. Two revolutions? Arsinoe in Egypt? Boidion in Egypt? As like as twins—as desperate as hunted felons—as determined as the Queen herself to possess the throne, and as careless of others’ danger! There was no time now to think about it. More important at the moment were the Northmen’s battle-axes and their armor; he went and watched them wrapped up, ready. And then action.


  He marched away into the night, in armor because dark Rhakotis was as full of daggers as mongrel dogs. His ten-Jew bodyguard trudged at his back. Conops strode beside him, wise in all the by-ways, familiar with every bawdy-house and tavern from wharf-side to city wall, and from the wall to the slums beyond it, amid the slaughter-yards, slave-barracks, native Egyptian mud-brick huts and factories, along the road to the Necropolis.


  First, they entered a tavern called the House of Carousal, that twanged with zither-music and swished with the exciting hiss of shaken sistra, in a reek of wine-fumes. Brown, black, white, ivory-hued bodies wove in and out in the reddened smoke of unglazed lamps and torches set in sconces on painted walls. Bare feet thumped on the tiled floor. Song— it was a sentimental, stupid, new-fangled chorus about the blue-eyed girls of Gaul— shrilled from the throats of wenches who sat on the customers' knees and kept them plied with wine.


  It was a deep-sea sailor’s heaven, rigidly exclusive; no one of less than quarter-deck rank might enter and be robbed in that place. The proprietor and four half-naked bullies hurried to the door to protest against the presence of the Jews, who were obviously of inferior rank, and moreover armed, which was against law and custom.


  Conops hit one of the bullies on his spare-rib with the hilt of his knife— sent him spinning—howling—doubled with pain. There was an instant uproar. The musicians tried to out-din the tumult.


  Tros spied Ahiram. The Phoenician, in gold ear-rings, with a silken scarf tied on his head and a girl on each knee, looked frightened. He moved like a man in a dream. But he showed his teeth when Tros shook off a dozen dancing-girls who tried to cling to his arms, and to pull off his armor and persuade him to stay and be entertained. Tros came and stood in front of him. Ahiram forgot his manners:


  “Teeth of a yellow cur! Am I your watch-dog—day in, day out—a-sea and ashore? Did I come alive out of gale and battle to be robbed of a bit of wenching?”


  “You have until midnight, Ahiram, to go and stand by the ship. If Esias reports you absent at midnight, I will order him to pay you off.”


  Ahiram came to his senses, a bit gradually. He pushed the women off his knees.


  “What’s in the wind, Lord Captain?”


  “Treason! If they fire the trireme in my absence, I will blame you, Ahiram!”


  “You are going somewhere?”


  “Aye. Which are you—lieutenant or louse? Do I leave a man behind me?”


  “Aye. aye. Lord Captain.”


  GRUMBLING, Ahiram began there and then the tedious business of disputing the amount of his bill; two or three hours’ carousing would only have made the return to duty all the harder to face, so he smote the protesting wenches. Tros left him arguing how much he owed. He flung a coin to the proprietor, who cursed him as he went out.


  The next place was a stews where lesser notables foregathered; decurions, stewards, master-archers, helmsmen, boatswains, armorers, ship-carpenters and oar-bank overseers could count on revelry uncriticized by the lords of the quarterdeck. The prices were slightly lower, the pace was faster for that reason. The wine stank worse; the musicians were fewer and made more noise; the women were older, less comely and more artless, except for a big black Galla woman, who was doing a dance in midroom.


  She recognized Conops, instantly ceased dancing, shouted like an Amazon and rushed straight at him. He sent her sprawling, and she lay beneath a service table screaming that he owed her money.


  But Tros had come there for decurions. He set his ten Jews at the door and stared through the lamp-smoke, conning faces, selecting the men who had stood best to their battle stations, and whose squads had shown best discipline in filthy weather against almost overwhelming odds. Some of the best men were already too drunk to bother with, and some were sufficiently drunk to be dangerous. But one man came and asked what it was the lord captain needed.


  “You!” Tros answered. “You and Conops go and roust out these nine.” He named the nine he had selected. “Line them in front of me.”


  It took priceless time. They had to be wrenched away from screaming harpies, who were egged on by the owner of the place to drag their customers by force into a labyrinth of cells out of sight in the rear of the building.


  But there were presently ten disheveled revelers standing bewildered in midroom and even the proprietor ceased his protests as Tros looked them over. The music ceased.


  “Are you men loyal?”


  “Aye, aye, Lord Captain.”


  They were hiccoughing. Some of them swayed, and one was bleeding from a torn ear where a woman had tried to wrench him loose from Conops’ grip. “Are you seeking a new captain?” “No!” They were clear on that point. “Are you men or monkeys? Are you comrades in arms? Or are you toss-pots fit for nothing?”


  “Men, Lord Captain!” They were indignant. They had earned that title. “Blood and bread! You know us! But—”


  “You ‘but’ me? Those of you who love your comfort more than duty, fall out! Fall out, I say! The remainder— those of you who like the right to call me captain—”


  Conops gave tongue. He could bark like the crack of breaking timbers:


  “ ’Ten-shun! Right turn! Quick march! Left! Left! Left! Left wheel! To the street now. Try to march like fighting men, you dock-side drunkards! Fall in, my squad! Snap to it! Two deep! Guard our backs! You Jews haven’t had your pay yet. I can trust you. Left, there! Left! Left! Cloak, eh? Leave it! Buy yourself another with the loot of Egypt!”


  The proprietor stormed, cursed, tore his hair, threw his garland at Tros and cited the law. He threatened to summon the city guards and have Tros punished for infraction of privilege; no one in Alexandria, except the queen’s police, had the right to interfere with any one’s pleasures provided he paid his score, and even the police were on the side of the keepers of stews. But Tros was at war with time; each squandered minute was a notch in the score against him.


  “Take your bill to Esias! If it’s fair, I will bid him pay it!”


  He strode out, filling his lungs with cleaner air, halted his men in the street, formed them in solid squad and gave his orders:


  “Each of you decurions is to pick ten men from your own squad or another decurion’s, no matter which, but strong and willing, fit to pull on an oar, march and fight with sword or bow and arrow. There’ll be rough work, now and later, but double pay for all hands on this expedition. There’s no time to go and get your weapons, but you’ll each have one armed man to protect you, so let me see you wade in and line up a hundred men in short order. Help yourselves to clubs if you can find them—break some furniture—don’t be afraid to break the heads of the brothel bullies.”


  “Expedition, Lord Captain? We’ll need—”


  “Forward, by the right, quick march!”


  He led them, sobering up in the night air, through the torch-lit dimness of the shadowy Rhakotis slums, to the Western Gate, where the Queen’s guards made no difficulty. The gate was not closed; Alexandria was an open port of refuge, day or night, for almost any one—even for runaway slaves who were willing to sell themselves to new masters or to enlist in the riffraff army. That was one of the thousand excuses that Rome had for picking a quarrel.


  Tros in armor, with a squad of twenty behind him, looked too much like a queen’s man to be questioned, even if he was not recognized, which he possibly was, he was not sure. Alexis was somewhere, spreading rumors, giving secret orders. There was no guessing what Alexis had said or done since he went and fetched Esias.


  Tros marched through the gate and said nothing, saluted no one, was saluted by none. The gate clanged at his back but recoiled ajar and the cumbrous beam used as a lock was left leaning against the wall.


  Then a raid. Such a raid as Alexandria had seen a thousand times, when crews were needed for the royal ships, or porters for the army’s baggage loads, on the road to Pelusium. Swift, drastic, unexplained, merciless—knives in the dark, like hornets’ stings—a panic-savage raided mud-nest—torch-lit riot— smashed doors—drunken seamen hauled out of stinking dives and clubbed into dazed obedience—roared at, deep-sea fashion—their anger, adroitly exploited, turned against the brothel-keepers— against yelping hags—against slaughterhouse butchers and riffraff Roman destitutes who ran to the brothel-proprietors’ aid—until they roared at last, half-con-sciously, their old familiar war-cry:


  “Tros! Tros!”


  Oarsmen — archers — swordsmen — spearmen—bruised and bleeding, but beginning to be conscious of the deep-sea brotherhood that owned them in one discipline—unarmed, but beginning to feel again like fighting men—were hurled, kicked, clubbed, driven into the street, where Tros stood with his armor crimsoned by a torch that Conops had snatched from some one. And then, suddenly, Tros’ battle-voice:


  “Stand by for trouble! Fall in, all hands! Line up! Four deep! Line along the road, there! Fall in!”


  Conops, barking, nagging, prodding. Ten Jews, armed, and freed that day as a reward for discipline and valor, standing off the snarling dog-fight rushes of dealers in human depravity. Conops, brass-lunged:


  “One hundred, one score and eleven, fit to stand up, master.”


  Tros, bull-lunged:


  “Ship’s company! Fours—right! By the right, quick march!”


  Staggering, reeling, cursing fours; the Jews in the rear to deal with stragglers; the decurions, full of their lawful pride now, bullying the dragooning; Conops everywhere, up and down the line: “Left! Left! Zeus and Leda! Can’t a seaman take a drink or two and march? Pick that man up! Carry him! Left! Left! Your lord captain’s showing you his wake, you lubbers! Step lively! Left! Left! Your head hurts, does it? Wait till morning and you’ll know what pain is! Left! Left!”


  And then, suddenly, song—one voice, hoarse and drunken—two—ten—twenty —then the whole line roaring, out of tune but in time to the steadier thud of feet, the indecorous, boisterous song about how the seamen taught directness to the lord of gods and men—salty seamen, loving Leda, ’longshore Leda.


  Western Gate flung wide to admit the procession—no questions asked, but a glimpse of Alexis, junior court chamber-lain, in conversation with the captain of the gate guard. Riotous streets. There was always a riot in Rhakotis, day or night, when anything dynamic happened.


  Curious, excited, credulous of any rumor, torch-lit streams of men and women flowed down the shadowy streets to Esias’ wharf and fought there for the right to be next to the palings—blocked the way and fought the gangs of slaves and sailors who carried the loads to the boats at the canal wharf—yelled questions—lied—and at last jeered Tros, because somebody said he was under arrest and being sent by the queen into Southern Egypt, or perhaps to Berenice on the Red Sea.


  Full loads at last, and a roll-call. Angry protests from seamen too badly bruised or broken-headed to be useful. Weapons. Armor. Inspection. Two or three more thrown out for looking slack in the ranks and unfit for duty. Quick work by the doctor—there was hardly a man without a bandage. Assignment of places in the boats, each boat and each thwart numbered and each man numbered to a thwart.


  Aristobolus, with his hands tied and his head in a wheat-sack, lowered into the second boat in charge of Conops. Alexis, looking like a lost exquisite, sweating and rather soiled but philosophically cheerful, jumping into Tros’ place in the leading boat—rebuked for it by three Jews and three seamen, who came near throwing him overboard. A last word with Esias and sleepy Ahiram.


  A fierce last word with Conops—and away, two hours after midnight.


  Conops’ golden trumpet blew the “cast off” and the oars shoved the boats into mid-canal. Then Tros’ voice, over-roar-ing all the tumult of the dinning crowd: “Flotilla—in line ahead—ready! Dip!” Silent, except for the thump of oars, the boats stole southward, threading a torch-lit marble city, toward Mareotis, and the Nile, and the mysterious Land of Khem.


  Chapter VII


  "NEVER AGAIN SPEAK OF BOIDION"
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  AT FIRST, the only hardship was the flies. A sailor’s skin is toughened to resist such cleanly and natural elements as ropes’ ends, hail, the twist of tight-caught oars. There are no flies at sea, and a hoarse-tail fly-switch is a unseamanly device with which to comfort the lips and eyes of honest oarsmen.


  But there was not much rowing. They lay flicking themselves and wondering what monstrous dangers lay to southward. Lions they had seen, in the park cages in Alexandria, and on ship-board on the way to Rome; and crocodiles; and even one hippopotamus.


  But there were stories of serpents, a half-mile long, that swallowed ships at a gulp; of a land of perpetual night, inhabited by bats that sucked men’s lifeblood; of ogres that lived in sepulchres; and of two-headed women with one breast apiece, who could drive an arrow through the stoutest armor, and who ate men’s entrails.


  True, Lord Captain Tros had been right as usual; there was a north wind. The canal from Maretois to the Nile had been dug by a Ptolemy’s engineers so oriented as to make a soldier’s breeze, eight or nine months in the year, for the laden barges. The lord captain had promised the wind would blow them up the river, and he might be right again. But they had heard stories of whirlpools, rapids, cataracts, and of many a ship that sailed up-Nile but had never come home again.


  It made no difference to men recovering from drink, and totally ignorant of their destination or the purpose of the expedition, that they kept continually passing laden barges, all from the south.


  The south was an ominous mystery. Their heads ached. They made very little conversation, and kept the flotilla closely enough spaced to satisfy even the lord captain’s demands.


  It was nearly low-Nile and the current was sluggish. When the wind failed, at bends of the river or in the lee of cultivated islands, the rowing was not particularly hard work. But it was mostly sailing; and at night-fall, when Tros called a halt at the site of a very ruinous temple, there was less than fifteen minutes between the leading and the last boat, and every one was cheerful except Aristobolus, whose hands were no longer bound, but who had spent nearly sixteen hours in Conops’ company.


  He looked, by that time, as if he might prefer to be talked to by sepulchral ghouls or devils from the world beyond the sources of the Nile.


  The Nile was Main Street. They were passing through the richest and most densely populated cultivated zone on earth, where there were villages every few miles and even the reeds were harvested for fuel. There was a continual stream of north-bound traffic. The only reason why they had that reedy bivouac to themselves was because the spirits of the ancient dead were said to haunt the place.


  The evening wind in the reeds, the rustling of the night-fowl and the eerie darkness of Egyptian night combined to create terror. There were hermits, like huge owls, in the ruins. Two of them were bald, scrawny old females— speechlessly, piously lousy.


  The men refused to sleep ashore; they ate their meal in a hurry, in silence, and piled back into the boats. They implored Tros not to risk his life in the ruined temple precincts. But he ordered Conops and a squad to sweep the fleas and bat-filth from a stone-paved chamber, and there he lit a fire and invited Aristobolus and Alexis.


  The two Alexandrines eyed each other with alert suspicion. They ate in silence, except when Alexis complained of his lack of a servant to wash him and bring him a change of linen; if he had no other reason, he had been too lazy to unpack his enormous roll of bedding and belongings. They omitted to drink to each other, even when Tros poured the wine and made a hospitable gesture to them both.


  However, Alexis had been in the leading boat. Tros had talked to him. He was well primed— knew what was expected of him. So, as soon as the meal was finished, Tros went out to wash himself and to post sentries and make sure that the boats were well moored. He took plenty of time about it, and when he returned the two men appeared to be not exactly friendly but to have reached some sort of understanding.


  “Look here,” said Aristobolus, “your man Conops has been telling me all day long that you’re at logger-heads with the queen— that you only escaped death by jumping off the royal barge and swimming. That confirms what I told him to tell you— that you are on the proscription list. Am I right?”


  “I had a narrower escape from four of your freedmen!” Tros answered.


  “So? What happened?”


  “What will happen to you also, unless you obey me—in thought, speech, action, and in the very manner of your gestures! I will presently say what I wish you to do. And I will split you like a fish if you refuse to do it. That is not a threat. It is a statement of fact.”


  Aristobolus digested the information, then continued:


  “Your man Conops told me— he said it twenty times, or oftener—that you intend to throw in your lot with those of us who look for a change on the throne.”


  “Conops is in my confidence,” Tros answered.


  “Alexis says he has the same intention.”


  “And you?” Tros asked him. “Sacrament of Isis! I ran a thousand risks, yesterday morning, didn’t I, to warn you of the danger you were in, and to implore you to join Boidion?”


  “You said Arsinoe.”


  “I know it. Was there time, in the street, with the queen’s spies everywhere, to tell you all the details of a plot that has taken us weeks to contrive, after months of study? Man, be reasonable! And consider now how you have treated me!”


  “I saved you from the queen’s men,” Tros answered. “I was asked where you are. I could only reply that I had slain your freedmen, who attacked me.”


  “That puts another complexion on it.”


  “But not on my demands on you!” Tros answered. “You tried to trap me—”


  “For your own good, to take you to Boidion!”


  “That failing, you tried to have me murdered.”


  “Why not? I mistrusted you. How should I know you wouldn’t turn my name in to the queen’s police?”


  “You know now! You have told my man Conops the story of Boidion, and Conops has told me. Has our friend Alexis heard it? Tell him.”


  “Yes,” said Alexis, “he told me when you just now left us alone to digest that vulture’s food that you adorned with the magical title of supper.”


  “What did you think of it?” Tros asked.


  “Garbage! Army contract garbage! During the past year I have had all my meals at the royal table. Could anybody but a sailor ask me what I think of that stuff?”


  “Belly! I spoke of Boidion?”


  “Oh, her? Well, Boidion has the advantage, from our viewpoint, that she has never been Queen of Egypt, whereas Arsinoe has been. Arsinoe, it is true, didn’t last long. Caesar, to use his own phrase, readjusted her condition to comply with custom and the law of Egypt. Damned old humbug! What was he doing in Egypt? However, Arsinoe had time to learn more than a little. And when they know too much, they’re difficult.


  “Witness our present queen. It’s a mistake to try to win races with beaten horses—probably an even worse mistake to bet on a defeated queen to win a revolution. That is why, hitherto, I have set my face against Arsinoe and have continued to be what is known as loyal. But Boidion, who is said to resemble Arsinoe so closely that they look like each other’s reflection in a mirror, might be—I say might be—a shrewd man’s venture. Anyway, what choice have you or Aristobolus, with your names on the queen’s list?


  “You already know my mind,” Tros answered, and they nodded. They believed they understood him. “I propose that we three shall take oath, tonight, together, never again to speak of Boidion, but of Queen Arsinoe.”


  He filled the wine-cups, groping for them by the light of the dying embers.


  “Queen Arsinoe of Egypt!” said Aristobolus, drinking. “I swear to that. By Zeus, and by the Holy Sacrament, I swear to live or die by Queen Arsinoe of Egypt!”


  “Queen Arsinoe!” said Alexis, wry-faced because the wine was the stuff that Esias sold to deep-sea captains. “I am superstitious. I don’t like to take oaths about dying. Death is a damned unpleasant event that will occur too soon, no matter when.”


  It was Tros’ turn. “By my own good name, and for my soul’s sake, and for the sake of Egypt, I will do my best for Queen Arsinoe.”


  “You talk like a shaveling priest, you stormy war-horse!” said Alexis. “Soul? How much for it? If I could lay hands on my own, I would sell it for one night of joyous living.”


  “Aye,” added Aristobolus, “and you would sell it for the sake of your hair and hide! The queen’s torturers will attend to us three if we fail. It seems to me, we can trust one another. What now?”


  “Do you know where to find her?” Tros asked.


  Aristobolus perceived his value.


  “Do I? Is it likely I would go to all that trouble to persuade you, if I couldn’t go straight to her hiding place?”


  “Then you shall go!” said Tros. “And you shall take Alexis with you. You shall say I come with all possible haste with a hundred men.”


  “You astonish me even more than him!” remarked Alexis. “Do you always go in for astonishing people? I think we should stick together. Suppose I refuse?”


  “It would be pleasanter,” said Tros, “than being torn to pieces in the queen’s dungeon. But to die for disobedience has always seemed to me a miserable death.”


  Alexis sounded as if he swallowed something. He made no other comment.


  “We are to go on ahead of you?” Aristobolus asked. “How then will you find us? We are likely to be difficult to follow. There are no streets in the desert. And,” he added slowly, “we should not feel—shall I call it fortunate?— if you should turn aside, or retreat, and leave us trying to explain to desperate venturers why we have brought them false news. What guarantee do you offer? What pledge?”


  “Conops!”


  TROS’ quarterdeck voice startled the owls, awoke wild-fowl in the reeds and brought even a hermit peering at him over the edge of a broken cornice. Alexis threw a lump of broken masonry at the hermit and helped himself to the sour wine with a shrug of resignation. He rubbed his face with the stuff, to allay the irritation of fly-and mosquito-bites. Conops appeared; at a sign from Tros he squatted, his one eye as bright as a cat’s in the glow from the embers.


  “Choose the eight best rowers from the whole flotilla, Conops. You may also have two of the Jews —your own choice. Take these noblemen up-river, at the fastest speed you can make. You are to eat and sleep by watches. Speed is the main thing. Set both noblemen ashore, with a day’s provisions, wherever the Lord Aristobolus says is his destination. Wait there for me. Hide if you can, but keep a good lookout.”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  “When?” asked Aristobolus.


  “Now! When you have reached your objective, you will send back somebody to guide me after I have picked up Conops.”


  Aristobolus objected:


  “Tros, there isn’t any need for all this strategy. If we should have the luck to get up-river without being intercepted by the queen’s patrol, there will be more than a guide waiting for us, I can faithfully assure you. Someone in Alexandria must have talked, and far too many of us have been caught in the queen’s net; but do you suppose we have been such clowns as not to arrange a good line of communication? Once we’re beyond the Delta, there isn’t a living human being who isn’t on our side. They wait for nothing but enough armed men to strike a quick blow at Memphis. Victory will lead to victory. The queen’s troops will all come over to our side if we win one battle.”


  “Very likely,” said Tros. “But you will do as I tell you. Go and choose your rowers, Conops.”


  “Tros,” said Alexis calmly, “you’re a vile commander of an expedition. You begin by offending all the prejudices of the men on whom you must depend.”


  “Do I depend on you—or you on me? Or do we all depend on obedience?” Tros retorted. “Criticize me later, when you know what I know, and when you see what I do.”


  “Criticize me now, Tros. I would like to hear you.”


  “No. The queen has done that. She instructed me to trust you. That is why I send you forward.”


  "I will go. I can’t refuse you,” said Alexis, but he sounded less unwilling than his words implied.


  Tros nodded. He went outside and had private word with Conops. He gave secret orders and then, presently, advice:


  “Mark my word, little man: the one to keep your eye on is Alexis. He pretends to be the queen’s man, but he is not. Aristobolus is a mere bungler, who can see no farther than his nose. Take a look in Alexis’ baggage while he sleeps.”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  “It would do no harm if he should think me, as Aristobolus thinks I am, disgusted with the queen. Are the Northmen’s axes in my boat?”


  “Aye, aye. I have set them there in place of the Lord Alexis’ dunnage.” Fifteen minutes later, Conops started upstream—an oar-pulsed shadow on the star-lit bosom of the river.


  One hour later, the flotilla followed. In the stern of the leading boat Tros slept, at ease, unworried. He had laid his bet on the board. The outcome was for Destiny to unfold. And if Destiny should call upon him for some Odyssean wit and Herculean energy, he had it, and would use it to the limit.


  But he dreamed. It was not normal for Tros to dream of women. He dreamed of a girl in armor.


  CHAPTER VIII


  “BRACELET MAKER!”


  [image: ]



  PURPLE Egyptian night. The rising full moon barely beginning to silver the eastern sky. Absolute darkness in among the reeds, and almost utter silence; the wind’s whisper out-soughed men’s breathing. The wide river a mirror of stars. An occasional clank of steel as some one’s weapon touched his neighbor’s armor— an occasional thump of boat against boat. A hum of insects. A mud smell from the caked bank.


  A hippopotamus blew, in mid-river; and somewhere over on the far bank half a mile away a lion roared, melancholy—lonely. The flotilla lay moored to the reeds, invisible, straining to catch Conops’ words.


  “Aye, master. I put ’em ashore about five miles south o’ here, at a temple. It looks mighty like a town. There’s a fleet o’ boats there— some of ’em good big ones. Five-and-thirty armed men— looked like Syrians to me, in scraps of old Roman uniform and what not— rushed to the pier the minute I hailed— and the priests not taking notice. Any number o’ priests. I’d say I saw, all told, about two hundred soldiers bivouacked alongside a high white wall that comes pretty near down to the river. Four men whipped the Lord Alexis’ luggage out of the boat. I’d looked; there wasn’t much more in it, master, than enough fine clothes to keep him looking ship-shape for a year, I’d say, maybe longer; and perhaps some money, in a big leather bag inside his bed-linen. He doesn’t believe you’re a rebel, but Aristobolus does. It’s my belief Alexis means to set an ambush for us. I and the crew were bidden welcome, but I backed away to save argument and came on down-stream, same as you said. That was yesterday morning, and the lad’s about all in; there’s a Gaul so blistered he’ll be no use for two or three days.”


  “We’ve enough blistered men to stand by the boats. Go ahead. What did you find out?”


  “I scouted all yesterday afternoon, and all today. Yonder, master—you can’t see ’em from here—four or five miles from here to there, across corn land, but the corn’s all been harvested— are the pyramids, and the Sphynx. Tombs, too— thousands of ’em, I’d say. There’s a school o’ mummies, all laid out like fish to dry; they’re stripping ’em, I guess for jewelry.


  “There are three sets of buildings set in a triangle, wide apart. There’s a mud-and-straw barrack, near a well in a hollow, with maybe three or four hundred laborers; but they’re nothing—needn’t reckon with ’em—they eat whip like donkeys. Near by them is a better built barrack, full o’ soldiers, queen’s men I reckon, as shabby as Rhakotis beggars, but well armed. They’re a mixed lot, with Greek officers—I’d say about two hundred men, with their officers horsed on little bits o' nags that eat date-straw. I saw ’em do it.”


  “Where are our Northmen?”


  “Master, I’m laying it out the way I conned it. Let me pay the rope out end-first, or I’ll get it snarled. I left the lads here. I went yonder and climbed a pyramid. There’s three big ones, and several smaller. The biggest’s as big as a mountain. You can’t climb that one, it’s all smooth white stone—steep as our shrouds, pretty near, and no foothold. But some of the casing of the next biggest is broken, so that one’s easy, but it’s hotter up there than a spitted kidney. It was too hot for flies. But there were scorpions.


  I was stung twice—found a Gypsy woman later, and she gave me breast-milk to put on the bites, so I wouldn’t bite myself to death the way I’ve heard happens. I had a good view from up near the top. Between the two biggest pyramids, corner to corner, there are two long mud-brick walls, and they’re patrolled at night by soldiers. Inside that space there’s a four-walled enclosure of mud-brick.


  “Inside that is the smallest o’ the three sets of buildings—a barrack o’ some sort, and it’s there I think they berth our Northmen, and I think they chain ’em nights, but I’m not dead sure o’ that either. It was after sunset when I counted, seemed to me, eight-and-thirty fellows, pretty well tuckered, being herded out of a hole in the ground— maybe a tomb—toward that place I just told you. By the time I was down off the pyramid—it’s a long run around from the rear, and me as thirsty as a salt fish—they were all inside the wall, and I couldn’t get by the soldiers. But I thought I heard chains. The wall’s about two o’ my height, and the gate’s a boat’s deck—takes a dozen men to shift it.”


  “What then?”


  “Came back here for food and sleep. After supper, rowed across the river. Camp o’ black tents in a hollow near the far bank, and a lot o’ camels. It’s all desert to eastward, but there’s reeds, and there were two boats in the reeds. Just on general principles I tried to steal the boats, but they’d a watch set, and one of our lads got a cut on the arm—the left arm—nothing serious. So I came back, and before sunrise I was off again, scouting. I tried listening at the soldier’s barracks, but I didn’t dare get caught or you’d ha’ lacked information. And besides, I thought I’d time enough —didn’t expect you until tomorrow night, master. You must ha’ come like holy Hermes.”


  “So what?”


  “Up-river, as I told you, there’s a temple and about a couple o’ hundred armed men—maybe more, with Aristobolus and Alexis and I don’t know who else. From the temple there’s a road that leads to Memphis. You can see the roofs of Memphis. It’s a big city. There’s another road between the pyramids and Memphis, but no traffic. All day long not a sign of a living man on both roads. But over yonder, by the pyramids, they’re digging out mummies by the dozen. If our Northmen are there, I couldn’t swear to it. I didn’t see ’em. They were down in a hole in the ground before I got there, and it was dark before they let ’em out. So I came back.”


  “And?”


  “Master, I’m not lying. I’m a dolphin’s uncle if I didn’t jump slap in the lap o’ that Princess Arsinoe—her that we left behind in Cyprus. She was sitting down here, talking free and easy to the boat’s crew, and them telling her who they are, and where they come from, and where you are. I jumped from the top of the bank, being scared o’ snakes, and fell right over her. I rolled off quick. I’d seen her dagger a man in the fight off Salamis. She knew me in a minute—called me by name.”


  “Was she alone?”


  “No. Two boat-loads o’ men; I counted ten in one boat; the other boat was down-stream a way, in the reeds, and I couldn’t see how many. The men I did see were some o’ the pirates we took prisoner and you gave to her in Salamis. The boats were the same we’d tried to make away with from the far bank.”


  “Men armed?”


  “To the teeth.”


  “How long ago was that?”


  “Two hours—maybe two hours and a half.”


  The moon rose, bathing the land in silver streaked with shadows. The river began to look like molten metal.


  “What did she say?”


  “Nothing. Barring telling me I stink worse than if I’d been buried a week, she said never a word. Seems I’d hurt her instep. She was spitting mad for a couple o’ minutes. Then she laughed. Then she up and went, walking, with a man behind her carrying that suit of armor we lent her and never got back.”


  “Which way?”


  “The way I’d come—toward the pyramids, across the belt of corn land. Her men followed—maybe twenty all told.”


  “And?”


  “I scuttled both her boats. They’d set no boat watch.”


  “No sign of the Lord Alexis?”


  “No. Nor of Aristobolus.”


  Tros cursed the moon. Then, presently, he blessed it. He climbed the bank and made his way to high ground. The whole landscape was bathed in pale white light, streaked with dark shadows of ridges that lay like watercourses, roughly south and north, but there was one wide shadow that curved northwestward until it reached the Great Pyramid and seemed to pour into a pool of ink beyond.


  One pyramid looked black, another gray, but the great one gleamed like marble. He could see the lights of Memphis-very few, scattered apart. There was a dark line that was likely a mud-brick wall, and he could count six watch-fires; probably there were others, down in the dunes, but all Egypt had to be thrifty of fuel. It looked like a long way to Memphis, and the land looked as dead as the bones of death itself, and deathly quiet.


  SUDDENLY he saw what made him bless the moon. There were men on the march —southward—away from the pyramids—not along the road to Memphis, but toward what appeared to be low ground, with what might be the roof of a building barely visible, about midway between Memphis and the Nile. Even with a seaman’s eyes it was very difficult to judge direction or distance, and it was impossible to count the marching men because of the shadows they cast, but they might be a couple of hundred, a few more or a few less, with officers on little bits of horses. They appeared to have no baggage-train.


  Was Arsinoe with them? If so, what of Boidion? Was the Boidion story a mare’s nest? Or had Conops mistaken Boidion for Arsinoe? Tarquinius the Etruscan might easily have given Arsinoe’s armor to Boidion, and might easily have informed her well enough to call Conops by name. According to Conops the girl had said very little— perhaps from fear of self-betrayal. She had gone away in the direction of the pyramids. It might be—it looked like it—she probably was leading, or being led, to unite with the forces from the temple up-river for a march on Memphis. Four or five hundred men might easily take Memphis; there would only be police, and perhaps a few officers and a rabble of impressed, hurriedly armed citizens to be overwhelmed.


  Were the Northmen with her? Very likely. They would certainly prefer the prospect of plundering Memphis to the dreary, unpaid task of mining through the sand for the loot, for some one else, from ancient tombs. Surely they would rather fight any one, anywhere, than toil under the whips of Egyptian overseers.


  Tros made his decision.


  “Conops! Take your boat up-river, and set fire to their shipping. Scuttle and burn.”


  “Aye, aye, master. What then?”


  “Return down-stream and follow me. I’m going to march toward the pyramids and make a demonstration in the rear of those soldiers. I intend to burn their barracks. Get going. I’ll attend to the landing party.”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  Conops vanished up-stream, with a boat-load of dry reeds and a very carefully tended earthen fire-pot. Tros ordered his men ashore, selected the badly blistered ones to stand by the boats, distributed the Northmen’s battle-axes and armor, and was on the march almost before the thump of Conops’ oars had died away around the bend of the river.


  It was after midnight—the shadows shortening—so he had to make haste. He wasted no time avoiding Egyptian huts that looked, and stank, like hogpens, where the peasantry lay silent, quaking in dread of forced porterage and all other incidences to the march of armed men.


  No stragglers. The weird moonlight stirred superstition. They marched in terror, in close order, wondering that Tros should dare to lead toward such monstrous, mysterious things as pyramids, from which they expected to see devils come forth. Word went down the line in whispers that the column they could see in the distance on their left front was fleeing from the ghosts of the ancient dead. They had heard Conops’ tale of the mummies lying stripped and desecrated. So they crowded one another’s heels.


  It was cool, so the weight of their armor was impediment. They marched swiftly. But though they marched in shadow, in the lee of a long ridge, on dusty earth that smothered sound, the moon shone on their helmets, and Tros did not know whether they had been seen or not when, at the end of an hour and a half, he halted them within the awful shadow of the Great Pyramid’s western side.


  He advanced alone, forth from the shadow, until he could see past the pyramid in the direction of the Nile, and twice he almost fell into an open tomb. The horizon blazed smoky crimson. Conops had succeeded; a whole fleet of boats was burning. Tros returned to his men, but he couldn’t get volunteers to cross the moonlit waste of sand and set fire to the soldiers’ barracks; they were overawed by the monstrous pyramid that loomed and seemed to lean against the starry sky. He had to pick a dozen men and lead them himself.


  He fired the roof-thatch with his own hand. Then, as the dry stuff caught and roared skyward, all the laborers stampeded from the other barrack—fled like ghosts, scattering. He had to go alone to fire those other roofs; his men were willing to fight lions, or even dragons, but not phantoms.


  But when they saw him stand alone in the glare of the blazing thatch they were ashamed and approached him. He pointed up-Nile to the glare of the burning boats, where Conops had done his duty.


  “So now! I have served my challenge on the Lord Alexis! He can march on Memphis if he pleases, but I think he will first come here to slay me, and perhaps to try to win you to his side against the Queen of Egypt.”


  “We are few, Lord Captain. We are very few indeed to fight a battle,” said some one.


  “Shall I fight alone?” Tros answered


  “Nay, nay.”


  “Then obey me.”


  Whether or not Alexis was a traitor to the queen—and Tros had small doubt on that point; whether or not Alexis was in control, or could make his advice prevail, it was an absolute certainty that the rebels now knew they had Tros and a hundred men to deal with, at their rear, before they could dare to attack Memphis. If Conops had burned all their boats, their retreat, as an organized force, toward Upper Egypt, was out of the question, at least for the time being.


  Irresolution might encourage Memphis to attack them, whereas, if they should act swiftly and defeat Tros, that would discourage Memphis; it might even cause the immediate surrender of the city—an initial success that would probably bring over to their side whole regiments of the queen’s corrupt and discontented army, from the Red Sea ports, and Pelusium, and from places higher up the Nile.


  THERE was almost no doubt what the enemy would do, there being almost nothing else that they could do. But there was plenty of time now. It would be hours before they could unite and attack. They might wait until daylight. They probably would.


  No sign of Arsinoe. No sign of the Northmen. The great wooden gate in the mud-brick wall between the pyramids that Conops had described stood wide open. So did the gate in the inner wall. No guards, no sentries. Half in moonlight, half in shadows, the great enclosure lay forlorn and silent.


  “Too late!” Tros muttered, cursing himself for having let the flotilla rest too often on the way, for the sake of arriving fit for action. For a moment he was almost irresolute—almost ready to retreat to the boats. Then he began to consider a plan of battle, and his eye fell again on the long, high, mud-brick wall that enclosed the space between the two great pyramids.


  If there was water in there, it would do; and for the moment, in any event, it would do to give his scared men a sense of security. He decided to return to them and lead them into the enclosure through the open gate. With his frightened squad behind him he crossed the moonlit open ground and strode into the gloom.


  He almost jumped out of his armor. It took every scrap of iron self-control he owned to stand still and not show himself stunned with astonishment. “Hail! Hail! Hail!”


  “Tros! Tros! Tros!”


  Eight-and-thirty battle-axes swung aloft and trembled to the thrill of their owner’s welcome. Seven-and-thirty Northmen, bearded, unkempt, lean, stood in line behind Sigurdsen, their leader. All Tros’ other men had broken ranks; they had become an almost invisible audience that crowded to see what would happen. They could see Tros’ face; his feet were in shadow, his head in moonlight.


  During six full seconds he stood rigid with his hand at the salute.


  “I am glad,” he said then, holding his voice to the gruff, unemotional note that carries home the full weight of a man’s good faith and will.


  Then he went and shook hands with Sigurdsen, who had ruled a tiny Baltic kingdom until the day when Tros met him in single combat and beat him to his knees. He was older than Tros and a full head taller. He was sobbing.


  Tros punched him, friendly fashion, and then walked along the line to shake hands with each in turn, until, at the end of the line, he came to Angsgar the skald, a shorter, thick-set, thoughtful looking man. Tros laughed then.


  “Gold-beater!” he said. “Bracelet maker!”


  “Aye, Lord Captain. A heavy bracelet is a better weapon than a dagger on a dark night.”


  “It was dark until I set eyes on it,” Tros answered. “That was good work, Angsgar.”


  He returned to his place in front of them and stood staring. There was some one else in armor, out in front, beside Sigurdsen, about six paces from him, on his right hand—perhaps even slightly in front of Sigurdsen—small as compared to those Northmen, and slight, but very straight in armor.


  Whoever it was—and Tros knew who it was—had stood there from the first, but Tros had chosen not to see. He knew what courtesy demanded, even common kindness. But his quick wit failed him. He stood silent until the moon’s rim rose above the pyramid and moonlight shone on the crestless helmet and the pale, girl’s face beneath. Then he spoke:


  “Who are you?”


  It seemed a senseless question, but he had chosen it from half a hundred others that he might have asked—that he would have liked to ask.


  She answered in a good round fearless voice:


  “Arsinoe, the captain of your Northmen!”


  “In the Queen of Egypt’s name, I left you in Salamis, Queen of Cyprus!”


  “I prefer to command your Northmen!”


  “You are my prisoner!”


  “Very well. I have done as I pleased. You will do as you please.”


  Kill her? Not if he knew it! Since his Baltic wife died on a beach in Gaul he had never seen a woman whom he liked as he did this one. But what could he do with her? How save her from Cleopatra’s malice?


  “I gave you one chance,” he said, “to die in battle.”


  She laughed. “Did I refuse it—noticeably? Then try me again—Lord Captain!”


  CHAPTER IX


  “DID YOU THINK TO WIN EGYPT WITH TWO DOZEN MEN?”


  CLIMAX had broken the spell of superstitious fear. The men rallied. They obeyed. None needed to be told they were in deadly danger, but now it was tangible and they understood it. There were no supplies. No archer had more than fifty arrows. Their line of retreat to the boats could be cut, and the boats couid be seized or scuttled easily, by a mere raiding party.


  They followed Tros—first the Northmen, then Arsinoe’s four-and-twenty pirates, then the flotilla’s crew—in column of fours into the walled enclosure. But there was no water in there; even if they could carry enough water, the wall would not be easy to defend.


  Every last man knew the case was desperate. Some of them went to the well and began hauling water into earthern jars that the Egyptians had left behind.


  Tros selected ten seamen for outpost duty and told all the others to lie down and sleep. He had decided to wait for Conops, who might bring reliable information. He posted his sentries, stationed the men with the sharpest eyes a hundred feet up the flank of the pyramid that Conops had climbed, and returned for the inevitable drum head council. He would have preferred to postpone it, but there was no avoiding a talk with Arsinoe. As he knew from the experience in Cyprus, she was capable of day-long silences; but she was also capable of forcing issues. And he didn’t know what to say to her.


  He wanted information from her without being forced to reveal his own thoughts, or his own predicament. He could think of no other way than to gain time, and perhaps exhaust her patience, by making her wait until he had the Northmen’s story.


  Most of the men were already sprawling on the sand, but the Northmen had built a fire of broken baskets, straw and splinters chopped from the gate. They were squatting around it, two deep. They had left a space for Tros, and a box to sit on, so he sat and faced Sigurdsen.


  Sigurdsen and Angsgar the skald were the only two who could talk Greek fluently, and it was useless to expect a plain tale from Angsgar; runes were already running in his mind; he would presently sing a story, in which facts would merely be the seeds of splendid fiction.


  Angsgar was an artist—Sigurdsen a pessimist, who battle-axed the truth to lay bare gloom, on which to base a mood of melancholy discontent: a loyal man, unhappy unless he had something to grumble about.


  It was a long box that they had laid bottom upward. Arsinoe came and sat beside Tros. She laid her helmet on the box between them and her coppery-golden hair fell loose on her shoulders. She sat with a sword between her knees and said nothing to Tros, who did his best to pretend she was not there.


  “And so now we all die,” said Sigurdsen. “It is a bad end, to be buried among these mummies, in a land where no man’s word is worth the breath he uses. But it is good that you came, Tros. We had given up hope of ever seeing you, until she came. They told us you had gone to sea and left us to our fate. We had to dig, or die of hunger. And at night they chained us. But because we were chained the guards grew careless, and we were making a plan for escape to the Nile, when her man came from over-river, and stole through the dark, spying.


  “He had word with us; and when he had learned whose men we are, he told of the fight off Salamis, and how you had given your prisoners, of whom he was one, to her. And he said she needs men who will fight to the death. And much more also he said. We bade him take back word to her that if we can we will escape across the Nile. And he went, and we made a new plan.


  “So tonight, when it was time to cease work in the tomb, and the commander of the guards came and offered us freedom if we will march under his command in an assault on Memphis, we drove him forth with our picks and shovels. So he summoned men and they tried to kill us all, but we were hard to come at. So they tried to bury us alive. But they let in not enough sand, and we dug our way out, in darkness. They were marching away, so we lay still.


  “Then she came. And she said she has news of you, and of your coming. And at that, we became like men who are drunk with strong drink. So we appointed her captain, being, as I say, as men drunk.


  “But we hid, because you came so soon that we doubted it could be you. We crept near in the darkness. And while you were burning the barracks we called some of the seamen by name, and they knew us. And now you know all, saving what she told us. Let her tell it.”


  “Though I die for it, I will not,” said Arsinoe, “unless Lord Captain Tros himself asks.”


  “If it pleases you,” he said, “be silent.” For the space of at least a minute there was no other sound than bated breathing. Then Arsinoe spoke:


  “Very well. Here is my sword. Do you want my armor? If you propose to silence me forever, cut my throat now!” She stood up. So did Tros. He was raging with emotion that felt like anger, and as such he used it.


  “Princess, I left you in Cyprus, well provided. Is it your idea of gratitude to come and raise this—”


  Quite suddenly he realized he was not angry. It was another emotion, less familiar, less easy to govern.


  “But since you have come,” he said, “be seated. Tell me.”


  She laughed. They sat down again, side by side. Her laugh was rather disconcerting; she had Cleopatra’s gift of seeing through a man and of understanding his motives.


  “Lord Captain Tros,” she said quietly, “do you wish to be King of Egypt?”


  “No,” he answered.


  “Neither do I wish to be Queen of Cyprus, so perhaps we can understand each other.”


  “Did you think to win Egypt with two dozen men?” he asked her.


  “I was Queen of Egypt once,” she answered. “I am no longer a queen of anywhere. I do not wish to be one, and I will not. Even as you, I am here to prove my spirit and to die if need be. You have heard of Boidion?”


  Tros nodded. She seemed to wish to be questioned, but he waited, and presently she continued:


  She is at that temple, up-river. She has called herself Arsinoe, or has let them call her so. She believes me dead —or did believe it. That Etruscan jackal Lars Tarquinius. whom you left to command my bodyguard—”


  Tros interrupted. “Ahenobarbus did it.”


  She laughed again, delighted to have Tros on the defensive. But he made no further comment, so she continued:


  “Lars Tarquinius, who is such a jackal that he would betray himself, if there were no one else to betray, began to speak to me of Boidion before you were gone an hour from Salamis. He suggested to me that we should encourage Boidion to make a raid on Egypt, calling herself Arsinoe; and it was clear that the plot had long been cooking. I was to lie low, in hiding.


  “Then, should Boidion succeed in raising a real rebellion, I should hasten to Egypt, and they would murder Boidion, and set me on the throne. But if Boidion should fail, then I should come out of hiding in Cyprus and denounce her, and all would be well.


  “It was a very intelligent plot, and he proved to me that Herod, and even Cassius, would lend aid. But I said no to it. I care nothing for Boidion. Why should I? But I would not trust Tarquinius. And since you and I talked in Salamis I had lost my craving to be Queen of Egypt.


  “I should have died that night, I suppose, because the plot was well forward and Tarquinius not to be balked. But his avarice saved me. He believed he could sell me to Herod; and the men whom you had given me were all captured pirates, who understood that business. So he told them they might have me, to take to Delos, where the slave-merchant Hipponax would know how to get in communication with Herod. And he furnished a boat, in which they put me at night with two women. And we set sail.


  “But they were my men. It was my task to prove it. I did, and it was not so difficult, for they had seen me fight against them, on your ship. And they were as weary of being pirates as I was weary of being used as a pawn in a game by scoundrels and cowards. I made them promise, and I said I would bring them to you if I could do it. But, of course, I did not dare to go to Alexandria; nor did I dare to write to you any more than I did write, for fear Cleopatra might lay her hands on the letter, and suspect you, and have you put to death. I know my sister!


  “Words you had said to me burned in my mind. I might have sent a letter to expose the plot, and thus I might even have bought Cleopatra’s friendship. But I had made up my mind what I want, and I knew it might not be had by betrayals and writing letters. It was my name they were misusing. It was me they should deal with. It was I who should do as you would do and play my own hand against whatever odds destiny sends. I would deal face to face with Boidion and her masters, who she probably supposes are her servants.


  “So we came to Pelusium, pretending to be a slave ship, because the slavers can come and go where it is unsafe for any one else. Old Esias was at Pelusium.”


  TROS whistled softly to himself. Careful Esias had played safe, had he? Always on the winning side, Esias, and yet never to be caught in an intrigue, because he never did too much, nor too soon.


  “Esias was awfully afraid. But I sold him the vessel and borrowed money from him—quite a lot of money. I was almost caught in Pelusium, because I paid my men and they got drunk. But Esias hid me, and sent his slaves to round them up. And it was from Esias that I learned how Boidion had crossed the desert, and how the border patrol had been bribed to know nothing about it. She had gone up the eastern branch of the Nile, she and her party, in a number of vessels that belong to the priests and are not subject to search.


  “I bought equipment in Pelusium— black Arabian tents and many other things. I, and my two women, and my four-and-twenty men went up the Nile in laden barges to Heliopolis. It was easy for my men to pretend they were travelers on the way to Arabia. No one questioned them. And as for me and my women, we were wives of Memphis merchants on our way home. I had bought two men-slaves in Pelusium, at a very high price, because Esias recommended them; so that we looked like respectable women. They are very good slaves. They have been spying for me. They brought me news of the arrival of Alexis and Aristobolus; and I knew then it would not be long before they would march on Memphis.”


  “Do you know Alexis?” Tros asked.


  “No. But Tarquinius told me his name, as one who is in Cleopatra’s confidence but who is the actual first inventor of the plot to make use of Boidion.


  “I was camped on the far bank, as I daresay Conops told you. I bought camels. They are there now. Conops came to steal my boats. I didn’t know it was Conops—not then. But, as Sigurdsen has told you, one of my men came spying here and brought back word; so I decided to come here, at all risks, and to try to rescue these Northmen, and perhaps also to win over some of the soldiers. I found Conops’ boat on this side of the river, and the men whom he had left to guard it talked like children, because they had seen me in battle on your ship. So I knew you were coming. And then Conops nearly killed me by accident. And where the faithful dog is, his master is not far distant.”


  “Oh-heh! Number One! Conops!” cried a voice in outer darkness.


  “Oh-heh! Number Two! Conops!”


  “Oh-heh! Number Three! Conops!”


  Silence. Hurrying, staggering footfalls, deadened by the sand. Then a voice:


  “Where’s master?”


  “This way!”


  Ten men reeled through the open gate behind another who was bow-legged and hardly higher than the others’ shoulders. Then Conops’ unmistakable voice: “Halt! ’Ten-shun! Fall out now and get yourselves a drink. Then down the hatch for a couple o’ snores and sleep like dead men! You’ll be needed at daybreak, sure as death. Stand at ease! Stand easy! Fall away!”


  He shoved himself a passage between seated men and stood with his back to the fire, saluting Tros, but he couldn’t keep his one eye off the Northmen. It danced sideways. He was grinning.


  “Well? What?”


  “Did it, master! It was easy. They were on the march already, direction o’ Memphis. Nothing but a lot o’ lousy priests to interfere with us. So we burned the pier, too. Scuttled some boats, burned the others and stood by to be sure they were caught good. Then we cut the moorings o’ some and they drifted into dry reeds by the bank lower down. You’d ha’ thought all Egypt was burning. It stopped ’em, I reckon. We came back down-stream as fast as we could make it, and our boats were all right, with the watch awake. From that bit o’ high ground where you and I stood conning, I could see ’em in full moonlight. They’ve met that column that we saw marching southward, and there they’ve all dropped anchor. Wondering what next, I reckon. My boat’s crew are used up, master; I’ve dismissed ’em.”


  “You may lie on my cloak and get some sleep yourself,” Tros answered. “You have done well.”


  Conops saluted and backed away, almost into the fire. He grinned all around the circle.


  “Thought I smelt herring! Well, I’ve smelt worse! Battle-axe me if here isn’t old top-mast himself, alive and growling natural! How’s Odin?”


  Tros interrupted:


  “Manners, you wharf-rat!”


  Conops came and faced Arsinoe. He straightened his face, straightened the knife at his belt, put his hands to his sides, his heels together, and bowed low. “Your obedient servant, Princess!”


  “Fall away!” Tros commanded. “Take my cloak and turn in!”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  CHAPTER X


  “TROS! TROS!”


  TROS’ genius, like that of all true cruiser captains, was allied to the cavalry type. He habitually thought in terms of swift maneuver, ruse, economy of men, and sudden impact. But he had no cavalry. And in fighting on land he lacked experience. He knew it, but he was not the man to share that kind of secret, nor to let his men even suspect it.


  Even Arsinoe, who watched him with a kind of cat-wise alertness, wondered at his apparent self-assurance. She knew, as well as he, how desperate the situation was, but she had yet to learn the first article of Tros’ faith: that luck is on the side of him who knows luck when he sees it.


  Luck began to arrive, a full hour before dawn. Scores of the peasant-laborers, who had fled southward from the burning barracks, served as well as any screen of scouting cavalry. They gave ample warning of the enemy’s advance, coming phantoming back, to avoid being caught and made to carry ammunition, water and other heavy burdens. Besides, they knew where the supplies of ground millet, onions, radishes and oil were hidden in plundered tombs. So they were pounced on and looted in turn; every man in Tros’ command had had a full meal before sunrise, chopping up the gate for fuel and building their little fires behind the wall, out of sight of the advancing enemy.


  Tros made his depositions long before daylight. He could not afford to occupy a wide front, against what would be overwhelming numbers, unless his force was concentrated and kept well in hand. His scouts reported six war-chariots; those would probably be manned by archers, and used for out-flanking purposes.


  He chose his battle-front with chariots in mind, taking Sigurdsen, Conops and five decurions to point out to them exactly the positions they should take up, and they marked their stations to avoid confusion. He let his men lie at ease behind the wall, avoiding the usual Roman commanders’ mistake of upsetting nerves by getting tired men too soon into the battle-line.


  Arsinoe came with him. There was no denying her. She was silent, but she seemed to be studying Tros and his depositions as if destiny depended, not on what he would do, but on understanding how and why he did it. A long thighed, actively striding girl, looking in her armor like a lad of eighteen. Sigurdsen paid her a good deal of attention. He told her her hair was like a Norse girl’s, and that it was a pity she should die so young and lovely.


  “For here we die. But we will hew our swath first! And perhaps they will take you prisoner.”


  Satisfied with his own assigned position, Sigurdsen took little interest in the rest of Tros’ arrangements, although he gave advice when asked.


  The left wing was to rest on the long wall with the gate fifty yards to its rear —seamen under the command of two decurions, Pertinax and Thestius.


  The right wing under Conops, consisting of the ten Jews and thirty seamen, was to rest against a honeycomb of open tombs that would make them very difficult indeed to outflank. Sigurdsen and his battle-axemen were to hold the center, facing nearly due South.


  Tros himself, with three decurions and thirty men, would take position with their backs to the well, in reserve, to reenforce any part of the line that looked like breaking. Between the center and the wings, on either side, some captured laborers were put to digging short trenches, in which the archers were to keep cover and be frugal with their perilously scanty ammunition.


  Facing south by southwest, with the pyramids on their left hand, they would not have the sun in their eyes, as the enemy would have, should they attempt a turning movement.


  At last Arsinoe broke silence.


  “And I, Lord Captain? Where is my place?”


  “Your men will be distributed to fight under my decurions. I have ordered it so.”


  She answered him very calmly and without heroics, but she held her chin high.


  “Is this not my battle? Is it yours only? Do you think, because I am a woman, and a Ptolemy, I am unfit to lead my own men? They are my men.”


  “You will obey me.”


  “Then command me!”


  It was true, he had ignored her. He could have told her to hide in a tomb, but he knew he would have to assign valuable men to keep her from coming out.


  “You will stand by me with the reserve.”


  She saluted. He returned into the enclosure and talked to the men, explaining to them what they would be called upon to do, wasting no breath on bombast.


  “You men know me, and I know you,” he said finally. “Let us remember we are proud to be comrades in arms!”


  There was no mistaking their answer. It was the growling roar of men who will do their ungrudging utmost. After that, he led his archers to the trenches and gave each man careful instruction.


  Daybreak revealed the enemy less than half a mile distant, but Tros’ position would remain for a long while yet in shadow. The intervening sand was ominously strewn with mummies that resembled blackened corpses on a stricken battle-field. Evidently Conops had only seen about half of the men at the temple up-river; the combined forces of the enemy, in dense formation, looked like five or six hundred men. Some of them were probably non-combatants; but there seemed, too, to be armed men in reserve, in the shadow around and behind a quite small pyramid. There were six two-horsed chariots out in front, in line, and in one of them stood a woman, not in armor.


  She had two fan-bearers up behind her. Fans such as those were the royal insignia. Her chariot was surrounded by a dozen footmen in splendid armor. Scouting ahead was a line of about thirty men, advancing timidly, expecting to be met by arrow-fire from ambush.


  “Boidion!” Arsinoe laughed. “Boidion, you poor fool!”


  Not Boidion’s chariot, but another, came trotting forward alone. The intention was obvious. From behind the screen of scouts its occupant proposed to harangue Tros’ men, to offer terms, and perhaps to offer a price for Tros himself, dead or alive. But there was no sign of Tros’ actual position until the chariot approached too near to the hurriedly dug trenches.


  Then a bow drawn by a Cretan archer twanged . The plumed and cloaked occupant of the chariot fell backward, clutching an arrow that pierced his throat. The charioteer whirled his horses and galloped away. The dead man’s cloak became a range-mark for the arch-


  IT WAS then that Conops’ trumpet sounded “battle stations!” They poured through the gate in good order, in no haste, to their appointed places in the line. It was too late then for the enemy to alter a plan of battle conceived in the dark in overconfidence; a maneuver now, at such close quarters, would have offered Tros too good an opportunity to strike and rout themaneuvering companies.


  Nor was it possible to come at his flank without being thrown into confusion by the honeycomb of open tombs; and to get behind him would entail a long march, leaving a reduced force facing them.


  Their strategy was as evident as daylight: failing overtures, to rely on overwhelming numbers. They could no more afford to try to starve Tros out than could he afford to refuse battle. They must snatch swift victory or else abandon hope of taking Memphis. The city would surely not surrender to them, and incur the risk of Cleopatra’s subsequent revenge, if there were a queen’s force, undefeated, within striking distance. Alexis might know that the Queen had no trustworthy forces to send to Tros’ support, but Memphis didn’t know that. What Memphis did know was, that the queen held hostage and would be ruthless. It was fight, or fail before rebellion had well begun.


  So the chariots wheeled away to the enemy’s left flank. A fanfare of trumpets split the morning air. There arose a roar from the enemy’s ranks, and the advance commenced, with barely space enough between the serried companies to cushion the inevitable pressure of the wings on the center as they charged a narrower front than their own.


  Tros, up on the well-coping with his back to the wooden gallows-post, groaned for his trireme’s arrow-engines. They were a motley host that came against him—men of all races, armed as happened. There were Greeks in light hoplite armor; archers in bronze and leather; pikemen in heavy armor, helmeted like Roman gladiators; coal-black Nubians in lion-skin with ox-hide shields and iron-bladed stabbing spears that danced in the sun to the time of their thundering song.


  In the center marched a heavy phalanx, eighty strong, of men who looked like Thracians. A scattering of Roman uniforms; some turbaned Parthians; Arabs; but no native Egyptians, except the wretched peasantry, who lugged heavy arrow-baskets in the rear of the thundering ranks. Ninety per cent of the officers were kilted Greeks, out in front of their men.


  It was a force that should have wilted away under the fire of well-drilled archers; and Tros’ archers were experts; but he had had to order them to hold fire until they could make every last arrow count at close range. Men had been told off to gather the enemy’s arrows to replenish the few dozen that each archer had stuck in the sand in the trench beside him.


  Sigurdsen’s men crouched in the archers’ trenches, leaving a tempting gap for the advancing phalanx. It came on at the double—a slow, heavy-pounding jog-trot, to break Tros’ line at the gap. Tros’ archers, at less than fifty yards range, sent a sudden, screaming hail of arrows into the light infantry on either flank of the phalanx, checking, for a moment halting them in confusion.


  The phalanx came on alone, led by a Macedonian protected by two swordsmen. All three fell to Sigurdsen’s axe— three swipes that split them down before they could think how to engage the unfamiliar weapon. Those were the first three to be slain in close combat.


  Sigurdsen went berserk. Heaving the officer’s corpse left-handed, he hurled it against three spearmen, leaped into the gap and battle-axed a swath for his men to follow through. They went in wedge-wise. Long spears, once their front was broken, were as useless against axes as so many ornamental awning-poles.


  They were worse than useless. The swinging axes shored through bronze armor, or beat men to earth by the sheer weight of the blow. The recovering, back-handed up-swing was equally deadly, cleaving arm-pits, laying bellies open, splitting unguarded chins.


  The phalanx went down, and was not. Three wounded Northmen rolled into an archer’s trench, and Sigurdsen went forward, he and his men roaring their battle-cry:


  “Tros! Tros!”


  THAT was contrary to orders. Tros had forbidden a charge until he should perceive the right moment. Both his wings were being hard pressed. Conops on the right wing appeared to be doing well against Nubians, who were no match for the seamen who had stood off boarders in the storm off Salamis. But the seamen on the left wing under Pertinaux and Thestius were being forced backward along the wall.


  The line was becoming bent like a taut bow. Two companies of the enemy formed column and rushed at a converging angle to split Tros’ line in half by storming the gap that the Northmen had left in their rear. The Northmen were cut off—surrounded— fighting back to back.


  Tros went into battle then. He charged with all his reserves behind him, to make the gap good.


  There was ten minutes’ carnage.


  Wounded, with an arrow through the calf of his leg, recklessly protected by his seamen, Tros held the line, until at last the storming companies recoiled and Sigurdsen, ten Northmen shy, fought his way back, exhausted, bleeding, leaning on his axe to recover breath while his men rallied in line in the gap.


  Tros’ archers reopened a withering fire with the enemy’s squandered arrows. The enemy’s center was beaten, discouraged, and out of control.


  “Charge!” yelled Sigurdsen.


  Tros smote him. There was no other way to check that battle-drunkard. The left wing was curling up. The enemy had fought their way along the wall. The wall was in the way of a right-handed man, but they had won by weight of numbers. They were forming with their backs to the wall on Tros’ flank.


  Tros had forgotten Arsinoe. Now he saw her, fighting on the left wing, disobedient, but as good as a standard to rally around. She was in the midst of her own ex-pirates, plugging a gap in the recoiling left wing. They were fighting for her like well trained and determined devils.


  Tros struck Sigurdsen again to get his full attention. He sent him with all his Northmen, hot-foot, to reinforce the left wing.


  “Hold them until I join you!”


  Tros had seen his chance—the enemy’s mistake! Five chariots and at least a hundred men had been detached to make a westward circuit, away around beyond the right wing, with the obvious intention to attack from the rear. It would take them more than an hour to make that march over wind-rippled sand —perhaps longer.


  At the same time their right wing was being heavily reinforced by men marching in column, in an effort to drive a wedge between Tros and the wall. They intended to have the wall. Tros saw fit to let them have it. They had left the line toward the boats wide open; all their reserves had been detached for that encircling movement.


  Tros sent a man to command Arsinoe to come away from the left wing, and meanwhile reorganized his center, he sent another man for Conops. who arrived breathless. Conops went down on his knees and carefully cut through the shaft of the arrow that had pierced Tros’ leg, leaving about two inches of the shaft protruding.


  “Stand by for a hot one, master!”


  He struck the protruding shaft one hard blow with the hilt of his heavy knife, then seized the arrow-point with his teeth and pulled it through. He wiped the blood off his face and looked swiftly for a dead or wounded man from whom to strip some sort of bandage.


  Arsinoe had come. Tros was swearing at her. She had on a gossamer linen dress beneath her chain mail. Conops, as quick as lightning, knifed off yards of the thin material, and she laughed as he bound it around Tros’ leg, artfully placing a pad to stop the bleeding.


  “What now, master?”


  Tros used terse sea-phrases to explain a land maneuver.


  “East-south-east in line ahead until I change helm!”


  “Aye, aye!”


  Conops returned to the right wing. Within a minute there began one of those brilliant maneuvers that, if they succeed, are reckoned proof of military genius, but, if they fail, are denounced as rash, unmartial errors of a fool. An impossible maneuver without splendid discipline. It almost failed, because Sigurdsen hated to yield ground. Tros threw his whole line into column, Conops leading, and himself in command of the rear that had been his left wing. He outflanked the enemy’s left!


  The very suddenness of the maneuver threw the enemy into confusion. They found themselves, some with their flank against the wall, some with their backs to the wall, some of them holding the line that Tros had held, and their left wing reeling, routed, as the astonishing column changed front. Their baggage-guard bolted; there was not much baggage; it was principally arrows.


  Again the amazing column changed front—a mere eighty battle-weary men. Conops’ golden trumpet sounded the charge and Tros led them, limping. They were into the enemy’s rear before they knew what to expect. Their commander was shot down. They milled, broke, tried to retreat through the gap in the walled enclosure, throwing all the rest of the force into hopeless confusion, into which Tros’ archers poured a devastating hail of captured arrows.


  The one chariot that had not been sent with the reserves on that fatal encircling movement tried to escape in the direction of the Nile. Tros’ archers mowed down the horses. Boidion was in the chariot—Boidion, Alexis and one other—a man in Roman equestrian uniform—a hook-nosed, mean-faced Etruscan named Lars Tarquinius.


  Boidion’s fan-bearers lay dead on a stricken field beside Aristobolus and a heap of dead and dying. Most of the remaining enemy scattered across the honeycomb of tombs toward the encircling column in the distance, but some threw down their arms.


  No cavalry. Pursuit was impossible. There was nothing whatever that Tros could do then but set the prisoners to work to gather up his wounded, and to retire on his boats before the fleeing enemy could reach them. There were only ten blistered seamen guarding the flotilla.


  It was little more than an hour since sunrise. Vultures in dozens flew down from the broken ledges of the second pyramid. In the near distance the Sphynx, half smothered in drifted sand, inscrutably suggested that there still was a problem for Tros to solve.


  CHAPTER XI


  “WHAT DO YOU WISH?”


  ROLL-CALL. Only eight-and-eighty men left standing. Transportation for the wounded was the first problem. Memphis could look to itself; the less Memphis learned about two Arsinoes, the better. Fugitives, who had lost their claimant to the throne, and with most of their officers dead, were no danger at all. Outlaws, they would scatter, or be hunted down and executed or enslaved.


  There were more than a hundred men and five chariots, with some mounted officers, still in the field as a unit, but they were several miles away and had nothing to fight for, unless they should attempt to rescue Boidion. They were far more likely to assume that Boidion was dead.


  True, five chariots and a dozen mounted officers might do a good deal to harass Tros’ line of retreat to the boats, but they were much more likely to save their horses for flight to preserve their own skins.


  Seven Northmen dead; eleven wounded. Three decurions dead, including the gallant Thestius. Sigurdsen out of his head with wounds and melancholy, following on battle-frenzy; it was always that way with Sigurdsen after a hard fight; he had to be sung to by the skald. Too many prisoners, some of whom, however, begged to be enslaved by Tros; but some were undoubtedly getting the story of two Arsinoes, and it was not in the least improbable that one or two of them were queen’s spies. She was better served by her spies than by her generals.


  Prisoners were put to work to strip and bury the enemy’s dead; the battlefield loot was Tros’ seamen’s perquisite, and they burdened themselves with plundered armor. Tros’ dead were laid in a line, in a trench that the Egyptians had dug in search of ancient tombs. And, as he had done after Salamis, he lined up the survivors for a last, farewell salute and, with his right hand raised, pronounced his blessing:


  “Ye who dwell beyond the veil of death, receive these my men, who have died with their honor upon them, creditably. Give them honorable greeting, even as we, their comrades, bid their gallant souls farewell.”


  He had no word yet with Boidion. She and Arsinoe walked and talked together, looking strangely alike, even though the one wore armor and the other a sort of priestess’ costume and a garland. Their ex-pirate escort kept at a respectful distance, separating them from Tarquinius, whose hands were tied behind him, and from Alexis, who was not bound because he was wounded.


  The chariot, loaded with armor and weapons, was dragged by seamen, and Tros paid a lot of attention to it. It had given him an idea. The wounded, such as could not walk between uninjured men, were carried on the backs of prisoners, and on stretchers made of spears and reed mats taken from the Northmen’s prison.


  Twenty men were sent ahead in a hurry to guard the boats from fugitives. Twenty men brought up the rear, and retirement began.


  It resembled defeat, not victory, but Tros knew, and all his men knew that he had saved the day for Egypt. Only Tros knew what a problem he had yet to solve. He walked alone, unarmored, switching flies and limping, leaving the command to Conops, who had caught an officer’s gray nag and was clowning the part of a Roman general on parade.


  They were not pursued, and there was not much fighting near the boats, although a group of fugitives did try to rush one boat and make away with it. Tros took his entire force and all his prisoners across the river, and sent a messenger at once up-river to the temple to command the priests to come and care for his wounded, on pain of having their temple burned and laid waste.


  He set the prisoners to work to build a reed encampment, counted Arsinoe’s camels, checked her supplies, and then sent four more boats up-river with a demand on the priests for provisions for a week for his entire force. Then he questioned Arsinoe’s slaves; and at last, seated on a camel-saddle beneath a hurriedly constructed bower of reeds, with one of Arsinoe’s slaves to flick the flies away, he sent for Boidion.


  She stood smiling at him, Arsinoe to the life except for a vaguely absent element of self-assurance. The queen’s and Arsinoe’s grandmother had been a Jewess; the coincidence of likeness was astonishing, but not, after all, such a miracle. This girl could have easily passed for Cleopatra’s sister, although she and Arsinoe were much more beautiful than the queen, as well as taller and with far less prominent noses.


  Tros ordered another camel-saddle to be brought, that she might be seated. He gave her a fly-switch, that she might be at ease. Then he asked her, suddenly: “Have you counted the number of men who have died for your false adventure?”


  “No, Lord Tros.” Her face changed. She appeared now to expect to be executed out of hand.


  He paused, affording her full opportunity to excuse herself or to explain, if she should see fit. But she was silent. “Was it your fault?” he demanded. “Yes. I did it. It was not my own idea. It was suggested to me. But I did it. Who wouldn’t snatch at a throne, if the chance were offered? But for the stroke of a scribe’s pen, I, too, am a Ptolemy.”


  “You have taken another’s name,” said Tros, and he made his voice sound stern because he was not yet sure of that other’s spirit, nor sure that he might not have to drag this girl to Alexandria to measure the queen’s mercy; and he wanted to arouse no false hope. “How can you restore her name to her, you having so misused it?”


  “Does she want it?” Boidion retorted. “Have you asked her?”


  “No. But I will.”


  He requested Arsinoe’s presence; so they brought another camel-saddle, and she came and sat facing Boidion, wearing a plain Greekamorgina of such fine, bleached flax that it resembled silk. It was of the latest court fashion. She had very evidently had the pick of Esias’ imported merchandise, had good needlewomen with her, and was not inclined to appear before Tros at a disadvantage. She smiled at Boidion, with malice but without any trace of contempt.


  “This girl—” Tros began.


  “My father’s daughter,” said Arsinoe.


  “Boidion,” said Tros, “has assumed your name.”


  “So I am nameless!”


  “Do you wish it? You are Queen of Cyprus.”


  “I have told you, and again I say it, I am sick of being Queen of Cyprus. Never again will I go to Cyprus. Never. I have been a plaything of the vilest traitors that ever bought and sold each other, and themselves and their powerless victim. So, if this fool wishes to be Queen of Cyprus, let her be it!”


  Tros prodded the earth with his sword. He stared at Boidion. Suddenly he asked her:


  “Woman, you have taken one step. Will you take the other, and the consequences? Or will you plead for the Queen’s mercy?”


  Boidion answered:


  “You have heard her speak: and she said it to me when we walked together. I am as much a Ptolemy as she is, and perhaps more capable of being queen, since she seems to have had small pleasure of it, and no profit.”


  Tros met Arsinoe’s eyes again.


  “You yield your throne?”


  “I have thrown it away, for any fool to have who craves it!”


  “You yield your name?”


  “It is stolen. Let her have it. I will choose a new name.”


  He stared at Boidion, considering her, and then pronounced his verdict: “Queen of Cyprus then you shall be, and Arsinoe you are, from this day forward; and the consequences be on your head. Never again answer to the name of Boidion! You hear me?”


  “If I am a queen, you should address me more respectfully,” she answered. >


  TROS smiled. He commanded the Etruscan to be brought before him; he came with his hands still tied behind his back, between two seamen. They had taken away his helmet, but he looked rather spruce in his Roman uniform—-lean, mean, avaricious, but possessed of a kind of courage. He kept shaking his head to shake off flies. Tros ordered his hands loosened and a fly-switch given to him. He looked at neither woman— looked straight at Tros, slv-eyed and daring.


  “Lars Tarquinius, you are a treacherous, faithless, unscrupulous, lying scoundrel.”


  “Have I ever pretended to you to be anything else?” Tarquinius answered. “You may as well omit the Ciceronian oration, Captain Tros. You have a use for me, or you would have ordered me killed and thrown to the crocodiles. What is it? Or have I come to hear sentence of death? It wouldn’t be like you to waste a sensible man like me.”


  “You were left in Cyprus, in command of the Queen of Cyprus' bodyguard.” said Tros, “and with authority from Cassius and Brutus, conferred upon you by the Roman admiral Ahenobarbus, to advise the queen how to conduct her affairs. You will return to Cyprus, taking the Queen of Cyprus with you.”


  “How? When?”


  “Now. And by use of your ingenuity.” Tros gestured toward Boidion. “Present your respects to Queen Arsinoe of Cyprus!”


  Lars Tarquinius gaped. Even he, past-master spy, opportunist, agent of sedition and secret treasons, was too astonished for speech. Then a smile stole over his hungry face.


  “Our respects,” he said, “I think are due to Captain Tros. But—who shall guarantee us that this other, who so resembles her”—for the first time he glanced at Arsinoe—“will not—”


  “I will guarantee your death,” Tros interrupted, “if I ever hear of you mentioning this lady, whom you have never seen, nor ever knew, and even of whose name you are ignorant! You left Cyprus, in a design on the throne of Egypt, with that princess with whom you will now return to Cyprus, having failed of your purpose. For the rest, silence!”


  Tarquinius gulped. Tros commanded the Lord Alexis to be brought in, and he came with his hand on a seaman’s shoulder, looking gray-lipped and crestfallen.


  “You deceived me, Tros!” he began bitterly.


  “Do you wish to go to the queen? I will not deceive you about that, if you would like to offer her your felicitations.” Alexis avoided the eyes of the women. He glanced at Tarquinius, who made no sign whatever.


  “Do you wish me to plead for your mercy?” he asked then, staring straight at Tros. “If you will spare my life, I will forever be your grateful client.”


  “Shake hands with your ally Tarquinius!” Tros answered. “Make your bow to your new queen! You are to go with her to Cyprus. There are camels waiting. Doubtless there are prisoners who are willing to make the journey with you; you may choose from among them as many as there are camels to carry them. You and they may have weapons, and I will supply provisions.”


  “I have no money,” Alexis answered.


  “You have an order on the queen’s treasury, haven’t you? Use that. I am not your banker.”


  “It is worth my life to use that.”


  “Die then! You have cost me more good men than your convenience is worth. I have nothing to add, beyond that you may have your luggage; I will tell the priests to bring it.”


  Boidion smiled at Arsinoe:


  “And what will you do?”


  “I will pity you!” she answered.


  At a gesture from Tros the seaman touched Tarquinius’ shoulder. Boidion caught Tros’ eye. He nodded, and she went out with Alexis. Except for the slave who plied the fly-switch he was alone with a girl who had thrown away throne and name. He knew why she had thrown them away.


  She had placed herself utterly in his power, and to befriend her would be treason against Cleopatra, as Arsinoe well knew. But she seemed unafraid, confident. They were silent about twenty switches of the slave’s arm. Then it was she who broke the silence:


  “So you see, I can’t get killed in battle.”


  “I will speak with my man Conops,” he answered.


  She mocked him:


  “Don’t order him to kill me. Do it yourself!”


  “I will come to your tent.”


  “And kill me?”


  “Go and wait for me,” he answered. The slave followed her to her tent, and in a few minutes Conops came.


  “The priests are here, master. Eight of ’em, hairless as sharks. They’ve turned to with the wounded. May I fetch one to dress that scratched leg?”


  “Later. Little man—”


  “O Apollo, I know what’s coming! Not the woman, master! You and I, since you were knee-high to your father’s cabin-lad, we’ve got on famous without tying up to women. ’Time we had a woman, we were in and out o’ trouble like a pair o’ soldiers at sea!”


  “You dock-side lecher! You shameless brothel-rat! You impudent, ignorant drunkard!”


  “Yes, master.”


  “You presume to criticize me?”


  “No, no. But as I was saying—”


  “Pipe down!”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  “I go alone to Alexandria.”


  “Alone?”


  “Oh, I will take two of the Jews and a boat-crew. You are to take the flotilla down the eastern branch of the Nile to Pelusium, and await me there. The ladies—”


  “You mean the Queen Arsinoe?”


  “She is not a queen.”


  “Then the princess.”


  “She is not a princess. I will give her a new name.”


  “Chronos!”


  “I will name her Hero. Henceforth you will know her by no other name.”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  “She and her two women are the wives of Memphis merchants, visiting Esias’ partner’s wife in Pelusium. You know Esias’ partner. You will take a letter to him, from me. Do as he tells you, even if he should order you all into hiding until after I have cleared up matters with the Queen of Egypt.”


  “Watch out, master! Cleopatra’s a woman. She’s jealous. She has her spies everywhere; she’ll know what we’ve been up to. She’s as like as not to hand you over to the rack-and-pincer-crew, to be finished off.”


  “Has she a use for me dead, do you think? Little man, the queen has too few friends to kill men who can not be bought to betray her. Have you understood your orders?”


  “Aye, aye, master.”


  Tros let a priest come and bandage his leg. Then he bathed in the river, talked with the wounded, inspected the camp, checked the provisions the priests had brought, and at last reached Arsinoe’s tent. She arose beneath the awning and stood waiting for him. “Well, girl?”


  “Lord Captain?”


  “What shall I do with you?”


  “What do you wish?”


  “I name you Hero.”


  And—?”


  He and she entered the tent. One of her women closed the flap behind them, smiling, and then ran, because Conops pelted her away with lumps of hard Nile mud.


  CHAPTER XII


  “EGYPT'S NEED.”


  ALEXANDRIA lay serene and lovely beneath the mid-night moon. From the queen’s balcony there was a view of the whole harbor and half of the city. The great Pharos beacon glowed like a ruby, and the anchored shipping seemed a-swim in a silvered lake. Over to the westward, at the shoreward end of the flickering lights of Rhakotis, were two big basket-flares that Tros knew were the watch-lights where his trireme lay awaiting orders for repairs.


  The queen rebuked him for pacing the balcony.


  “You irritate me. And besides, your leg is not yet healed. Be seated.” “Egypt—”


  “So you say they fled by camel. On whose camels?”


  “How should I know?” He was growing angry. He had answered her questions again and again. “Perhaps somebody in Memphis.”


  “I have laid a fine on Memphis that will not encourage them to play again with treason! Why did you send all your men to Pelusium?”


  He looked hard at her, and his eyes were as steady as hers. He lied, and she knew he was lying, and he meant that she should:


  “To keep my Northmen out of mischief. They are angry that you sent them to a prison-camp merely because they broke the heads of men who spoke loosely of you.”


  “And you can’t control them? I could. Who are the women who availed themselves of your men’s escort? The women who are now in Pelusium? I have heard there are three.”


  “Merchants’ wives,” he answered.


  “Oh?”


  “Yes.”


  “Whose wife is the one named Hero?”


  “Egypt, there are questions that are best unasked.” He stood up. “I have saved your throne. I have done your errand. Now keep your promise.”


  “I am grateful, even though you do so curiously harbor—an unknown woman,” she answered. Suddenly her voice changed. “I sent you to kill! Instead, you say, you say, you say you sent Arsinoe back to Cyprus! You have taken your Northmen without my leave. And in Pelusium you have a woman! A woman named Hero! Oh, my spies are awake, though my generals sleep!”


  “Egypt, I hold your promise. No, no! It was Cleopatra’s promise. I have done my duty by you. It is time now for me to repair my trireme, and to set sail on the voyage of which you know.”


  “With this woman named Hero?” Suddenly he noticed she was smiling. She was gazing westward toward Rhakotis, and her smile was triumphant.


  Tros turned and followed her gaze. Where the basket-flares had glowed on the throat of night there was now a billowing holocaust—a black cloud, red-lit from beneath by a burning hull, high on the ways at Esias’ wharf. It was too far away for the roar of the flames to be heard, but a mast fell and the sparks volcanoed skyward as Tros watched, and he could see the phantom figures of his seamen, or perhaps Esias’ slave-gangs, beating out sparks on the warehouse roofs.


  “What burns?” asked Cleopatra.


  Tros met her eyes in silence.


  “Your trireme?”


  He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.


  “Dreadful. Oh well, one can build another ship. There are also other women!”


  “Cleopatra’s promise!” he said grimly.


  “Egypt’s need!” she answered. “If the woman in Pelusium is who I think she is, nothing less than your obedience to me can save both of you from death for treason! Oh yes, you may go and watch your ship burn. Come and tell me about it tomorrow. There is a task I will ask you to undertake.”


  THE END
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