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Dedication

To the Females in my Life – 

My Wife, Jill, 

My Daughter Carolyn Renee, 

My Mother, Mary, 

My Sister, Cynthia, 

and My Cat Hestia 

(Sorry, Hermes)

 


The Traveler

I first found out about the Traveler because I was playing at Nuts with The Runt. I probably would’ve found out about him anyway sooner or later, because The Runt doesn’t know how to keep a secret, but he really was responsible, so to be honest, I have to give him credit.

We were playing Nuts on the third step from the bottom of the Temple of Venus Fortuna in the Little Forum. Up at the top, near the door of the temple, the steps are clean and swept every day, and the priests chase you off if you try to sit there. Down at the bottom, where the steps blend into the mud and the blown leaves and the ox poop, they don’t care. So, the drunks sleep on the lower steps of the Temple of the Skinny Venus. The workmen sit down to rest there, and the steps are deeply scratched with names and graffiti and playing boards. That was where Publius Marcurius, that’s The Runt’s real name, and I were playing at Nuts. The priests wouldn’t think it worthy of them to bother a couple of boys playing practically down in the dirt. 

The way you played at Nuts was you took turns putting your nuts one at a time at the intersection of the lines on the board. When you put all four down, you took turns moving them, one at a time, from one intersection to the next. If you got three of them in a row, that means you won the game, and you got to keep the nuts you put down, plus you got to take all the ones your opponent put down.

We had been playing for a while. Even though The Runt started out with a whole little sack full, he really didn’t know how to play, and he’d lost almost all of them. I wasn’t that interested in winning all of his, but I couldn’t believe anyone could play so badly. So, I kept on playing to see if he’d figure out how to put the nuts down to block me, or how to move them after they were all down. Even after I started giving him help, he still wasn’t catching on. I figured it was my responsibility to keep beating him so he wouldn’t be the victim of some unscrupulous person. 

Finally, he was down to his last four, and he was playing as badly as ever. I even told him what to do, I even played badly myself, but it was no use. I still beat him. I took the last of his nuts and put them in my bag. I was going to smile at him and say something about teaching him how to play properly when he suddenly broke down and cried, right out there in the public square.

He was embarrassing me, and I tried to get him to shut up before one of the drunks noticed. Even so, he wouldn’t quiet down. Those nuts were supposed to be his lunch. It was all his mother gave him. He couldn’t go back and tell her that he’d lost them playing a game, or she’d hit him. The Runt was so honest and so timid he’d never try to sneak a wedge of bread from the baker’s, like any ordinary person.

I couldn’t just give him back the nuts. You don’t do that. So, I looked him over and told him I’d give him half the nuts he lost if he’d give me that weird necklace he was wearing. It’s not like I wanted the necklace, but it would be a way to let him have the nuts back and still be respectable.

It was no good. He wouldn’t accept my generous offer. I thought maybe he didn’t want to part with his precious necklace, but that wasn’t it. He wanted ALL of the nuts back. He was afraid he’d starve without the whole lunch his mom gave him, or something. I wasn’t going to give in. If I did that, I’d lose respect, you know? In the Forum, or in the Alleys, everybody knows you have to keep respect. Everybody except The Runt.

I wasn’t sure what to do, but he finally quieted down and started to think. Better late than never, I figured. He made an offer. If I gave him all the nuts back, he’d show me something good.

What was it, I asked him? 

The Runt was usually the last to know anything. If there was something worth seeing, I probably saw it already.

There was a crazy man, he said. His father saw him, and most people didn’t know about him yet. He looked strange, dressed strange, and hardly spoke any Latin at all. He mostly grunted, but that might be some barbarian language. He didn’t know about things, apparently.

I said I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure seeing a Crazy Man, even a Crazy Barbarian, was worth it. The Runt surprised me by saying I could hold onto the nuts. I could only give him the other half after I saw the Crazy Man, and decided if he was really worth it.

He was learning. I was so proud of The Runt, I agreed on the spot. We went off to see the Crazy Man. He turned out to be at the shop of Marcus the Blacksmith. I could understand that. Marcus always needed somebody to do the heavy work, what he called the Donkey Work, lifting loads, bringing in the charcoal, working the bellows. It probably wouldn’t matter if the Crazy Guy couldn’t speak, or even understand a lot of words. It was usually pretty noisy in Marcus’ shop anyway, with all the hammering. All Marcus would have to do was point.

We didn’t just walk in there, of course. Not even The Runt was that naïve. Adults figure any child in a shop is either there to make trouble, or else is going to get in the way. They thought a child would get hurt. We snuck in, around the side, and looked in through the window. There was Marcus, and his apprentices, and somebody I didn’t recognize. He had a great unwashed mop of hair, and was sweating as he worked the bellows.

There was something wrong about him, but I wasn’t sure what. His clothes didn’t look right. The way he moved was wrong, somehow. That was when I saw his face. It wasn’t the right shape or color. His eyes were wrong, and looked misshapen. Maybe he was an accident of birth, like that lamb over at the Tannery that was born with five legs. I paid a copper to see that, but it was worth it. With that thought, I gave The Runt the whole bag of nuts, including the ones I didn’t win from him.

Having paid, I figured I had a right to see him up close. I slipped in through the window. Everyone’s attention was elsewhere, and with the noise, they couldn’t hear me so it looked safe to do. If this guy was working in a shop alongside other people, and they trusted him around fire, he couldn’t be too dangerous.

When The Runt saw what I was doing, he tried to stop me, but he was too late. He certainly wasn’t going to come in after me. Instead, The Runt ran away, taking the nuts with him. Good.

I crept closer to the Crazy Man, who was facing away from me. I just wanted a closer look at his face, so I could see what looked wrong with it. He was so intent on his work he didn’t notice me until I was really close. In order to see, I had to work around the furnace, so there was nothing between me and him. He looked up from the bellows for a moment, and that’s when he saw me.

At first, he simply looked surprised—like he was wondering where I came from when there was no door over where I was. His expression changed as he saw my necklace, the one I’d won from the Runt. It fascinated him, even more than I did. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. He stopped pumping the bellows and started walking toward me, his hand outstretched toward my neck.

So, I backed up, trying to put the furnace between us. He kept coming around, and I realized I was in a dead end. Before I could get up into the window and away, he’d grab me. The only other way out was past him.

I didn’t hesitate. Most adults are slow, and easy to dodge. The Crazy Man’s befuddlement made him seem even slower, so I was sure I’d evade him. I was wrong. He was fast, and snaked out one hand to grab my arm. I responded without thinking, kicking out at his knee. That always stops the grown-ups in the alleys. While they recover, I get a chance to run away.

Not this time. The Crazy Man did something I still can’t figure out. He twisted around somehow and my kick went somewhere I hadn’t intended. I ended up facing sideways, his hand still gripping my arm. I was starting to get worried. At that point, he did something I didn’t expect. He spoke to me.

“You...where...you...pebbles?” he asked. 

I think he was asking. His voice had that lift at the end. I thought I should answer him.

“Let me go, you crazy grunt,” I said. For good measure, I shouted,” Marcus!”

“No!” he said. “Pebbles! Where?”

With his other hand he reached for my neck. I tried to draw back, but he was too close and too fast. Only he didn’t reach for my neck. He grabbed the necklace and pulled. The string broke, and the beads he wasn’t holding dropped off onto the ground. The Crazy Guy lost all interest in me. He dropped to the ground and started looking for the beads.

I started to run past him, thinking I was free. I ran right into Marcus, who’s as big as one of the columns of Venus’ temple.

“What are you doing here?” he growled at me. “Are you bothering my worker?” 

“You, why did you stop pumping the bellows?” He addressed this last question to the Crazy Guy, who was on his hands and knees, scrabbling through the ashes for the scattered beads.

I turned away from Marcus, because I saw a clump of the beads. I picked them up and nudged the Crazy Man, because I figured that ‘helping the Crazy Guy’ would explain what I was doing there. He looked up at me, and I saw his eyes didn’t look crazed any more. When he saw the beads in my cupped hand, he said something I couldn’t understand, but his meaning was clear. He smiled at me, and nodded his head up and down.

“Tenobius!” yelled Marcus “Back to work!” 

He illustrated this by pointing at the bellows and mimed pumping it up and down.

Tenobius, this must be the Crazy Guy’s name, nodded his head rapidly up and down. He got up from the ground, and I thought he was going back to work, but he grabbed my hands together and pumped them up and down like a bellows. He smiled at me.

“You...more...pebbles,” he said, then went back to work.

“And you,” Marcus said, standing over me with his hands on his hips, “Beat it!” I did.

As I ran from Marcus’ blacksmith shop, I realized I lost the nuts, and I lost the necklace. I had nothing to show for my morning, except that I saw Tenobius, the Crazy Guy, up close. If I wanted to see him again, he would be eager to see me, if only I brought more beads.

 

~ * ~

 

The next day I went to see The Runt. As usual, I climbed up on top of Horatius’ vegetable stand and looked in through Publius’ window, because his mother didn’t want him to be hanging out with me. Fortunately, he was in, but he almost got us in trouble by shouting my name loud enough for anyone in the domus to hear. The shout was inspired by his surprise at seeing me alive and whole, with no visible scars, so I let it pass. I told him to make some excuse and come outside to meet me.

A little while later we were walking down the street. The Runt gave me a little bag of nuts. He felt guilty about running off with all of them the other day, even if I did give them up. He wanted to know how it was I wasn’t dead, and what happened with The Crazy Guy. So, I told him the story, embellishing it just a little. He was amazed The Crazy Guy had a real name.

“Tenobius...” he said, pondering it.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about that. It bothers me. I’ve never heard a name like it. What do you think?” 

One thing I’ll give the Runt is he may not have street smarts, but he has a lot of book learning. He can read, and his parents have paid for tutors. If Tenobius was a name in any of the major kingdoms, or was a foreign word, he’d probably know about it. It was no good. He racked his brain, staring off into the distance for a long while, but when he came back to earth, he had nothing for me.

“I’ll have a look through my father’s books.” he promised. “He has a lot of geography stored away.”

We talked about Tenobius’ interest in the bead necklace. Now that he had a name, it didn’t seem right to call him The Crazy Guy. The Runt said it might be because they were made of glass and had metal in them, so they were shiny. Lots of animals liked shiny things, and so did a lot of barbarians. He heard that the Phoenicians used to take strings of beads when they sailed out into the Wild, to trade with the savages.

That made sense. It would explain why he got so excited when he first saw them, and how he scrabbled through the dust looking for all of them. I asked Publius if he had any more of them, so I could see if he was still excited. I wanted to go see the Stranger again, and if I did, I wanted to bring something.

Publius told me he had put together that string himself from a set of his mother’s Egyptian beads that broke apart. That’s why it broke apart so easily. He said there were more of them, and he’d get them for me if I told him how the Stranger reacted to them.

 

~ * ~

 

A little while later I had a bag of beads. I tried stringing some of them together, but it was a pain to run the thread a string through the tiny hole in the bead without having the string come apart, or get stuck partway through. I finally decided he seemed to like the unstrung beads that came apart, so he’d probably like a bag of unstrung beads as well as a fully assembled set.

I was almost at Marcus’ shop when I had another idea. If Tenobius liked shiny beads, he might like other shiny things. I found some bits of glass in the trash at the jeweler’s, and the bodies of some flies near the food stalls. I found some small pebbles, too, since Tenobius babbled about pebbles. So, I had several little bags of stuff to bring over.

Why did I do it? I wanted to see how he reacted. I liked the way his face lit up when he first found the beads, and he felt so grateful to me.

Carrying all my bags, I went to Marcus’ stall. Marcus looked up, saw me, and frowned. I hadn’t really considered how I was going to get past him.

“What are you doing here? Get back to your home, or I’ll give you a proper whipping. I don’t need any loafers here.”

I decided to do something unexpected, I told him the truth. I showed him my bag of beads, and said it was for the Stranger. A queer look came over Marcus’ face when I said this.

“They are, huh? You expect me to pay for them?”

“No. He was just so happy to get them yesterday, I wanted to see how he’d react if I gave him more.”

He was sure there was some kind of trick in it, and he was stumped when he couldn’t figure it out. Finally, I said, “Don’t you want to see what he does?”

Marcus thought a couple of moments more. Then, without taking his eyes off me, he raised his voice to call into the shop.

“Tenobius! Get over here.”

The Crazy Stranger was already coming before Marcus finished calling for him. He looked at Marcus, before he noticed me. There was curiosity in his face, followed by interest. I held out the bag of beads to him without saying anything. He took it gingerly and poured some of the contents out into one hand. His mouth opened in surprise, and he looked up at me, smiling broadly and nodding his head enthusiastically. He put the bag down and stirred the few he’d poured into his palm with one finer of his other hand. He carefully picked up a bead between his thumb and forefinger and examined it carefully, turning it over and over, looking down the hole in the center.

Evidently, he liked it. He babbled something in some foreign language, smiling.

I held out the other bags, and his puzzled expression was easy to understand. Was I giving him more beads? He took the other bags and, one at a time, opened them, poured some into his hand, and studied them.

He didn’t care for the flies, even though their bodies shone like colored metal. He smiled crookedly and shook his head emphatically from side to side. It was evident he wasn’t interested when he handed the bag back to me. He was more interested in the glass, looking through it carefully to see if here were any beads among the chips. There weren’t, but he kept the bag anyway. He scrutinized the bag of metal shards carefully, and decided he would keep it, too. The bag of pebbles didn’t interest him at all.

When he finished, he placed the bags he wanted in folds in his clothes. He took me by each shoulder, looked at me gratefully, and gave a formal nod of his head. He suddenly stopped, turned away, and left.

“That’s it,” said Marcus. “The puppet show is over. You’ve had your fun. Tenobius has to get back to work. Go on, out.”

I looked pleadingly back up at him. Marcus had a reputation as a tough man, and I could see it in his face. I turned to go. I was almost to the street when Tenobius came panting after me, shouting something over and over. He saw me and came over, despite Marcus’ protests. He had his hands together in a ball, holding something. As I watched, he dramatically opened them, revealing...a disc of some kind. It felt like a piece of horn, only flat. He grabbed my hand and carefully laid it in my hand, then closed my fingers over it. It was mine, he was saying. This was in return for the beads and other things.

He pointed to himself and said a long screel of something in barbarian talk, which ended in “Tenobi”, and pointed to his chest. He pointed at me, and his face asked a question. What’s your name? He was asking.

“Argus,” I said, giving him the name, everyone knew me by.

“Arr—goos” he said, thoughtfully to himself. After a moment, he said to me, “gobbledegook, Argus” With that, he turned back to the shop, where Marcus was shouting at him.

I resisted the temptation to look at what he’d given me until I was safe in one of my hideaways. When he put it in my hand, I thought he was just giving me something shiny in return for the shiny things I’d given him. Something light and multicolored. Insect wings, maybe, or nacre from inside an oyster shell from somebody’s lunch.

What he gave me was something I never saw before. Light as a feather, it was flat and perfectly round. More circular than a new denarius. You couldn’t say what color it was. It was no color, and all colors. As you turned it over and moved it around it was first red, then yellow, then green. When the sunlight hit it, it reflected light up on the ceiling in a bright rainbow of colors. It was a magic mirror that colored the sunlight. I couldn’t stop looking at the glory of it. Nobody ever saw anything like this before.

What in the name of the gods was this? Who was Tenobius that he had it, and would give it away for a sack full of shiny beads? What had I gotten myself into?

 

~ * ~

 

We were sitting in the Leather tree, overlooking the Little Forum. There were several forks partway up that were comfortable to sit or lie in, and gave you a view of the entire square. You could watch the Guard making its patrols, or watch the Vegetable Girls come in from the country and set up their stand. You could keep an eye on Menelaius, the very bad pickpocket trying to steal something, and make bets on how long it would take the Guard to stop him. Mostly, you could just lie comfortably above the world, like the gods in Olympus, and see it go by.

The Runt and I were up there, along with Tullius. The tree belonged to Tullius, mostly because he claimed it, and kept people he didn’t like out of it. Also, because the tree was in front of his father’s leatherwork shop. If you wanted to get into the tree, Tullius had to approve of you, and you had to pay tribute. Right now, Publius was up there because of me, and I was there on the strength of the disc Tenobius gave me.

When I put it into Tullius’ hand, he tried not to look impressed, but he clearly was. He held it close to his eye and far away, he tried to see reflections in it. He reflected sunlight from it onto his hand and looked at all the different colors he could get. Publius had done the same things.

The excitement he felt at first ran down, and he was beginning to get used to the thing being around. He was now examining it carefully, instead of playing with it. I hadn’t given it to him, he was just getting to look at it. He understood that, and I understood that. If he tried to keep it, he knew he wouldn’t ever be able to come down safely from his tree. I’d be waiting for him. We were friends, and all, but you have to recognize how things stand. I was still trying to teach this to the Runt.

“It’s been punched out,” Tullius said, after carefully studying the edge. “Whoever made this used a punch like the one my dad uses to make holes for the harness. The edge is perfectly smooth and round. Nobody cut this out with a knife or a set of shears.”

“I heard that old Marius could use a pair of shears to cut a perfect circle from vellum,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard stories like that. I don’t believe them. Nobody’s hand is that steady. This was punched out.”

He examined it again, running his fingernail over the surface.

“This stuff it’s made out of. I don’t know what it is. It feels kind of like dried fish bladder. Still it’s ridged, like a feather. If you hold a feather up to your eye you can sometimes see colors, you know?”

“Not like this,” I answered. “Don’t go trying to pull it apart to see if it is some kind of feather.”

“All right, all right. Do you know where he got this?”

“He can barely speak Latin. Maybe when he learns more, I can ask him. Not now. I’m lucky I know his name.”

I turned to where The Runt was perched uneasily in a crotch of the tree. He was delighted to be in Tullius’ tree, but scared he might fall. I don’t think he’d ever been that high off the ground without a floor under him. Between his shyness and his fear, he was uncomfortably quiet.

“Speaking of his name,” I said to him, “What have you found out in those books of yours?”

“I couldn’t find ‘Tenobius’, or anything like it. Barbarian names are all weird, but they’re weird in different ways.”

“Weird how?”

“They use different letters, or put them together in different ways. I think I could tell if a name is Gaulish, or Egyptian, even if I haven’t heard it before. I don’t know what ‘Tenobius’ is. I’ll bet it’s not really his name.”

“What do you mean?” asked Tullius, looking up from the disc.

“Grown-ups change names so they sound more like Latin ones. I asked my father about foreign names, and the ones Egyptians use to each other aren’t the same as the ones they use with us. We throw in more letters. We put an ‘s’ at the end. His real name might be ‘Tenobi’ Maybe you can ask him.”

“How is he gonna do that?” Tullius asked. “He can barely speak.”

“No, no,” I said. “I know how I can ask him. The problem is I don’t think Marcus wants me to be around anymore. I’ll have to get past him and those two apprentices he has. They’ll squeal if I try to get close.”

I held my hand out toward Tullius. He didn’t want to give up the Rainbow Disc, but fair’s fair. He’d had it long enough. He slowly extended his hand, very deliberately holding the disc between thumb and forefinger. I knew if I reached too fast for it, he’d just pull it away, and I’d look like a jerk. I couldn’t look too eager. The thing to do was to hold out my hand as if I expected him to put it in my hand. I hoped The Runt was paying attention.

He was. His attention was riveted as Tullius transferred the disc to my hand.

“Argus,” said Publius, “I have an idea.”

“Yeah, what?” I was afraid he’d have some involved, hare-brained idea about how to get to Tenobius.

“Look at Tullius’ hand.” I did. It looked the same as it always did. It was a hand.

“What about it?”

“Well, look at it. It doesn’t look like yours. He’s got scratches and scars on it. Here’s hard callus at the base of his thumb, and his fingers are thick. It’s a working man’s hand, even though he’s a boy like us.”

“Yeah. Not a girly hand like yours,” bragged Tullius. 

Publius turned away and hid his hand at first, but then he held it up, fingers spread.

“Yes, look,” he said. “Thin fingers with no calluses. They also bend more easily. I don’t swing a hammer punch or cut up hides. I write, and I play the cithara. You can tell what I do from the way my hand looks. Argus has hands between the way ours look. He climbs, he gathers things. He works, but not hard.”

“So?” asked Tullius.

“So, what are Tenobius’ hands like? I didn’t get a good look, but Argus did.”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“If they were thick and callused, you’d probably have noticed.”

“Okay, so say they weren’t. So what?”

“So, if they weren’t, maybe he wasn’t pumping bellows for a long time, or shoveling charcoal. He had to eat, so what was he doing with his hands before he was at Marcus’ shop?”

Tullius and I were silent. It was an interesting thought. It was interesting to think you could read a man through his hands. I thought about the draymen with their coarse fingers, and the farmers who brought their grain and vegetables to the market, where merchants with soft hands piled things up and wrote in accounts books sold them. What could Tenobius have been doing with those hands? I’d have to get a better look at them.

“So, what was he doing with his hands?” asked Tullius.

“He was making that,” said Publius, indicating the disc.

Of course. It was so obvious, once he said it.

“It’s just a guess, maybe he was a jeweler or a goldsmith in his own country. Some skilled trade like that.”

“There’s a thought,” I said. 

Marcus was a blacksmith and a sometime worker in bronze and tin. He’d love to elbow his way to the upper strata of silversmithing and goldsmithing, but he didn’t have the knowledge.  What if he had a skilled metalsmith in his shop already, just pumping the bellows? How did Tenobius feel about doing such grunt work? There were possibilities here.

 

~ * ~

 

“Beat it!” said Marcus, barely looking up at me. “I’m busy!”

I hadn’t gotten any closer than the shop entrance. It was the greeting I expected, and I was ready for it. I pulled out Tenobius’s disc and caught a shaft of sunlight with it, reflecting a bright patch of color right into Marcus’ eye. As I rotated it, the color changed in the weird way it did with that disc. I swept red light, yellow light, green light, blue light back and forth across Marcus’ face. It was actually sort of pretty.

He knew something was wrong, and acted at first as if a fly had landed on his face. He tried to brush it away, but of course he couldn’t brush the color away. 

Tenobius looked up, straight into the glare, and opened his mouth to yell. He realized something strange was going on when the color flooding his face kept changing. It had a miraculous effect. Marcus stopped being nasty.

“What’s that you’ve got there?” he asked, when he realized it was me behind the flashing light.

“Something Tenobius gave me.”

“Give it here,” he said, motioning with his hand.

“Only if I get it back. He gave it to me.”

Marcus nodded. I took that as agreement, and I approached him with it.

I was taking a chance, I knew. Grown-ups don’t think there’s anything wrong with breaking their word to a child. I was a nuisance, and he gave me more respect on account of that.

I couldn’t tell you exactly why I was doing this, risking my bauble for Tenobius’ account. Part of it was because I thought he deserved better. I think part of me was calculating what I could get out of it. If this worked, not only would Tenobius owe me, Marcus might think he did too. It’s always good to build up a stock of obligations that you can cash in later.

“All right,” Marcus said, finally, “What is it?”

“Tenobius gave it to me. Ask him.”

“You know I can’t...”

“Look, it’s small and light and pretty. It flashes light like a cut gem. I say maybe it’s part of some jewelry.” 

I gave him Publius’ argument about Tenobius being a jeweler, with his delicate hands, and the evidence of this rainbow thing. Marcus allowed it might be true.

“Even so,” he said, “How can we use this?”

“You can’t use it, it’s mine. If he gave me the one, he probably has more, or knows how to make more. You’ve told people you want to move into goldsmithing. This might be the way to do it.”

“What? Give Tenobius a chance with the fine tools? He’ll probably break them or steal them.”

“What do you have to lose? You’re not using them now.”

He gave me a level stare.

“I don’t do things to make you happy, boy. Why do you care, anyway? What do you get out of it if I let him use the fine tools?”

“I don’t like to see a good man go to waste,” I said. 

He was silent, skeptical. 

“Maybe I can work with him.”

“Ha!” he said, triumphantly. 

He walked around, boiling off excess energy. I felt sure he was going to throw me out, and keep the rainbow disc, too. Before I knew it, he’d grabbed the scruff of my tunic. He put his face close to mine, and spoke in a low voice.

“You’re really going to work with him? You, The Brat of the Little Forum?”

“Yes!” I shouted. “I want to see where that comes from. Besides he’s weird and interesting.”

“Well, then, I’ll hold you to it,” he said, pushing me away as he let go of my tunic. 

To my surprise, he held out the disc for me to take. 

“I’ve got Metellus and Arnicus as my apprentices. I can’t spare either of them to help Tenobius. If you want him to have a chance, he’s your project. If you don’t work for him, it’s off.”

“How long do I have to do this?”

“How long do you think it will take to prove him? If he burns his hands and doesn’t know what to do, he’ll be back to pumping the bellows tomorrow. I’ll give him two weeks to accomplish something.”

“Like what?”

“I’ve got a fibula someone wants repaired. I haven’t got the time, and I know my two boys wouldn’t know how to start. Let’s see what Tenobius can do. And you. Do you agree?”

“Yeah. Yes, I do.”

“Swear by Castor you’ll work.”

“What, am I a girl? I swear by Mercury I’ll do as you say.”

“All right, then. Let’s get Tenobius out of the back.”

 

~ * ~

 

Tenobius had the bewildered look of a cow brought in from the field before the end of day. His not being able to speak proper Latin was going to make this difficult. I would have to do it all in pantomime. He looked from me to Marcus, then back again.

Marcus motioned for us to follow him to a table in the back. He took the workpieces off the table, then broke off a branch with leaves from the tree outside and brushed the table off. He brought out a box, placed it on the table, and swung the lid up. He looked at Tenobius.

The Stranger shyly came over and peered into the box. He reached in and pulled out a pair of brass pliers. They were tarnished, dirty, and bent. They were also smaller and finer than the crude iron tongs hanging in the shop.

Tenobius’ face lit up with delight. He knew precisely what these were and what they were for. You got the sense he couldn’t wait to use them. He worked them open and closed. He put his finger between the jaws, closed them down carefully, and pulled his finger away, judging the force it took. Even Marcus could see he’d used these before. Tenobius carefully placed the pliers down on the table and reached into the box again.

This time he removed a small saw. He ran a finger along the edge and sighted down the length of blade, holding it up to his eye. After examining it, he placed it on the table, next to and parallel to the pliers.

He kept taking things out, examining them, and putting them down. I could identify a hammer, a file, some clamps. There were other things I couldn’t identify, but Tenobius evidently could. He emptied the box, and seemed disappointed there wasn’t more. I think he was hoping for some tools he used, but weren’t there.

“Very well, “said Marcus. “You know what these are. I can see that. You, use these there to fix this.” He used sweeping gestures to illustrate what he said, and held up the two pieces of the fibula, one in each hand. He mimed putting them together, then pointed to Tenobius and to the tools.

Comprehension dawned in his face, and he inhaled suddenly. Overcome by the thought of the task, maybe. He grabbed for the sleeve of Marcus’ tunic, then turned and held up one of the tools I couldn’t identify, and said something I couldn’t understand. Tenobius mimed using it to do something to the fibula, making sounds with his mouth. 

I had no idea what he was trying to say, but Marcus did. He nodded. He stepped across the shop and returned with what looked to me like a blob of metal. It certainly wasn’t any kind of tool. Tenobius was puzzled, too, for a moment, but his face lit up. He nodded rapidly. He got that confused look again, and spoke in a worried tone. This time I understood the words.

“The running!” he said “The running!” He closed his eyes tightly in concentration. “It flows! Flows!”

Marcus seemed to figure it out, because he went across the shop and returned with a dirty little pot of something. Tenobius crooked the mouth toward himself so he could get a look inside, then carefully sniffed it. He looked at Marcus and nodded, slowly this time.

“Good,” said Marcus. “You and you, Argus, have one week to do something with that.” He illustrated this with pointing at both of us, and at the Fibula, and held up seven fingers to indicate the week. Withhout saying anything more he turned and left.

Tenobius looked at me. I returned the look, and repeated the gestures.

“You and me,” I said. “Fix that. In one week. Seven days. You understand?”

He nodded once, emphatically, the pulled up two stools to the table, indicating I should take one. Immediately, he sat down and started to study the fibula.

 

~ * ~

 

It didn't take us a week to repair the piece. It only took us hours, but they were very long hours. Much of it was me trying to get things for Tenobius. This was difficult because it was hard to make out what he wanted, between his lack of language and my not knowing my way around a smithy. Part of it was because I had no idea where anything was in the shop. I tried to ask Matellus and Arnicus, but they were wrapped up in trying to make a dozen spikes before Marcus got back, and they were making a botch of the job. They really didn't want to help me, anyway.

"Apprenticed to the Wild Man, are you, Argus?" asked Metellus.

"Keep it up, and you'll be a really good madman yourself, one of these days," answered Arnicus. 

They both laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world.

Tenobius started by turning the pieces over and seeing how they fit together. I'd never seen a fibula in use before. It's a kind of pin used by ladies to held their clothing together, usually a cloak. After you stuck it through both pieces of cloth you locked the needle part against the decorative front, so it wouldn't come apart. In this case the part holding it in place came off. Tenobius looked at how it had been attached and shook his head. He explained things to me in barbarian talk, and I nodded my head as if I understood. We seemed to be getting along fine. From watching his hands, I got the sense. This shelf is too small where it was attached. That's why the pressure of the pin broke it off. If I just put it back on, it’ll break off again. I have to change the way it's attached.

Tenobius took the small hammer and a tool like a chisel, and had me find a small anvil. He re-hammered the piece and re-formed it, giving it a broad base. He took one of the tools I couldn't identify and the small piece and put them in the charcoal fire. Finally, he had me pump the bellows until the fire was hot. He pulled out the piece with the pliers and used a stick to apply some of the stuff from the pot, then pressed the blob of metal to it. Some of it melted from the heat and stayed there. Tenobius put that down and used the hot tool from the fire to do the same thing to the back of the fibula, cleaning off a patch with the pot stuff, but when he tried to melt some of the metal onto it, it wouldn't work.

He ran through several tries without success. It's not getting hot enough, he eventually made me understand. 

He ended up putting the entire pin among the charcoals and had me heat it. With the entire pin heating up, Tenobius was able to melt metal onto it. He took the small bit he'd worked on and heated it in the fire along with the pin, then stuck them together were the melted metal was. He had me pump up the fire again. He held the piece in place with his pliers and had me stop. He held it for a while until it  cooled. When it set, he carefully pulled it out and let it finish cooling on the bench.

The piece was firmly attached, and across a broader face than before, but some of the grey metal had run down out from between the two pieces, leaving a trail that ended in a blob of gray metal. Tenobius wasn't happy about that, but I could see it was on the back of the pin, where it wouldn't show. More of a problem was that the pin had been in the fire, and was crusty with ashes and discoloration.

After it cooled, he tested the link, and decided he was happy with it. He set about carefully cleaning off the fibula with water. I found him some soap, which he gratefully took. The surface looked cleaner, but still had discolorations on it. Tenobius had me fetch some wood
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