

    
        
          The Vesuvian Prophecy

        

        
        
          Charles Ynfante

        

        
          Published by Charles Ynfante, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE VESUVIAN PROPHECY

    

    
      First edition. January 10, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Charles Ynfante.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215320082

    

    
    
      Written by Charles Ynfante.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

1

2

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

37

38

39

40

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

Sign up for Charles Ynfante's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Old Man, Beowulf, and the King

Also By Charles Ynfante

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


[image: ]


Endeena and her family went to the place where her grandparents were buried on the edge of the farm. They had been killed in the Great Earthquake of 50 AD, eighteen years earlier, that had destroyed parts of Pompeii. Endeena’s husband, Althamus, was there at the gravesite, as were her mother and father, Hortensa and Orthus. Her father was a plump fellow with graying hair, who had bouts of melancholy. Her mother, creased in face from years of worry, if not always cheerful, tried to keep a positive attitude. Endeena, being newly married, was also newly pregnant. She was twenty-two years old; she was four when her grandparents had died. She had been out in the fields of their farm; her grandparents had been inside the house. When the quake struck, the grandparents had been killed by falling walls. Endeena and the others were at the gravesite to pay their respect, to remember, and to let the dead know that they were still loved.

Her long black hair swirled from the warm breeze of the clear hot day. Her modest dress moved in furrows from that gentle wind. Her face was ashen, serious.

The dead were physically gone but never forgotten. The memories of her grandparents came to her in dreams and not all of them at night. The dreams came when she found herself dozing off on a hot summer afternoon. She thought she heard their whispered voices drifting in the air. She believed she saw their faces in the shimmering heat waves dancing off the hot earth. The ground over the graves was like a vase that had not been broken but cracked.

Endeena placed the flowers she had gathered and placed them on the graves. The pedals of the flowers were brilliant hues of color in contrast to the dry grass and parched soil beneath them. Once again, as she had done many times before, she tried to imagine their bones, skinny and brittle after all the years in their final resting place.

She wiped a bead of sweat with a finger from her brow. She swatted at the air to keep a fly away. Here and there tiny lizards slithered away on the dirt to their hiding places. Flies and bees buzzed around her and her family. But she stood solemnly, head bowed, her lips moving to a memorized prayer she had whispered many times to them.

After this ritual to the dead, she and the family intended to make their sacrifices of animals to the god, Neptune, in the hope that he would have mercy on them all; in the hopes that Pompeii would be spared another deadly earthquake; in the hope that their own lives would be spared.

Endeena had heard the stories of the Great Earthquake from her parents and others. She heard and could not hear enough in morbid curiosity how Pompeii, and other towns, villages, and farms had been leveled or destroyed. She feared that the gods must surely have been angry at the people of that region of Italy. What had the people done to gain the wrath of the gods if anything? What had they transgressed that was forbidden? Many people had many opinions but no one person knew the real answer or the truth. No one knew what the gods really thought or intended. 

Hence, for Endeena and her family and others, they went to where they believed clues to the answers could be found. They went to the oracles and the prophets. But those legitimate sources were not frivolous and could cost a great deal of money for answers. Consequently, access to them was limited.

Endeena and her family gently backed away from the graves to prepare for the sacrifices. As they walked away from the graves, they heard the hammering and shouting of men from the shipyards on the beach of the bay not far away, as well as the chirping of birds and daytime crickets. They could smell the brine of the bay, the manure from the farm animals, the musky smell of flittering leaves of the trees and bushes. From somewhere came the smell of smoke. Another farmer was burning unwanted debris. Here and there a bit of ash fell from the sky.

Endeena cupped her hand over her eyes from the glaring sun of that hot day. Her skin burned. From her shadowed eyes, she scanned the bay and beyond to the town of Napoli on the other side of the bay. She saw the other towns and villages lining the bay in the distance, glittering like beads in the bright light of the sun. The day was achingly clear, blue, brilliant.

Finally, her gaze turned to the Mountain Vesuvius. A mountain as perfectly shaped as an Egyptian pyramid. The Mountain was solid and serene. Endeena felt a comfort in its familiarity, having seen it all her short life. She admired its quiet dignity. 

She lowered her hand from her eyes from the heavy heat of the day and walked away with head bowed.
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Divinius, twenty-eight years-old, was a small-time prophet. He was not a religious leader; he never claimed he was divinely inspired. He told those who came to him he was a humble oracle. For all practical matters, however, he was only trying to make a living. For his prophecies, he asked only minimal payment in coin of low denomination; or asked for a platter of food; or expected clothing that would have been discarded anyway by its owner. He was in the business of telling others what they wanted to hear, to believe. More often than not, he modestly succeeded in that his prophecies were general and vague, enough to convince the listener. He gave the best educated guess he could about an individual’s circumstances and immediate future.

He was just trying to make a living.

He was not suited to anything else. He detested being a farmer. He was too lazy to help with shipbuilding. He did not have the wealth to run for office. He did not have the fortitude to be a trader and travel long distances. He did not have the knowledge to be an engineer.

No.

He wanted to make a living using the least effort possible. Hence, his attempts at being an oracle. He eked by on that. 

Barely. 

And gambling with Dominic, the Greek, and Ramses, the Egyptian didn’t help. He lived in the woods in a hut made of downed tree branches and animal skins at the base of the Mountain Vesuvius. He slept on a mat on the ground, had a few personal belongings, and basic weapons to hunt for food. Nothing else.

>>>  >>>

Early one morning, just after dawn, he heard the low voices of men and the whinnying of horses. He stepped outside his hut and saw two soldiers on tall powerful horses approaching.

“Are you the one called Divinius?” A red-mustachioed soldier said.

“Yes, sir.” Divinius made sure he was overly respectful by keeping his voice low and head bowed.

“General Vibius has ordered us to take you to him.” 

“But why?”  Divinius was now nervous. “I haven’t stolen. I haven’t hurt anyone.”

“We don’t care.” Said the other soldier with a big nose, impatient.

“Just get on your horse.” The red-mustachioed one ordered, “and follow us.”

“I don’t have a horse. I can’t afford one.”

“Damn! Who in the hell ever heard of anyone not owning a horse?” The red-mustachioed soldier said in disbelief. Although Divinius did not own a horse, he was, in fact, an accomplished rider from borrowing the horses of others.

“He ain’t riding with me.” The big-nosed soldier shook his head, determined to have it his way.

“Well, he’s not riding with me.” The other soldier shot back.

“He’s riding with you and you’ll like it.”

“Why?”

“Because the general wants him and you lost at dice last night. You owe me.”

The red-mustachioed soldier spat on the ground. 

“Ok, little girl,” he said to Divinius, stretching out his arm to him. 

Divinius held onto the soldier’s arm, bulging with solid muscle, slick with sweat, sticky with dirt. The soldier hoisted Divinius up onto the back of the horse as if he were nothing more than a child’s doll. The horse was large and powerful, stamping the ground with its heavy hooves. Before Divinius could settle himself, the soldier set the horse in motion. Divinius, fearing he would fall off, wrapped his arm around the waist of the intimidating soldier. Divinius felt nothing but cold hard chain mail. He also felt considerably embarrassed.

>>>  >>>

The main road to Napoli on the other side of the bay from Pompeii was eighteen miles long. There was not a part of the road that was not populated. The main road was lined with buildings of every sort, villages, towns, farms, and trees. 

They arrived at the General’s mansion in early afternoon. Divinius had never been to a mansion before. He was intimidated by the size of the home, felt out of place in the lush garden of roses, the thick neatly trimmed bushes, and well-watered grass. There were small marble statues of military and political men. The slaves manicuring the huge front garden turned their attention to the soldiers approaching. 

Divinius pushed himself awkwardly off the rear of the horse. He did not want to be helped off because that would have been too much for even his small ego. He stumbled as his hit the ground and fell. The soldiers laughed at him as they dismounted. The slaves in the garden also laughed. Divinius used his dirty hands to dust the dirt off his sweat-stained, wrinkled tunic. He was worried and fearful that a powerful military man had summoned him. It meant trouble, he was sure of it.

The soldiers stood on either side of him as they led him to the front door. Divinius felt he was on his way to gallows. The red-mustachioed soldier opened the door and led the way in, while the big-nosed soldier marched just behind him. No escape now. His fate was sealed.

>>>  >>>

When Divinius saw the General’s face, he still trembled, but not from fear, but rage. It took all his strength to keep himself from wrapping his hands around the scrawny neck of the General and choking him to death. The General’s face was the one he had seen in his childhood and he had never forgotten it. General Vibius had killed his father.

3

General Vibius kept a tight condescending smile as he examined Divinius. But obviously the elderly sixty-year old general had not recognized Divinius in return because his facial features had changed too much from child to man. The General was a much taller man than Divinius; he was well over six-feet tall.

Standing before the powerful military man no longer frightened or intimidated Divinius. If anything, he was now as relaxed as a lion in front of its helpless prey. 

“Ah! So, you are one of the prophets in this region.” The General’s voice was high-pitched voice. “Yes, sir.” Divinius was deliberate, never taking his gaze away from the cold, emotionless eyes of the General.

“I am reappointed here after many years. I am making it my business to know who does what and where.”

Reappointed or not, Divinius, after all the years, had never forgotten the face of General Vibius. Beady eyes. Beak nose. Pointed cheek bones. Thin lips. Extremely receding chin. But the eyes were his nail marks: non-emotional and cold to the point of being dead-like.

“Ah! And your name?” The voice arrogant.

“Divinius, sir.” He spoke quietly as if he was humble. He felt anything but. 

“How suiting a name for an oracle.” The old man wanted to sound clever.

Divinius was silent, head bowed but his eyes still fixed into those of his inquisitor.

The General sat in a large chair made of thick wood, draped with a wonderfully knitted wool blanket. He wore his casual attire: a silk and satin tunic, velvet waist belt, leather sandals. On a small table next to him were plates of food, partially eaten, of fish, fruit, and bread; a gold goblet held wine. A slave nearby, a very young man, waited upon his every sigh. At a table behind the General was a scribe, sitting in front of a roll of papyrus, obviously the General’s private secretary. The two soldiers, who had escorted Divinius, stood silently by the front door. The interior of the room was not decorated or completely furnished, meaning that the General had moved in most recently.

“What is your lineage?”

“I am an orphan, sir,” Divinius confessed. “Raised by kind strangers here and there.”

The General regarded him carefully, studying his face, and eyeing him from head to foot. “You look familiar to me somehow.” The General’s eyes narrowed as if trying to remember.

“I am a poor man, sir. I am unable to travel far. I have been in the Pompeii area my entire life.”

“He says he doesn’t even own a horse!” The red-mustachioed soldier said condescendingly.

The General raised his hand to silence the soldier without taking his eyes off Divinius.

“From the few reports about you so far,” the General was dismissive, “no one has complained about you. With marauding thieves in the area stealing supplies from the Emperor’s caravans, that is fortunate for you.”

Divinius still had not stopped looking at General Vibius in the eyes.

“Because of your so-called liaison with the gods, I may have some use for you. So many of those who claim to be what they are turn out to be liars, cheaters, and scoundrels.” The General leaned slightly forward. “I hope you are not, or come to be, any one of those.”

“My only desire, sir, is to obey you and serve you.” Divinius was overly respectful, but he had no intention of continuing either for long.

The General leaned back into his chair, turned his thin lips into a crooked sneer, and rapped his knuckles on the table next to him. He raised his arm and pointed a finger randomly in the air. “Give this man a bit of food and send him on his way.”

The young slave nearby placed fish, fruit and bread into a small sack and handed it to Divinius. He took it mechanically, without a thank you to the slave or the General.

“See to it,” the General ordered the soldiers by the door, “that this ... oracle ... gets safely back to whatever he calls home.”

The soldiers escorted Divinius outside and mounted their horses.

“He rode with me here,” the red-mustachioed soldier told his partner pointedly, “now he can ride with you. The big-nosed soldier grumbled as he hoisted Divinius onto the rear of his tall horse.

>>>  >>>

On the ride back to Pompeii, many thoughts crisscrossed his mind. Vibius had status and wealth, had access to whatever he wanted whenever he wanted. The General could not have been so desperate as to rely on someone as low in class as himself. Divinius understood that everyone wanted to believe in a better future for themselves. General Vibius would use the most well-known and powerful, most reputable oracles and prophets to help predict his future. But he would also use the least or lesser known such as himself. 

To cover himself against the wrath of the gods. 

As a military man, Vibius would make sure all his flanks were covered. Divinius knew now he had the edge over Vibius, and that the General’s belief was that he had a connection to the gods. 

Divinius did not have soldiers, slaves or scribes at his command like the General. There was not the slightest hope, even in his dreams, to be the leader of a Roman legion. He had no authority from the Emperor in Rome over anything. But he had one small thing in his favor: his tenuous reputation as an oracle, a prophet; even if only among some of the people around Pompeii.

Divinius had never been officially ordained, never formally recognized as an oracle by any authority. Like so many events in his life, he had stumbled into that role. The common poor folk who came to him for insight into the future gave him simple coin, food, and the benefit of the doubt.

But now it was time to get serious, more serious about anything he had ever done in his entire life. He would murder the General. Vibius had killed his father and Divinius wanted revenge. He hoped the gods would forgive him for that.

When they arrived in Pompeii, it was late afternoon. The big-nosed soldier pushed him off his horse. Only this time, instead of stumbling, Divinius landed squarely on his feet. The soldiers, stoop-shouldered from the long ride, meandered away on their horses.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4


[image: ]


Divinius did not walk back to his hut in the woods at the foot of the Mountain Vesuvius. Instead, he went the place where his father was killed. He always went alone because there was no one else who shared that experience, that memory. He never knew where his father had been buried if he was buried at all. General Vibius had ordered soldiers to tie his dead father’s ankles to ropes behind a strong horse and had him dragged away. 

He kneeled to the ground and dusted off the dry grass where his father lay crumpled so many years before. The memory came back fast and strong. Divinius had been a very young boy. As the soldiers approached in the distance, his father had told him,

“Run! Hide!”

Divinius ran up a steep hill and hid behind a boulder.

He saw his father, a straight-standing man, gesturing calmly to Vibius, who was then Captain not General. Divinius saw the face of Vibius clearly, as clearly as if he had seen a venomous snake for the first time in his life. His father was surrounded by several soldiers, all off their horses. The sunlight was so bright Divinius had to cup one hand over his eyes to see. The day was hot and still, even the birds and insects were quiet and out of sight. Yet, as quiet as the day was, he could not hear his father speaking to the Vibius. Divinius had trouble breathing it was so hot behind the boulder. There were no trees or bushes nearby; so the boulder had soaked up all the heat of the day and was reflecting back onto him. Sweat dripped across his eyes, stinging them, blurring his vision, making it hard to see.

The Captain pointed at his father and then raised his arm. Vibius turned his head to the soldier standing closest to his father. The soldier removed his sword from its sheath and lifted it up above his victim’s head. The metal blade caught the reflection of the sun’s brilliant light, blinding the young Divinius. He had to blink because of that and because of the dripping sweat searing his eye sight. He used his fingers to clear his vision. When he opened his eyes, he saw his father contorted on the ground, a pool of blood spreading from beneath him. Divinius caught his breath hard, gagged, and vomited. The thick bile spilled from his mouth to the dirt. When he next looked up, the Captain and his soldiers had disappeared in a swirl of dust with his father dragged on the ground by a horse.

The image of the Captain’s face was burned into his mind more than the image of his father being hauled away in death like a slaughtered animal. 

He ran from behind the boulder and down the steep hill. He threw himself onto the blood from his father, already dry and thick on the hard open ground under the scorching sun. Young Divinius looked in every direction; there was no one. He had no choice but to run off, yelling, screaming, and crying, caked in his father’s blood, hoping someone would hear him. No one did until he ran to the nearest village, telling all, in a choked voice, what had happened. 

His mother told him the Captain had been obsessed with finding wrong doers; that his father, her dear husband, had been wrongly accused and killed; that Captain Vibius was judge jury, and executioner. Days later, she died from grief. Divinius became an orphan.

The rest of that horrible day was a distant memory until he saw the face of Vibius once again.
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Endeena, newly pregnant, and Althamus, her husband, were in love. Marriages between two young people were sometimes arranged or planned by their elders. Sometimes young couples were not necessarily emotionally involved with each other after being told to marry. But in the case of Endeena and Althamus, they had the good fortune to have been in love with each other long before their arranged marriage. They were each twenty-two years old. 

Their common marriage ceremony came and went. The young couple simply stood in front of their fathers who gave their mutual blessing. The two united families shared a modest meal. Someone played a flute, a few sang, children played. The marriage caused no stir, left no mark on history. But to those who were there, the memory of the event would live on locally until it either faded or all the participants simply died.

The husband and wife were from farming families. Their well-being was dependent on the whims of nature. Drought. Floods. Insects. There was no way to prevent them. But there might be a way to predict them. Endeena and Althamus had known Divinius since their childhood, the murder of his father, and his life as an orphan and adoptee. Endeena and Althamus, among others, relied, in a light-hearted way, on his knack on foretelling the future, as vague and generalized as his prophecies could be. They all enjoyed each other’s company and trusted each other from their years of being neighbors in the region near and around Pompeii.

Endeena and Althamus saw their newly intertwined lives together as a long steady line into the distant future of their old age. Come what may with the whims of nature, they waited for the baby to be born, worked the crops with their parents, and sold what extra produce they had at the market place for a bit of profit.

>>>  >>>

Early one morning, Althamus noticed one of the cows missing because it had wandered off.

“I’ll get her back.” He kissed his wife on the cheek and set off. Wandering animals were not uncommon; but to go and fetch them took time and effort away from working the crops on the farm and other chores. He eventually found the animal on an isolated path just off the main road.

“You there!”

Althamus turned and saw a military man mounted on a tall strong horse. He was flanked by soldiers.

“Why are you stealing that cow?”

“Sir, I am not stealing. This cow belongs to me.” He was humble but fearful.

“Liar!” The military man snapped his fingers. A soldier dismounted from his horse and went to Althamus, taking him forcefully by the arm.

“Do you know who I am?” The military man on the strong horse said.

Althamus was so frightened he could not speak. He stared wide-eyed at the military man and nodded that he did not know.

“I am General Vibius. I am here to keep law and order. There are reports of heavy
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