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Goetzius Decimus Scriptor walked down the street toward the forum.  Glancing at the obelisk at its center, he turned and stepped to the front of a market stall.  “Morning, Decimus,” said the store owner, Dexter Iulius Rabidus.  


“Morning, Iulius,” Decimus replied.  


“So what do you need today?” asked Iulius, pulling a crate from under a table.  “Another wax tablet? A new stylus?”


“No, thank you.  I need a scroll and paintbrush, plus a jar of ink.  This new story is a wonderful one.”


It was well known that Decimus loved to write, which was how he had earned his cognomen, Scriptor.  But usually he merely jotted down ideas on wax tablets before melting them down to make way for the new stories that danced across his mind.  But every once in a while, Decimus considered a certain prose to be above the rest.  On these occasions, he would put the tablet on a shelf with a title scrawled across the front and hope that someday he would get a chance to write them down on scrolls.  But somehow, he never seemed to find time and the tablets gathered dust over the years.  


But this time, he had a story he would never allow this story to sit in a wax tablet to decompose.  He grabbed the scrolls from the market counter and handed Iulius a bronze coin.  He smiled at the irony that the very coin used to think of his story would be put to the use of purchasing the supplies necessary to publish it.  The sunlight caught the reverse of the coin as Iulius grabbed it.  One last time, Decimus took in the elegant wolf embossed on the face of the coin.  Its majesty had given him strength at those times when he had thought of giving up on this prose to let the next pour out onto the page.  But there was strangeness in the picture on the coin which made Decimus keep going.  And now his persistence would be rewarded.  


Tucking the supplies under his arm, Decimus walked down the street toward his domus.  He passed the bathhouse and a few dirty insulae on his way to the wealthier part of town.  His father had been a wealthy man, and Decimus had inherited everything.  


A servant greeted him at the entrance to the atrium and he immediately ran for the cubiculum, his study.  He pulled the wax tablet bearing his wonderful story down from a high shelf, cleared a space on his cluttered desk, and placed the tablet down on the wood.  He unrolled the scroll and put that next to the tablet.  Then he withdrew the brush and ink, looked at the wax tablet, and began to copy down the words.  


Emperor Traian strode forward and addressed his troops.  “Men,” he began, “You know why you are here.  You know why you have come to this army.  You want to fight for your empire, and make Rome even greater.  This is why I am here.  And this is why we need to fight as hard as we can in the coming battle against Dacia.  We need more provinces and more trade.  We need more allies and a stronger military.  Do you agree?”


“Yes!” the men shouted in unison.


“Will we be ready to claim Dacia as our own by the end of the year?”


“Yes!” 


“Will we conquer the Dacians and make their land as sacred as Rome?”


“Yes!”


“Good.  Spoken like true Romans.  Now get some sleep, for the conquest will start at dawn.  For too long the Dacians have plagued us!”


Traian went to his tent amid the jubilant shouting of the excited men.  He could hear the faint howl of a wolf as he took off his military uniform and fell asleep on the tent’s blankets.


 Traian stood atop an old crate and shouted directions to his men.  “First faction, you will lead the attack.  Second, you will come from behind and storm the towns.  I will ride with the third and confront the Dacian general Decebalus.  Go!”


The men marched into lines and Traian walked to the third faction and began to discuss the strategy they would use.  “…And then ten of you will spread out and search the general’s quarters.  As soon as he is found, we will surround the location and force him to surrender.  If he does not, he will be killed.  Are there any questions?”


A slight, thin soldier stood up.  “Yes, Imperator.  You said that as soon as the group of ten finds Decebalus we will all surround and kill him.  But how will the rest of us know?”


“Ah.  Good question.  Each of you will be given a war horn.  I want you all to blow in unison if Decebalus is found.  The rest of the third faction will come and overpower any of the general’s bodyguards.  We will finally take Dacia for our own.”


  He climbed into his chariot and prepared to ride to Dacia.  He checked that the men were all behind him before cracking his whip.  The horses immediately started moving.  He could see Dacia in the distance, gradually getting bigger as the army drew closer.  At midday, Traian stopped the chariot and told the men to stop as well.  They approached a forest, where they rested and ate.  As they packed up and prepared to keep going, Traian heard another wolf howling not too far away.


They arrived at Dacia within a few hours.  It was easy getting past the city gate, as the archers of the first faction simply shot down the few sentries and the rest of the men battered the wooden gate and entered amid the rubble and dust.  The soldiers began to hear shouts and cries of fear as the second faction began to pour in and set fire to the buildings.  Traian and the third faction combed the demolished streets, trying in vain to find the place where the general would be.


They were unsuccessful until a savior arrived in the form of the wolf Traian had heard.  


Suddenly, as a wave of Dacian soldiers attacked the Romans, a mass of snarling gray fur pounced upon them from behind.  The Dacians fell to the ground, never knowing what had happened.  Panting, the wolf sprinted down a dark alleyway.  Traian began to follow, but the soldiers hesitated.  “Come, men,” he said.  “This wolf might be a goddess in disguise, trying to help us.  We should follow her, for she may lead us where we want to go.”  Seeing the men’s continued uncertainty, he continued, “This wolf already appears to be on our side, considering what she did to those Dacian soldiers back there.”


Traian’s men began to follow him down the alley.  The wolf stopped at the end and sniffed the air.  Then it kept running, navigating the burning city like a master of a labyrinth.  Finally it stopped in front of a still-intact, official-looking building.  A soldier stepped forward and knocked.  There was no answer, so the soldier kicked down the door.  Immediately the Romans were met by a collection of spears and shields.  General Decebalus’s bodyguards were not taking kindly to this invasion at all.  


The Romans made quick work of these men and, leaving the bodies in this anteroom, proceeded further into the building.  Then they saw it.  A door reading “Decebalus.”  Traian himself stabbed the lock with his sword and stepped in first.  Inside was a large desk and ornate chair.  General Decebalus himself was seated here.  As he stood up to grab a weapon, the Romans surrounded him.  “Surrender,” said Traian in a cool voice.  


“No,” replied Decebalus defiantly.


“Then we will kill you!” a Roman soldier shouted.


“You may have won today, in this city,” said Decebalus, “but another day the Dacians will win.”


And with that he tipped the desk over.  Papers and other items flapped up in the Romans’ faces, obstructing their views.  Only Traian saw Decebalus run past the bewildered Romans out of the room and into the streets.  As Traian and his men dashed out, the last they could see of Decebalus was him leaping onto Traian’s chariot and riding off.


“Coward,” Traian said bitterly.


Though the Dacian general had escaped, there had still been a victory for the Romans.  A Dacian city was gone.  And the general would never have been found if not for that one wolf.  Maybe she had been a goddess in disguise, or a god’s messenger.  Traian would never know.  But he would remember that creature, and years later, create a coin for her.


Decimus put down the brush and sighed.  He stood up and looked at the scroll.  His first printed prose.  Admiring it, he rolled the paper up and placed it on top of the shelf.  He would be ready to showcase it, but not before he just wrote a basic outline for his next idea.  He grabbed a wax tablet, wiped it clean, and sat down again to keep writing.  

