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Preface

 


It is not my
habit to add a preface to the start of the Marius’ Mules books, yet
I have elected to do so here solely to give the reader a valuable
word of advice. Due to the nature of the story in these pages, and
of the story originally told by Aulus Hirtius in Caesar’s name, the
action of this, the Alexandrian War, is very tight, non-stop and
extremely convoluted. The action largely takes place within the
city, and the geography of ancient Alexandria is already
troublesome before throwing into it new Greek terms like
‘Heptastadion’, and trying to make clear which of the three
harbours is being described at any time. As such, I have added a
map to the opening pages of this book, which is also available on
my website and on my Facebook page. I strongly urge you to
familiarise yourself thoroughly with the map before you begin, as
this will make reading a great deal easier going forward. For
maximum ease, print off a copy of the map and keep it to hand, at
least until you are as familiar with the geography as I now
am.

 


Happy reading
and cartographising!

 


Simon
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He came towards
me as I stood

And I placed
myself next to him

Every heart was
burning for me

Women and men
pounding

Every mind was
willing me on,

'is there any
hero that can fight against him?'

And then his
shield, his dagger, his armour, his holder of spears
fell,

As I
approached his weapons

I made my face
dodge

And his
weapons were wasted as nothing

Each piled on
the next

Then he made
his charge against me

He imagined he
would strike my arm

As he moved
over me, I shot him,

My arrow
lodged in his neck,

He cried out,
and fell on his nose,

I felled him
with his dagger

I uttered my
war-cry on his back,

Every Asiatic
lowing

I gave praise
to Mont

As his
servants mourned for him

 


From “The
Story of Sinuhe”, anonymous Egyptian author c. 1875 BC

 


 


 


 


In announcing
the swiftness and fierceness of this battle to one of his friends
at Rome, Amantius, Caesar wrote these words: ‘I came; I saw, I
conquered.’

 


Plutarch: “The
life of Julius Caesar”

 



Chapter One

 


Royal palace,
Alexandria, November 48 BC

 


‘Why would
they risk putting into port here, with us in control?’

Fronto
drummed his fingers on the windowsill, peering out across the wide
harbour. The main stretch with its numerous jetties and wharves was
almost empty, barring a few intrepid merchants. The ships that had
brought Caesar’s army to Aegyptus wallowed in the private Palace
Harbour, which they failed to fill despite its smaller dimensions.
Gulls wheeled overhead and the city steamed. Fronto would never get
used to this perpetual heat, even in late autumn. The Alexandrians
claimed that the sea breeze kept it cool. If this was their idea of
cool, then he’d hate to experience Aegyptus away from the coast.

The queen
looked up from her hastily-drawn maps, glancing at the legate in
the window.

‘Achillas has
my brother’s army marching through the delta, and we know they are
less than a day away. At this point, there is no reasonable
position on the coast to anchor a fleet that size and board an army
in such numbers. And while there are navigable channels, moving
warships of that size and number presents many challenges. Achillas
knows your numbers are few, and therefore so will his commanders.
They will feel safe putting into the city and meeting with the army
when they arrive. They cannot comprehend, I am certain, how any
force as small as yours could present a threat to them.’

Caesar smiled.
‘Then they underestimate us at their peril. This cannot be more
than half of the Aegyptian fleet, but securing it will both make
our own supremacy possible and halve the seaborne threat. Fronto,
the port is yours. Take a cohort of the Sixth away from
preparations and secure me the harbour. All other infantry are to
continue their work until the last moment.’

Fronto nodded.
Every man upon whom Caesar could call, and every slave available,
were working on the defences. The Aegyptian general Achillas,
leading the king’s army even without him, were mere hours from the
city, and the fight would be a hard one when they arrived, for they
outnumbered the Romans by a large margin.

The city walls
could never be held against them. That had been the first notion of
theirs the queen had quashed. The circuit was simply too long for
the number of men at Caesar’s command. They would be too stretched
and inevitably leave weak spots. Instead, the queen had worked with
Caesar over a hastily-drawn map and viewed the city from the palace
roof, pointing out the narrow kill points in the streets nearby and
those alleys that could be readily sealed.

Working
together, the general and the queen had created a perimeter that
could be swiftly put in place in the streets around the palace,
enclosing that complex, a theatre, and the royal harbour. They
could not hope to hold the city, but they could hold an acropolis,
as the queen insisted on calling it, a redoubt formed around the
palace. Walls had been constructed with fighting platforms, all by
the few legionaries at the general’s command.

Now, they were
relatively secure, but were working on further defences, with the
queen’s unparalleled knowledge of the city. Four different
concentric systems had been drawn around the palace, with this
strong redoubt as the last. Each would slow the enemy and cause
many casualties before the true siege began.

Leaving the
shrewd ruler and the general, with a respectful bow of his head,
Fronto ducked out of the room and hurried along the corridor. Down
a wide, decorative staircase he encountered Salvius Cursor and his
brother, the pair arguing with gesticulations. It seemed the
natural state for the brothers. They were unable to speak without
argument, yet it seemed to produce results and so no one
intervened.

‘Where is
Decimus Carfulenus?’

Cursor looked
up, hushing his brother to narrow eyes with a finger.

‘In the
square, shouting at someone.’

Fronto nodded.
‘How go the defences?’

‘We’ll be
ready for Achillas. He’s going to pay a high price to reach the
palace.’

‘Good.’
Ignoring them as they went back to their arguing, Fronto hurried on
through the monumental complex, all lotus flower capitals, animal
statues and bright colours, and through the door between two of
Caesar’s bodyguard.

In short order
he reached the square and found Centurion Carfulenus berating a
junior officer. The senior centurion of the Sixth was young for a
man in such a position, not quite the regulation thirty years of
age for even a junior centurion, and more possessed of wit and
speed than of strength and inherent violence. What he lacked in the
usual physical bulk of his type, though, he more than made up for
in controlled force. When Fronto found the man, he was busy
berating a legionary for the state of his armour, which showed
numerous rust patches, a common problem in the salty, warm
conditions of the Aegyptian coast.

‘Centurion?’

Carfulenus
turned and bowed his head.

‘Legate.’

‘Perhaps half
the Aegyptian fleet is inbound for the harbour. I presume you’ve
heard?’

The centurion
nodded. ‘Good,’ Fronto went on. ‘It is believed that the ships are
manned only by a nautical crew with no marines or military, all
their manpower currently bolstering Achillas’ force. If this is the
case, they should be a relatively easy target. We cannot afford to
let the fleet combine with the army. The First Cohort are to come
with me. Our remit is to secure the harbour and overcome the fleet,
keeping control of it and not allowing it to fall into Achillas’
hands. Are your men up to the job?’

Carfulenus
gave a strange, hoarse laugh.

‘Easily,
Legate. In anticipation, I have three centuries at the harbour
already, creating a perimeter and fortifying the
approaches.’

‘Good man.
Gather your soldiers. It is my intention to secure the harbour but
keep the men out of sight until the vessels have largely docked.
Then we rush them. Any earlier and we run the risk of them fleeing
and putting out to sea again.’

The centurion
nodded once more and began to bark out orders. Fronto wiped the
sweat, which formed rapidly out here in the blistering sun, from
his brow and then hurried off to the room in the palace where he
now resided. There, one of the palace slaves helped him into his
armour. Suitably attired and as hot as he had ever been, he stepped
out into the bright gold light once more and found four centuries
of the Sixth formed up with Carfulenus, waiting for him.

‘The
rest?’

‘Already on
the way with instructions, Legate.’

‘Excellent.’

The centurion
gave the order to move out, and the cohort marched off through the
streets, heading down to the dockside. The Great Harbour of
Alexandria consisted of an enormous enclosure with only two exits,
one the narrow approach between the Pharos lighthouse and the mole
known as the Diabathra. The other was a man made arch in the long
Heptastadion mole that linked the city to the Pharos Island and
formed the western edge of the enclosure. The Palace Harbour was a
separate, smaller affair leading off the main harbour, below the
walls of the palace. The main problem they would have was that the
main harbour was outside their defensive cordon, as they’d not
counted upon a fleet there to protect.

They passed a
narrow gate still being completed by soldiers and slaves working
side by side, and crossed the bridge across the Canopus Canal that
emptied into the harbour here, forming part of their defences. He
smiled at the sight. Even a really good commander would lose huge
numbers trying to storm that bridge and gate. He had to hand it to
the queen, she knew her city and seemed to have a surprisingly
acute strategic mind.

By the time
they reached the harbour’s dockside, he could see the small units,
half a century each, blockading the streets that led to it from the
city. Barely, however, had he reached the waterfront than a strange
horn that resembled a bovine with some sort of digestion issue
booed out over the roofs, and the men on watch in the high tower at
the dock’s far end waved frantically.

In practised
response, the men of the Sixth melted away into doors, alleys and
alcoves, disappearing from view. Fronto chewed his lip. Something
was wrong in this plan. It looked too good.

He turned to
the centurion. ‘Get two centuries spread out along the harbour
side, in units of sixteen. Have them look ready for a
fight.’

‘Shouldn’t be
hard, sir. They are ready for a fight. But why?’

‘The fleet
know they’re not invisible. If no one comes to challenge them
they’re going to suspect something’s up. We need enough men out
there to look like we mean business, but not enough to scare them
off.’

Carfulenus
smiled viciously. ‘Got you, sir.’ Turning, he gave the orders, and
men fell in along the harbour edge. Fronto stepped back into the
shade of an awning, the centurion alongside him, and peered out
into the glare, hand shielding his eyes as he squinted.

Past the small
island of Antirrhodus that lay in the midst of the harbour with
typical Greek carelessness of planning, he could see shapes now
approaching the harbour entrance. He watched them slip between the
Diabathra and the Pharos and found himself musing. If they wanted
to properly control the harbour, they would need to garrison
Pharos. Then, they could control all entry to the place. Still,
that would be a consideration for later, probably when they had
more men.

Two dozen
ships, he reckoned. Two dozen vessels of roughly trireme size or
thereabouts. There might be small boats too, but it was these big
ships that they needed to control in particular. Scrabbling noises
made him turn his head, and he realised that the Sixth were moving
from alley to alley back out of sight of the dock, finding the best
positions from which to race to the jetties.

He smiled.
Achillas might be coming with a large army, but it would be Rome
that struck the first blow, in the name of the king and queen, of
course. After all, not only Cleopatra remained in the palace in
close consort with Caesar, but her hated brother Ptolemy and the
oily eunuch Potheinus both languished here too, officially opposed
to the army led by a general in the king’s name. Rome could
legitimately claim the moral grounds here, even if it stretched a
few points here or there.

Fronto’s hand
went to the blade at his side and he slowly slid it from the
scabbard, steadying himself, breathing slowly. Carfulenus nodded
and drew his own blade, steady and alert.

The enemy
fleet closed now, sweeping through the harbour, splitting into two
groups to skirt Antirrhodus and head for the jetties. Chiding
himself for poor estimation, Fronto adjusted his count upwards.
Near three dozen big ships, in fact, and several smaller vessels
among them. Most were of native Aegyptian design, which was to say
basically Greek. Not quite indistinguishable from Roman ships, but
very similar, if smaller and more given to speed than
power.

He couldn’t
make out the occupants yet, and chewed on his lip again. If their
intelligence was incorrect and those ships were packed with
marines, then this was going to be a very short and unpleasant
fight.

Slowly, they
cut through the water towards the jetties. He realised now that
they were slowing more than usual, eyeing the land carefully to see
what awaited them. Likely they had timed their arrival to coincide
with the approach of Achillas’ army so they could link up, but had
instead appeared ahead by some hours. They could not know what was
awaiting them and were wary. Fronto hoped his estimate had been
right.

They watched
in silence, the sound of sea slapping against stone and the
wheeling cries of gulls overriding both the ambient noise of the
city and the rhythmic sound of oars approaching in their
hundreds.

Five. Four.
Three. Two. One.

He heaved a
sigh of relief. He was no sailor – hated the sea, in fact – but had been
around ships, and men like Brutus, enough now to know how they
worked. They had just passed their point of no return. There was no
longer sufficient room for a fleet that size to comfortably turn
and make for the open sea once more. They were committed now to
backwatering, slowing the ships as they glided into position at the
jetties.

Squinting, he
looked at the small figures on the ships’ prows as they neared. For
a horrible moment he thought they had indeed been wrong and the
ships were packed with soldiers. In fact all they proved to be, as
they came closer and the view cleared, was a small unit of sailors
armed with swords and shields.

He breathed a
sigh of relief. Their numbers would be more or less equal,
discounting the oarsmen, who would be unskilled natives, all men of
fighting ability having been recruited into the armies of either
Cleopatra or Ptolemy. And somehow, the few armed sailors, no matter
how experienced they were, he couldn’t imagine standing up well
against the Sixth.

‘Ready the
trap, Carfulenus. Whistles at the ready?’

The centurion
nodded slightly, sword held in white knuckles, eyes locked on the
men at the prows of those ships. Fronto smiled as he watched the
vessels move in perfect formation, each lining up with those to
either side, such that the entire fleet was putting in at the same
time. From their commander’s point of view, simultaneous docking
would allow them to throw all the men they had against the soldiers
on the dock. From Fronto’s it meant they were all committed to the
disaster with no reserves able to pull back.

Good.

He felt the
centurion next to him tensing, waiting for the order, yet Fronto
remained silent, watching as the ships came in to the jetties,
bumping against timbers, sailors throwing out ropes. The soldiers
on the quay began to clatter their swords against the rim of their
shields in a rhythmic crash, threatening the approaching
Aegyptians. The men on the ship prows waved their swords in the air
and shouted imprecations at the waiting soldiers.

As soon as the
first ropes were in place, those shipboard warriors left the prow,
running across to jump from the ships to the jetties.

‘Now?’ the
centurion said tensely.

Fronto held
his hand up, indicating a further wait. He watched as the second
line was tied off and the ramps run out. Now they were too committed. One rope
could easily be cast off and a ship pushed away from a jetty. Two
or more ropes and a ramp made it almost impossible to depart with
any speed.

‘Now,’ he
said, and Carfulenus lifted the whistle to his lips and blew three
short bursts.

All along the
dock, the units of the Sixth standing in small knots pulled into
tight formation, stepping back as their fellows rushed out of the
shadows at the rear and fell in alongside them. In a matter of six
heartbeats, the force on the dock went from a smattering of less
than two hundred men in disorganised groups to over two thousand in
tight formation. Another three bursts from Carfulenus and the call
was picked up with two blasts from each centurion.

Along a
quarter mile of port, each century moved, their commander having
marked their target as the ships slid into dock. It was beautifully
orchestrated. Even as the twenty or so armed men leapt from the
ships or ran down the ramps to face their laughably small enemy,
that enemy increased tenfold and ran for them in formation, boots
pounding on the stone, whistles blowing and shouts issuing forth in
Latin.

‘Come on,’
Fronto grinned at the centurion, and then fell in behind the
nearest century, racing for the ship.

The song of
battle filled him once more. No matter how creaky his joints
became, and they were getting noticeably so these days, and no
matter how grey his hair, Fronto knew his place in the world and it
was generally at the grip-end of a blade amid men screaming their
fury at an enemy.

Racing for the
nearest ship, he realised as he looked up at the prow that it was
the weirdest hybrid of Greece and Aegyptus. A vessel that would not
have looked out of place at Salamis or Mytilene, shaped like a
traditional Greek ship and with the same ram and the painted eyes,
yet with the prow curved up and back, painted in garish colours and
depicting some kind of plant life.

The soldiers
were all on the jetty now, but the oarsmen to their credit, back up
aboard the vessel, were hurrying to grab spars or clubs of some
sort. Those in charge had now seen the increased danger and
realised belatedly that they had fully committed. All they could do
now was fight for control of the ships or try to flee under threat
and with diminished numbers, some of their men fighting on the
jetty.

The soldiers
of the Sixth were good. One of Caesar’s most established, veteran
units, raised in Gaul and present at Alesia. Acquitting themselves
well at Pharsalus they had become the core of the consul’s army in
the chase to pin down Pompey and were now his strongest unit in
Aegyptus.

The century in
front of him had closed on the men with swords and spears and had
formed up, shields held forth, swords ready, left knee and left
shoulder braced into the curved board and head down so that only
the eyes showed above the rim. In that very protective formation
they moved forwards at an inexorable pace. He watched two
Aegyptians with spears throw them inexpertly and then draw swords.
One of the cast missiles went wild, skittering across the jetty and
disappearing into the water with a splash. Another struck a shield,
and could easily have skewered the man behind it, had he not been
watchful and prepared. In the end he lurched to the side, pushing
his shield forward and out, angling it down even as the missile
struck so that the shield might be useless now, but the spear
punched only into the ground. The soldier, missing his shield,
danced out of the formation to the side and jogged around to fall
in at the rear, the next man taking his place.

Then they hit
the enemy.

To give the
sailors their due, they fought well for who they were and what they
wielded. They wore only tunics, lacking armour and helmets. Some
had shields and most swords, and they did their duty, fighting on.
Three still had spears and were using them from a little further
back, jabbing over or between their companions. As Fronto reached
the unit and hurried around the side, dangerously close to toppling
into the water from the jetty, he saw one of the Sixth fall, blood
washing his face where a lucky spear thrust had slid between the
cheek plates of his helmet.

After a couple
more hairy moments of trying not to topple into the water below,
where he risked getting crushed between ship hull and jetty even if
his armour didn’t pull him to his doom, Fronto reached the
fighting. Constricted by the width of the jetty, and no one wanting
to get too close to the edge, the fighting was concentrated on a
narrow, six-man front, where they hacked and battered at one
another. The sailors were fighting for all they were worth, knowing
that there was no place to retreat, and they were doing damage, as
was evidenced by the fact that when Fronto reached the fore, three
of the legionaries lay dead or writhing on the timbers.

Grunting with
the effort, he threw himself forwards at the edge of the fight and
for a panicky moment thought there was not going to be sufficient
room and that he would fall, but managed to right himself and
thrust his blade home with some force. The sailor, who had been
busy parrying one of the soldiers and had his arm too high, had
presented an open armpit to Fronto, who had made the most of it.
His blade bit deep into unprotected flesh and the man issued a
scream that swiftly passed through a gurgle and into a sigh before
he fell back, dead before he touched the timbers.

In truth there
was no real need for senior officers to whet their blades here. Oh,
there might have been, had reports been incorrect and these ships
been crewed with appropriate marines, but they were under-staffed
in terms of a fight, and the Sixth more than had their measure.
Fronto had been stuck in this seething oven of a land for some time
now, though, knowing that enemies were coming for them and they
were trapped in the city, and the ability to take out his
frustrations on a valid and visible enemy was too good a chance to
miss.

One of the
sailors, realising a new threat had edged down the flank, turned,
covered by his mate, and came at Fronto, sword jabbing out swiftly
and wildly, like a nervous man moistening his lips with his tongue.
Fronto parried once, twice, three times with ease, but realised
suddenly that the man was not simply a bad swordsman. In fact, he
was not really trying to wound Fronto at all, but to drive him
back, which he was succeeding in doing as Fronto’s heel met only
empty air and he was forced to lean forwards on his other foot to
avoid tumbling from the jetty into the water. The man laughed and
jabbed again.

Aware that he
was delicately balanced and with little room to strike, Fronto
parried one more blow and then struck in the only way he could
think of that would help. His left hand shot out, grabbed his
assailant by the belt, and heaved it towards himself even as he
dived to his left. The swordsman, taken entirely by surprise, fell
forwards with a jolt, lurching past Fronto and out into the open
air, where he disappeared with a terrified cry.

The sailor was
unarmoured and the sucking depths of the harbour would not see an
end to him, but the sound of heavy timbers colliding, combined with
an unpleasant cracking noise and a brief bloodcurdling scream
confirmed that he had been caught between the wallowing ship and
the jetty, and had met his gods in that dreadful manner.

The fight
would be over in short order, he realised as he righted himself and
stabbed hard into the thigh of the nearest sailor, pushing him away
as he shrieked.

A groaning
noise made him frown, though, and he turned, a suspicion dawning on
him.

Yes, the
reason the ship had been moving enough to crush the unfortunate
sailor was because its captain had decided that the jetty was lost
and was pulling what men he could back to the benches ready to
depart before the vessel was overrun. One of the ropes had already
been released and the ramp was being lifted. There were still just
about enough sailors aboard to get it out in the water.

Determination
gripping him, Fronto looked back and forth between the ship and the
melee on the jetty. He could slip past and get on board, but alone
he could hardly take the ship. The Sixth were held back by the
sailors, though. He had to end the fight quickly.

One of the
enemy turned, realising that Fronto had all but flanked their
number at the jetty’s edge, and Fronto realised in that moment what
he could do. And how stupidly dangerous it was, but that seemed of less
import.

Sword down at
his side he clenched his teeth, put all his weight into his right
foot, and launched himself. He’d seen the wrestlers at the baths in
Rome doing this sort of thing, and the principle was simple enough,
but they were almost universally a lot younger, heavier and more
robust than Fronto.

He hit the man
preparing to go for him straight in the torso. He felt a line of
pain scarred across his thigh as the man’s intended strike went
wild in the sudden press. Fronto hit him as hard as he could, given
the lack of momentum and with only three steps of space to run.
Then, like those wrestlers at the baths, Fronto put all his weight
into his shoulder and pushed, using his right leg as a brace,
heaving and forcing his way forwards.

There were
still quite a few of the enemy, but they were closely packed and
busy with the melee, not expecting this weird new attack. He
sweated and strained, teeth still clenched, pushing that man at the
head of a wedge of sailors. The man tried desperately to fight
back, to bring his sword to bear or find room for a punch, but
Fronto was all over him and the pressure on his chest was immense,
making it hard to breathe.

Fronto’s
shoulder suddenly dropped forwards into space and he wondered what
had happened for the blink of an eye until he heard several cries
of consternation, then splashes. He grinned and redoubled his
efforts. Two steps forwards and he hit the man again, pushing,
driving the whole damn lot of them across the jetty and into the
water. The legionaries had seen what he was doing now and threw
their support in. Some continued to stab at the sailors, keeping
them distracted, while three more threw themselves bodily into the
fray, helping push the panicked men across the timbers and over the
edge.

As more and
more sailors toppled, crying, into the water, the soldiers of the
Sixth Legion rushed past Fronto to the ship. Men grabbed the ramp
that was being lifted and hauled on it, pulling it back. Others
grasped the ropes and pulled, hauling the ship back
closer.

Fronto almost
went into the harbour with the momentum as the last of the sailors
plummeted into the green water. Wobbling and shaking, he
straightened as more and more of the legionaries ran for the
ship.

He turned and
looked up.

His men were
on the ship now. The sailors on board were surrendering in droves,
unarmed and at the mercy of the Sixth. This ship – the Diomedes –
was going nowhere at least. Looking along the dock, first one way
then the other, he could see similar actions being played out. The
vast majority of the ships had been stormed at the jetties. Four
had managed to cut themselves free and were now racing for the
harbour entrance and the hope of re-joining whatever ships remained
of the fleet elsewhere.

He smiled. It
had gone well. If only they’d commanded the Pharos, he could have
sunk those ships attempting to flee too. That would have to be a
priority in due course.

He closed his
eyes and removed his helmet, wiping the sweat from his face with
his scarf and shaking his head to watch the droplets spray from his
hair. Gods, but he’d never been this hot.

Cleaning and
sheathing his sword, he held his arms out like a crucified man,
letting the sea’s paltry breeze refresh his armpits and sides and
listening to the strange decline in sound that occurred at the
closing stages of a disparate and widespread fight. Gradually, the
sounds of pockets of combat faded and the tapestry of seaside
noises returned to overwhelm it.

As the sweat
poured, Fronto stood and listened to the gulls and the
waves…

…and the
horns.

The
horns.

He turned and
looked back across the city, a somewhat futile act as from this
angle all he could see was the nearest buildings. But it confirmed
for him the source of the blasts. They were the signal from the
lookouts across the city.

The warning
was out.

The Aegyptian
army was here.


Chapter Two

 


Lucius Salvius
Cursor stood above the Canopian Gate, and looked at the assembled
force approaching across the plain of Eleusis, dust from the
thousands of tramping feet shrouding the army enough to make
judgement of numbers impossible. Many more than Caesar could call
on, certainly. He couldn’t see a lot of gleaming, which gave him
hope, for that meant that few wore a full chest of armour. The odd
glimmer of chain or scale showed through the dust, but mostly they
were a riot of colour, muted with the tan-hued cloud, bearing oval
shields of white.

Individually,
he felt no nerves about facing them, but any experienced soldier
knew that numbers counted in any engagement. The only way to beat a
force so much larger than your own was to break their morale, and
that seemed unlikely. Their general, Achillas, reputedly had them
in the palm of his hand; this was their land, and they knew how
small the Roman contingent was. Everything remained in their favour
and their confidence would be high.

He looked back
across the city to the northwest. The palace region beside the
water was visible above the roofs of the city. That would be their
last position. If the enemy reached the palace walls they were done
for. With luck, Fronto had secured sufficient ships to allow them
an escape route if they needed it. But Caesar and the queen both
seemed to believe that the enemy could be held at the last redoubt
until a solution could be forced, once Caesar received
reinforcements.

Salvius hated
playing a retreating game. It was no way to soldier. He had this
nagging, irritating suspicion that this was why Fronto had placed
him here instead of commanding himself, since he knew Fronto hated
it just as much as he. He couldn’t see all the lines of defence,
but he knew them all well enough. He was permitted a ten per cent
casualty rate at most before pulling back to the next
line.

So his cohort
of the Sixth – just short of five hundred men – holding this long
stretch of wall would be down by fifty when they reached the first
major cross street, where buildings had been pulled down to form a
second barricade wall. There he could hold to four hundred men.
Then back once more to the streets approaching the gymnasium
complex, where the ground had been broken up with picks and
mattocks to make movement slow and difficult, parts of the sewers
and water channels opened to the air to cause hazards. There would
begin the bombardment. Then, with only three hundred and fifty men
remaining, he would fall back to the redoubt they called
‘acropolis’, and hold with the rest of the army, and any other
forces that had fallen back across the city, for his five hundred
strong contingent was only one of five. Five hundred men to hold a
mile of walls. Laughable.

There was a
pause as the enemy reached the first temple and split into two
groups. The larger of the two picked up to a double pace, hurrying
south and west, skirting the walls and crossing the canal on the
Eleusis bridge to threaten the other stretches of city wall. As the
dust began to settle, the men facing the city became
clearer.

Salvius
Cursor’s lip twitched. No sign of the Gabiniani. They were probably
at the rear, around the general himself. Instead, the colourful men
with white shields that seemed to be the main force of Achillas’
countrymen formed the centre of the enemy army. They were the most
disparate group he’d ever seen on the field. Mercenaries mostly,
he’d guess. Easterners with desert garb carried bows and spears,
Levantines with swords and bronze over their white tunics, desert
riders on small horses and with light javelins, lighter-skinned men
with slings… all manner of soldiers and warriors, showing no real
sign of formation. But what really caught his eye were the men with
almost ebony skin atop the swaying forms of elephants.

Was Achillas
clever, or stupid? A man who fielded elephants in battle was always
one or the other. Deployed and handled well they could be a
terrifying force, but the republic’s history was replete with tales
of how disastrous elephants could be if it went wrong, ploughing
through their own lines in panic. Carthage had suffered dreadfully
when they fielded elephants. Salvius had never fought the beasts,
though he’d read about such engagements, but he suspected that
Achillas knew what he was doing. The animals were at the rear of
the force, where they could not easily be spooked and where if they
fled the field they could not trample their own side. Of course,
their value diminished with them there, but they were undoubtedly
filled with archers.

The army began
to move again, and Salvius knew then with the sinking stone of
acceptance in the pit of his stomach that Achillas was at the least
a competent general. His skirmishing riders peeled off to the
flanks, out of the way at this stage, slingers and archers from
half a dozen peoples moving into two groups, each supported by
infantry with ladders. As they parted, the elephants moved into the
centre, their archers nocking arrows already, forming in essence
highly mobile siege towers.

The queen had
been quite right about their inability to hold the ramparts, he
realised. With twice or even three times as many soldiers, he’d
likely still lose the walls. Achillas was prepared to take on
Alexandria.

He looked left
and right. Most of the men had pila, though only one each. Crunch
time. Keep the pila to jab down from the wall, or use them early to
take out the enemy? He sucked on his teeth, peered at the enemy and
sighed, as he turned to his musician and standard
bearer.

‘Send the
order. Cast all available pila. Target the elephants’ drivers,
missile unit officers or standard bearers, or men with ladders, but
prioritise with the elephants. We want to break them if we
can.’

What he’d give
for a good unit of archers. Ah well.

A horn booed
out among the enemy as the manoeuvres completed, and with a roar,
they began to charge. Salvius braced himself. His men had been
evenly spaced along the wall, some fifteen feet apart. Now, those
at the periphery would be moving back towards the centre, knowing
where the great danger lay, but it was a pitiful defence, for
sure.

The enemy
managed to keep pace, which was a neat trick for infantry and
elephants together. As the entire front line slowed to a halt at
bellowed commands, the archers nocked, stretched and released,
slingers whirling their weapons with a ‘whup whup’ noise that was
audible even over the din, the elephant archers almost on a level
with the wall top.

Across the
entire Roman line, centurions and optios blew whistles, and some
three to four hundred pila arced out with varying levels of
efficiency. Salvius watched, sword gripped tight. One particularly
lucky strike against the elephants, among several good hits and a
lot of fails. That pilum struck the elephant’s mahout square in the
chest, punching through him and pinning him to either the beast or
some arrangement between he and it. Whatever the case, he screamed,
transfixed, and died there, still in place, and the elephant began
to panic. Unfortunately among a dozen or so elephants, one panicked
animal was not enough. The beast tried to turn and flee, but there
wasn’t room, and so it remained in place, gradually calming as one
of the archers leaned forwards and sought control. Other elephants
had brushed off scratches from pila, and archers had been struck,
but not enough to make much difference.

In all, the
entire volley had been, to Achillas’ army, little more than a gnat
to a horse.

The enemy’s
initial assault, on the other hand, was a thing of horror. All
along the line, archers and slingers released, from ground level or
elephant back, and the cloud of missiles that struck the wall was
like a hail storm, clattering, thudding, cracking and battering all
along the wall top. Knowing what was coming, every man had ducked
below wall level as soon as their pilum had been cast, and
consequently most of the arrows and stones had whipped over their
heads or struck the parapet. Still, here and there a man had been
too slow and had been struck, or a lucky shot had ricocheted off a
merlon and ploughed into a crouched legionary.

If this was a
taste of things to come, Alexandria was a disaster in the
making.

He forced
himself to see it from the point of view of a general rather than a
man on the wall. They had lost a few men, but had caused more than
twice as many casualties among the enemy, perhaps even three times.
And that was what this was about: doing as much damage as possible
with every step back.

Salvius risked
rising above the parapet, shield held up just in case.

The ladders
were coming forward now, and he cursed. In the perfect world he
would now order the men to rise and defend, but the hail of arrows
and stones was almost constant. Even as he worried, two sling
bullets cracked off his shield, one tearing some of the edging from
it, and an arrow clacked against the stone a foot to his right.
This was insane. He wasn’t going to waste soldiers here. If his men
rose to defend, he’d lose that ten percent in the first breath. No,
he needed to fall back early. The wall was too wide to
hold.

Cursing again,
he turned to the musician and gave the order.

All along the
wall, men hurried to the nearest stair and began to race back along
the streets. The last to leave, apart from Salvius, were the gate
crews, who set their traps ready before running. With a last look
at the enemy, who were whooping triumphantly, he dropped from the
wall, hurrying down to street level.

A quick
glance at the gate as his men finished their jobs, gathered their
gear and fell back, and he nodded with satisfaction. He’d done all
he could here without losing men unnecessarily. He’d killed a
hundred or so Aegyptians, he reckoned. Not good, but then
he’d lost only about a
score. And the second line would be easier to hold.

As they ran
from the wall, he slowed. One of the optios from the gate
frowned.

‘Come on,
sir.’

‘Go. I’ll be
along.’

The soldier
ran on, looking worried, leaving Salvius standing in the street,
roughly half way between the city wall and their next line. He
waited, watching. There was a strange silence now. His men were
settling in at the second line, and the missile flurry had died
off. The locals were either ensconced deep in their houses or fled
to relative safety. Then it came.

The gate gave
at the first blow. Achillas had more than one use for elephants, of
course, and the city gate simply could not stand against a blow
from such a great heavy beast. The traps began to kick in
immediately.

The elephant
pushed on through the splintering gate, and the cord that had been
attached to the two gate leaves, and had been released when they
parted, slipped up through two iron rings, letting go of the heavy
wooden beam they had held up, little less than a stumpy tree trunk
suspended high. The great log swung down. It had been intended to
hit a group of infantry at chest height, of course, but the effect
was perhaps better in the end, for instead it smashed into the legs
of the elephant, breaking both and causing the animal to collapse
in the gateway, bellowing, crushing several of its riders. It would
take some time to shift that, and the effect on enemy morale would
be pronounced.

The other
small traps would kick in as they were encountered, but the first
had worked well. Satisfied that the enemy would be more careful,
slowed down from here, he ran on, careful of where he went, jogging
from side to side appropriately until he reached the
barricade.

The second
line had been formed in every street by pulling down houses and
using the rubble to block the way. Over the preceding days they had
formed a barrier some ten feet high with a fighting platform.
Wicker screens had been constructed, backed with layer upon layer
of animal hide. A stack of long spears taken from the palace
armoury stood to one side, and his men were already lining the
makeshift wall. The centurion here was ahead of the game, for he
had judged the number of men needed to hold the street, and sent
the rest on. Of the better part of five hundred men, they had ten
such streets to hold, and the lion’s share of men had been assigned
here to the main thoroughfare that ran from the gate into the heart
of the city. Of the hundred men who’d run back here, forty had
continued on, ready to man the next stage. Salvius fumed for a
moment. He would like to involve himself and draw Aegyptian blood,
but he was playing the role of commander here, and it was more
important that he have a good idea of what was
happening.

Greeting his
men with enthusiastic comments, he clambered up and over the
makeshift wall, careful not to dislodge anything critical, and at
the far side entered the building to the left, climbing steps and a
ladder, and emerging into the sun’s scorching glare on the roof.
There, he moved to the best vantage point. The enemy were
succeeding in clearing the gate. In a short time, they managed to
drag and push the dead beast from the arch. Salvius couldn’t see
the detail, but he could imagine the panic and pain as the men
doing so triggered trap after trap, breaking legs, spiking flesh
and causing trouble. Finally, he saw the light in the distant
gateway as the animal was completely moved aside. Slowly,
nervously, the enemy sent another elephant through the gate, riders
ducking as they passed beneath the high arch. The rest held back,
but as the beast cleared the gate area without triggering further
traps, they brought the other elephants in. Satisfied that all was
clear, that lead elephant began to move down the street, stirring
up the scattered palm leaves and detritus as it came.

It managed
some fifteen paces before it encountered the first
lilium. Normally these
pits were dug in turf and planted with a sharpened stake as an
anti-personnel defence. Such was not possible in the city street,
and there was precious little time to manufacture sufficient
sharpened stakes anyway. However, with officials from the city
detailing what lay beneath the streets, they had managed something
similar. Men with picks had dug holes into sewers, water channels
and other drains, cellars and tunnels, covering them with palm
leaves that barely stirred in the lack of any great
breeze.

The elephant
encountered one such pit, front right leg plunging down into the
hole, limb breaking as it fell forwards. It screamed, and the enemy
roared in panic once more. A second elephant lost to enemy
trickery. The beast rolled and writhed in the street, and no one
could come close as it smeared what was left of the riders into the
stone beneath it. Salvius watched with grim satisfaction as it took
them more than a quarter of an hour to put the beast out of its
misery and shift it enough to one side to allow passage.

He almost
laughed as he watched the other elephants being guided back out of
the gate, the beasts unsettled by the death cries of their brother.
That was the great animals out of the fight, then. The cavalry
similarly remained outside the walls, of little value in the
streets. Now the infantry came on. They ran, presumably imagining
the elephant’s fate to be a single trap. They learned their lesson
in moments as half a dozen men disappeared into the ground with
shrieks, some entirely, others only far enough to break bones and
cause pain.

Another pause
for reorganisation, and the enemy formed up, white shields to the
fore, and came on slowly, testing the ground with every other step,
and reorganising to shuffle around any pit as they found it. As
they neared the secondary blockade, they reformed once more. The
infantry filtered into columns to allow archers to move to the
fore. They paused some forty paces from the barricade and nocked
their arrows. At the centurion’s command below, his men grasped
those great wicker frames.

The arrows
came in a flurry and the frames were lifted simultaneously. The
arrows thudded into the cunning defences, their momentum stolen
enough by the wicker through which they passed for the layers of
hide to halt most of them completely. Of several score missiles, a
handful passed through the screen, only one striking a man, who
cursed and threatened to ‘rip the cock off the bastard who did
that’. The men roared defiance, and the Aegyptians, perhaps
uncertain as to their effectiveness, released a second
volley.

Some clever
sod had aimed high, and Salvius was forced to lean back and angle
his shield to deflect an arrow meant for him. Once again the bulk
of the arrows, though, caught in the screens, and some enemy
officer put out a call. The archers dropped back and those
white-shield soldiers, alongside several units of foreign infantry,
bellowed and began to run at the makeshift wall.

More commands
rang out from the centurion and the screens were discarded, the men
instead grasping those long spears from the armoury and dropping
into position. Half the men stood on the fighting platform with
their swords and shields ready, the other half below with the
spears. The enemy came on and as they neared to ten paces, the
centurion gave his next order. The men at the barricade thrust the
spears into the carefully positioned long, narrow holes in the
makeshift rubble wall.

‘Wait for
it,’ the centurion shouted, judging the speed of the enemy, and
then, as they reached five paces: ‘NOW!’

The effect was
horrific. As the first wave of infantry hit the rubble barrier,
feet finding purchase as they clambered up towards the top and the
waiting legionaries, spear points suddenly burst from the wall
front, and thirty points drove into the flesh of the climbing men
from an unseen source. The chorus of screams was appalling, and
without the need for further commands those spears were yanked back
in. The nature of the rubble wall was so chaotic that it was
extremely difficult to work out where the holes were without the
spears poking from them.

A score of
enemy infantry fell back, yelling, blood pouring from wounds, as
the men behind them pushed past, uncertain of what had happened,
but determined to reach the wall top. Without the need for the
centurion’s command, spears lanced out of the holes in the
barricade again and skewered more and more of the enemy. Now they
were working at their own leisure, jabbing again and again. The
enemy dead began to build up, but the Aegyptian commander was not
foxed by it and, rather than pulling back, committed greater and
greater numbers, swamping the wall.

The spears
started to lose their efficacy as some had their heads cut clear by
enterprising infantry outside, others grabbed and hauled like a tug
of war back through the wall to be disposed of.

Here, Salvius
acknowledged, he was going to lose men. He would have to leave a
rear-guard of doomed legionaries to hold the enemy. He watched
carefully as the spears failed and the Aegyptians reached the top
of the rubble wall and began to launch themselves at the Romans.
Here, at least, the legionaries had a better chance than they had
at the wall. There were no missiles, and it was a simple matter of
sword against sword, in which the Romans quickly proved their
superior training.

He continued
to watch, tense, as his men fell gradually and the chances of
holding the barricade decreased. Soon he would have to abandon it.
The centurion made the decision, looking up and gesturing to
Salvius, signalling his belief that they were about to lose control
of the wall. Salvius nodded. They’d lost more than twenty men,
maybe approaching thirty. Time to go.

He gestured at
the centurion, holding both hands splayed, and then two fingers,
indicating twelve in total. The centurion nodded and picked a dozen
men to stay and hold. He spoke to each man quietly and
individually, and Salvius was pleased at the fact that not one of
the men argued or attempted to run. They had been commanded to sell
their life to buy time for their comrades. Whatever the centurion
had said to them had done the trick.

Moments later,
the rest of the legionaries were running. Salvius paused only long
enough to watch the centurion fight the urge to stay with his men,
before he too ran, disappearing inside and taking the steps three
at a time, emerging into the street and running. Behind him, he
could hear a dozen legionaries bravely holding the enemy back,
selling their lives dearly.

The second
line had been successful. He couldn’t imagine how many enemies they
had dispatched there, but the number had been high, vastly so
compared with Roman losses. It was partially about reducing their
numbers as much as possible, but it was mostly about shattering
their confidence and making them slower, warier and less prone to
launch assaults. Caesar wanted them unwilling to commit to a full
assault while he waited for his reinforcements.

The chalk
marks on the road were clear, but only if you knew they were there.
Salvius slowed, knowing he was at the edge of the third line of
defence. He glanced over his shoulder. The fight way back along the
street must be almost over now. In fact, even as he watched, he saw
white shields passing across the parapet. They were slow, though.
Having encountered the nightmares the Roman defenders had prepared
time after time, they were now in no hurry to rush into the next
one.

Satisfied,
Salvius Cursor reached the last chalk mark and looked around. All
windows and doors for the preceding and next ten houses had been
blocked off, the only way out of the street the ladders that had
been left leading up to the rooftops. All those ladders were gone
now, pulled up onto the roofs, bar this one. With a deep breath,
Salvius grasped the rungs and climbed. At the top, muscular arms
reached out and helped him up onto the roof before whisking the
ladder up and out of sight.

In moments the
street was empty, no sign of defenders. Salvius dropped below the
parapet, a low wall just two feet in height. He could see the rest
of his men, every one lying out of sight, half this side of the
road, half the other. Beside each man stood a small heap of rocks
and tiles gathered from the demolitions. He smiled grimly. This one
was nice and simple.

The enemy
approached the next position slowly. Now, they were checking every
foot of ground before moving along it, wary of traps. There was no
need to ponder on what lay ahead as they passed those chalk marks,
unaware of them, eyes locked on the street. There might be no
Romans there, but they had torn up the surface and the only way on
would be to slowly and carefully pick a way between the holes in
the ground and the jagged lumps of rubble and stone jutting up in
between. Slow, laborious and potentially painful, but at least no
surprise.

Carefully,
slowly, the white-shielded Aegyptians began to thread their way
through the troublesome terrain. Salvius lay still, peering down
through the small hole which allowed water to sluice off the roof
and into the street at the bottom of the parapet, on the odd days
when it did rain during the winter season. The centurion a little
further along waved tightly at him, his face a question. Salvius
peered down again. The enemy were committed. He nodded.

The centurion
blew a whistle and suddenly legionaries were up at the parapet
along both sides of the street. The Aegyptians, surprised by the
whistle, looked this way and that in confusion, their gazes turning
upwards only as the Romans began to cast their rubble
down.

The effect was
impressive. The enemy were forced to move slowly and carefully
between obstacles, presenting the Romans with easy targets. Few of
their missiles failed to find a home. Enemy soldiers were
pulverised with boulders and tiles, limbs broken, skulls opened,
faces mashed, blood everywhere. Screaming pervaded the street, and
the men who remained below tried desperately to pick up speed,
either running forwards or retreating, only to find that increased
speed inevitably tipped them into deep holes or ruined shins, feet
and ankles among the rubble, at which point they were once more
pounded with stones.

Very few men
made it out. Over more than a quarter of an hour the Romans cast
everything they had. Every time the enemy tried something, they
failed. Shields over heads only held off the inevitable, the boards
gradually broken and ruined and then bricks finding their way
through to break the men beneath.

Salvius Cursor
sighed. If he’d known it was going to be this effective, he’d have
stockpiled more stones. Perhaps they could have kept the enemy here
indefinitely.

His musings
shattered at a strange foreign cry as an Aegyptian suddenly burst
through a hatch in the roof, out into the sunshine, wearing some
ridiculous, ostentatious armour of crocodile skin. While they’d
been held back, someone had found a weak point and managed to get
into the buildings. Even as Salvius bellowed the order to fall back
to the acropolis, another Aegyptian emerged from the trapdoor
behind the first. Two soldiers rushed over even as Salvius ripped
his sword free and ran for the man. One of them tackled the second
Aegyptian while the other rushed to the trapdoor and slammed it
shut, jumping on it to block access to the roof.

Salvius dipped
left as he approached the man in the crocodile skin, whose sword
was some strange curved cleaver of local design. As the man stepped
to his right to meet Salvius, the wily tribune recovered from his
feint, instead moving right and slashing out. He was impressed at
the efficacy of the crocodile skin. He’d expected to cut through
it, but it turned his blade as readily as any iron, and he managed
only with some luck to draw blood on the arm in passing.

The man spun
with difficulty in the bulky armour, his sword lashing out.
Fortunately, despite his own armour and the oppressive heat,
Salvius still had the advantage over the strange getup his opponent
wore. He danced out of the way and lashed out twice in quick
succession, the first blow slamming into the leather ties that held
the front of the armour together and, as it flapped apart, the
second thrust into the ribs and on through the body, cleaving the
man’s organs and robbing him of life. As he twisted the blade with
difficulty and yanked it back out, Salvius heard more cries. Other
trapdoors were opening, and men emerging. Even as he shouted at the
two men with him to run, the one standing on the trapdoor stiffened
as a spear rammed up through it, deep into his groin from an unseen
assailant below.

Salvius looked
around. Many of his men had gone. Some had been cut off by
Aegyptians emerging from the houses below. The rooftops were lost.
There was nothing he could do now but either sacrifice himself or
run and get out alive.

Regretfully,
and wondering if Fronto was having a deleterious effect on him,
since a few years ago he’d probably have stayed and fought it out,
he put boot leather to rooftop and pelted off to the north, racing
for safety. Behind him the last tardy legionaries were
overrun.

Breathing
heavily, he reached the roof edge and without the luxury of a
ladder trusted to luck, jumping from the parapet onto an awning
below. The fabric tore with the force of the impact, but remained
intact enough for him to roll, and then drop from there to the
ground without injury. Looking up to see enemy warriors appear at
the parapet, he wiped his sword on a piece of fallen awning, then
sheathed it and ran.

At the count
of sixty three racing heartbeats he turned the corner to see the
redoubt of the acropolis awaiting, packed with legionaries and the
last of his men racing through the new gate to safety. With a
prayer to Mars he followed them, disappearing inside as the
soldiers slammed the portal shut behind him and barred it, stacking
beams and barrels against it.

‘That’s it
then sir?’ a centurion probed as he leaned over, hands on knees, to
regain his breath.

‘That’s it.
We’re under siege. But they’re going to be careful and slow now. We
made them pay for getting this far. A good thousand enemy bodies
line Canopus Street to the walls, and they won’t consider
committing their elephants again. Is this place secure?’

‘As secure as
we could make it, sir. We’ll hold them here.’

‘We have to.
It’s that or die. Unless Fronto’s got us some ships.’

He turned and
peered towards the harbour, though he couldn’t see that far. He
tried not to think what Fronto was going to do now if he’d secured
the harbour and the fleet. They had expected to have time to
consolidate their grip there or perhaps move the ships into the
Palace Harbour, but in the end they’d run out of time. The legate
and his men would be trapped in the harbour and cut off.

‘Good luck,
Fronto,’ he breathed, as he listened to the sound of whooping
Aegyptians moving slowly but relentlessly through the
streets.


Chapter Three

 


Galronus
crouched in the manner of a hunter atop a strange edifice that
appeared to be part-temple, part-gateway and all peculiar, covered
in statues and carvings of men with animal heads. His position was
deliberately chosen as hard to spot from any local ground level
location, which was, in retrospect, a good thing, given the
positions of the enemy.

Glancing this
way and that at the last moment before he needed to move, he
plotted every position he could see. Street fighting and sieges
were not the field of choice for a horse warrior like Galronus, and
he had willingly taken on the role of scout along with several of
the more alert men of the Sixth and the Twenty Seventh. His role,
to give warning primarily to the men at the harbour, was
well-suited.

Away to his
left – to the east – he could see that the last of the legionaries
had pulled back to the redoubt line around the palace, the theatre
and the Palace Harbour. There the strange, clever, queen and Caesar
were content that they could hold an enemy for a protracted period,
possibly indefinitely if they could open and maintain a supply
route through the port.

Behind him, to
the north, the harbour was under Fronto’s control, with a thousand
men of the Sixth to defend it. The rest of the legions had been
sent back to the redoubt to help hold there. The problem was that
while the redoubt was a solid fortification, having been carefully
planned and executed over days, the harbour was almost impossible
to fortify, being a wide front with many access points. All
Fronto’s men had been able to do since they’d taken control of the
ships was tear down some shanty buildings and use the rubble to
block the streets. A determined sheep could cross the defences
there, let alone an enemy army, and Achillas’ force outnumbered
Fronto’s by a margin too high to comfortably count. Moreover, there
was no connection between the harbour and the redoubt. When
attacked, Galronus’ friend could not pull back to the safety of the
others. And there was little doubt he was going to be
attacked.

Again,
Galronus peered intently at the streets off to the south. The army
of Aegyptians was moving slowly, carefully, more like a tide coming
in than a flash flood. The Roman defenders had made them pay so
heavily for their initial advances that now, even though nothing
really remained between them and the Roman centres, they were wary
and sluggish.

He could see
Aegyptian forces moving parallel along at least five streets. Some
of them were moving towards the redoubt and the main Roman
position, where Caesar and the queen commanded. Others, though, and
a sizeable number of them, were closing on the harbour. Fronto was
about to be hit and hit hard.

Time to
move.

Galronus rose
suddenly, red flag hanging limp from the top of the spear shaft as
he lifted it from the rooftop. Three waves towards the palace,
warning them that the enemy were just three streets away, then five
waves back towards the harbour. Five streets. Not much.

Having given
away his position in delivering the signals, Galronus became a
target in an instant, archers and slingers among the units just a
few dozen paces away in the street, nocking and swinging with
sudden urgency. But by the time the first shot whipped through the
air, Galronus was gone. Dropping from the rear of the roof, he
landed on the head of the statue of a dog-faced man of ancient
black stone. Plenty of handholds on this thing, and in a couple of
heartbeats he was in the narrow alley behind the strange
temple-thing at ground level.

The enemy
would be close, but he felt confident they wouldn’t hurry after
him. They were moving nervously and slowly as an army, and he was
only one man, not worth risking running into a trap for. Turning a
corner, he entered a wider street and pelted along it. Ahead, he
could see the barrier of rubble in the street, the red and silver
shapes of Fronto’s legionaries behind it. Beyond them, distantly,
he could see a blue-grey haze scattered with masts. It did not look
defensible.

Galronus
gritted his teeth. His orders were to pull back to the redoubt, but
he had no intention of doing so, and leaving Fronto fighting
without him. Caesar would get over it. It wasn’t as though this was
the first time Galronus had blithely ignored his orders.

His feet
clapping on the stones of the street, he closed on the rubble,
calling the password as he neared, and the Sixth stepped to the
sides, opening a path across the makeshift barrier for him. As
Galronus scrabbled up the broken stones and mud bricks, he noted
the defenders with dismay. Maybe fifty men. Enough to hold the
blockade for only a very short time. The defences were so spread
out with so many accesses that Fronto’s men were too thinly
distributed. There was, in Galronus’ opinion, absolutely no chance
of holding the harbour.

Nodding his
thanks to the men, and warning them that the enemy would be on them
at any moment, he asked where the legate was to be
found.

‘Ship three
jetties along,’ said one of the soldiers. ‘The
Diomedes.’

‘Thank
you.’

Running on,
Galronus entered the harbour. Small pockets of legionaries were
clustered along it, presumably reserves to plug gaps, as though
they had any chance of holding this leaky sieve of a fortification
for more than the blink of an eye.

As he pounded
along the stone dock, making for the colourful trireme three
jetties along, he frowned. No, the small pockets of men along the
length of the harbour were not idle, waiting to help. They were
standing at the ends of certain jetties while some of their number
were clearly active aboard the vessels at those
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