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About the Book

The gripping ninth novel in Simon Scarrow’s bestselling Roman series.

While centurions Macro and Cato are returning to Rome from a harrowing campaign against the Parthians, their transport ship is almost capsized by a tidal wave.  They barely make it to the port of Matala in Crete where they are stunned to find a devastated town.  An earthquake has struck the island, destroying its cities and killing thousands.  In the chaotic aftermath, large bands of the island’s slaves begin to revolt and local bandits, taking advantage of the slave rebellion, urge the Cretans to overthrow the Roman administration.  With many of the island’s troops either killed or wounded during the earthquake, the governor of the province calls on Macro and Cato for help.  Can they move swiftly enough to counter the rebellion before it sweeps the Romans from the island?
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CHAPTER ONE

‘We should reach Matala on the next tack,’ announced the captain as he shaded his eyes and gazed at the coastline of Crete off the starboard beam, burnished by the late afternoon sun. Beside him on the deck stood some of his passengers, a Roman senator, his daughter and two centurions, bound for Rome. The four had boarded at Caesarea together with the daughter’s maidservant, a young Judaean girl. The captain was proud of his vessel. The Horus  was an old ship from Alexandria, retired from the fleet that shipped grain across the Mediterranean to Rome. Despite her years she was still a tough, seaworthy vessel and the captain was confident and experienced enough to take her out of the sight of land when necessary. Accordingly, the Horus had headed directly out to sea when she left the port of Caesarea, and had made landfall off the coast of Crete three days later.

‘Will we arrive at Matala before night?’ asked the senator.

‘I’m afraid not, sir.’ The captain smiled faintly. ‘And I’m not going to attempt an approach in the dark. The Horus has a full hold and rides low in the water. Can’t risk running her up on any rocks.’

‘So what happens tonight then?’

The captain pursed his lips briefly. ‘We’ll have to stand off the coast, hove to until dawn. Means I’ll lose a day, but that can’t be helped. Best offer a quick prayer to Poseidon that we make up the time after we leave Matala.’

The older centurion let out a frustrated sigh. ‘Bloody sea travel. Never straightforward. Should have taken the land route.’

The other officer, a tall, slender man with a curly mop of dark hair, laughed and slapped his stout comrade on the shoulder. ‘I thought I was the impatient one! Easy there, Macro, we’ll still reach Rome long before we ever could if we had gone by land.’

‘You’ve changed your tune. Thought you were the one who hated the sea.’

‘I’m not fond of it, but I have my reasons for wanting to reach Rome as soon as I can.’

‘No doubt.’ Centurion Macro winked, with a faint nod towards the senator’s daughter. ‘I’ll just be glad to get a new posting. Back with the legions, permanently. The gods know we’ve done enough to earn it, Cato, my friend. Two years on the eastern frontier. I’ve had my fill of heat, sand and thirst. Next time I want a nice cushy post somewhere in Gaul. Somewhere I can rest a while.’

‘That’s what you say now.’ Cato laughed. ‘But I know you, Macro. You’d be bored witless before the month was out.’

‘I don’t know. I’d like to get back to some proper soldiering. No more doing the dirty work of the imperial palace for me.’

Cato nodded with feeling. Ever since they had carried out their first mission for Narcissus, the emperor’s private secretary and head of the imperial spy network, Macro and Cato had faced perils from every quarter, besides the usual dangers of being soldiers. Cato’s expression hardened. ‘I fear that’s rather out of our control. The more problems we solve, the greater the chance that we’ll be called on again.’

‘Ain’t that the truth,’ Macro muttered. ‘Shit . . .’

Then, remembering that the senator and his daughter were present, he glanced at them apologetically and cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, miss. Pardon my Gallic.’

The senator smiled. ‘We’ve heard worse in recent months, Centurion Macro. In fact I think we have become rather used to the rough ways of soldiers. Otherwise I’d hardly countenance the attention Cato has been showing my daughter, eh?’

She grinned. ‘Don’t worry, Father, I’ll tame him sure enough.’

Cato smiled as she took his arm and gave it an affectionate squeeze. The captain looked at them and scratched his chin.

‘Getting married then, Miss Julia?’

She nodded. ‘As soon as we return to Rome.’

‘Damn, had hoped to ask for your hand myself,’ the captain joked. He examined Cato briefly. The centurion’s features were unmarked by the scars one tended to see on the faces of experienced soldiers.  He was also, by far, the youngest centurion the Greek sea captain had ever met, barely in his twenties, and he could not help wondering if such a man could only have been promoted to the rank through the patronage of a powerful friend. But the medallions fixed to the centurion’s harness spoke of real achievements, hard won. Clearly there was far more to Centurion Cato than the captain had first thought. By contrast, Centurion Macro looked every inch the hard fighting man. Shorter by a head, but built like a bull, with well-muscled limbs on which numerous scars clearly showed. Some fifteen years older than his comrade, he had cropped dark hair and piercing brown eyes, yet the creases in his face hinted at a humorous side, should a suitable occasion arise.

The captain turned his attention back to the younger officer, with a touch of envy. If he married into a senatorial family, then Centurion Cato was set up for the rest of his life. Money, social position and career preferment would be his for the taking. That said, it was clear to the captain that the affection between the young centurion and the senator’s daughter was real enough. At the end of each day the two of them were on deck to watch the sun set, arms around each other as they gazed across the sparkling waves.

As evening approached the Horus steered parallel to the coast, passing one of the bays that the captain had become familiar with in the long years that he served aboard merchant vessels sailing the length and breadth of the Mediterranean. While the sun slipped below the horizon, brilliantly gilding the edges of the island’s mountains and hills, those on deck stared towards the shore. A large agricultural estate lay close to the sea, and in the gathering dusk, long lines of slaves returned from their labours in the fields, groves and vineyards. Shuffling wearily, they were herded back into their compound by overseers with whips and clubs.

Cato felt Julia tremble at his side and turned to her. ‘Cold?’

‘No. It’s just that.’ She indicated the last of the slaves entering the compound, and then the gates were shut and barred. ‘A terrible existence for any man or woman.’

‘But you have slaves at home.’

‘Of course, but they are well cared for and have a degree of liberty  in Rome. Not like those poor souls. Worked hard from first light to last. Treated no better than farm animals.’

Cato thought a moment before responding. ‘That is the common lot of slaves. Whether they work on estates like that one, or in mines, or construction sites. It is only a small portion of them that are lucky enough to live in households like yours, or even to have the chance to train in the gladiator camps.’

‘Gladiators?’ Julia looked at him with raised eyebrows. ‘Lucky? How could you consider anyone lucky who suffered such a fate?’

Cato shrugged. ‘The training is hard, but once that’s done they don’t have it so bad. Their owners take good care of them and the best fighters make small fortunes and enjoy the high life.’

‘As long as they survive in the arena.’

‘True, but they risk no more than any man in the legions, and have a far more comfortable life than most. If they live long enough, gladiators can win their freedom and retire wealthy men. Only a handful of soldiers ever achieve that.’

‘Too bloody true,’ Macro grumbled. ‘I wonder if it’s too late to retrain as a gladiator.’

Julia stared at him. ‘I am sure you don’t mean that.’

‘Why not? If I am going to kill people then I might as well be nicely paid for it.’

Senator Sempronius chuckled at the disgusted expression on his daughter’s face. ‘Ignore him, my child. Centurion Macro is joking. He fights for the glory of Rome, not a slave’s purse, no matter how loaded with gold.’

Macro cocked an eyebrow. ‘Now who’s joking?’

Cato smiled and then looked back towards the shore. The slave compound was an ugly blot on the side of the hill overlooking the bay. All was still, save for a single flickering torch above the gate, and the dim form of a sentry standing close by as he kept watch over the slaves inside. This was the industrial side of slavery, which was largely invisible to most Romans, especially those well born, like Senator Sempronius and his daughter. The perfumed, uniformed slaves of a rich household were a far cry from the ragged masses who laboured in work camps, always tired and hungry and carefully watched for  any sign of rebellion, which would be punished with brutal swiftness and severity.

It was a harsh regime, but the empire, and indeed every civilised nation that Cato knew of, depended on slavery to create wealth and feed its urban multitudes. For Cato it was a harsh reminder of the terrible differences in destiny that fate dealt out to people. The worst excesses of slavery were a blight on the world, he reflected, even if the institution was, for the present, a necessity.

He suddenly felt a faint tremor in the deck beneath his boots and glanced down.

‘What the fuck?’ Macro growled. ‘Do you feel that?’

Julia grabbed Cato’s arm. ‘What is it? What’s happening?’

There were cries of surprise and alarm across the deck as the crew and other passengers of the Horus glanced down at the deck.

‘We’ve run aground,’ said Sempronius, as he gripped the side rail.

The captain shook his head. ‘Impossible! We’re too far off the shore. I know these waters. There’s no shallows for fifty miles. I swear it. In any case . . . Look there! At the sea.’

The captain thrust out his arm and the others followed the direction and saw that the surface of the water was shimmering faintly. For a brief time that seemed far longer than it was, the dull shudder of the deck and the quivering surface of the sea continued. Several of those on board fell to their knees and began to pray fervently to the gods. Cato held Julia in his arms and stared over her head at his friend. Macro gritted his teeth and glared back, hands clenched into fists at his sides. For the first time, Cato thought he saw a glimmer of fear in the other man’s eyes, even as he wondered what was happening.

‘A sea monster,’ Macro said quietly.

‘Sea monster?’

‘Has to be. Oh, shit, why the hell did I agree to travel by sea?’

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the faint shuddering stopped, and a moment later the surface of the sea returned to its steady chop as the Horus gently rose and dipped on the easy swell. For a moment no one on the ship moved or spoke, as if they were waiting for the strange phenomenon to begin again. Julia cleared her throat. ‘Do you think it’s over, whatever it was?’

‘No idea,’ Cato replied softly.

The brief exchange had broken the spell. Macro puffed his cheeks as he let out a deep breath and the ship’s captain turned away from his passengers and scowled at the steersman. The latter had released his grip on the tiller of the great paddle at the stern of the  Horus and was cowering beneath the fantail decoration overhanging the stern post. Already the ship was slowly swinging round into the wind.

‘What in Hades do you think you’re doing?’ the captain blazed at the steersman. ‘Return to your bloody post and get us back on course.’

As the steersman hurriedly took up the tiller, the captain turned round to glare at the other sailors. ‘Back to work! Move yourselves.’

His men reluctantly returned to their duties as they adjusted the sail that had begun to flutter at the edges as the Horus luffed up for a moment, before the steersman leaned into the tiller and the ship settled back on to her original course.

Macro licked his lips nervously. ‘Is it really over?’

Cato sensed the deck under his feet, and glanced at the sea, which looked just as it had before the tremor had begun. ‘Seems to be.’

‘Thank the gods.’

Julia nodded, then her eyes widened as she recalled her maid, who had been resting on her mat in the small cabin she shared with her mistress and the senator. ‘I’d better check on Jesmiah. Poor girl will be terrified.’

Cato released her from his arms and Julia hurried across the deck towards the narrow gangway leading down to the passengers’ quarters, where those who could afford it had paid for a cabin. The rest of the passengers simply lived and slept on the deck of the Horus.

As Julia disappeared from sight, a faint cry reached them from the shore and Cato, Macro and Sempronius turned towards the land. Though the light was dim, they could clearly see figures stumbling away from the estate’s slave compound. Or what was left of it. The walls had been flattened, exposing the barrack blocks inside. Only two were still standing; the rest were in ruins.

‘Bloody hell.’ Macro stared at the ruins. ‘What could have done that?’

‘An earthquake,’ said Sempronius. ‘Has to be. I’ve experienced something like it before while I was serving as a tribune in Bythinia. The earth shook, and there was a dull roar. It went on for some moments, and shook some buildings to pieces. Those inside were crushed and buried under the rubble.’ He shuddered at the memory. ‘Hundreds died . . .’

‘But if it’s an earthquake, then why were we affected, out here at sea?’

‘I don’t know, Macro. The work of the gods is beyond the understanding of men.’

‘Perhaps,’ Cato remarked. ‘But surely, if the tremor on land is severe enough, it would communicate itself through the water to us?’

‘That may be so,’ Sempronius admitted. ‘In any case, we’re the lucky ones. It is those on land who will have felt the full power of the gods’ wrath.’

For a moment the three men stared towards the ruined slave compound, slowly slipping into the distance as the Horus sailed steadily away from the coast. A fire had broken out in the ruins, most likely from the kitchens preparing the evening meal, Cato decided. Flames licked up into the dusk, illuminating the shocked figures of the survivors. A handful were desperately picking away at the rubble to free those trapped beneath. Cato shook his head in pity.

‘Be thankful we are at sea. I would not want to be ashore now. You should be grateful for that at least, Macro.’

‘Really?’ Macro replied quietly. ‘What makes you think the gods have finished with us yet?’

‘Deck there!’ a voice suddenly cried from aloft. ‘Captain, look!’

The sailor sitting astride the spar close to the top of the mast had thrust his spare arm out, along the coast to the west.

‘Make your report properly!’ the captain bellowed up to him. ‘What do you see?’

There was a pause before the sailor replied anxiously. ‘I don’t know, sir. Never seen its like. A line, like a wall, right across the sea.’

‘Nonsense, man! That’s impossible.’

‘Sir, I swear, that’s what it looks like.’

‘Fool!’ The captain crossed to the side of the ship, swung himself  up on to the ratlines and began to clamber aloft to join the lookout. ‘Now then, you bloody fool, where is this wall of yours?’

The lookout thrust his hand towards the horizon, into the fading light of the setting sun. At first the captain could see little as he squinted. Then, as his eyes adjusted to the distant gleam, he saw it. A faint glitter of reflected light rippling along the horizon, above a dark band that stretched from out to sea right up to the coast of Crete. Where it touched the land there was a churning foam of water.

‘Mother of Zeus,’ the captain muttered as his guts instantly turned to ice. The lookout was right. There was a wall ahead of the  Horus, a wall of water. A vast tidal wave was sweeping along the coast directly towards the ship, no more than two or three miles away and racing towards them faster than the swiftest of horses.




CHAPTER TWO

‘A tidal wave?’ Cato’s eyes widened. ‘How big?’ ‘Big as a bloody cliff,’ the captain replied. ‘And heading this way, straight along the coast.’

‘Then we must alter course,’ said Sempronius. ‘Get out of its way.’

‘There’s no time for that. In any case, the wave stretched as far as I could see. We can’t avoid it.’

The senator and the two centurions stared at the captain for a moment before Sempronius spoke again. ‘So, what now?’

‘Now?’ The captain gave a brittle laugh. ‘We say our prayers and make our final farewells and wait until the wave hits us.’

Cato shook his head. ‘No. There has to be something you can do to save the ship.’

‘There’s nothing, I’m telling you,’ the captain said bleakly. ‘You haven’t seen the size of that thing yet. But you will, any moment.’

All eyes turned towards the horizon, and then Cato noticed what looked like a dark shadow on the rim of the world, at the moment only a fine line and one that looked wholly unthreatening as yet. He stared at it briefly before turning back towards the captain. ‘You’ve been in storms before, haven’t you?’

‘Oh, yes. Storms are one thing. A tidal wave is something else. There’s no hope for us.’

‘Bollocks!’ Macro growled, and then grabbed the captain’s tunic in both hands and drew the Greek close to his face. ‘There’s always hope. I haven’t survived fuck knows how many fights and injuries just to die on this tub. Now then, I ain’t a sailor. That’s your job. You’ve got a dangerous situation on your hands. So you deal with it. Do what you can to give us the best chance to live through this. You understand me?’ He gave the captain a shake. ‘Well?’

The Greek wilted before the intense gaze of the centurion and nodded. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

‘That’s better.’ Macro smiled and released his grip. ‘Now then, is there anything we can do to help?’

The captain swallowed nervously. ‘If you don’t mind, it would be best if you stayed out of the way.’

Macro’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that all?’

‘You could tie yourself to the mast, or one of the cleats, to save yourselves from being swept over the side when the wave hits us.’

‘All right then.’

The captain turned away to shout orders to his crew and the sailors hurried aloft to shake out the reefs in the huge mainsail. At the stern, the steersman strained at the tiller, turning the Horus towards the sunset.

‘What is he doing?’ asked Sempronius. ‘The fool is heading straight for the wave.’

Cato nodded. ‘Makes sense. The bows are the strongest part of the ship. If we meet the wave head on, we might break through it, if we can’t ride over it.’

Sempronius stared at him. ‘I hope you are right, young man. For your sake, my sake and all our sakes.’

As soon as the senator had spoken, Cato’s mind focused at once on Julia and he called to Macro as he hurried towards the gangway leading to the cabins. ‘Get yourself tied to the mast, and take the senator with you.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘To get Julia and Jesmiah. They’ll be safer on deck.’

Macro nodded, then glanced towards the horizon, and now he could see the wave more clearly, rising up in a great bar that extended far out to sea, while the other end foamed and crashed along the coast. ‘Be quick, Cato!’

Cato ran across the deck and jumped down the short flight of steps into the passengers’ quarters, where thin stalls accommodated those who had paid the most for their passage to Rome. Thrusting aside the canvas curtain that formed the makeshift entrance to Julia’s quarters, he ducked his head inside. Julia sat on the deck, cradling Jesmiah in her arms.

‘Cato! What’s the matter?’

‘No time to explain.’ He stepped towards her, stooped and drew her up on to her feet. Jesmiah scrambled up at her side, wide-eyed with terror.

‘Master Cato,’ her lips trembled, ‘I heard someone say there’s a monster.’

‘There’s no monster,’ he snapped, thrusting them both out of the stall and up towards the gangway. ‘We have to get on deck, as quick as possible.’

Julia stumbled up the steps towards the deck. ‘Why? What’s happening?’

With a quick glance at Jesmiah Cato replied, ‘Trust me and do as I say.’

They emerged on to the deck in a scene of terror and chaos. Macro had tied the senator to the foot of the mast and was hurriedly doing the same for himself. All around the other passengers and crew were doing the best they could to secure themselves to the vessel. The captain had joined the steersman on the small steering deck and both men braced their arms on the tiller and stared grimly ahead.

Jesmiah stared round in horror and drew up.

Cato grabbed her arm and dragged her roughly towards the mast. ‘Come on, girl! There’s not much time.’

As soon as they reached Macro and Sempronius, Cato thrust Julia and her maid down on to the deck and took up the tail end of the rope Macro had used to secure himself to the mast. Glancing up, he saw that the wave was much closer now, travelling at an extraordinary speed as it swept along the coast. He snapped round to the two women.

‘Raise your arms!’

Running the rope round their stomachs, Cato circled the mast and tied the end into the loop round Macro’s waist.

‘What about you, lad?’ Macro looked up anxiously.

‘I need more rope.’ Cato stood up and glanced round. Every spare length seemed to have been taken. Then his eyes caught sight of something over the side of the Horus, no more than fifty paces away in the sea. The glistening tip of a rock was exposed above the surface, and as Cato looked, more rocks emerged. Closer to the shore it  seemed that some tidal current had drawn the water away, laying bare reefs and even the stunted upper works of an old wreck. The sight astonished him for an instant before a terrified shout from one of the crew snatched his attention back towards the wave. It was visible to everyone on the deck now. A great dark monster, crested with a haze of white spray as it came on in a rippling, glassy mass, straight towards the Horus. Ahead of it, the tiny wings of a seagull glimmered in the fading glow of the sunset, then the bird was lost in the shadow of the wave.

‘Cato!’

He turned and saw Julia staring at him, struggling to reach out and grasp his hand. Cato knew there was no time to tie himself down. It was too late for him. He slumped down on the deck and squeezed himself between Macro and Julia as best he could, grasping them both round the shoulders. The light breeze that had been blowing along behind the ship abruptly died and the sail sagged like old skin from the spar, before suddenly being taken aback as the wave thrust the air ahead of it. The great mass of water rose up ahead of the ship, high, higher than the mast, and Cato felt his stomach knot as he gritted his teeth and squinted at the oncoming monster.

The deck suddenly lurched as the bows swept up, and the air was filled with cries and wails of terror and the sound of the sea surging past the sides of the Horus. Those clustered about the base of the mast clung to each other as the deck canted at a crazy angle and a mountain of sea swelled up above the ship, dwarfing it. For an instant Cato was lost in abject awe before the mighty apparition hanging over the ship, and he saw the spume and spray fringing the top of the wave. With a scream, one of the crewmen came tumbling down the deck, silenced as his head cracked against the deck hatch.

At that moment the Horus lost the brief struggle with the wave and slid back. A torrent of water crashed down over the vessel, snapping the mast off ten feet above the heads of the Romans tied to its base. Just before the black deluge of tons of water smashed down on the ship, Macro shouted up at the wave, ‘Fuck you!’

Then the sea crashed over them. Cato’s head was snapped back against the mast and for an instant he saw white. He opened his mouth to cry out and at once it was filled with salt water. A great  force tore at him, dragging him out of the grasp of his comrades. He tightened his grip on the rope around Julia’s waist while he clamped his fingers into Macro’s shoulder for all he was worth. All sense of direction was lost as the ship rolled over, and his ears were filled with the roar and rumble of water boiling around him. Something struck him, and then thrashed around, tearing at him, and he realised it must be another of the crewmen. Fingers groped at his face and tore at his cheek. Fearing for his eyes, Cato had to release his grip on Macro and fight back, desperately thrusting the other man away. Then a fresh surge of water swept up both him and the other man, swirling them away from the stump of the mast in the darkness. For a moment the other man struggled like a wild animal, fighting for its life. Then he was gone and Cato felt himself rolling and twisting, over and over, as he clamped his mouth tightly shut and held his breath as best he could. Then, at last, he could bear it no longer and opened his mouth, desperate for air to ease the fire in his chest. Salt water surged down his throat and into his lungs, suffocating him, and he knew he would die.

The wave swept on, leaving a swirling maelstrom in its wake. The hull of the merchant vessel came to the surface in a froth of bubbles and spray and lay glistening in the failing light for a moment before it slowly rolled upright. As the side rail and then the deck struggled to break the surface of the sea, there was little of the original superstructure that could be recognised. The figurehead of the Egyptian god had sheared off, leaving a splintered stump. The mast, sail and rigging had been swept away and the steering paddles were gone, taking the captain and the steersman with them. As the waters parted across the deck and gushed out of the scuppers, the Horus continued to roll, and for an instant it seemed that she might overturn again. Then, at the last moment, she paused and rolled back to settle low in the water, a floating wreck where once there had been a proudly kept vessel. Around the Horus swirled the flotsam of the shattered mast and spar, together with tendrils of the rigging. A few bodies bobbed to the surface and then settled on the water like old rags.

Macro’s head swayed to one side, and he blinked his eyes open and coughed, spraying salt water as he struggled to clear his lungs. He  shook his head and looked around the deck. A handful of other figures were stirring, battered and dazed but alive, thanks to the ropes that secured them to the ship. Macro vomited up some water from the pit of his stomach, and spat on the deck to clear his mouth.

‘Charming . . .’

He turned his head to see Sempronius smiling weakly at him, before he too began to cough and splutter. Sensing movement on his other side, Macro turned and saw Julia’s face tightened into a painful grimace as she retched.

‘All right, miss?’

‘Oh, perfectly fine, thank you,’ she muttered, and then froze. ‘Cato! Where’s Cato?’

Macro’s gaze swept the deck, but there was no sign of his friend. He tried to think back, through the terrible darkness of the sea that had engulfed him. ‘He was holding on to me when the wave struck. Then . . . then I can’t remember.’

‘Cato!’ Julia cried out into the gloom, struggling to free herself from the rope that still bound her to the stump of the mast. Once she had loosened it enough she wriggled out and stood up. ‘Cato! Where are you?’

Macro eased himself out of the cords looped round him and rose up beside her. He took a good look around the deck, but it was clear that there was no sign of Cato.

‘Cato’s gone, miss.’

‘Gone?’ She turned to him. ‘No. He can’t be.’

Macro stared at her helplessly, then gestured around the deck. ‘He’s gone.’

Julia shook her head and stepped away from the centurion, raising her voice to cry out hoarsely, ‘Cato! Cato! Where are you?’

Macro watched her for a moment and then turned to help the senator to his feet.

‘Thanks,’ Sempronius muttered. ‘Better see to the girl, Jesmiah.’

Macro nodded and looked down at the maidservant. She sat slumped against the foot of the mast, her head flopping loosely as the ship wallowed heavily on the swell. He knelt down and raised her chin tenderly. The girl’s eyes stared blankly into the mid-distance. Then he saw the dark bruising that had begun to appear on the nape  of her neck, visible even in the failing light. He lowered her chin and stood up with a heavy heart. ‘She’s had it. Broken neck.’

Sempronius whispered, ‘Poor devil.’

‘Dead?’ Julia looked round. ‘She can’t be. She was tied down beside me.’

‘She’s gone, miss,’ Macro said gently. ‘Something must have hit her when the wave struck. A loose block, part of the mast. Could have been anything.’

Julia crouched down in front of her maid and grasped her shoulders. ‘Jesmiah! Wake up. Wake up I tell you! I order you to wake up.’ She shook the shoulders violently and the dead girl’s head wobbled obscenely. Macro knelt down at her side and took her hands in his. ‘Miss, she’s gone. She can’t hear you any more. There’s nothing you can do for her.’ He paused and took a breath to calm his own emotions. ‘And nothing for Cato, neither.’

Julia looked at him angrily, and then her features crumpled and she was racked by a deep sob as she clasped her hands to her face. Macro hesitantly put an arm round her and tried to think of some words to comfort her. But none came and they sat there as the dusk thickened about the ship. Now that the wave had passed on down the coast, the sea gradually settled into a calm, gentle swell. At length Macro rose to his feet and tugged the sleeve of Sempronius’s tunic.

‘You’d better take care of her, sir.’

‘What?’ The senator frowned for a moment, still dazed by the wave, and the fact that he was still alive. Then he looked down at his daughter and nodded. ‘Yes, you’re right. I’ll look after her. What now, Macro?’

‘Sir?’

‘What are we going to do now?’

Macro scratched his chin. ‘Try to keep the ship afloat for the night, I guess. Have to see where things lie in the morning.’

‘Is that it?’

Macro took a deep breath. ‘I’m no bloody sailor, sir. I’m a soldier. But I’ll do what I can. All right?’

As the senator sat down and put his arm round his daughter, Macro straightened his back and called out across the deck. ‘On your  feet, your dozy bastards! Over here, on me, sharpish. We’ve got a bloody ship to save!’

As the figures shambled towards him out of the gloom, Macro glanced over them, still hoping to see Cato emerge from the shadows, alive and well. But he was nowhere to be seen amongst the scared and stunned expressions of the survivors who clustered around the stump of the mast.




CHAPTER THREE

‘Your captain’s gone,’ Macro announced. ‘And the man on the tiller. So who is next in the chain of command?’

The crew looked at each other for a moment before an older man shuffled forward. ‘That’d be me, sir. The first mate.’

‘Can you work the ship?’

‘I suppose so, sir. I share watch duties with the captain. Well at least I did, until . . .’

The man gestured towards the stern and shrugged his shoulders. Macro could see that he was still in a state of shock and could not yet be counted on to meet the challenge.

‘Right then, I’ll take charge for now. Once the ship is seaworthy again you will take over as captain. Agreed?’

The mate gave a resigned shrug. Macro looked round the deck as a small wave sent spray bursting over the low side of the waterlogged ship. ‘First thing we do is lighten the ship. I want all the passengers and crew to start jettisoning the cargo. Once we’re riding higher in the water we can begin to bail out.’

‘Sir, what cargo should we begin with?’ asked the mate.

‘Whatever’s closest to hand. Now open the deck hatch and get on with it.’

The timbers of the hatch had splintered as the cargo tumbled around when the ship had rolled over. Once the ties had been undone, Macro and the others wrenched the battered planks away and threw them over the side of the Horus. The last light of the day was fading fast as Macro leaned over the coaming and stared down into the hold. Whatever order there might have been in the loading of the cargo, there was no sign of it in the jumbled heap of broken amphorae, sacks of grain and bales of material that filled the hold. Sea water sloshed about below.

‘Right then, let’s get to work,’ Macro ordered. ‘Take what comes to hand and get it over the side.’ He pointed at the nearest of the crew. ‘You four, into the hold. The rest of you take what they pass up and throw it overboard.’

The crewmen swung their legs over the side of the hatch coaming and warily eased themselves down into the hold, bracing their feet carefully on the jumbled cargo. Macro spotted some small wooden chests near the top of the pile. ‘We’ll have those first.’

As the first chest came up on deck the mate stared at it and swallowed nervously. ‘Sir, you can’t throw that over the side.’

‘Oh? Why not?’

‘These chests are the property of a Roman lord. They contain rare spices. They’re valuable, sir.’

‘That’s too bad,’ Macro replied. ‘Now pick the chest up and get rid of it.’

The mate shook his head. ‘No, sir. I will not be held responsible for that.’

With a sigh Macro bent down and lifted the chest up, strode over to the side and threw it into the sea. Turning back to the mate, he could not help being amused by the man’s horrified expression.

‘There you go. See? Not so difficult when you try. To work, the rest of you. I don’t give a shit what anything’s worth. It all goes over the side. Got that?’

The crewmen in the hold began to work in earnest, heaving the loose items of cargo up on to the deck, where their comrades stood ready to dispose of it all. Macro returned to the mate and muttered in a low voice, ‘Now then, if you don’t mind, I think you should lend a hand saving your bloody ship.’

The mate saw the serious expression on the centurion’s face and nodded quickly before jumping down into the hold to help the others.

‘That’s better,’ Macro nodded.

As more chests, and bales of sodden material were heaved up on deck, Sempronius and his daughter approached Macro.

The senator cleared his throat. ‘Can we help?’

‘Of course, sir. The more hands the better. If these sailors look like  slacking, kick ’em in the arse. We have to lighten the ship as quickly as we can.’

‘I’ll see to it.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Macro turned to Julia. ‘You might as well take shelter in the stern, miss.’

Julia raised her chin defiantly. ‘No. Not while I can do anything to help.’

Macro cocked an eyebrow. ‘I know what Cato meant to you, miss. Best that I let you deal with your loss. Besides, it’s man’s work. No offence, but you’d just get in the way.’

‘Oh really?’ Julia’s eyes narrowed. She slipped the drenched cloak from her shoulders and let it flop on to the deck. Bending down, she lowered herself into the cargo hold, picked up one of the chests with a grunt and heaved it up towards the deck. Macro looked at her and shrugged.

‘As you will, miss. Now then,’ his expression hardened, ‘I’d better see to the dead.’

‘Dead?’ Sempronius looked at him. ‘It’s a bit late to do anything for them, don’t you think?’

‘We must lighten the ship. They have to go over the side as well, sir,’ Macro explained gently. ‘I’m no stranger to death, so let me do it.’

‘Over the side?’ Sempronius glanced towards the stump of the mast where Jesmiah’s body lay slumped. ‘Even her?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Macro nodded sadly. ‘Even her.’

‘Such a shame,’ Sempronius mused as he stared at the body. ‘She’s not had much of a life.’

‘More than some get, sir. And her death wasn’t as bad as it could have been.’ Macro briefly recalled the siege of the citadel at Palmyra where he had first met Jesmiah. If the citadel had fallen then, she and all the other defenders would have been put to the sword, after being tortured, or raped. But the senator was right: Jesmiah’s life had been cut short, just when she might have had some happiness. Macro sighed as he crossed the deck and bent down. She was still fastened to the mast by a rope around her middle, and Macro drew out his dagger and quickly sawed through the coarse rope and tossed the ends aside. Sheathing his blade, he slid his hands beneath the body  and picked her up. Jesmiah’s head lolled against his shoulder, as if she was dozing, and Macro paced steadily to the side of the ship and lifted her over the rail.

He took a last look at her young face, and then lowered her to the sea, letting her drop with a splash. Her hair and clothes billowed in the water before a slight swell bumped the body against the side of the hull and carried her out of reach. Macro sighed and turned away to find the next corpse. There were only three more; the rest of those who had been lost had been swept over the side, like Cato, when the titanic wave struck the Horus. Macro paused as he thought of his friend once more. Cato was the closest thing to family that Macro had in the world. In the years they had served together he had come to regard him as a brother. Now he was dead. Macro felt a weary numbness in his heart, but he knew that the grief would come later on, when he had time to think.

‘Poor Cato, he never did like the water . . .’

With a sad shake of his head, Macro turned to pick up the last body, a short, thin merchant who had boarded the ship at Caesarea. With a grunt he raised the body and tossed it as far from the ship as he could before making his way back to the deck hatch to help the others lighten the vessel.

The burning agony in Cato’s lungs seemed to last an eternity and then, as his vision began to fade, he was aware of a lighter patch in the dark water that surrounded him. He kicked out with the last of his failing strength and his heart strained with hope as the light grew and he knew he must be heading for the surface. Then, just as the pain was becoming so unbearable that Cato feared he might black out, there was an explosion of noise in his ears and he burst from the surface of the sea. At once he coughed up the water in his lungs in agonising gasps as he kicked feebly in an effort to stay on the surface.

For a while his breath came in ragged gasps. Water slapped against his face and into his mouth, causing fresh bouts of spluttering and retching. His eyes stung so badly that he was forced to keep them shut as he struggled to stay afloat. The tunic and heavy military boots weighed him down and encumbered his efforts to stay on the  surface. He realised that if he had been wearing anything more than this, he would certainly have drowned. Slowly he recovered his breath, and then, as his heart ceased pounding in his ears, he blinked his eyes open and glimpsed around the choppy surface of the sea that surrounded him.

At first he saw nothing but water, then he turned his head and caught a glimpse of the coastline of Crete. It seemed to be miles away, and Cato doubted he had the strength to swim that far. Then something nudged his side and he swirled round in a panic. A length of the ship’s spar, complete with a ragged strip of the sail and tendrils of rigging, bobbed on the surface beside him. He let out an explosive gasp of relief as he grabbed hold of the spar and rested his arms over it. While he rose and dipped on the swell, he took in the scene around him. The sea was dotted with debris from the Horus, as well as a handful of bodies.

For a moment Cato was struck by the horrific thought that he was the only survivor from the ship. All the others must have gone down with the vessel when the wave struck and swamped the merchantman. Macro . . . Julia, her father and Jesmiah, all gone, he thought in a blind panic as a deep groan welled up in his chest.

A fresh swell lifted Cato up, and then he saw the ship, or rather what was left of her. Some distance from him the hull floated very low in the water. The mast and stern post had been carried away, and in the gloom of the gathering dusk Cato could just make out a handful of dazed figures stumbling about on deck. He tried to call out, but all he could manage was a painful croak, and then a small wavelet splashed into his face and filled his mouth. Cato spluttered for a moment, tried to call out again, and then trod water, fighting off a surge of despair as the last of the day’s light began to fail. Those on the ship could not see him. In any case, they would be too preoccupied with their own problems to look for survivors in the sea. Cato trembled. The water was already cold enough, and he doubted that he had the strength to last through the night.

Clutching the wooden spar, Cato struck out towards the ship. It was hard going, but the prospect of being saved lent him desperate strength, enough to keep kicking out, working his way across the swell towards the Horus. His progress felt painstakingly slow, and he  was fearful that darkness would soon be upon him and he would lose sight of the ship.

The distance gradually closed, and even though the night had settled across the sea, there was just enough starlight in the heavens to illuminate the darker outline of the ship against the black swell of the water. As he drew closer, Cato tried to call out again, but his feeble cry was drowned by the surge and hiss of the waves and the splashes coming from the side of the ship. Not far from the Horus he bumped into a wooden case floating low in the water. He steered it aside and continued to close up on the ship. Two figures appeared above him, grunting as they struggled with a large amphora.

‘On the count of three,’ a voice growled, and they began to swing the heavy jar to and fro. Cato recognised the voice well enough, but before he could try to shout a greeting, the sound died in his throat as he realised that the large jar would land right on top of him.

‘Wait!’ The shout ripped from his throat as he raised a hand and waved frantically to attract attention. ‘Lower that bloody jar!’

‘What the fuck?’ Macro’s voice carried down to the water. ‘Cato? That you?’

‘Yes . . . yes. Now put the bloody thing down, before you drop it on my head!’

‘What? Oh yes.’ Macro turned back to the other man on deck. ‘Easy there. Put the amphora down, careful like. Cato, wait there. I’ll get a rope.’

‘Where else would I go?’ Cato grumbled.

A moment later Macro’s dark form appeared above the rail and a rope splashed into the water.

Cato’s cold fingers struggled to find the end of the rope. When he had it he held on as tightly as he could before muttering through clenched teeth, ‘Ready.’

With a grunt Macro hauled his friend out of the sea, and as the young centurion surged up he leaned down with one hand and grasped his tunic to haul him aboard. Cato thudded down on the deck and slumped against the side, chest heaving with the effort of the swim back to the Horus and shivering violently as a cool breeze blew across the deck. Macro could not help smiling grimly.

‘Well, you’re in a right state. Proper drowned rat, you are.’

Cato frowned. ‘I fail to see the humour of our situation.’

‘Then you’re not trying hard enough.’

Cato shook his head, then his heart stilled as he glanced round the deck and took in the damage that had been done to the ship, and the handful of figures working around the cargo hatch.

‘Julia . . . Where’s Julia?’

‘She’s safe, lad. And so is her father.’ Macro paused and cleared his throat. ‘But Jesmiah’s gone.’

‘Gone?’

‘Dead. Her neck snapped when the ship went over. We lost quite a few of the crew and passengers. Mostly swept away. The rest were killed or injured by the ship’s kit when it broke loose.’

‘Julia’s safe then,’ Cato muttered to himself as a surge of relief flowed through him. He took a deep breath to calm his pounding heart and looked up at Macro. ‘She thinks I was lost?’

Macro nodded. ‘Putting a brave face on it, of course, what with her being the daughter of a senator. But you might want to put her mind at rest sooner rather than later. Then we need to get this tub seaworthy again, otherwise we’ll all be for the chop.’

Cato struggled to his feet. ‘Where is she?’

‘In the hold. Helping get rid of the cargo. Her idea, not mine, before you ask. Now then,’ Macro turned to a nearby sailor, ‘give a hand with this.’

Leaving Macro and the other man to ditch the unwieldy amphora, Cato crossed the deck towards the open cargo hold. As he approached, he saw Sempronius looking up. The senator broke into a broad smile.

‘Well now! I’d given you up for dead, Centurion.’

Cato grasped the hand that was offered to him, and clasped the senator’s arm. The older man stared at him for a moment and then spoke softly. ‘It’s good to see you, my boy. I feared the worst.’

‘So did I,’ Cato replied ruefully. ‘Seems the gods aren’t quite finished with me.’

‘Indeed. I will make a sacrifice to Fortuna the moment we reach dry land.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Cato nodded, and then looked past the senator down into the ship’s hold. Even in the gloom he could make Julia  out at once. She was bent over a waterlogged bale of finely woven cloth, struggling to lift it on to her shoulder.

‘Excuse me, sir.’ Cato released the senator’s hand and hopped over the side of the hatch, dropping slightly behind Julia. He leaned forward to help her, brushing her arm as he took hold of the cloth. She flinched and snapped.

‘I can manage!’

‘Let me help, Julia.’

She froze for an instant and then responded in a whisper, without turning her head. ‘Cato?’

‘Of course.’

Dropping the bale, Julia rose up and spun round, throwing her arms around him. ‘Cato! Oh, Cato . . . I thought . . .’ She stared up into his eyes, her lips trembling. Then she buried her face in his sodden chest and clenched her fists into the back of his tunic. He felt her shudder and then he heard a sob. He prised himself back so that he could look down at her face.

‘It’s all right, Julia. Shhh, my love. There’s no need for tears, I’m alive and well.’

‘I know, I know, but I thought I might have lost you.’

‘Really?’ Cato raised his eyebrows. It was a lucky thing indeed that he had survived the wave. He forced a smile. ‘Takes more than a bloody wave to finish me off.’

Julia released her grip and thumped him on the chest. ‘Don’t ever do that to me again.’

‘I promise. Unless we run into another wave, that is.’

‘Cato!’ she growled. ‘Don’t!’

They were interrupted by a loud cough and turned to see Macro, hands on hips, looking down into the hold with a bemused expression. ‘If you two have quite finished, can we get back to work?’

The first hours of the night were spent getting rid of as much cargo as possible. The work became progressively harder as the survivors began to get deeper into the hold, where the heaviest items had been loaded. Much of the cargo had been thrown out of position and smashed against the hull or the underside of the cargo hatch. But slowly the Horus began to ride higher in the water, to the relief of all  aboard. However, as they delved further into the hold, it was clear that the vessel had shipped a great deal of water.

‘We can start bailing that out once we’ve shifted a bit more of the cargo,’ Macro decided. ‘That’ll keep us afloat.’

The mate scratched his chin. ‘Yes, I hope so.’

Macro turned to him with an irritable expression. ‘Problem?’

‘Of course.’ The mate sounded surprised. ‘The cargo’s shifted all over the place, and the Horus has been capsized. We were lucky she righted herself. Very lucky. Shows how well she was built that she’s still afloat. But there’s bound to be plenty of damage. Some of the seams will have been badly strained, and are probably leaking already.’

Macro shrugged. ‘Then we’ll just have to bail the water out faster than it gets in.’

‘We can try.’

‘Bugger try; we will,’ Macro said firmly.

The mate nodded slightly. ‘If you say so. But once it’s safe enough I’ll have to go into the hold and examine the hull for leaks. Then try to stop them up if I can.’

‘What’s the danger of going in there now?’

‘There’s still loose cargo in there, Centurion. The swell’s getting up and I don’t fancy being crushed or buried alive if the Horus heaves too far to one side. We have to get as much of the cargo out as we can first.’

‘Fair point. When it’s safe to go in. I’ll give you a hand.’ Macro glanced round the deck and his gaze fixed on the shattered stump of the broken mast. ‘Something else occurs to me.’

‘Sir?’

‘Keeping afloat is one problem, but how are we going to get this ship under way again?’

The mate indicated a spar lashed along one of the sides of the vessel. ‘We’ll have to jury-rig a new mast. There’s some spare cable and an old sail for’ard. Then we’ll need to rig a new rudder and tiller from what’s left of the cargo hatch. Should give us steerage way, but she’ll be slow, and I doubt if we can weather any storm.’ He shivered. ‘Or any wave half the size of the one that hit us.’

‘That’ll have to do then. Soon as we get going we’ll make for the nearest harbour on Crete.’

The mate thought a moment and nodded. ‘Matala’s the best bet.’

‘Matala it is then. Now back to work.’

As soon as he felt that the hold was safe enough, the mate climbed carefully across the remaining cargo and waded towards the side of the hull. Macro lowered himself down and followed the mate, carrying a sack of tarry strips of old sailcloth. Hardly any of the light from the stars filtered into the hold, and the steady creak of the timbers and rushing swirl of water on both sides of the hull was unnerving.

‘This way,’ the mate called. ‘Stay close to me.’

‘I will, don’t worry about that.’

The mate headed forward, picking his way over the timber ribs of the Horus. Then he steadily worked his way aft, feeling for any leaks and holes. Every so often he paused to check and then asked Macro for a piece of cloth, and the two of them squatted in the cold water and did their best to stuff the thick material into the small gaps that had opened in the seams. When they had worked their way round the stern and back to the bows and groped their way to the cargo hatch, Macro climbed the ladder on to the deck and slumped down, cold and exhausted.

‘Will that keep the water out?’ he asked the mate.

‘It’ll help. It’s the best we can do for now. Once we have the jury mast rigged, we’ll have to organise two watches to take turns at bailing the water out.’

‘Fine. I’ll lead one. Cato can take the other. I want you to concentrate on keeping the ship afloat and getting us to port.’

The mate sighed. ‘I’ll do the best I can, Centurion.’

‘Of course you will. If the ship sinks and we all drown, then I’ll have your bloody guts for garters.’ He slapped the mate on the back. ‘Let’s get this mast up.’

With the Roman officers’ help, the crewmen untied the spar and positioned the butt up against the stump of the mast. Then, with four ropes tied to the far end, Macro and five men heaved the spar up. The mate, with two strong men, kept the butt in position as Cato oversaw two teams of men heaving on the ropes. Slowly the spar rose up, carefully guided into a vertical position against the mast’s stump as  Macro and his men took the other two ropes to steady it. At once, the mate and his men hurriedly lashed the spar to the stump, and then tied more ropes around it, as tightly as possible, until satisfied that the makeshift mast was as firm as it could be. There was no rest for the crew as they improvised the necessary shrouds, sheets and a cross spar from the ship’s sweep oars, lashed together. Lastly they fetched out the old sail from a locker and fastened it to the spar. The makeshift rudder was lowered over the stern and a man assigned to the tiller before the sail was carefully hoisted up the mast.

A light breeze filled the sail with a rippling series of thuds, as the mate looked on apprehensively. Then he gave the order to sheet home, and the Horus began to make way through the gentle swell, just as the first glimmer of light appeared on the horizon. On deck, those who were not helping to crew the ship lay down to rest, exhausted. Senator Sempronius cradled his daughter’s head and shoulders in his lap and covered her with his cloak. Once the mate was satisfied that the ship was performing as well as it could under the rough repairs that had been carried out through the night, he came to report to Macro and Cato.

‘We’re holding a course along the coast, sir. Should make Matala before the end of the day. We can put in for repairs there.’

‘Good job.’ Macro smiled. ‘You’ve done well.’

The mate was too tired for any modesty, and just nodded before he made his way aft to give his orders to the man at the tiller, and then leaned on the side rail. Macro rubbed his hands together and gazed towards the coming dawn. ‘You hear that? Safe and sound on dry land by the end of the day.’

Cato did not reply. He was staring at the distant coastline of Crete. After a moment he stretched his shoulders and rubbed his neck. ‘Safe and sound? I hope so.’

Macro frowned. ‘What now? The prospect of being saved from a watery grave not good enough for you?’

‘Oh, I’m pleased enough about that.’ Cato forced a brief smile. ‘The thing is, if that wave almost destroyed the ship, then the gods only know what it has done to the island of Crete . . .’




CHAPTER FOUR


As the Horus crept round the point, those on board got their first glimpse of the devastation that had been visited on the port of Matala by the giant wave. The warehouses and wharves had been smashed to pieces and the debris swept up the slope beyond where the densely packed houses had collapsed under the weight of the sea water surging ashore. Fishing boats and ships lay shattered across the rocks and cliffs either side of the bay. Further inland, above the high-water mark where the wave had come ashore, the destruction continued. Buildings large and small had been flattened, as if crushed under the foot of some titan. Further inland fires burned out of control and columns of smoke swirled into the afternoon sky. Only a handful of people were visible amongst the ruins, some desperately plucking away at the debris to find their loved ones and valuables. Others simply sat and stared at their surroundings in shock.

Macro swallowed. ‘What in Hades happened here?’

‘The wave,’ said Julia. ‘It must have destroyed the port before it reached us.’

‘Not just the wave.’ Cato shook his head. ‘The wave swept in over the land for some way, but beyond that, there’s still plenty of damage.’ He turned to the senator. ‘Seems like that earthquake in Bythinia you told us about.’

Sempronius stared at the scene opening out before them for a moment before he replied. ‘This is worse, far worse. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

They continued to stare at the devastation as the Horus crept into the bay. Despite the repairs of the previous night, the ship was still steadily taking on water, and regular shifts of the surviving crew and passengers had taken turns on a human chain to bail the water out  of the hull. The water level in the hold had been slowly rising all day, making the vessel steadily settle in the swell and reducing its already slow speed to a crawl.

The mate stared down into the water, noting a dark patch of submerged rocks projecting beyond the point. He straightened up and pointed towards a strip of shingle below the cliffs on the opposite side of the bay. ‘I’m going to beach the ship over there. She’s not going to stay afloat for much longer, sir,’ he explained. ‘If she’s beached, then at least she can be salvaged, along with what little is left of the cargo.’

‘Fair enough,’ Cato conceded. ‘However, I doubt there’s any chance of having the ship repaired in this port for a while. Or come to that, any port on this side of the island. What happened here is going to be the same everywhere else.’

‘Do you really think so?’ Julia said with a surprised expression.

‘You saw the wave. What was to stop it carrying on all the way along the coast, and then out to sea? Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if it had continued all the way to Syria before it died away completely.’ Cato gestured towards the shore. ‘That wave and the earthquake will have destroyed almost everything.’ His mind went back to the slave camp they had seen crumble the previous day. ‘There will be hundreds dead. Maybe thousands. And it looks like hardly a building has been left standing. Who knows what we’ll find when we get ashore. It’ll be chaos. Complete chaos.’

‘But we have to get the ship repaired,’ Julia insisted. ‘So we can return to Rome. If all the other ships are smashed, we have to repair this one.’

‘And who will repair it?’ Cato asked. ‘The docks are gone. The shipmakers’ workshops have gone, and most of the carpenters will have been caught by the wave and are probably dead.’

Julia thought a moment. ‘Then what are we going to do?’

Cato wearily ran his fingers through his salt-encrusted hair. ‘We’ll go ashore, and try to find out who is left in authority. Perhaps when they hear that your father is with us they might provide some help, and shelter.’

‘Shelter?’ Macro gave a dry laugh. ‘That’s a good one. What shelter? As far as I can see, there’s only a handful of structures still standing, and most of those are just shacks.’

‘True,’ said Cato. ‘But I was thinking of shelter in a somewhat wider sense.’

‘Eh?’

‘Think about it, Macro. The island’s been turned upside down. You saw what happened to the slave compound yesterday. Those slaves are loose now. I imagine the same thing has happened on every estate. Everyone will be looking for food and a safe place to ride out the disaster. Soon they’ll be fighting for it. We’ll need to find some protection somewhere, or make our own. At least until help arrives, and order is restored.’

Macro looked at him sourly. ‘By the gods, you’re a cheerful soul, Cato. We’ve barely escaped from drowning, and already you’re looking for the downside.’

‘Sorry.’

Macro glanced at Julia. ‘Are you sure you want to marry him, miss? Mister the amphora’s-always-half-empty.’

She did not reply, but moved in closer to Cato and grasped his arm.

Under the mate’s command the Horus edged across the bay towards the strip of beach, and as they drew closer to shore they could see a thin layer of flotsam strewn across the shingle. A handful of bodies sprawled amongst splintered lengths of wood and tangles of vegetation. The ship steered steadily towards the shore, with the mate constantly looking over the side to gauge the depth as they approached. As the cliffs loomed over them, Cato felt a gentle lurch beneath his feet, then the deck was motionless.

‘Let fly the sheets!’ the mate shouted to his crew. Then, as the sail billowed in the gentle breeze, he drew a sharp breath and gave another order. ‘Lower the sail!’

The men untied the ropes fastening the makeshift spar and carefully lowered the spar and sail to the deck. Then, overcome by the exhaustion and strain of the desperate hours of the previous night, and the following day’s shifts bailing the water from the hold, the crew slumped down and rested.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Julia.

‘We?’ Macro turned to her. ‘I want you to stay here, miss. You and the rest of the crew and passengers. Meanwhile, Cato, your father and I are going into Matala to check on the lie of the land.’

‘I’m coming with you.’

‘With respect, miss, you aren’t. Not until we are sure that it’s safe.’

Julia frowned and then looked up at Cato. ‘Take me with you.’

‘I can’t,’ Cato replied. ‘Macro is the ranking officer. If he says you stay, then you stay.’

‘But Cato—’

‘He’s right, my dear,’ Sempronius intervened. ‘You have to stay here. Just for now. We’ll be back soon. I promise.’

Julia met her father’s gaze and after a moment, nodded. ‘All right. But don’t take any risks.’

‘We won’t, miss,’ said Macro. ‘Come on, Cato. Let’s get our kit from the cabin.’

‘Kit?’

‘Most of it survived, I checked,’ Macro explained. ‘If what you said earlier is anything to go by, I’d be happier if we went armed.’

A short time later, the two centurions and the senator splashed down into the shallows from the end of the boarding plank that had been lowered from the bows. The mate of the Horus had ordered two men to take the main anchor and carry it a short distance up the shingle before wedging its flukes into the beach. He was testing that the anchor was securely fixed as the Romans came ashore and made their way up the shingle to firmer ground.

‘All done?’ Macro asked.

The mate nodded. ‘The ship’s as safe and secure as she can be. At least she can’t sink.’

‘Good. You’ve done well. Your captain would have been proud of you.’

The mate bowed his head. ‘I hope so. He was a good man, sir. Best captain I have sailed with.’

‘A sad loss,’ Macro responded flatly. ‘Now then, we’re heading into the port, or what’s left of it, to see what the situation is. Meanwhile, you’re to remain here. Make sure the crew stays close to the ship and don’t let anyone come aboard.’

‘Why?’

‘Just do as I say, all right? Hopefully someone has restored some kind of order to Matala. But if they haven’t . . . then I’d rather you  made sure that you looked after your people, and the senator’s daughter. Understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’ The mate nodded solemnly. ‘We have a few weapons in the stern locker. In case of pirates.’

‘Let’s hope you don’t need to use them.’ Cato smiled thinly. ‘But use your judgement. If there’s any sign of trouble, then get everyone back on board and pull up the boarding plank.’

‘Yes, sir. Good luck.’

‘Luck?’ Macro patted the sword hanging at his side. ‘I make my own luck.’

The two centurions and the senator set off along the shingle towards the port. Cato glanced back over his shoulder and saw Julia following their progress from the foredeck. She waved her hand hesitantly as she saw him looking back and he resisted the urge to wave back. He was thinking like a soldier again and was already closely watching the cliffs to their left for any sign of danger as they trudged along the top of the shingle. It was only a quarter of a mile to the port, and as they approached, the debris that had been carried on the backwash of the wave increased in intensity. Then they came across the first bodies. Twisted figures in sodden clothing mingled with the remains of houses, boats and goods from the warehouses. The wave had struck its victims down indiscriminately and the three Romans stepped over the corpses of old and young alike. Cato felt a stab of pity as he saw a young woman on her side, an infant still strapped to her chest by a sling, both of them quite dead. He stopped a moment to stare down at the bodies.

Macro paused at his side. ‘Poor devils. Didn’t stand a chance.’

Cato nodded silently.

His companion looked up and surveyed the beach and the ruins of the port. ‘By tomorrow this place is going to start smelling a bit ripe. The bodies will have to be dealt with.’

‘Dealt with?’ Sempronius cocked an eyebrow.

‘Yes, sir. It ain’t the smell that worries me. It’s the sickness that follows death on this scale. I’ve seen it at work after a siege. Small town in southern Germany, many years back, soon after I joined the Eagles. The defenders had just left the dead where they had fallen and  the weather was hot. Baking hot. Anyway, by the time the survivors surrendered, the air inside was higher than a kite. The place was a den of pestilence.’

‘What did you do?’ asked Sempronius.

‘Nothing we could do. The legate ordered the survivors to stay inside the walls and then had the gate closed up. Couldn’t afford the sickness spreading to our troops. After a month there was only a handful of the townspeople still alive, and most of them were too sick to be worth anything as slaves. If they’d only disposed of the bodies properly, then many more would have lived.’

‘I see. Let’s hope that whoever is still in charge of the port knows what to do then.’

Macro clicked his tongue. ‘It’ll be a bastard of a job, sir.’

‘Not our problem.’ Sempronius shrugged. ‘Come on.’

They continued along the shoreline until they reached the remains of a watchtower that had guarded the entrance to the port. The blocks of stone still stood, as high as a man, but above that the timber posts and platform had gone. So had the gate, and the walls had given way under the pressure of the sea water bursting over Matala. Beyond the barely discernible line of the wall, the port was a mass of rubble, timber and tiles, with no sense of the lines of the neat grid of streets that had once thronged with the inhabitants of the town. Now a handful of figures stumbled about the ruins, or sat and stared abjectly into the distance.

The three Romans paused at the edge of Matala, shocked by the scene in front of them. Macro took a deep breath.

‘No easy way through that lot. Better to work around the edge and see what the situation is further inland.’ He gestured up the slope. The cliffs on either side of the bay gave way to steep-sided hills that flanked the town, narrowing into a defile that bent round, out of sight, as it led away from the coast.

They set off again, a short distance from the shattered remains of the wall. The slopes had been stripped of much of the shrubs and trees that had grown there and now they were covered by the same dismal tide of debris and dead people and animals that the three men had witnessed on the beach. They passed the remains of a small cargo ship that had been carried up on the wave, before it struck a large  boulder and smashed to pieces, leaving only the ribs and some timbers still caught around the rock. Cato could not help being awed by the sight. The power of the wave was as terrible and mighty as the wrath of any of the gods.

As they reached the defile, Cato and the others found that the easiest path was to cross the remains of the wall and pick their way warily across the ruins. A small gang of young men was busy pulling valuables out of a ruined house that must have belonged to one of the port’s wealthier families. A handful of busts had been extracted and discarded, and the looters were busy removing silver plates and small chests of personal effects. They stopped their work and looked up warily as the three Romans passed by. Macro’s hand went casually to his sword hilt.

‘Ignore them,’ Cato muttered. ‘We can’t deal with that now.’

‘Pity.’ Macro sniffed, and let his hand drop back to his side.

They passed on by without exchanging a word. On the far side of the defile, the ground opened out into a wide plain, and here the damage caused by the wave gave way to the effects of the earthquake that had shaken the island to its roots. There was no debris washed up from the port. Instead most of the houses had just collapsed, on top of those inside. Others were partially damaged and a few seemed to have suffered no damage at all. It was the same for the larger buildings. Some of the temples were little more than piles of rubble surrounded by broken columns that now looked like bad teeth. Others were intact, standing defiantly above the ruins. There were far more people visible here than down in the port. Hundreds were picking over the rubble, rescuing what they could from their homes, or liberating the possessions of the houses of the dead. Little clumps of humanity lay scattered across the slopes of the hill, and on the plain, a short distance from the city. Thin tendrils of smoke drifted up from small fires that some of the survivors had lit to warm themselves through the night.

On a large mass of rock stood the town’s acropolis, relatively untouched by the disaster. The walls still stood, although one of the squat towers had collapsed down the small cliff on to the town below, flattening several houses. A squad of soldiers stood guard at the end of the ramp leading to the gates of the acropolis, and beyond the  walls they could see that the main administration building was still standing.

‘That looks like our best bet,’ said Cato. ‘We should head up there.’

Sempronius nodded and led the way down the main thoroughfare that stretched through the town towards the acropolis. Once, the street had been fifteen paces across, but now the sides had been buried and only a thin path through the rubble remained. They reached the ramp and started up the incline towards the gates. The sentries immediately stirred and moved to bar their path. Macro eyed them coolly. The men carried the oval shields of auxiliary troops, but they looked nervous and out of condition. Their leader, an optio, stepped forward and raised his hand.

‘That’s close enough. Who are you, and what’s your business?’

Sempronius cleared his throat and stiffened his posture. ‘I am Caius Sempronius, senator of Rome. These are my companions, Centurions Macro and Cato. We must see the senior official in the town. At once.’

The optio cast his eye over the three men before him. Certainly the man who claimed to be an aristocrat had the right bearing for such a rank, and the shorter of the other two men was scarred and burly enough to be a soldier. But the other was thin and young, and did not exude any obvious authority. Besides their army pattern swords, there was no other proof of the first man’s claims. The three wore simple tunics and their skin was grimy and their chins stubbled.

‘Senator, you say?’ The optio licked his lips nervously. ‘Forgive me for saying so, sir, but can you prove it?’

‘Prove it?’ Sempronius frowned and thrust out his hand to show the gold senatorial ring that had been passed down to him from his father. ‘There! Good enough?’

‘Well, I suppose . . .’ the optio answered cautiously. ‘Is there anything else?’

‘What do you want?’ Sempronius answered irritably. ‘The ring is enough. Now, let us in and have someone take me to whoever is in command here. Before I have you placed on a charge for insubordination.’

OEBPS/simo_9780755353453_oeb_002_r1.gif
=






OEBPS/simo_9780755353453_oeb_001_r1.gif





OEBPS/headline_logo.jpg
hea





OEBPS/simo_9780755353453_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
NUMBER ONE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF CENTURION





