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 Lawrence Coulton, who was killed in an accident while
 flying for the RAF as I was completing this novel.
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A brief introduction to the Roman Navy



The Romans took to naval warfare reluctantly and it was not until the reign of Augustus (27 BC—AD 14) that they established a standing navy. The main strength was divided into two fleets, based at Misenum and Ravenna (where much of this novel is set).

Each fleet was commanded by a prefect. Previous naval experience was not a requirement and the post was largely administrative in nature.

Below the rank of prefect the huge influence of Greek naval practice on the imperial fleets is evident. The squadron commanders were called navarchs and had command of ten ships. Navarchs, like the centurions of the legions, were the senior officers on permanent tenure. If they wished, they could apply for transfer into a legion at the rank of centurion. The senior navarch in the fleet was known as the Navarchus Princeps, who functioned like the senior centurion of a legion, offering technical advice to the prefect when required.

The ships were commanded by trierarchs. Like the navarchs, they were promoted from the ranks and were responsible for the running of individual ships. However, their role did not correspond to that of a modern sea captain. They were in charge of the sailing of the ship, but in battle the senior officer was actually the centurion in charge of the ship’s complement of marines. This is why I have used the Greek ranks in the novel, rather than offering a misleading equivalent in English.

As far as the ships go, the workhorse of the fleets was the trireme. Triremes measured about 35 metres in length and 6 metres across the beam, and each had a crew of 150 rowers and sailors as well as a century of marines. There were other classes of vessel that were correspondingly larger (quinquiremes), or smaller (biremes and liburnians) but all shared similar features and were designed primarily for swift manoeuvre in battle. As a result they were light in the water, not very seaworthy and horribly uncomfortable for journeys any longer than a couple of days.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE






CHAPTER ONE



The three ships lifted as the gentle swell passed beneath their keels. From the high steering deck of the merchantman, the port of Ravenna was visible for a moment before the vessels slumped down into the trough. The merchantman was caught between two sleek liburnians, secured in place by several boarding hooks tethered to stout posts on the ships on either side. The pirates aboard the liburnians had shipped their oars and hastily dropped their mainsails before swarming aboard the merchantman. The assault had been hard-fought and bloody.

Proof of the fury of the attackers lay scattered upon the deck: the broken bodies of sailors, sprawled across dark smears of blood on the smooth, well-worn planking. In amongst them lay the corpses of over twenty of the pirates, and from the steering deck the captain of the larger liburnian frowned as he looked down on the scene. They had lost too many men taking the ship. Usually, the howling wave of armed men pouring over the side unnerved their victims so much that they dropped their weapons and surrendered at once. Not this time.

The crew of the merchant ship, together with a handful of passengers, had met the pirates right at the ship’s rail and held them off with a gritty determination that the pirate captain could not recall seeing before–certainly not in the steady run of trading vessels he and his men had been preying on for the last few months. Armed with pikes, boathooks, belaying pins and a few swords, the defenders had held their ground as long as possible before they were forced back by superior numbers of better armed men.

Four of them in particular had drawn the pirate captain’s eye: big, solid men in plain brown tunics, armed with short swords. They had fought to the end, back to back, around the base of the mast, and had killed a dozen pirates before they had been overwhelmed and cut down. The captain himself had killed the last of them, but not before the man had slashed open his thigh–a flesh wound, now tightly bound up, but still throbbing with a painful intensity.

The pirate captain made his way down on to the main deck. He stopped by the mast and prodded one of the four men with his boot, rolling the body on to its back. The man had a soldier’s build and bore several scars. Like the others. Perhaps that explained their skill with the sword. He rose to his feet, still looking down at the dead Roman. A legionary then, as were the man’s companions.


The captain frowned. What were legionaries doing on the merchantman? And not just any legionaries: these were hand-picked men–the best. Hardly casual passengers returning on leave from the east. No doubt they had organised and led the defence of the merchantman. And they had fought to the last drop of blood, with no thought of surrender. A shame, that, the captain reflected. He would have liked to offer them the chance to join his crews. Some men did. The rest were sold to slave-traders who asked no questions about the provenance of their property, and who were wise enough to ensure that the slaves were taken to market at the opposite end of the Empire. The legionaries would have been equally valuable as recruits or slaves, once their tongues had been cut out; a man would find it hard to complain about the injustice of his enslavement if he lacked a voice…But the soldiers were dead. They had died purposelessly, the captain decided. Unless, they had been sworn to protect something, or somebody…

So what were they doing on the ship?

The pirate captain rubbed the dressing on his thigh and glanced round the deck. His men had thrown open the hatches of the cargo hold and were passing the more precious-looking pieces of cargo up on to the deck, where their comrades tore open the boxes and chests, scrabbling through the contents in search of valuables. More men were below decks, going through the possessions of the passengers, and dull thuds and splintering crashes sounded from beneath the planking.

The captain stepped over the bodies at the base of the mast and picked his way forward. Pressed into the bows were the survivors of the attack: a handful of sailors, mostly injured, and several passengers. They watched him warily as he approached. He nearly smiled as he saw one of the sailors trembling as he tried to edge away. The captain forced himself to keep his face devoid of expression. Below the dark, matted locks of his hair, piercing black eyes looked out from beneath a strong brow. His nose was broken and twisted, and knotted white scar tissue curved up across his chin, over his lips and up his cheek. His appearance had a wonderful effect on those that beheld him, but the injuries were not the marks of experience borne by a life-long pirate. Rather, they had been with him since childhood when his parents had dumped him as an infant in the slums of Piraeus, and he had long since forgotten the cause of his hideous scarring. The passengers and crew of the merchantman wilted before him as the pirate halted a sword’s length away and ran his dark eyes over them.

‘I am Telemachus, the leader of these pirates,’ he said in Greek to the terrified sailors. ‘Where is your captain?’

There came no reply, just the nervous breathing of men facing a cruel and imminent fate. The pirate captain’s eyes never left them as his hand reached down and slowly drew his falcata.

‘I asked for the captain—’

‘Please, sir!’ a voice interrupted. The pirate’s gaze slid to the man who had been so desperate to back away from him. Now the sailor raised his arm and pointed a wavering finger along the deck. ‘The captain’s over there…He’s dead…I saw you kill him, sir.’

‘Did you?’ The pirate’s thick lips curled into a smile. ‘Which one?’

‘There, sir. By the aft hatch. The fat one.’

The pirate captain looked over his shoulder and his eyes sought out the rotund body of a small man spread-eagled on the deck. Smaller by a head now. The latter was nowhere in sight, and Telemachus frowned a moment until he recalled an instant after he had jumped down on to the deck. Ahead of him a man, the merchantman’s captain, had screamed and turned to run away. The glittering edge of the falcata had arced through the air, through the fleshy neck with barely a jolt, and the captain’s head had leaped up and over the side.

‘Yes…I remember.’ The pirate’s smile broadened into a contented grin. ‘So who is the first mate?’

The sailor who had done all the speaking so far, half turned and nodded faintly at a large Nubian standing beside him.

‘You?’ The pirate gestured with the point of his blade.

The Nubian gave his shipmate a withering, contemptuous glance, before he nodded.

‘Step forward.’

The first mate reluctantly advanced and looked warily at his captor. Telemachus was glad to see that the Nubian had the guts to meet his gaze. There was one man, at least, amongst the survivors. The pirate pointed back to the bodies around the foot of the mast.

‘Those men–the tough bastards who killed so many of my men–who were they?’

‘Bodyguards, sir.’

‘Bodyguards?’

The Nubian nodded. ‘Came aboard in Rhodes.’

‘I see. And who were they guarding?’

‘A Roman, sir.’

Telemachus glanced over the shoulder of the Nubian at the other prisoners. ‘Where is he?’

The Nubian shrugged. ‘Don’t know, sir. Haven’t seen him since you boarded us. Might be dead. Might have gone over the side, sir.’

‘Nubian…’ the captain leaned closer and spoke in an icy, menacing tone, ‘I wasn’t born yesterday. Show me this Roman, now, or I’ll show you what your heart looks like…Where is he?’

‘Here,’ a voice called out from the rear of the huddle of prisoners. A figure pushed himself forward, a tall lean man with the unmistakable features of his race: dark hair, olive skin and the long nose that Romans were prone to look down at the rest of the world. He wore a plain tunic, no doubt trying to pass himself off as one of the cheap fares who spent the entire journey on deck. But the man’s vanity was irrepressible and an expensive ring still adorned the first finger on his right hand. The large ruby set into a gold band caught the captain’s eye immediately.

‘You’d better pray that comes off easily…’

The Roman glanced down. ‘This? It’s been in my family for generations. My father wore it before me, and my son will wear it after me.’

‘Don’t be too sure.’ The captain’s amusement flickered across his scarred features. ‘Now then, who are you? Any man who travels with four brick shithouses for company has got to be someone with influence…and wealth.’

Now it was the Roman’s turn to smile. ‘More than you can imagine.’

‘I doubt it. I have quite an imagination when it comes to wealth. Now, much as I’d like the rare opportunity of sharing some talk with a man of culture I’m afraid we haven’t the time. There’s a chance that one of the lookouts at Ravenna witnessed our little naval action and has passed the word on to the local navy commander. Good as my ships are, I doubt they’d outfight an imperial squadron. So who are you, Roman? I’m asking for the last time.’

‘Very well. Caius Caelius Secundus, at your service.’ He bowed his head.

‘Now that’s a nice, noble-sounding name. I imagine your family might be able to stump up a decent ransom?’

‘Of course. Name a price–a reasonable price. It’ll be paid, then you can set me and my baggage ashore.’

‘As easy as that?’ The captain smiled. ‘I’ll have to consider…’

‘Captain! Captain!’

There was a commotion from aft as a pirate burst from the hatch leading down into the passengers’ quarters. He was carrying something bundled in a plain cotton sheet. He held it up as he scurried forward.

‘Captain, look! Look at this!’

All faces turned towards the man as he ran to the bows, and then dropped to his knees as he carefully laid the bundle down and swept the folds of cloth back to reveal a small chest, constructed from a dark smooth wood, almost black. It had a glassy gleam that spoke of age and many hands caressing its surface. The wood was reinforced by bands of gold. Where the bands intersected, small onyx cameos were set into the gold, likenesses of the most powerful of the Greek gods. A small silver plate on the lid bore the legend ‘M. Antonius hic fecit’.

‘Mark Antony?’ For a moment the pirate captain was lost in admiration for the beauty of the thing, and then his professional mind began calculating its worth, and he looked up at the Roman.

‘Yours?’

The face of Caius Caelius Secundus was blank.

‘All right then, not yours…but in your possession. Quite a piece of work. Must be worth a fortune.’

‘It is,’ the Roman conceded. ‘And you may have it.’

‘Oh…may I?’ Telemachus replied with elaborate irony. ‘Most kind of you. I think I will.’


The Roman bowed his head graciously. ‘Just permit me to keep the contents.’

The captain looked at him sharply. ‘Contents?’

‘A few books. Something for me to read, while the ransom is arranged.’

‘Books? What kind of books would be kept in a box like that, I wonder?’

‘Just histories,’ the Roman explained quickly. ‘Nothing that would interest you.’

‘Let me be the judge of that,’ the captain replied, and bent down to examine the chest more closely.

There was a small keyhole in the front and the chest had been so finely constructed that only the faintest of lines showed where the lid met the bottom half of the chest. The captain glanced up.

‘Give me the key.’

‘I-I haven’t got it.’

‘No games, Roman. I want the key, now. Or you’ll be feeding the fish, in small pieces.’

For a moment the Roman did not reply, or make any move. Then there was a glittering flash as the captain’s arm swung up and the point of his sword stopped a finger’s breadth from the Roman’s throat, steady as a rock, as if it had never moved. The Roman flinched, and now at last he revealed his fear.

‘The key…’ Telemachus said softly.

Secundus grasped the ring with the fingers of his other hand and struggled to get it off. It fitted his finger snugly, and his manicured fingernails tore at the skin as he tried to free it. At last, lubricated by smears of blood, the ring came free with a grunt of effort and pain. He hesitated a moment and then offered it to the pirate captain, his fingers slowly uncurling to reveal the gold band resting in the palm of his hand. Only it wasn’t just a ring. On the underside, running parallel to the finger, a small, elegantly crafted shaft protruded, with an ornate device at the end.

‘There.’ The Roman’s shoulders sagged in defeat as the pirate captain grasped the ring and fitted the key to the lock. It was designed to be inserted one way only, and he struggled a while before he managed to find the correct orientation. Meanwhile, the rest of his crew crowded forward to see what was happening. The key slotted home, the captain eased it round. There was a soft click and the lid eased up a fraction. With eager fingers Telemachus raised the lid, swinging it back on its hinges to reveal the contents.

He frowned. ‘Scrolls?’

In the small chest lay three large scrolls, fastened to ivory pins and covered with soft leather sleeves. The covers were so faded and stained that the captain guessed the books must be antique. He stared at them in disappointment. A chest like this should have contained a fortune in jewels or coins. Not books. Why the hell would a man travel with such a wondrous chest, only to use it to carry a few weathered scrolls in?


‘Like I said,’ the Roman forced a smile, ‘just scrolls.’

The pirate captain flashed him a shrewd look. ‘Just scrolls? I don’t think so.’

He stood up and turned towards his crew. ‘Get this chest and the rest of the loot on to our ships! Get moving!’

The pirates bent to their task at once, hurriedly transferring the most valuable items of the cargo on to the decks of the two liburnians tied alongside. The bulk of the cargo was marble; valuable but too heavy to load on to the pirate vessels. It did have one immediate use, the pirate captain thought, smiling. It would take the ship straight to the bottom when the time came.

‘What are you going to do with us?’ Secundus asked.

The pirate captain turned from supervising his men, and saw the sailors watching him closely, making little effort to hide their fear.

Telemachus scratched the stubble on his chin. ‘I’ve lost some good men today. Too many good men. I’ll make do with some of yours.’

The Roman sneered. ‘What if we won’t join you?’

‘We?’ The captain smiled slowly at him. ‘I have no use for a pampered Roman aristocrat. You’ll be joining the rest of them, the ones who won’t be coming with us.’

‘I see.’ The Roman squinted towards the horizon and the distant lighthouse at Ravenna, calculating the distance.

The captain suddenly laughed, and shook his head. ‘No, you don’t see. There’ll be no help from your navy. You and the others will be dead long before they could send a ship out here. Besides, there won’t be anything left for them to find. You and this ship will be going down together.’

Telemachus didn’t wait for a response, but swiftly turned away, striding back across the deck and swinging himself down on to the deck of his vessel with well-practised ease. The chest was already waiting for him at the foot of the mast, but he spared it only a brief greedy glance as he stopped to give his orders.

‘Hector!’

The grizzled head of a stocky giant loomed over the rail of the merchantman. ‘Yes, chief?’

‘Prepare to fire the vessel. But not before you pick the best of the prisoners. I want them taken on board your ship. You can kill the rest. Leave that arrogant prick of a Roman till last. I want him to sweat a little before you deal with him.’

Hector grinned, and disappeared from sight. Shortly afterwards there was a series of splintering crashes as the pirates cut some timber to build a pyre in the hold of the merchantman. The captain turned his attention back to the chest, squatting down in front of it again. Looking closely, he became aware of just how fine a piece of craftsmanship this was. His fingers stroked the rich sheen of the surface and bumped lightly over the gold and onyx cameos. Telemachus shook his head again. ‘Scrolls…’


Using both hands, the captain eased the catch open and gently raised the lid. He paused for a moment, and then reached in and lifted out one of the scrolls. It was far heavier than he had thought it would be, and for a moment he wondered if there might be some gold hidden inside. His fingers worked away at the thong, and he raised the scroll up to see the knot better, and was aware of a faint citron odour emanating from the book. With a little effort the knot came undone and he shook the thong to one side, holding the end of the parchment in one hand as he unspooled the first few pages of the scroll with the other.

It was written in Greek. The script was old-fashioned, but legible enough, and Telemachus began to read. At first his features registered a sense of confusion and frustration, as his eyes steadily scanned each line of text.

There was a sudden scream of terror from the deck of the merchantman, cut short abruptly. A brief pause and then another scream, followed by a shrill voice babbling for mercy, before it too was cut off. The captain smiled. There would be no mercy. He knew his subordinate, Hector, well enough to realise the man thoroughly enjoyed killing other men. Inflicting pain was an art he excelled in, even more so than the skill of commanding a sleek pirate vessel, manned by some of the most bloodthirsty men he had ever met. The captain turned back to the scroll and read on, even as more screams split the salty air.

A moment later, he found a phrase that made it all come clear. With a chilling flood of realisation he understood what he was holding in his hands. He knew where it had been written, who it had been written by and, more importantly, he knew how much these scrolls might be worth. Then it occurred to him: there was no price he could not ask for these, once he approached the right customers.

Abruptly, he dropped the scroll back into the chest and snapped upright.

‘Hector! Hector!’

Once again the man’s head reared over the side of the captured ship. He rested his hands on the rail, one still holding a long curved dagger, from which blood dripped in to the sea between the two vessels.

‘That Roman–’ Telemachus began–‘have you killed him yet?’

‘Not yet. He’s next.’ Hector grinned. ‘You want to watch?’

‘No. I want him alive.’

‘Alive?’ Hector frowned. ‘He’s too soft for us. No fucking use at all.’

‘Oh, he’s going to be useful, all right! He’s going to help make us richer than Croesus. Bring him to me at once!’

Moments later the Roman was kneeling on the deck beside the mast. His chest was heaving as he stared up at the pirate captain and his murderous henchman. There was still defiance in his manner, the captain noted. The man was Roman to the core of his being, and behind his cold expression no doubt contempt for his captors outweighed even the terror he must be feeling as he waited for his death. The captain tapped the chest with the toe of his boot.


‘I know about the scrolls. I know what they are, and I can guess where you are taking them.’

‘Guess then!’ The Roman spat on to the deck at his captor’s feet. ‘I’ll tell you nothing!’

Hector raised his dagger and lurched forward with a snarl. ‘Why you—’

‘Leave him!’ the captain snapped, thrusting his hand out. ‘I said I want him alive.’

Hector paused, looking from his captain to the Roman and back again with murderous eyes. ‘Alive?’

‘Yes…He’s going to answer some questions. I want to know who he’s working for.’

The Roman sneered. ‘I’ll say nothing.’

‘Oh yes you will.’ The captain leaned over him. ‘You think you’re a brave man. I can see that. But I’ve known plenty of brave men in my time, and none of them has held out for long against Hector here. He knows how to inflict more pain, and make it last longer, than any man I have ever known. It’s a kind of genius. An art, if you like. He’s extremely passionate about his art…’

The captain stared into the face of his prisoner for a moment, and finally the man flinched. Telemachus smiled as he straightened up and turned to his subordinate.

‘Kill the rest of them, quick as you can. Then fire the ship. Once that’s done I want you on board here. We’ll spend the time it takes to get back home with our friend here…’

 

As the afternoon light slanted across the rolling surface of the sea, a thick swirling cloud of smoke engulfed the ravaged merchantman. Flames licked amid the smoke as the fire below the deck took hold and spread throughout the vessel. Soon it flared up and the rigging caught light, a fiery tracery of ropes, like infernal decorations. The crack and pop of burning wood and the roar of flames was clearly audible to the men on the decks of the two pirate vessels as they bore away in the opposite direction to the shores of Italy. Far over the eastern horizon lay the coast of Illyricum, with its maze of deserted and remote inlets and islands. The sounds of the dying ship slowly faded behind them.

Soon the only noise that cut across the serenity of the ships sliding through the sea was the demented screaming of a man being subjected to the kind of torture he had never conceived of in the most hellish of his nightmares.








CHAPTER TWO



‘Rome…bollocks…’ Centurion Macro grunted as he eased himself up from his bed roll, wincing at the terrible pain in his skull. ‘I’m still in Rome.’

Through the broken shutter a feeble shaft of light cut across the dingy room, and fell fully upon his face. He closed his eyes, clenching the eyelids shut, and slowly drew a deep breath. The previous evening he had drunk himself insensible and, as usual, he silently swore an oath never to touch cheap wine again. The previous three months were littered with such oaths. Indeed, their frequency had increased disturbingly in recent days as Macro had begun to doubt that he and his friend Cato would ever find a new posting. It seemed as if an age had passed since they had been forced to quit the Second Legion in Britain and returned to Rome. Macro was desperate to return to military life. Surely there must be some vacancies in one of the legions spread along the vast frontier of the Empire? But, it seemed, every centurion on active service was in distastefully good health. Either that, Macro frowned, or there was some conspiracy to keep him and Centurion Cato off the active service list and still waiting for their back pay. A complete waste of his many years of experience, he fumed. And a poor start for Cato, who had been promoted to centurion not even a year ago.

Macro cracked open one eye and glanced across the bare boards to the other side of the small room. Cato’s dark, unkempt curls poked out from under several layers of cloaks and blankets that overflowed the cheap bed rolls. Stuffed with straw and stinking of mildew, the threadbare bedding had been almost the only item on the inventory when they first rented the room.

‘Cato…’ Macro called softly, but there was no reply. No movement at all. The lad must still be asleep, Macro decided. Well then, let him sleep. It was late January and the mornings were cold and there was no sense in getting up before the sun had risen enough to bring some warmth to the densely packed city. At least it wasn’t like that mind-numbing cold they had endured last winter in Britain. The endless misery of the damp and chilly climate had worked its way into the very hearts of the legionaries and set them to melancholy thoughts of home. Now Macro was home, and the terrible frustration of eking out his life on dwindling savings was driving him mad.


Raising a hand to his head, Macro scratched at his scalp, cursing the lice that seemed to breed in every corner of the crumbling tenement block.

‘Bloody lice are in on the act as well,’ he muttered. ‘Has everyone got it in for me these days?’

There was some justice to his complaint. For the best part of two years he and Cato had fought their way through the savage tribes of Britain and had played their part in defeating Caratacus and his Celtic horde. And their reward for all the dangers they had faced? A damp room in a crumbling tenement block in the slum district of the Subura as they waited to be recalled to duty. Worse still, due to some bureaucratic nicety, they had not been paid since arriving in Rome and now Macro and Cato had all but run through the money they had brought back with them from Britain.

A distant hubbub of voices and cries carried across from the forum as the city shuffled to life in the bleak glow of a winter dawn. Macro shivered, and pulled his thick army cloak about his broad shoulders. Grimacing at the rhythmic pounding in his skull, he eased himself to his feet and shuffled across the room to the shutters. He lifted the cord off the bent nail that secured the two wooden panels and then pushed the broken one out. More light spilled into the room as the worn hinges grated in protest and Macro narrowed his eyes against the sudden glare. But only for a moment. Once again the now-too-familiar vista of Rome opened up before him and he could not help being awed by the spectacle of the world’s greatest city. Built on to the unfashionable side of the Esquiline hill, the topmost rooms of the tenement block looked out over the insanely crowded squalor of the Subura, towards the towering temples and palaces that surrounded the Forum, and beyond to the warehouses that were packed along the banks of the Tiber.

He had been told that nearly a million people were crowded within the walls of Rome. From where Macro stood that was all too easy to believe. A geometric chaos of rooftiles dropped down the slope in front of him, and the narrow alleyways that ran between them could only be divined where the grimy brickwork of the upper levels of the apartments were visible. A shroud of woodsmoke hung over the city and its acrid stench even overwhelmed the sharp tang from the tannery at the end of the street. Even now, after more than three months in the city, Macro had not grown used to the raw stench of the place. Nor the filth that lay in the streets: a dark mixture of shit and rotting scraps of food that not even the meanest beggar would pick through. And everywhere the dense press of bodies that flowed through the streets: slaves, traders, merchants and artisans. Drawn from across the Empire, they still bore the trappings of their civilisations in an exotic medley of colours and styles. Around them swirled the listless mass of freeborn citizens looking for some form of entertainment to keep them amused when they were not queuing for the grain dole. Here and there the litters of the rich were carried above and apart from the rest of Rome, their owners clutching pomades to their noses to catch a more fragrant breath in the ripe atmosphere that embraced the city.

That was the reality of life in Rome and it overwhelmed Macro. He wondered at the mass of humanity that could tolerate such an affront to the senses and not yearn for the freedom and freshness of a life far removed from the city. He felt sure that Rome would soon drive him mad.

Macro leaned his elbows on the worn sill and peered down into the shadowy street that ran along the side of the tenement block. His eyes slid down the grimy brickwork of the wall stretching below his window in a dizzy drop that foreshortened the people passing below into four-limbed insects; distant and just as easily dismissible, as they scuttled along the dim street. This room on the fifth floor of the tenement was the highest Macro had ever been in anything made by man, and the elevation made him feel a little dizzy.

‘Shit…’

‘What’s shit?’

Macro turned and saw that Cato was awake and rubbing his eyes as his jaw stretched in a yawn.

‘Me. I feel like shit.’

Cato examined his friend with a disapproving shake of his head. ‘You look like shit.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Better get yourself cleaned up.’

‘Why? What’s the point? No need to make an effort when there’s nothing to do for the rest of the day.’

‘We’re soldiers. We let it go now and we’ll never get the edge back. Besides, once a legionary always a legionary. You told me that.’

‘I did?’ Macro raised an eyebrow, and then shrugged. ‘I must have been drunk.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘That’s enough of your lip,’ Macro grumbled as he felt his head begin to spin gently. ‘I need some more rest.’

‘You can’t rest. We have to get ready.’ Cato reached for his boots, put them on and began to fasten the leather ties.

‘Ready?’ Macro turned to him. ‘Ready for what?’

‘You’ve forgotten?’

‘Forgotten? What have I forgotten?’

‘Our appointment at the palace. I told you about it last night, when I found you in that tavern.’

Macro frowned as he strained his mind to recover the details of the previous evening’s binge. ‘Which one?’

‘The Grove of Dionysus.’ Cato spoke patiently. ‘You were drinking with some veterans of the Tenth and I came up and told you I had got us an interview with the procurator in charge of legionary postings. At the third hour. So we haven’t got much time to get ourselves breakfasted, washed and kitted up before we head to the palace. There’s racing today at the Great Circus; we have to get out early if we’re going to beat the crowds. You could do with something to eat. Something to settle your stomach.’

‘Sleep,’ Macro replied quietly, as he slumped on to his bed roll and curled up under his cloak. ‘Sleep’ll settle my stomach nicely.’

Cato finished tying his boots and stood up, ducking his head to avoid banging it against the beam that crossed the room; one of the few instances where being a head taller than Macro was a disadvantage. Cato reached for the leather bag of ground barley that stood beside the rest of their kit, propped up against the wall next to the door. He untied it and poured a measure into each of their mess tins, before carefully twisting the bag and knotting the ties once again, to keep the mice out. ‘I’ll go and get the porridge made up. You can start polishing the armour while I’m gone.’

When the door had closed behind his friend, Macro closed his eyes again and tried to ignore the pain in his skull. His stomach felt knotted and empty. A meal would do him good. The sun had risen higher and he opened his eyes again. He groaned, threw the cloak to one side and went over towards the piles of armour and equipment leaning beside the door. Despite sharing the rank of centurion, Macro had more than a dozen years of experience over Cato. Sometimes it felt strange to find himself obeying one of the lad’s instructions. But, Macro bitterly reminded himself, they were no longer on active duty. Rank was largely irrelevant. Instead they were two friends struggling to survive until they finally received their back pay from the miserly clerks at the imperial treasury. Hence the need to watch every sestertian as they waited for a new posting. Not an easy task when Macro was inclined to spend what little savings he had on drink.

 

The narrow stairwell was lit by openings in the wall on every second landing and Cato, with his hands full, had to pick his way down the ancient creaking boards with care. Around him he could hear the sounds of other tenants rising: the bawling of young children, the intemperate shouts of their parents and the low sullen murmurs of those who faced a long day’s employment somewhere in the city. Although he had been born in Rome and raised in the palace until he was old enough to be sent to the legions, Cato had never had cause to visit the slum areas, let alone enter one of the towering tenement blocks packed with the capital’s poor. It had shocked him to realise that freeborn citizens could live like this. He had not imagined such squalor. Even the slaves in the palace lived better than this. Far better than this.

At the bottom of the stairs Cato turned into the heart of the building and emerged into the gloomy yard where the block had its communal cooking hearth. A wizened old man was stirring a large blackened pot on the griddle and the air was thick with the smell of gruel. Even at this early hour there was someone ahead of Cato in the queue, a thin pasty woman who lived with a large family in one room on the floor immediately below Macro and Cato. Her husband worked in the warehouses; a huge surly man whose drunken shouting and beating of his wife and children could be heard clearly enough in the room above. At the sound of Cato’s nailed boots tramping across the flagstones she turned and looked over her shoulder. Her nose had been broken some time ago and today her cheek and eye were heavily bruised. Still a smile flickered across her lips and Cato made himself smile back, out of pity. She could have been any age between twenty and forty but the back-breaking labour of raising a family and the strain of tiptoeing round her brutish husband had reduced her to a wasted streak of despair as she stood barefoot in a ragged tunic, bronze pail in one hand and a sleeping infant clutched against her hip in the other.

Cato glanced away, not wanting to make further eye contact, and sat down at the far end of the bench to wait his turn at the hearth. In the arches on the far side of the yard the slaves of a bakery were already at work, heating the ovens for the first loaves of the day.

‘Hello, Centurion.’

Cato looked up and saw that the baker’s wife had emerged from her premises and was grinning at him. She was younger than Cato, and had already been married to the ageing owner of the business for three years. It had been a good marriage for the pretty, but coarse girl from the Subura, and she had plans for the business once her husband had passed on. Of course she might need a partner to share her ambitions when the time came. She had freely imparted this information to Cato as soon as he had moved into the tenement, and the implication was clear enough.

‘Morning, Velina.’ Cato nodded. ‘Good to see you.’

From the other end of the bench came a clearly audible sniff of contempt.

‘Ignore her.’ Velina smiled. ‘Mrs Gabinius thinks she’s better than the rest of us. How’s that brat Gaius coming on? Still poking his nose where it’s not wanted?’

The thin woman turned away from the baker’s wife and clutched her child close to her chest without making any reply. Velina placed her hands on her hips and raised her head with a triumphant sneer before her attention returned to Cato.

‘How’s my centurion today? Any news?’

Cato shook his head. ‘Still no postings for either of us. But we’re going to see someone at the palace this morning. Might have some good news later on.’

‘Oh…’ Velina frowned. ‘I suppose I should wish you good luck.’

‘That would be nice.’

She shrugged. ‘Can’t see why you bother, though. How long has it been now? Five months?’

‘Three.’

‘What if there’s nothing for you? You should think about doing something else with your life. Something more rewarding.’ She arched an eyebrow and pouted quickly. ‘Young man like yourself could go a long way, in the right company.’

‘Maybe.’ Cato felt himself blushing and glanced round towards the hearth. The open attention he was getting from Velina embarrassed him and he desperately wanted to quit the yard before she developed her plans for him any further.

The old man who had been stirring his gruel was heaving the steaming pot from the iron griddle and headed carefully towards the stairs. The wife of Gabinius reached for her pots.

‘Excuse me.’ Cato stood up. ‘Would you mind if I went first?’

She looked up, sunken eyes fixing him with a cold stare for an instant.

‘We’re in a rush this morning,’ Cato explained quickly. ‘Have to get up and out as quick as we can.’ He made a pleading face and tilted his head slightly in the direction of the baker’s wife. The thin woman pursed her lips in a smile, glanced at Velina with a barely concealed delight as she saw the other’s look of frustration.

‘Of course, sir. Since you’re so desperate to get away.’

‘Thank you.’ Cato nodded his gratitude and placed the mess tins on the hot griddle. He ladled some water in from the water trough, mixed it into the ground barley and started stirring as it heated up.

Velina sniffed, turned and strode back towards the bakery.

 

‘She’s still giving you the eye then?’ Macro grinned as he scraped the bottom of his mess tin with a scrap of bread.

‘Afraid so.’ Cato had finished his meal and was rubbing wax into his leather harness with an old rag. The silvered medals he had won in battle shone like freshly minted coins from their fastenings on the harness. He already wore his thick military tunic and scale armour, and had fastened polished greaves to his lower legs. He dabbed some more wax on to the cloth and rubbed away at the gleaming leather.

‘Going to do anything about it?’ Macro continued, trying not to smile.

‘Not on your life. I’ve got enough to worry about as it is. If we don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to go mad.’

Macro shook his head. ‘You’re young. You must have twenty or twenty-five good years of service ahead of you. There’s time enough. It’s different for me. Fifteen more years at the most. The next posting will probably be my last chance to get my hands on enough money to see me through retirement.’

The concern in his voice was clear and Cato paused and looked up. ‘Then we’d better make sure that we make the most of this morning. I staked out the secretary’s office for days to get this appointment. So let’s not be late.’

‘All right, lad. Point taken. I’ll get ready.’

A little later Cato stepped back from Macro and examined him with a critical eye.


‘How do I look?’

Cato ran his eyes over his friend and pursed his lips. ‘You’ll do. Now let’s go.’

When the two officers emerged from the dark staircase and on to the street in front of the tenement, heads turned to take in the spectacle of the gleaming armour and the brilliant red cloaks. Each officer wore his helmet and the neat horsehair crests fanned out across the gleaming metal. With vine cane gripped in one hand while the other rested on his sword pommel, Cato drew himself up and stiffened his back.

Someone wolf-whistled and Cato turned to see Velina leaning against the doorpost at the street entrance to her husband’s business.

‘Well then, just look at the two of you! I could really go for someone in uniform…’

Macro grinned at her. ‘I’m sure something could be arranged. I’ll drop by when we get back from the palace.’

Velina smiled weakly. ‘That would be nice…to see both of you.’

‘Me first,’ said Macro.

Cato gripped his arm. ‘We’ll be late. Come on.’

Macro winked at Velina and stepped out with Cato. Side by side they marched boldly down the slope towards the Forum and the gleaming pillars of the vast imperial palace rising up on the Capitoline Hill.








CHAPTER THREE



‘Centurions Macro and Cato?’ The Praetorian Guardsman frowned as he scanned the slate lying on the desk in front of him. ‘You’re not on the list.’

Macro smiled at him. ‘Have another look. A good look, if you know what I mean.’

The guardsman heaved his shoulders in a weary sigh, to make it quite clear that he had been down this route many times before. He leaned back from the desk and shook his head. ‘Sorry, sir. I’ve got my orders. No admittance to the palace unless your names are on the list.’

‘But we are on the list,’ Cato insisted. ‘We have an appointment at the army bureau. With the procurator in charge of legion postings. Right now, so let us through.’

The guardsman raised an eyebrow. ‘You know how many times someone’s tried that one on me, sir?’

‘It’s true.’

‘It’s only true if you’re on the list, sir. You ain’t on the list so you don’t have an appointment.’

‘Wait a moment.’ Cato concentrated his attention on the guardsman. ‘Look here, there’s obviously been some kind of mistake. I assure you that we have an appointment. I arranged it with the procurator’s clerk yesterday. Demetrius was his name. Send word to him that we’re here. He’ll confirm the story.’

The guardsman turned towards a small group of slave boys squatting in a niche to one side of the columned entrance to the palace. ‘You! Go to the army bureau. Find Demetrius and tell him these officers here say they have an appointment to see the procurator.’

‘Thank you,’ Cato muttered, and pulled Macro away from the guardsman’s desk, steering his friend towards the benches that lined the walls each side of the entrance.

As they sat down Macro grumbled, ‘Officious little prick. Gods! I’d love to have him on a parade ground for a few hours of hard drill. Soon see how tough he is. Bloody Praetorians! Think the world owes them a living. And the palace guard are the idlest bastards of ’em all.’

They waited in silence for the messenger to return and Cato looked up at the vast edifice of the palace looming above them. Built on to the side of the Palatine Hill, there were several tiers of accommodation rising high over the Forum. He had been raised within those walls. They had been almost the whole world to him–until his father died and Cato had been sent to join the legions over two years ago. Now, the once-familiar walls and columns felt like strangers, and seemed smaller, somehow. Of course, he reasoned, he had left the palace as little more than a boy, and had travelled across the Empire, across the sea, and had seen the horrors of battle. It was bound to have changed him, and made him see the world differently. But to feel like a stranger before the colossal walls that held so many memories for him made Cato’s heart heavy. He suddenly felt far older than his years and shivered, clutching his military cloak tighter about his shoulders.

When the messenger boy returned there was a quiet exchange of words with the Praetorian Guardsman before he turned round and beckoned to the two centurions.

He nodded at Cato. ‘Seems you were right, sir. Demetrius will see you now.’

‘Oh, he will, will he?’ Macro sniffed. ‘That’s bloody good of him.’

The Praetorian made a wry smile. ‘You can’t imagine. Anyway, follow this boy.’

They marched through the entrance portico, across a small yard and into the main body of the palace. Inside, the iron nails on the bottom of their thick leather boots echoed sharply off the high walls on each side of the passage. They passed wide doorways through which they could see the scribes and the clerks working at the endless record-keeping that kept the wheels of the Empire turning. The walls of the offices were lined with racks of scrolls and slates, every pigeonhole neatly marked with a numeral. Light poured into each room through latticed windows high up on the wall and Macro wondered what it must be like to spend long years working in such a confined space, with no view of the outside world.

They reached a narrow staircase at the end of the passage and climbed four flights before taking another corridor. The rooms leading off this corridor were bright and spacious, and most had windows that must provide fine views across the city. The slave boy drew up outside a wide doorway and rapped on the wooden frame.

‘Enter!’ a high-pitched voice called out.

Before they passed through the door Cato quickly whispered to his friend, ‘Let me do the talking. I know my way round these palace types.’

The slave boy led the two centurions inside and they found they were in an ante-room. Two benches were arranged along the wall opposite three windows that let in plenty of light and air. Too much, thought Cato, as he felt the chill. At the far end of the room was a closed door. To one side of it was a large desk made of some dark wood, and behind it sat the clerk Cato had met briefly the day before. Demetrius was a slight man in a plain but freshly laundered tunic. He had the classic Greek profile and his thinning hair was carefully arranged in dark oiled curls. His whole bearing spoke of the power and influence he thought he wielded. Beside him stood a brazier, glowing warmly. Three other officers were sitting on the bench nearest to the heat.

Demetrius glanced up from a scroll and beckoned to them. ‘Centurions Macro and Cato? You’re late.’

Macro puffed out his cheeks, but Cato responded before his friend could protest. ‘We were held up at the entrance. The guard had no record of our meeting.’ Cato smiled. ‘You know what they’re like. I hope we’re not too late for our meeting with the procurator.’

‘You’ve missed it,’ Demetrius said tonelessly.

‘Missed it?’ Macro jabbed a finger at him. ‘Now, just you look here—’

‘Come back tomorrow.’

‘Not on your life.’

Demetrius shrugged. ‘Your loss.’ He glanced at the messenger boy. ‘Please show these two gentlemen the way out of the palace.’

‘We’re staying!’ Macro growled. ‘And we will see the procurator. You’d better make sure of that.’

‘The procurator’s a busy man. You should have been here at the appointed time.’

Macro leaned over the desk and glared at the clerk. ‘And you should have made sure our names were on that list.’

‘Not my problem.’

‘Then I’ll make it your problem.’ Macro reached for his sword, and Demetrius glanced down at the pommel as the first length of blade emerged from the scabbard. He flinched and his eyes flickered back to meet Macro’s cold, determined expression.

‘You wouldn’t dare.’

‘Try me.’

For a moment Demetrius wavered, and glanced to the other officers in a silent appeal for help, but they just smiled back and didn’t move. ‘I’ll call the guards.’

‘You can,’ Macro nodded. ‘But long before they get here, I’d have lobbed your scrawny arse out of the window. Must be a long way down…’ He smiled at the clerk. ‘Now can we please have our meeting with the procurator?’

Demetrius swallowed and fumbled for a waxed slate on his desk. ‘Yes, er, let me see. He could spare you a few moments at the end of his current meeting, I suppose.’ He looked up desperately. ‘If you’ll just take a seat…’

Macro straightened up and nodded with satisfaction. ‘Thank you.’

As he and Cato joined the other officers on the bench he glanced at Cato and winked. ‘I’ll do the talking from now on. Think I’ve got the measure of these palace types.’

The other officers craned round to introduce themselves. Two of them were veterans; grizzled and scarred beneath coarse hair that was going grey. They each had a chest full of medallions on their harnesses and one wore a gold torque on his wrist. The third officer was a young man, recently kitted out and with not one decoration on his harness. He looked awkward and uneasy in the company of the vastly more experienced men.

One of the veterans nodded over towards Demetrius. ‘Nice job, Centurion…is it Macro or Cato?’

‘Macro. Lately of the Second Legion Augusta. Same as Cato here.’

‘I’m Lollius Asinius. This here’s Hosidius Mutilus. Waiting for travel warrants to join the Tenth Legion. The youngster’s Flaccus Sosius. Looking for his first appointment.’

The young officer smiled quickly as he fixed his attention on the new arrivals. ‘The Augusta? You’ve been in Britain then? What’s it like?’

Macro concentrated for a moment before he replied, remembering the two years of the most intense fighting he had ever witnessed. So many men had died–good men he had known for years, and some he had barely had a chance to know before they were killed. Then there was the enemy: brutal and brave, and led by those deranged druid devils. What was it like? ‘Cold.’

‘Cold?’ Sosius looked confused.

Macro nodded. ‘Yes, cold. Don’t ever go there. Get yourself a posting somewhere comfortable. Like Syria.’

Cato shook his head in despair. As long as he had known Macro he had had to put up with the constant refrain that Syria was the best posting in the Empire. It was Macro’s lifelong ambition to wallow in the fleshpots of the east.

‘Syria?’ Asinius laughed. ‘We’ve just come back from there. Been training some auxiliary units at Damascus.’

Macro leaned closer to Asinius, eyes bright with intent concentration. ‘Tell me about it–Syria. Is it as good as they say?’

‘Well, I don’t know about that, but—’

The door to the procurator’s office swung open and a man strode out into the ante-room. At once Cato and Macro rose up and stood stiffly to attention, quickly followed by the others. Demetrius rose last of all, taking just long enough to register his lack of obeisance. The man was wearing the full ceremonial toga of a senator, with a broad purple stripe running along the hem. He nodded briefly to the centurions and strode out of the ante-room as Demetrius stepped into his master’s office.

‘Centurions Licinius Cato and Cornelius Macro to see you, sir.’

‘Are they on my list?’

‘An oversight, sir. I’ll punish the scribe responsible.’

‘Oh, very well. Send ’em in.’

Demetrius stood by the door and closed it behind them the moment the two centurions had entered the procurator’s office.

They found themselves standing on a thick rug, one of several that filled the large room. It was situated on the corner of the palace and had windows on two sides. Glazed windows, Macro noted with scarcely hidden astonishment at the luxurious furnishing of the procurator’s office. On the far side, behind a marble-topped desk, sat the procurator, a fat man with a thick head of dark hair and a fistful of gold rings on the pudgy fingers of each hand. He glanced up with an irritable expression.

‘Well, get over here, then! Smartly now!’

Macro and Cato marched over and stood to attention in front of the desk. The procurator snorted, and leaned back in his chair, revealing a rolling belly that stretched the wool fabric of his tunic. ‘What are you here for?’

‘We’re looking for reappointment to the legions, sir,’ said Cato.

The procurator tapped a pile of waxed tablets on his desk. ‘So I understand. You must be Centurion Licinius Cato. You’ve been pushing for a new legion for several months now.’

‘Three months, sir,’ Cato replied.

‘Well, from the quantity of your correspondence and the endless haranguing of my clerks it feels like several months. Truth is, I cannot make any decision until I’m clear about your position.’

‘Our position?’ Macro cut in. ‘What do you mean, sir?’

The procurator crossed his fingers and rested the folds of his chin on his knuckles. ‘A few days ago I received information that Centurion Cato was sentenced to death by General Plautius, the commander of the army in Britain. Is that true?’

Cato felt a chilling sensation in the pit of his stomach. He nodded. ‘Yes, sir. But I can explain.’

‘I think you’d better.’

Cato swallowed. ‘Our cohort was condemned to decimation for failing to carry out orders. As a result, the enemy general escaped with some of his men. Centurion Macro and I managed to capture him, and the death sentence was lifted by the legate of the Second Legion.’

‘So I understand. As it happens, Legate Vespasian exceeded his authority when he rescinded your sentence. I might add that there’s some concern, in higher circles, about the extent of your complicity in the death of your cohort commander. Both of you, that is.’

He fell silent as the two officers standing in front of him froze and tried to keep their faces composed. They dared not look at each other and stared straight ahead instead. The procurator continued, ‘I understand that following the decimation there was considerable bad feeling towards your commanding officer.’

‘Are you surprised, sir?’ Macro shrugged. ‘Most of the men blamed him for the cohort’s punishment.’

‘Most of the men?’ The procurator looked at him closely. ‘And the officers?’

Macro nodded.

‘Then you will understand that the death of Centurion Maximius has provoked considerable suspicion. Naturally, in the face of such grave accusations, the army bureau is investigating the matter fully. I’ve sent a letter to General Plautius requesting a full report on the matter. I’m still waiting for his reply. We should know the full facts soon enough. At which point you will either be in the clear, and I can consider you for some new postings, or you will be taken into custody and disposed of at the Emperor’s convenience…In the meantime, I’d be grateful if you didn’t try to leave the city.’

He looked up and noticed the despair in their faces and for a moment his hard bureaucratic mask slipped and he shook his head sadly. ‘I’m sorry, there’s nothing more I can do or say. I only permitted this meeting because I thought that you should know about the situation. In view of your records I felt that Rome owed you that much at least.’

Macro gave a thin smile. ‘That much and far more, I’d say.’

‘Maybe.’ The procurator shrugged. ‘That’s not for me to judge. Now I think you’d better leave.’

Macro and Cato stared back a moment, until the procurator reached for a blank wax tablet and took up a stylus. They were dismissed.

Outside the office, Cato turned slowly to Macro, who could see that he was still stunned by the procurator’s words. His thin shoulders slumped forwards.

‘Come on, Cato…’ Macro took his arm and steered him towards the street.








CHAPTER FOUR



They left the palace and fought their way through the crowds streaming across the Forum. Families clustered together amid bands of loud young men clutching jars of wine as they all made for the Great Circus to find good seats for the day’s racing. Cutting across this tide of excited humanity, the two centurions made for a corner tavern. The usual morning trade of wagon drivers and night porters was just beginning to dry up as the exhausted, and now inebriated, men began to stagger home to their beds.

Macro waved the barman over.

‘What’ll it be, gents?’ the weasily-looking youth asked politely as he eyed up their uniforms and estimated the tip he might expect from two centurions.

‘A jar of your cheapest wine. Two cups,’ Macro replied curtly. ‘Quick as you can.’

‘Quick is the order, swift is the service.’ The barman smiled. ‘That’s our motto.’

‘Nice.’ Macro glanced up at him. ‘But it would be even swifter if you just cut out the motto.’

‘Right…yes. I suppose so.’ The barman scurried off, leaving Macro to turn his attention back to his friend. Cato was staring across the heaving crowd that filled the Forum and up at the austere heights of the palace on the Palatine. Cato had not said a word since leaving the procurator’s office and now he just sat in silence. Macro patted him on the arm.

‘Cheer up, lad. The wine’s ordered.’

Cato turned his head to stare at Macro. ‘I have no legionary posting, almost no money left and now, it seems, I’m to be executed in the near future. You really think a cup of cheap wine is going to help me?’

Macro shrugged. ‘Well, it ain’t going to hurt you. In fact, it has a funny way of making things seem better.’

‘You’d know,’ Cato muttered. ‘Had enough of it over the last three months to lay out an army.’

The barman came back, clunked a pair of Samian-ware cups on the rough wooden table between the two centurions, and filled the cups from a jug before setting that down with a cheap flourish.

‘Heard the news?’


Macro and Cato turned towards him with annoyed expressions that clearly invited him to shut his mouth and beat a hasty retreat to behind the counter. The barman was not prepared to give up working for his tip that easily, and leaned against a stout wooden post that held up the three floors above the tavern.

‘Porcius is back in town.’

‘Porcius?’ Macro raised an eyebrow. ‘Who the bloody hell is Porcius and why should I be remotely interested in him?’

The barman shook his head in wonder at the ignorance of the two army officers. ‘Why, he’s only the best charioteer ever to have driven for the blues! He’s top of the bill this afternoon. Runs his horses like he was born with reins in his hands. Tell you what,’ he leaned closer, ‘you got anything to spare for a bet, and I could get you good odds.’

‘Leave ’em be,’ a voice growled from the next table, and Macro saw the face of the guardsman as he turned towards the two centurions. ‘Porcius is a jumped-up little tosser. Only thinks he’s good. If the man had any talent at all he’d be racing for the greens. Sir, save your money. Place it on Nepos. He’s racing for the greens.’

‘Nepos!’ The barman spat on the ground. He looked at the guardsman with contempt and the usual unthinking hostility that ardent supporters of racing teams reserved for each other. Then he strode back to the bar, muttering one last parting shot to the two centurions. ‘Might as well piss your money down the Great Sewer as bet on that twat Nepos.’

‘I heard that!’ shouted the guardsman.

‘Racing,’ Cato said quietly. ‘If anything destroys the Empire, it’ll be racing.’

Macro wasn’t listening. His eyes were fixed on the guardsman. He turned towards him and tapped the man on the shoulder.

‘Hello, friend,’ Macro smiled. ‘These races–any good tips you might be willing to share with a comrade in arms?’

‘Tips?’ The man glanced round at the other customers, but no one seemed to be listening. ‘Yes, I’ve got one tip for you. Don’t bet on that bastard Porcius.’ He tapped his nose. ‘I know what’s what, and I’m telling you, sir, Nepos is your man. Bung a few denarians on him and you’ll be laughing. Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I have to go.’ He grated his stool back on the flagstone, rose rather unsteadily to his feet, steered a course out of the tavern and was immediately lost from sight in the flow of people in the Forum.

‘Doubt he’ll get back to the palace in one go,’ Cato muttered. ‘All the same, I wish I had his problems.’

Macro turned back to his friend, desperately searching for some crumb of comfort he could offer Cato, but he had never been good at that sort of thing.

‘It’s rough luck, lad.’


‘Rough luck?’ Cato laughed bitterly. ‘Oh, it’s better than that. I mean, after all that we’ve been through, after all we’ve done for General Plautius, you can be certain that patrician bastard’ll make sure I get the chop. There’s something you can safely bet on. Just to make sure that his shining reputation as a harsh disciplinarian doesn’t get a mark on it. And the Imperial Secretary will back him up.’

‘He might recommend a pardon,’ Macro suggested.

Cato stared at him. ‘He might not. Anyway, aren’t you forgetting something?’

‘Am I?’

‘You’re also under threat. What if the general decides he wants to put you in the frame over the death of Centurion Maximius?’

‘I don’t think he will. There’s no evidence linking me to his murder, just a few rumours put around by a handful of idiots who won’t accept that he was killed by the enemy. I’m not worried about that, not really. It’s you I’m worried about.’ He looked away in embarrassment and his eyes fell on his purse, tied securely to his belt. ‘But most of all I’m worried about the fact that we’re broke, and we’re going to be very hungry in a few days’ time unless some back pay comes through. If it doesn’t, then we’ll be on the bloody streets once the next month’s rent is due. All in all, it’s not looking too healthy, Cato my lad.’

‘No.’

‘So we’d better do something about it.’

‘Like what?’

Macro smiled, and leaned closer across the table. ‘Like taking advantage of that tip, and getting ourselves down to the Great Circus.’

‘Are you mad? We’re down to our last few coins and you want to throw them away on the races?’

‘Throwing ’em away is what mugs do. What we’ve got is a sure thing.’

‘No. What you’ve got is incurable optimism. Me? I’m a realist. If we place that money on a race we might as well just give it away.’

Macro slapped his hand down on the table, making the cups jump. ‘Oh, come on, Cato! What little we’ve got is as good as gone anyway. If the tip’s any use we should get reasonable odds, and, who knows, if the bet comes good we’ll be able to keep the lupine pest from the door for a while yet. What have we got to lose?’

‘Apart from our senses?’

Macro glared at him. ‘Just for once, trust to fate and see what happens.’

Cato thought it over for a moment. Macro was right, he had pretty much lost everything else in his life, and even the latter was almost certainly forfeit. So why worry about a few coins? The general’s response would arrive from Britain before the landlord’s heavies could pin him to the walls for any arrears. He might as well live a little, while he could.

‘All right then, let’s go.’
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By the time they had pushed their way inside the huge arch of one of the public entrances to the Great Circus there were only a few places left in the section reserved for the army. Most of the stone benches had been taken by Praetorian Guardsmen who were busy drinking from wineskins and making bets. Here and there were small clusters of legionaries–men on leave or, like Cato and Macro, waiting for a new posting. Quite a few were ex-soldiers, pensioned off or invalided out of the legions and taking advantage of their veterans’ rights.

Emperor Claudius, in a shrewd move, had changed the seating plan so that the guardsmen were arranged either side of, and behind the grand imperial box. The senators had been shifted further off, much to their chagrin, and spilled out over their benches where they were waited on by their slaves, who served them heated wine in small goblets. Glancing beyond them, Cato saw the enclosure for the vestal virgins, the less spacious seating reserved for lesser nobles, and then the packed ranks of the common citizens, and above them, on the rearmost benches, the freedmen, foreigners and unattached women, many of whom were obviously plying their trade. Macro followed the direction of his gaze.

‘Forget them. You can’t afford it. Not unless Nepos does his stuff.’

Cato swung his gaze back towards the huge expanse of the track stretching out in front of them. Several race officials were crossing to the central island, while around them scores of slaves raked the sand into a smooth, even surface in final preparation for the first race. The assistants to the priests wheeled a cage of unblemished white goats towards the sacrificial altar in the middle of the island, directly opposite the imperial box.

All around the arena the usual hawkers sold snacks, cushions and brightly coloured scarves for each team’s supporters. Amongst them prowled the bet-takers, accompanied by a heavy or two to make sure that the money was kept safe. Macro swallowed nervously, stood up, and made for the nearest; a swarthy-looking Hispanic, clutching a bundle of waxed slates tied together. Behind him lurked two huge men, powerfully built and horribly scarred, as most ex-gladiators tended to be. Each man carried a money box on a strap across his shoulders, and had a thick wooden stave to hand.

‘Let me guess,’ smiled the bet-taker as he sized Macro up and calculated his worth. ‘You’ll have a gold piece on Porcius, to win.’

‘Er, no.’ Macro felt embarrassment burning in his cheeks. He glanced round and continued in a low voice, ‘Five denarians on Nepos, to win.’

‘Five denarians?’ The bet-taker looked disappointed. He quickly reappraised the centurion, and continued sarcastically, ‘Sure you can afford it?’

Macro stiffened. ‘Yes, of course I can. Five on Nepos, like I said.’

‘Nepos? You know the odds are ten to one?’

‘That’s what I’m counting on.’

‘Well, it’s your money. If you’re sure…?’

Macro frowned. ‘Do you want to take the bet, or not?’


‘I’m happy to take your money. Just a moment, please…sir.’ The bet-taker opened his tablets and prepared to make a new entry with his stylus. He began to press some tiny notation into the wax, muttering as he wrote. ‘Five den. on Nepos to win…Your name?’

‘Centurion Macro.’

‘Macro. Fine, now if I can just have your payment.’ Macro handed him the silver coins from his purse and the bet-taker dropped them into one of the boxes carried by his heavies. The coins fell through the slot with a dull chink on to the money already taken in. The bet-taker nodded to the man carrying the chest. ‘That’s tally one hundred and forty-three.’

The ex-gladiator raised a large metal hoop from his side and fumbled amongst the small wooden pegs until he reached the right number and then worked it free and handed it over to Macro. The bet-taker smiled at him. ‘Pleasure doing business with you, though I doubt we’ll meet again. Now, if you’ll excuse me…’

Macro tucked the wooden tally into his purse and hurried back to Cato.

‘How much did you place on Nepos?’

‘Enough,’ Macro replied easily, then pointed across the heads of the spectators towards the imperial box. ‘Look, there’s Claudius’ flunkies. He must be on his way.’

‘How much?’ Cato persisted.

‘Oh, five denarians, or something.’

‘Five den–Macro, that’s pretty much all we have.’

‘Actually, it is all we have.’ Macro shrugged an apology. ‘It’s a risk, but I got odds of ten to one.’

‘Really?’ Cato responded sourly. ‘And why do you think that’s good news? He’s got nine chances in ten of losing.’

‘Look here,’ Macro lowered his voice, ‘our man said it was a sure thing. We stand to win fifty silver pieces when it’s over.’

‘I can do the maths, thank you. Fifty pieces, if Nepos wins.’

‘He will, trust me. I have a feeling for these things.’

Cato shook his head and glanced away, letting his gaze turn to the imperial box. The household slaves were busy setting up a table of snacks and wines to the side of the Emperor’s seat. Even at a distance of fifty paces, Cato could make out a platter of ornately arranged fowl glazed in what looked like honey. His mouth began to water at the sight and he felt his stomach churn with hunger.

The imperial household began to emerge from their private entrance and take their seats. A handful of favoured senators eased themselves down on to plump cushions set on the stools each side of the imperial dais. They were followed by some of the Emperor’s freedmen and scribes, who stood at the back of the box. At last the white tufts of hair and the gilded wreath on top of Claudius’ head came into view and a great roar of greeting swelled up from the crowd and echoed around the Great Circus. Louder than a battle, Cato thought. Far louder.


The Emperor stood still for a moment, basking in the popular acclaim. Only his head moved, in the characteristic twitch that no amount of self-control could prevent. At length Claudius slowly raised an arm and turned to greet his people, who responded to the gesture with an even greater roar. The Emperor’s arm sank back to his side and he climbed on to the dais and slumped clumsily into his seat. As the Emperor’s wife, Messalina, stepped up beside him, the cheering reached a new frenzy.

Macro leaned close to Cato and shouted into his ear, ‘From what I’ve heard, I bet there’s quite a few amongst them who know her almost as well as her husband.’

He grinned and Cato looked round anxiously to make sure that no one had overheard the comment. That was the kind of public comment that informers picked up and passed on to palace agents for a small reward. Then, one night, a squad of Praetorians would kick your door in and bundle you off, never to be seen or heard from again. Fortunately, Macro’s foolish words were lost in the deafening roar of the crowd and Cato began to relax.

Then he saw another man entering the imperial box: thin, with dark hair and a plain white toga. Claudius beckoned to the newcomer with a smile, and indicated a seat just below the dais. Cato felt Macro cup a hand to his ear as he pointed towards the box with the other.

‘Did you see who just arrived?’

Cato nodded. ‘Our friend, the Imperial Secretary.’

‘Do you think Narcissus knows we’re back in Rome?’

‘If he doesn’t already know, he will soon.’

‘Then we’re in trouble. That bastard talked General Plautius into decimating our cohort.’

‘I remember. He won’t be happy that I’m still alive.’

Cato felt a surge of fear as he looked over the heads of the crowd at Narcissus. Not much escaped the notice of the man who controlled the Emperor’s secret police, disposed of any threats and dispensed much of Claudius’ patronage. And if he did know that Cato was in the city then he would be sure to tie up any loose ends as soon as possible, preferably by discreet strangulation in some dark, forgotten cell of the Mammertine prison. But there was a chance, an outside chance, that Macro and he had evaded the ever watchful eye of Narcissus, even now.

At that precise moment Narcissus turned in his seat and cast his gaze over the crowd and, before Cato could react, his eyes fixed in the direction of the two centurions. Cato felt his guts turn to ice. It was only an instant, then Cato slumped down on his bench, out of Narcissus’ line of sight.

‘Shit!’ Cato muttered. ‘Shit…shit…shit.’

Macro dropped down beside him, alarmed by the sudden change in his friend’s expression. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘He saw us. Narcissus saw me.’


‘Bollocks. How could he? We’re just a pair of faces amongst thousands. There’s no way—’

‘I’m telling you, he saw me!’ Cato could almost feel the rough hands of the Praetorian Guardsmen Narcissus would be sure to send out to arrest him. It would all be over in a moment.

Macro stood up slowly and glanced towards the imperial box, before ducking back down beside his friend. ‘He’s not even looking this way. Just chatting with the Emperor. Nothing else. He can’t have seen you. Relax!’

The cheering quickly died away as the priests prepared for the sacrifice to open the day’s racing. Two assistants dragged one of the white kid goats out from the cage and, holding the struggling animal by its legs, they carried it up the steps to the altar and held it down on the gleaming marble surface. The chanting of the high priest could just be heard across the track, as he intoned the blessing of Jupiter, best and greatest, on the Emperor Claudius, his family, the senate and people of Rome, and the charioteers. Then, he raised a curved dagger above the bleating goat, paused a moment, the blade glinting in the sunlight, before he slashed it down. The distant bleating was abruptly cut off. For a moment the priest bent over the twitching body of the goat and worked at its stomach with the dagger. Then, he eased out the liver, glistening in purple and red as it steamed slightly in the cool air. He bent over the organ to examine it closely, then called over a colleague, who also looked at the liver before they discussed their readings. The priest suddenly lifted the organ aloft to signify that Jupiter had accepted the sacrifice and the races could proceed. A huge roar of relieved tension swept round the stadium. Macro slapped his hands down on his knees and grinned like a boy.

The pious speeches by the senate fathers were kept as brief as possible. It was the usual flowery offer of thanks to the sponsor of the races, in this case Claudius himself. The Emperor tapped his feet impatiently as he tried to catch the eye of the speakers and then made a quick waving gesture with his hand to get them to move on swiftly. The crowd cheered each speech politely, and then, as the last speaker climbed down from the podium on the island, they craned their necks expectantly, all eyes riveted to the line of gates at the far end of the Great Circus.

There was a moment of hushed expectancy. Then a great fanfare of trumpets shrilled out and the gates swung inwards to reveal the dark tunnels leading back to the marshalling area. There was movement in the shadows, then the chariot teams burst out of the tunnels and on to the sand of the Great Circus. The crowd jumped up and screamed with excitement, and slowly the cheers resolved into rival chants in support of each team, or of vulgar denigration of the opposition. Most of the Praetorians, clearly, were supporters of the blues and bellowed out the name of Porcius as he drove his team past the imperial box and saluted Emperor Claudius.

‘Bastard better lose,’ Macro said softly. Then he glanced around nervously and drew a deep breath. ‘Come on, Porcius!’


Cato raised an eyebrow as he caught his friend’s gaze. Macro shrugged. ‘Just keeping on side. No point in starting a fight.’

The chariot teams completed a circuit of the track and then drew up in a line abreast, just in front of the Emperor. The crews clustered round, making final adjustments to the horses’ harnesses and applying a last handful of grease to the chariot axles. The charioteers checked their reins and made sure that the razor-sharp safety knives were secure in their scabbards. Each charioteer wore a short, sleeveless tunic in his team’s colours, and the light screens that folded around their legs were also painted in the team colours.

Macro focused his attention on Nepos, a wiry man with a dark complexion. Nepos stood erect and still in his green tunic. Too still for Macro’s liking, almost as if he was too terrified to move. Or maybe he simply had nerves of steel. He’d better had.

Once the preparations were complete the crews withdrew from the track and the charioteers took the strain on their reins, holding back their horse teams. The animals had been raised to run flat out and jostled each other nervously, muzzles flaring as their powerful flanks heaved.

For a moment Cato forgot everything that troubled him as he sat forward on the edge of his bench and stared at the four chariot teams, tensed up and ready to explode into action. The Emperor nodded to the race marshal and the latter stepped up on to the podium at the front of the imperial box. He carried a small flag, which he carefully unfurled and slowly raised up until his arm was erect. Every eye of the tens of thousands of people in the Circus was on him and there was not a sound except for the snorting of the horses. The marshal waited until the teams were as level as they could be. Then he snatched his hand down and the flag dropped with a rippling flutter. Instantly the crowd roared. The charioteers cracked their reins and the horses kicked up plumes of sand as they yanked the chariots forward and the race began.

Porcius, true to his reputation, somehow managed to coax an extra burst of strength from his team and they had nosed ahead in the first length. The blues were just clear of the other teams as the chariots swerved round the end of the island, throwing up sheets of sand as the body of each chariot skidded round, and passed temporarily out of sight. The cheering of the spectators around Cato subsided as they turned their eyes to the other end of the island, waiting in tense anticipation for the chariots to reappear. Sand sprayed up an instant before the first chariot swung into view and the Praetorians leaped up in delight, screaming out their support for Porcius. Right behind him was Nepos, and Macro only just managed to restrain his cry of delight that Nepos was still in close contention. With desperate flicks of the reins Nepos steered his team to the outside as they raced down the track towards the imperial box. Gradually he closed on Porcius, then began to edge up alongside the blues. Porcius saw the danger and, with a quick tug on the reins, moved out to head off his rival.


A howl of outrage burst out from the supporters of the greens and Macro balled his hands into tight fists, but kept his lips clamped tightly together. Beside him, Cato just felt sick as he saw the man carrying the fate of their last few coins desperately rein in, then abruptly swerve left, closer to the island. Porcius had misjudged his manoeuvre and now his horses missed a pace as their charioteer urged them back on course. But it was too late. Nepos, leaning over the front rail of his chariot, was cracking his reins furiously and crying out encouragement to his team. They surged forward, inside the blues, past them and into the lead. Cato felt a surge of joy burst through his veins, and fought not to let it show.

‘Yessss!’ Macro punched his fist into the air, then looked round anxiously. Some of the guardsmen were looking at him in surprise, but quickly turned their attention back to the race.

‘Watch it,’ Cato muttered. ‘I get the feeling we’re not amongst friends.’

Back on the track, Nepos raced ahead, and rounded the island, disappearing from view.
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