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			Summer, AD 57. Battle-scarred veterans of the Roman army Tribune Cato and Centurion Macro return to Rome. Thanks to the failure of their recent campaign on the eastern frontier they face a hostile reception at the imperial court. Their reputations and future are at stake.

			When Emperor Nero’s infatuation with his mistress is exploited by political enemies, he reluctantly banishes her into exile. Cato, isolated and unwelcome in Roma, is forced to escort her to Sardinia.

			Arriving on the restless, simmering island with a small cadre of officers, Cato faces peril on three fronts: a fractured command, a deadly plague spreading across the province . . . and a violent insurgency threatening to tip the province into blood-stained chaos.
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			Chapter One

			Rome, summer AD 57

			There was a fine view of the city from the garden of the Pride of Latium. The inn was atop a small rise just off the Via Ostiensis, the road that led from the port of Ostia to Rome, some fifteen miles away. A light breeze rustled through the boughs of a tall poplar tree growing a short distance from the inn. The tables and benches in the garden were sheltered from the stifling glare of the mid-afternoon sun by an arrangement of trellises over which vines had been trained. The Pride of Latium was well positioned to take advantage of the passing trade. There were merchants and cart drivers travelling along the route that carried goods to the capital from across the breadth of the Empire, officials and tourists coming and going from the recently completed port complex at Ostia. There were travellers leaving Rome to voyage across the ocean, or, in the case of the small group seated at the table with the best view of Rome, returning to the capital after a period of service on the eastern frontier.

			There were five of them: two men, a woman, a young boy and a large, wild-looking dog. They were being watched closely by the owner of the inn as he wiped ants off his counter with an old rag. He was shrewd enough to recognise soldiers when he saw them, in or out of uniform. Even though the men were dressed in light linen tunics rather than the heavy wool of the legions, they carried themselves with the assurance of veterans, and they bore the scars of men who had seen plenty of action. The oldest of the party was shorter than average but powerfully built. His cropped dark hair was streaked with grey and his heavy features were lined and scarred. But there were creases about his eyes and each side of his mouth and a ready smile that indicated good humour, as well as the marks of hard-won experience. He had fifty years under his belt, the innkeeper estimated, and must surely have reached the end of his career. The other man, sitting beside the boy, was also dark-haired but well over a decade younger, perhaps aged thirty or so. It was hard to be certain as there was a thoughtfulness to his expression and a controlled grace to his movements that revealed a maturity beyond his years. He was as tall as his comrade was short and as slender as the older man was bulky and muscular.

			They were as mismatched a pair as any two men the innkeeper had seen, but they were clearly tough cases, and he was grateful they were only on their first jar of wine and sober. He hoped they would remain that way. Soldiers in their cups could be cheery and maudlin one moment, and angry and violent the next, on the merest of presumed slights. Fortunately, the woman and the boy were likely to be a moderating influence. She was sitting next to the older man and shifted closer to him as he wrapped a hairy arm around her. Her long dark hair was tied back in a simple ponytail and revealed a wide face with dark eyes and sensuous lips. She had a full figure and an easy manner and matched the men in drinking the wine cup for cup. The boy was five or so, with dark curly hair, and had the same thin features as the younger man, whom the innkeeper assumed was his father. There was a sly mischief about the child’s expression, and as the adults talked, he reached a small hand towards the woman’s cup until she swatted it gently away without even looking, as women will when they have developed the uncanny sixth sense that comes with raising children.

			The innkeeper smiled as he tossed the rag into a bucket of murky water and made his way over to their table, keeping his distance from the dog.

			‘Will you be having anything to eat, my friends?’

			They glanced up at him and the older man replied. ‘What do you have?’

			‘There’s a beef stew. Pork cuts – hot or cold. There’s roasted chicken, goat’s cheese, fresh-baked bread and seasonal fruit. Take your pick and I’ll have my girl prepare you the best roadside meal you’ll ever eat on the Ostian Way.’

			‘The best food over a whole fifteen miles?’ The older man chuckled and continued in a wry tone. ‘Wouldn’t be much of a challenge to put that to the test.’

			‘Leave off, Macro,’ the younger man intervened as he turned to address the innkeeper. ‘We need a quick meal. We’ll take the cold cuts of pork and chicken with a basket of bread. Do you have olive oil and garum?’

			‘Yes, for a bit extra.’

			‘Don’t like garum,’ the boy muttered. ‘Horrible stuff.’

			The older man smiled at him. ‘You don’t have to eat it, Lucius. I’ll have your ration, lad.’

			‘What’s the price?’

			The innkeeper did a quick mental calculation based on the cost of the raw ingredients, but mostly based on the quality of the men’s clothing and the likelihood of them carrying their savings from their previous posting. In his experience, such men returning home tended to be willing to spend over the odds without creating a fuss. He scratched the side of his head and cleared his throat. ‘I can do you some good scoff for three sestertii a head. Garum, oil and another jar of wine included.’

			‘Three sestertii!’ the woman gasped in derision. ‘Three? You are joking, mate. If we paid five for the lot we’d still be paying over the odds.’

			‘Now look here . . .’ The innkeeper arranged his features into an indignant expression and took a half-step back. But she cut him off before he could go any further, thrusting a finger at him and looking down its length as if she was taking aim with an arrow.

			‘No! You look here, you gouging weasel. I’ve bought food in the markets of Rome since I could walk. I’ve also been to country markets and those in the streets of Tarsus the last two years. Nowhere have I seen anyone try it on like you are doing right now.’

			‘But . . . but prices have increased since you were away,’ he blustered. ‘There’s been a famine in Sardinia, and a plague, and it’s driving up costs.’

			‘Pull the other one,’ she shot back.

			The younger man could not help laughing. He took her hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. ‘Easy there, Petronella. You’re scaring the man. This is my treat.’ He looked at the innkeeper. ‘Let’s split the difference, for the sake of peace and amity, eh?’

			‘Ten, then,’ the innkeeper replied swiftly. ‘Can’t do it for any less.’

			‘Ten?’ The man sighed. ‘Let’s call it eight, or I’ll set Petronella loose on you again.’

			The innkeeper glanced at her warily and sucked in a breath between his stained teeth before he nodded. ‘Eight, then. But no wine.’

			‘With wine,’ the other man insisted firmly, all trace of humour gone from his voice as he stared hard with dark eyes.

			The innkeeper puffed out his cheeks, then turned and scurried back to the door behind the counter that led to the kitchen, shouting instructions at his serving girl.

			‘That’s my lass,’ said Macro. ‘Fierce as a lioness. I have the scratches to prove it.’

			‘You shouldn’t have paid eight, Master Cato.’ Petronella frowned. ‘It’s too much.’

			Cato shook his head, mildly amused that she still deferred to him as her master on occasion. He had freed her over a year ago, after Macro’s affection for her had been made clear. And now they were married and the veteran centurion was determined to apply for his discharge so that the two of them could settle into peaceful retirement. In truth, peace might be a little bit more difficult to achieve than Macro assumed, since they were shortly bound for Britannia, where he was to take up his half of the business owned by himself and his mother. Cato knew her well enough to be sure she would match Petronella’s fierce personality claw for claw. If he was any judge of either woman’s character, then Macro was going to have his hands full. The centurion would soon be wishing he was back serving with the legions facing somewhat less fearsome conflict. Still, that was his choice and there was nothing Cato could, or would, do about it now that his friend had made his decision. He would miss having Macro around – would miss him greatly – but he must find his own way ahead. Perhaps their paths would cross again in the future if Cato was assigned to the army in Britannia.

			He put thoughts of the distant future out of his mind and clicked his tongue at Petronella. ‘Let’s have no more of you calling me master. I am no more your master than your husband will ever be.’

			Macro grinned and slid his hand down to slap her rump gently. ‘I’ve broken in far more challenging recruits than her in my day. By the gods, Cato, you were one of the biggest drips I’d ever clapped eyes on that night you pitched up at the Second Legion’s fortress.’

			‘And look at him now,’ Petronella cut in. ‘A tribune of the Praetorian Guard. While you’ve never got beyond centurion.’

			‘Each to his own, my love. I like being a centurion. It’s what I am best at.’

			‘What you were best at,’ she said deliberately. ‘Those days are over. And you’d better not have any notions of treating me like some bloody recruit or I’ll give you what for.’ She bunched her fist and held her knuckles under Macro’s nose for a moment before relaxing.

			Lucius nudged Cato. ‘I like it when Petronella gets angry, Father,’ he whispered. ‘She’s scary.’

			Macro roared with laughter. ‘Aye, lad! You don’t know the half of it. The love of my life is as tough as old boots.’ He shot her an anxious look. ‘But far lovelier.’

			Petronella rolled her eyes and gave him a shove. ‘Oh, give over.’

			Macro’s expression became earnest. He raised a hand to turn her face towards him and kissed her gently on the lips. She pressed back and reached round his broad back to draw him into her. Their lips remained locked together for a moment longer before they parted, and Macro shook his head in wonder. ‘By all that’s sacred, you are the woman for me. My girl. My Petronella.’

			‘My love . . .’ she replied as they stared fondly at each other.

			Cato coughed. ‘Want me to see if I can get a decent rate for a room for the pair of you?’

			The food arrived shortly afterwards, carried on a large tray by a thickset serving girl dripping with perspiration from working over the fire in the kitchen. She set the tray down and unloaded cuts of pork and two roast chickens heaped on a wooden platter, a wicker basket containing several small round loaves, two stoppered samianware jugs of oil and garum and another of wine. The portion sizes were more generous than Cato was expecting, and in his present good mood he felt generous enough to tip her a sestertius. She glanced at the coin in her palm wide-eyed, then looked nervously over her shoulder, but the innkeeper was at another table where two more customers had sat down. She tucked the coin into the pocket in the front of her stained stola and hurried back to the kitchen.

			‘Ah, this is the life!’ said Macro as he tore off a chicken leg, closed his teeth over the seared skin and began to chew. ‘A fine sunny day. The best of company. Good food, passable wine and the prospect of a comfortable bed at the end of it. Be good to get a hot bath and a change of clothing.’

			‘I’m sure there’ll be something at the house,’ Cato responded as he tossed a scrap of meat to the dog, who snapped it up and then nudged his hand for more. He smiled. ‘Sorry, Cassius, that’s the lot.’

			They had left their baggage in Ostia, where one of Cato’s men had been charged with bringing it to Rome. They were bound for the large property Cato owned on the Viminal Hill, one of the city’s wealthier neighbourhoods. His promotion to commander of an auxiliary cohort some years earlier had brought with it elevation to the ranks of the equites, the social class one step beneath that of senator. He was also a man of some substance, largely thanks to being granted the property and fortune of his former father-in-law, who had plotted against the emperor. The traitors would have succeeded in assassinating Nero had it not been for Cato’s intervention. All of Senator Sempronius’s estate had been handed to him as a reward.

			Such were the changing fortunes of Rome’s nobility under the Caesars, Cato reflected. He was conscious that what the emperor could give, he could just as easily take away. Now that he had a son to raise, he was determined to keep his nose clean and his good fortune intact. Not that it was going to be easy, given the poor start to the conflict with Parthia over the previous two years. An attempt to replace the ruler of Armenia with a Roman sympathiser had led to disaster, and the revolt of a minor frontier kingdom had threatened to spread before it had been crushed. Cato had played a part in both campaigns and now feared he would pay the price once he had submitted his report to the imperial palace.

			A chorus of laughter drew his attention to the innkeeper and his other customers just as the former turned to shout an order to the serving girl. Then he crossed over to Cato and his companions and affected a cheery smile.

			‘Tell me the food’s as good as I told you it was, eh?’

			‘It is satisfactory,’ Petronella responded, and made a show of inspecting one of the loaves. ‘The bread could have been fresher.’

			‘It was baked first thing today.’

			‘It may have been baked first thing. But not today.’

			The innkeeper gritted his teeth before he continued. ‘But the rest is good? More than satisfactory, I take it? What do you say, sonny?’ He ruffled Lucius’s curls. The youngster, jaws working hard on a bit of gristle, shook off his hand and raised his eyes.

			Cato swallowed and intervened. ‘It’ll do nicely.’

			Despite Petronella’s justifiable protestations, he was keen not to annoy the innkeeper unduly. Such men were useful purveyors of gossip and information that they garnered from passing trade, and there was much he was keen to know about the situation in Rome before they entered the city. He hurriedly swallowed the chunk of oil-soaked bread in his mouth and cleared his throat.

			‘We’ve been on the eastern frontier for a few years.’

			‘Ah!’ The innkeeper nodded. ‘Fighting those Parthian bastards, eh? How’s the war going?’

			‘War?’ Cato exchanged a look with Macro. ‘It hasn’t really begun.’

			‘No? Last time I was in Rome, the bulletins posted in the forum spoke of a series of frontier clashes. Said we’d given them a good kicking.’

			‘Well, you can’t believe everything you read in the bulletins,’ said Macro. ‘The date given is true enough. As for the rest . . .’ He shrugged.

			The innkeeper frowned. ‘Are you saying the bulletins are false?’

			‘Fake bulletins? Not necessarily. But I wouldn’t bet my life savings on it.’

			‘Be that as it may,’ Cato resumed, ‘we’ve been out of touch with life in the capital. Anything new we should be aware of?’

			‘Over the last few years? How much time have you got?’

			‘Enough to eat this meal and then we’re back on the road. So keep it short.’

			The innkeeper scratched his cheek as he collected his thoughts. ‘The big news is that Pallas looks like he’s on his way out.’

			‘Pallas?’ Macro raised an eyebrow. Pallas was one of the imperial freedman Nero had inherited from Claudius and was the emperor’s chief adviser. It was a post for which the requisite skills included spying, back-stabbing, greed and ambition, all of which he had honed to the sharpest degree. Only it seemed that he had been caught out, or had met his match in one of his rivals. ‘What’s happened?’

			‘He’s been charged with conspiracy to overthrow the emperor. The trial’s due to start in a month or so. Should be a good show; he’s being defended by Senator Seneca. I’d be sure to go and watch the sport if I wasn’t so busy here.’

			Macro shifted his gaze to his friend. ‘Bloody hell, that’s a turn-up for the scrolls. I thought Pallas had his snout squarely in the trough. What with how tightly he’d stitched things up with Agrippina,’ he concluded in a cautious tone.

			Cato nodded as he reflected on the power shift in the capital. Pallas had allied himself with Agrippina and her son Nero in the last years of the previous emperor. His relationship with the new emperor’s mother was not merely political. Cato and Macro had uncovered the secret some years earlier and wisely kept their mouths shut. Not that tongues weren’t wagging around the dinner tables of the aristocrats, nor amongst the gossips who gathered round the public fountains in the slums. But rumours were one thing; knowing the truth was a far more dangerous situation. Now it seemed that Pallas’s prospects were on the wane. Possibly fatally. And not just him, perhaps.

			‘Is anyone else on trial with him?’

			‘Not that I know of. He might have been acting alone. More likely the emperor has got his eyes on his fortune. You don’t get to be that rich without making enemies. People you’ve done down on the way up. Or people who simply resent your success and wealth. You know how it goes amongst the quality in Rome. Always ready to stick the knife in . . . so they say.’ He glanced at Cato with a flicker of anxiety. ‘What did you say your business was in Rome again?’

			‘We’ve been recalled. That is to say, my cohort of the Praetorian Guard.’

			‘Your cohort?’ The innkeeper smiled weakly as he realised he had been treading on dangerous ground in offering his opinion of the emperor’s motives.

			‘I’m the tribune in command. Macro here is my senior centurion. We took the first ship bound for Ostia. The rest of the men are on transports a few days behind us, so you may be in luck when they pass this way.’

			‘I didn’t mean any criticism of my betters, sir. It’s just the talk on the street. I meant no offence.’

			‘Easy there. Your views on Nero are safe enough with us. But what of Agrippina? Do you know if she had anything to do with charging Pallas with conspiracy? When we left for the eastern frontier, the two of them were the emperor’s closest advisers.’

			‘Not any more, sir. Like I said, Pallas is on trial, and she’s fallen from favour. The emperor has kicked her out of the imperial palace and stripped her of her official bodyguards.’

			‘That was Nero’s doing?’ Macro queried. ‘Last time I saw the two of them together, she had him wrapped round her little finger. Looks like the boy has grown some balls finally and is running the show. Good for him.’

			‘Maybe,’ Cato mused. From his experience of the new emperor, he doubted Nero had taken such an initiative by himself. More likely his hand was being guided by another faction within the palace. ‘So who’s advising the emperor these days?’

			Even though he was somewhat reassured that his words would not be used against him, the innkeeper lowered his voice. ‘Some say the real power is now in the hands of Burrus, the commander of the Praetorian Guard. Him and Seneca.’

			Cato digested this bit of gossip and then arched an eyebrow. ‘And what do others say?’

			‘They say Nero is a slave to his mistress, Claudia Acte.’

			‘Claudia Acte? Never heard of her.’

			‘I’m not surprised, sir. Not if you’ve been away for a few years. She’s only been seen in his company over the last few months. At the theatre, the races and so on. I saw her myself last time I was in Rome. Nice-looking, but the word is she’s a freedwoman, and the well-to-do don’t like that.’

			‘I can imagine.’ Cato knew how touchy the more traditionally inclined senators were about social distinctions. They regarded the accident of birth that granted them huge privileges as some kind of gods-given right to treat all other people as innately inferior. The affected air of superiority of the worst of them grated on his nerves. Even if they thought their shit smelled better than that of the great unwashed, it didn’t. Moreover, the same shit tended to occupy a greater proportion of their heads than whatever residual matter passed for brains. The idea of an emperor showing off his low-born woman to the world and rubbing their noses in it would send the more sensitive of the senators into a conspiratorial frenzy. Nero was playing for high stakes, even if he was unaware of it.

			‘I’ll leave you to finish your meal then, sir.’ The innkeeper nodded to Cato and his companions and made his way to his stool at the end of the counter.

			Macro took a quick swig of wine from his cup, then burped and smiled. ‘Sounds like things have finally changed for the better in Rome. With luck, that snake Pallas is heading for the Underworld and won’t be causing us any more trouble. That’s worth drinking to.’ He refilled his cup and topped up Cato’s. But his friend left it on the table as he stared down thoughtfully.

			‘What is it, Cato? Found some way to see a downside to the situation? Just for once, why not celebrate some good news?’

			Cato sighed and picked up his cup. ‘Fair enough. But tell me, brother, from our previous experience, how often does bad news follow on from good?’

			‘Ah, piss off with the pessimism and enjoy the wine, why don’t you?’

			Petronella nudged him with her elbow. ‘Language! You want young Lucius speaking like that?’

			Macro glanced at the boy and winked. Lucius grinned.

			‘Let’s hope I’m wrong, then,’ said Cato. He raised his cup. ‘To Rome, to home, and to a peaceful life. We’ve earned it.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			There was always an uncomfortable aspect to returning home after the passage of some years, Cato mused as they entered the capital and made their way through its crowded streets. Even though his senses were overwhelmed by the familiar sights, sounds and scents of the city, there was something about it that seemed strange and unsettling. That feeling that things had moved on and he was a stranger to the place where he had been born and raised. It felt vaguely diminished, too. Rome had once been the entire world to him, vast and all-encompassing. It had seemed impossible to believe that its avenues, temples, theatres and palaces could be surpassed in their magnificence, or the range of entertainments on offer bettered, or the sophistication of its libraries and scholars matched by any others in the Empire or beyond. Yet since Cato had left the city, he had seen for himself the wealth of Parthia, and the Great Library in Alexandria, whose galleries sprawled in the shadow of the towering Pharos lighthouse, far taller and more impressive than any building in Rome. But then, he reasoned, all places, as with all experiences, seemed less impressive when you revisited them. Experience constantly recalibrated the perception of memory so that the recollection of his initial wonder now felt like a slightly shameful naivety.

			Even so, there was a comfort in being immersed in the familiar. A jaded sense of belonging, he decided, was better than being rootless. Despite the stench of the drains and the refuse in the street, there was the warm aroma of baking bread, woodsmoke and the heady scent of spices from the markets. Remembered streets and thoroughfares fell into place as they traced their route beside the imperial palace, across the Forum and up the slope of the Viminal Hill, passing through the crowded and crumbling apartment blocks in the slum at the foot of the hill. Taking Lucius’s hand to make sure they were not separated in the narrow, busy street, Cato looked down and saw the excited gleam in his son’s eyes as he cast his gaze at the people bustling around him.

			‘Of course. When we left Rome, you were probably too young to remember much about it.’

			‘I remember, Father,’ Lucius replied defiantly. ‘I’m six years old. I’m not a baby.’

			Cato laughed. ‘I never said you were. You’re growing up fast, my boy. Too fast,’ he added ruefully.

			‘Too fast?’

			‘You’ll know what I mean when you become a father.’

			‘I don’t want to be a father. I want to be a soldier.’

			Cato’s expression hardened as memories, gut-wrenching as well as glorious, flitted through his thoughts. ‘There’ll be time for that another day, if it’s really what you wish for.’

			‘I do. Uncle Macro says I’ll be a fine soldier. Just like you. I’ll even command my own cohort, too.’ He reached out his spare hand and tugged Macro’s tunic. ‘That’s what you said, isn’t it, Uncle Macro?’

			‘Right you are, my lad.’ Macro nodded as he held Cassius’s leash firmly. Excited by the rich array of scents and noises all around him, the dog was straining to explore in every direction. ‘Soldiering’s in your blood. It’ll make a man out of you.’

			Cato felt his heart sink at the prospect. Unlike his friend, he did not see warfare as an opportunity to seek glory. It was a necessary evil at best. The last recourse when every attempt at finding peaceful resolutions of disputes between Rome and other empires and kingdoms had failed. And to restore order in the event of rebellion or other civil conflict. He knew that Macro had little sympathy for his views on the matter and so the two of them rarely addressed the question head on. Which was why Cato felt irritated by Macro’s encouragement of his son. He knew his friend well enough to understand that this was not an attempt to use Lucius as a proxy in their differing views; just innocent encouragement. That made it all the more difficult to counter without making it look as if he was overreacting. Distraction would be a better strategy.

			‘We must find you a tutor once we get settled, Lucius.’

			The boy scowled. ‘Don’t want one. I want to play with Uncle Macro and Petronella instead.’

			Cato sighed. ‘You know perfectly well that they will be leaving Rome soon. You’ll need someone to look after you and start your education once Petronella is no longer around.’

			She shot him a dark look. ‘I’ve taught him his letters and numbers, master. And some reading.’

			‘Of course. I apologise . . . Thank you. It’s not going to be easy to replace you.’

			Mollified, she nodded. ‘I’ll see if I can find someone you can trust. I’ll ask round the other households on the Viminal. There’s bound to be someone who can take my place.’

			‘My love,’ Macro smiled, ‘no one can take your place. Why, you’re practically a second mother to the lad.’

			‘I don’t want her to go,’ Lucius muttered, lowering his gaze. ‘Can’t they stay?’

			‘We’ve talked about this, son,’ Cato replied. ‘They have their own life to lead.’

			‘Can’t you order them to stay, Father?’

			‘Order them?’ Macro roared with laughter. ‘I’d like to see anyone order Petronella to do something. I’d pay good money to watch them being pulverised.’

			They turned into the street where Cato’s house sat. There were small shops on either side, leased from the owners of the large properties that lay behind them. At the near end of the street were a few apartment blocks, which gave way to the houses of their wealthier neighbours. The entrances to the larger properties lay between the shops and presented large studded doors to the street. As they reached Cato’s home, halfway along, he saw that the ironmonger and the baker who rented their premises from him were still in business on either side of the modest run of steps that rose from the street to the front door. He paused briefly to admire the neatly maintained timbers and bronze studs and then climbed the steps and rapped the knocker sharply.

			An instant later, the narrow shutter snapped back and a pair of eyes inspected him briefly through the grille before a muffled voice demanded, ‘What is your business?’

			‘Open the door,’ Cato ordered impatiently.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘Tribune Quintus Licinius Cato; now open up.’

			The eyes narrowed before the doorman responded, ‘A moment.’

			The shutter rattled back into place and Cato turned to the others. ‘Must be a new doorman. Else I have changed more than I thought since we were last in Rome.’

			The shutter slid open again and an older man appeared at the grille. One glance was enough; the bolts on the far side were drawn back and the door swung open to reveal Croton, the steward of the household. He bowed quickly and smiled readily as he stepped to the side to allow Cato and the others to enter. ‘Master, it does my heart good to see you all return. We had no idea you were coming home.’

			‘We only landed at Ostia yesterday. We’ve been on the road since first light.’

			Croton swiftly got over his surprise as he closed the door and shut out the noises from the street. In the quiet entrance hall the only sound was the light tinkle from the fountain in the atrium beyond.

			‘I’ll have the sleeping chambers and living spaces prepared at once, master. And you’ll be needing food after your journey.’

			‘Food can wait,’ Cato interrupted. ‘What we want is a bath and fresh clothes. Have the bathhouse fire lit and then see to the other matters.’

			Croton looked them over and cocked an eyebrow. ‘And your baggage, sir?’

			‘Coming upriver from Ostia. Should reach the house tomorrow. It’ll be in the charge of a man called Apollonius. He’ll be staying in the house with us, so have a room ready for him too.’

			‘More’s the pity,’ Macro muttered. He had little affection for the spy who had acted as Cato’s guide during his recent mission to Parthia and had agreed to serve with the tribune when the Praetorian cohort returned to Rome. Not that there were many men left on the unit’s strength, he mused. No more than a hundred and fifty out of the original six hundred or so had survived the battles of the last two years. Even though their standard had won several decorations for valour, it would be some time before the cohort was built up to its former fighting strength and was ready for battle again. Not that Macro would be involved in that. He felt a moment of regret and longing for the career and the brothers in arms that he would be leaving behind when he departed for Britannia. Cato most of all.

			Macro had been there when Cato had first arrived at the Second Legion’s fortress on the Rhine, skinny, drenched and shivering. He had grudgingly become the young man’s mentor, only to realise the promise that Cato showed once he had got over his nerves and become a good soldier. Since then, Cato had served beneath Macro, then as his equal in rank, eventually being promoted above him. Over the last fifteen years they had been all but inseparable as they served on the Empire’s frontiers. Soon they would part company, and given the distance involved, it was likely they would never see each other again. That was a hard truth to bear.

			It was of little comfort to know that Apollonius would be at Cato’s side in any campaigns to come. Macro had not trusted the spy from the outset. Apollonius had been assigned by General Corbulo to guide Cato in his mission to Parthia. He was thin, the skin of his shaven head clinging to his skull so closely that he looked like some spirit of the departed. His deep-set eyes darted about and his keen intelligence missed nothing. Irritatingly, the same keen intelligence mocked those with lesser erudition and swiftness of thought. If ever the phrase ‘too clever by half’ was deserved, then surely Apollonius was first in line. Not that the Greek freedman was without redeeming features, Macro conceded. There were few other men who matched his skill with a blade, and he was a fine fighter to have at your side. By the same token, you’d never willingly turn your back on him. There was something about him that made Macro innately suspicious, and he had lived long enough and had sufficient hard-won experience to trust in such instincts.

			As Croton led the way to the living quarters, Macro fell into step alongside his friend and spoke in a low voice. ‘I’m not sure I’d be so willing to have Apollonius around if I were in your place, brother. He’s cut from the same cloth as the likes of Pallas and Narcissus and all those other back-stabbing Greek freedmen.’

			Cato smiled thinly. Like many Romans, Macro was inclined to look down on the Greeks as being a race predisposed towards fancy intellectualism and scheming. It was a lazy perception that did little more than flatter the Roman belief in their own plain speaking and superior integrity. In all their years together, Cato had not managed to shift his friend’s position, and there was little point in any fresh attempt at this late stage.

			‘Apollonius proved his worth in Parthia. I would not be alive now if it was not for him.’

			‘He was out to save his own skin. That he saved yours as well was an afterthought.’

			‘That’s one way of looking at it . . . Anyway, my mind is made up. I’m signing him onto the cohort to take charge of the headquarters staff. We’ll see what happens then. But I think you are wrong about him.’

			‘We’ll see. I’d hate to be the one to say I told you so.’

			Cato glanced at him and smiled. ‘No, you wouldn’t.’

			They passed through the atrium with its small pool open to the skies and then continued along a passage to the living quarters overlooking the walled garden at the rear of the property. Senator Sempronius had taken pride in his neat designs of hedges and flower beds, and Cato smiled as he saw that Croton and his small staff had tended them well during his absence.

			‘It’s good to be home,’ he mused. ‘It really is. Perhaps I’ll be able to enjoy raising Lucius while I tend to my duties at the Praetorian camp.’

			‘You’ll have plenty of time on your hands,’ said Macro. ‘Just leave the spit and polish to the centurions and enjoy dressing up for the imperial ceremonies.’ He looked at Cato thoughtfully. ‘Though I dare say you’ll be hankering to return to active duty within a year.’

			Cato shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. I’ve had enough of that for a while. I want to have some peace and spend time with Lucius.’

			He turned and rested his hand on his son’s shoulder. ‘How about that, my boy? There’s plenty to keep the both of us happy. Theatre, books, hunting in the country. The arena, chariot races.’

			‘Chariot races!’ Lucius’s expression lit up. ‘Let’s do that! I want to see the chariots.’

			‘All right then,’ Cato responded. ‘We’ll go as soon as we can. All four of us. But right now, let’s get bathed and into some clean clothes!’

			‘Do I have to have a bath, Father?’

			‘Of course you do,’ Petronella clucked as she took his hand. ‘Come along, Master Lucius. You and me can help Croton start the bathhouse fire.’

			As the pair headed across the garden, Cato and Macro stared after them.

			‘She’s going to miss the boy,’ said Macro. ‘We both will.’ He felt a melancholic mood closing in around them and wrinkled his nose in distaste. A change of subject was needed, he decided. He slapped his friend on the back. ‘Wine! There has to be some good wine in the house. We’ll track a jar down and sit and drink by the fountain while we wait. Come, brother. Let’s get hunting!’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The following day, at noon, Cato was sitting on a bench outside the office of Prefect Burrus, the commander of the Praetorian Guard. He had been greeted briefly and submitted his report before being ordered to wait outside while Burrus perused the document. It was not going to make for good reading, he thought. His cohort had been sent east to act as the personal bodyguard of General Corbulo. As such, there had been no expectation that they would be involved in any fighting; they would return to Rome intact when they were recalled. But due to the lack of troops available to Corbulo, Cato and his men had been tasked with spearheading a mission to install a Roman candidate on the throne of Armenia. The strategic importance of the minor kingdom was such that it had been contested territory for over a hundred years, swaying between Roman and Parthian control. This time the Romans were defeated and the king they had attempted to impose on the Armenians had been captured and executed before Cato and his men were sent back to Corbulo in humiliation.

			Corbulo had made as little of it as possible, rightly fearing that such a setback might lead to his replacement as commander of the eastern armies. He had refused to let Cato and his men return to Rome, and then disregarded a message ordering the cohort to rejoin the rest of the guard in their camp outside the walls of the capital. Anything to delay the emperor and his advisers grasping the true scale of Rome’s humiliation. It had been a challenge to describe the short campaign without casting a shadow on the reputation of Corbulo and Cato himself, even though he had done the best he could with the meagre forces at his disposal. Nor was Burrus going to be pleased by the subsequent uprising of the town of Thapsis, in the mountains close to Corbulo’s headquarters at Tarsus. The Roman soldiers had had to endure a bitter winter and a mutiny, which had been put down with considerable difficulty and loss of life. None of which was going to endear Corbulo and those who served him to the emperor. The only aspect of the report that might gratify Nero and his advisers was the intelligence Cato had gathered on the terrain and political situation inside Parthia while conducting an embassy to the Parthians on Corbulo’s orders.

			Rising from the bench and stretching his shoulders, Cato adjusted the medal harness that hung over his polished breastplate. He had turned out in his best uniform to present himself at headquarters, and now carefully arranged his wine-red cloak so that it hung from his shoulders in neat folds. The clerk sitting at the desk to one side of the door leading into Burrus’s office looked up, and they exchanged a glance before the man cleared his throat.

			‘Would you like me to bring you some refreshments, sir? It’s a warm day.’

			It was indeed. Unseasonally hot even for July. Perspiration was already pricking out beneath the fringe of Cato’s hair and down his spine. He shook his head. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’

			The clerk lowered his head and continued working through the figures on his waxed tablets as Cato crossed to the window and looked over the courtyard of the headquarters building. He had a clear view across the tiled roof of the colonnaded rooms surrounding an open space large enough to parade a thousand men. Beyond lay the barrack blocks, the wall of the camp and then the sprawl of temples, palaces, forums, tenement blocks packed with the poorest inhabitants of the city and the larger homes of the wealthy. The vast bulk of the imperial palace complex that covered the Palatine Hill dominated the skyline. The sounds of the city were muted to a faint hubbub as they carried over the walls of the camp, and closer to him he could hear a centurion bawling insults at his men as he inspected them. Down in the courtyard, clerks and officers paced from office to office along the colonnades; only the sentries on duty stood in the glare of the sun, their foreshortened shadows clearly delineated against the paving slabs. Every one of them was immaculately dressed and equipped, and Cato was struck by the calm sense of order and decorum, a world far from his recent experiences of bloodshed, hunger, mud and filth, biting cold and ever-present danger on the frontier beyond which stretched the lands of Parthia, Rome’s most formidable enemy.

			His thoughts turned back to the man reading his report in the next room. How would Burrus react to the words Cato had carefully chosen to describe conditions on the eastern frontier? Would he accept that Corbulo was dealing with the difficulties confronting him as best he could and that Cato’s role in events had been without blame? Or would he seek to censure a cohort commander who had returned to Rome with less than a third of his men fit for duty? What happened next was critical to Cato’s future career. There would be a chance to defend his performance once Burrus summoned him; it was vital that the prefect was convinced to support his version of events when the report was passed on to the emperor and his advisers at the palace. He was aware that Burrus had held him in high regard following the part he had played in putting down a plot to unseat Nero in the early days of his reign and place the previous emperor’s natural son on the throne instead. The plot had failed; the usurper, Britannicus, and the rest of the ringleaders were dead. But Cato knew that gratitude was a fleeting quality in the fervid world of Roman politics. Burrus might have followers he wanted to promote in Cato’s place.

			There was a click from the door as the handle turned and it opened to reveal Burrus. He was a stocky man with oiled dark hair arranged carefully to conceal as much of his premature balding as possible. He wore a silk tunic embroidered with silver threads that made up a pattern of oak leaves running up the sleeves and around the collar. Knee-high closed-toe boots of red leather graced his feet. As they had already exchanged terse greetings, he did not speak but gestured to Cato to join him inside his office before turning and disappearing from view.

			Hurrying over to the door, Cato stepped through and closed it behind him. The room beyond took up the entire width of the end of the administration block and was lined with benches and stools for when the prefect needed to brief his officers. There was an open space in front of the walnut desk behind which Burrus settled onto a cushioned seat, his back to the two open windows on the far wall. The report, written on a scroll, weighted by a pot of ink and a dagger, lay before him. He did not invite Cato to be seated, and folded his hands together as he stared fixedly at his subordinate. There was a tense silence before he cleared his throat.

			‘I have to say, I find it hard to square what is written here with the rather more upbeat reports that Corbulo has been sending from Tarsus. That said, it is closer in spirit to the intelligence fed back to us from the imperial spies serving with the general. They confirm what you say about our would-be king of Armenia. It seems that Rhadamistus is – was – a dangerous hothead. It’s possible that he might have caused us more problems if he had succeeded in retaking the throne, so his loss might be the lesser setback. But we shall never know.’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Which brings us on to your conduct of the mission. You seem reluctant to take Corbulo to task for supplying you with insufficient men to carry out the job.’

			Burrus paused long enough to indicate that he required a reply. It was tempting to agree with him that a few thousand men was rather fewer than Cato thought necessary to guarantee success, but he was not prepared to undermine Corbulo. The general was a good soldier and it was hardly his fault that the forces placed at his disposal were inadequate to defend the eastern frontier, let alone invade and conquer Parthia. He deserved Cato’s loyalty.

			‘The general assigned as many men to my command as he thought prudent, sir.’

			‘Prudent?’ Burrus smiled coldly. ‘But what would your estimate of prudence be?’

			‘Sir?’

			‘How many men did you think were necessary to secure Rhadamistus’s throne?’

			Cato nodded towards his report. ‘As you will have read, we had enough men to take his capital and make him king.’

			‘Only for your joint forces to be beaten by rebels in battle barely a month later. It was a good thing the enemy spared what was left of your column as a peace offering to Rome so that we might accept their neutrality.’ Burrus sighed. ‘Believe me, Tribune, I understand how limited Corbulo’s resources are. But the situation was not so dire that he had to send you and your Praetorians on a do-or-die mission. You have lost over three hundred of the emperor’s finest. That will not please Nero, I can assure you. Especially as you were only supposed to be acting as bodyguards and giving Corbulo some weight to his authority. It was not intended that you should be sent into battle.’

			‘That is the purpose of soldiers, sir,’ Cato ventured.

			‘Do not presume to lecture me, Tribune!’ Burrus snapped. ‘Ordinary soldiers, yes. But Praetorians are held back as a weapon of last resort. They may be the best soldiers in the army, but that is precisely why they are not to be frittered away in sideshows like Armenia, or putting down uprisings in obscure hill towns that hardly any civilised person has ever heard of. I never even knew that Thapsis existed until I wished it didn’t. Corbulo exceeded his authority in deploying your cohort as he did. That I can do nothing about; it is up to Nero to deal with the general as he sees fit. However, you also had your orders. You should have protested when Corbulo said he was sending you to Armenia. As your commanding officer, that is a matter I can do something about.’

			He unfolded his hands and laid the palms on the report as he leaned forward to address Cato in a formal tone.

			‘Tribune Cato, it is my decision that you be relieved of your command pending a full investigation into your conduct while serving on the eastern frontier.’

			There it was, Cato thought bitterly. The reward for his long years of service to Rome. It should come as no surprise, he told himself, yet Burrus’s words wounded him painfully.

			‘Your senior centurion, Macro, is to assume command as of now,’ Burrus continued.

			‘I should tell you that Centurion Macro intends to apply for his immediate discharge, sir. I have countersigned his request. He will be submitting it to you in the next few days.’

			‘That’s too bad,’ Burrus growled. ‘Well, in that case, Macro takes command while his request is processed and I find a replacement for you. In the meantime, you are not to leave Rome without my permission. Do you have anything to say in response to my decision?’

			Cato’s mind reeled with all the things he could say. Chief among them was his bitter indignation that he should be treated so unjustly after doing what he had always done: serving the best interests of Rome as well as he could with the orders he was given by his superiors. But he would not give the prefect the satisfaction of seeing his anger and resentment. Besides, he needed time to think and plan a defence of his actions to submit to the investigation. Assuming he was given the chance to present his side of the story.

			He took a calming breath. ‘Not at present, sir.’

			Burrus regarded him closely, then nodded. ‘I see. Then our business here is finished. Your rank of tribune is forfeit immediately and I want you to quit the Praetorian camp forthwith. You are not permitted to set foot inside it without my express permission. If there are any personal effects remaining in the cohort’s barracks, you may arrange for them to be delivered to your house. You will be informed of the progress of the investigation and any further action that may be taken against you. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Cato replied through gritted teeth.

			‘Very well, you are dismissed.’ Burrus made a curt gesture with his hand towards the door and looked down as he removed the makeshift weights from the scroll, refusing to meet Cato’s gaze a moment longer.

			Clenching his jaw, Cato turned and strode away, anger seething in his heart and burning through his veins as the shame of his treatment struck home with a pain almost as real as any wound he had endured during his fifteen years of service to Rome.

			‘Relieved of your command?’ Macro’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘Are you pulling my leg?’

			Cato eased himself onto the marble bench beside his friend and stared at the myriad ripples criss-crossing the surface of the pond as the water from the fountain spattered down. He took a deep breath and sighed bitterly. ‘I’m afraid it’s true, Macro. The prefect’s orders are that you are to take over command until a tribune is appointed to replace me. I doubt that will take long, given the number of aristocrats thrusting themselves forward for a post in the Praetorian Guard.’ He gave Macro a sidelong look. ‘I’m sorry to be the cause of the delay in your discharge, brother.’

			‘Fuck sorry,’ Macro replied. ‘What in Hades does Burrus think he’s doing? Did he give his reasons?’

			Cato nodded. ‘More or less. It’s as I feared. The emperor’s advisers have learned that things aren’t going as well for Corbulo as he has made out. They want to make an example of someone so that Corbulo gets the message: deliver a success or face the consequences.’ He stooped to pick up a pebble and threw it at a lily pad at the foot of the fountain. ‘My position isn’t helped by the losses the cohort has suffered. And when they march into camp, the thinned-out ranks are going to cause eyebrows to rise. The rumour will go round that I’m just another thruster, determined to rise through the ranks no matter how many of my men it costs.’

			‘That’s bullshit. Some might mutter, but when they know the full story, they’ll understand.’

			‘How long will that take, I wonder? You know how it is, brother. A lie travels far faster than the truth and does more damage when it hits its target. When, or if, the true story of what happened on the eastern frontier is known, it’ll be far too late. My replacement will be firmly in place and I’ll have spent years stuck in Rome waiting for a new command. And given the shadow of doubt hanging over me, I may never be allowed to rejoin the army. My soldiering days could be over.’

			‘Pfft!’ Macro sniffed. ‘With your record, no one’s going to let your talent go to waste.’

			Cato shrugged. ‘I hope you’re right. But given the nature of people who make decisions in Rome, politics trumps reason every time . . . You’d better report to Burrus as soon as you can. He’ll probably want to question you on the contents of my report and see if there are any discrepancies he can use.’

			‘Use? Use for what?’

			‘There’s going to be an investigation of my handling of the cohort. The prefect will be gathering evidence as swiftly as possible. He wants to be seen acting quickly and sternly with an officer who loses so many of Nero’s finest troops.’

			‘Then you must fight your corner, sir. I’ll do whatever I can to help. Same goes for the other centurions and the men. We’ll speak up for you. I’ll put Burrus straight.’

			‘Just tell him the truth, Macro. And keep it brief. I don’t want you getting caught up in this by saying anything that could be used against you later on. I know you’ll be heading for Britannia soon, but as we both know, if you make an enemy in Rome, there is no limit to their reach. They’ll hunt you down wherever you are. Same goes for the rest of the lads. You’d better let them know when they catch up with us.’

			‘They already have. The ships reached Ostia yesterday, late afternoon. Apollonius saw them come in as he was setting off with the baggage. He fetched up here after you set off for the Praetorian camp.’

			Cato glanced round. ‘Where is he?’

			‘Bathhouse.’ Macro jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘He’s been in there ever since. Typical bloody Greek, lazing around the moment he has any excuse to.’

			‘He has his uses.’ Cato stood up and forced a smile as he held out his hand. ‘I suppose I should congratulate you on your promotion, however briefly you are in command of the cohort. Acting Tribune Macro. It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?’

			‘No, I fucking don’t,’ Macro growled, refusing to take Cato’s hand. ‘It ain’t right. The situation is more bollocksed up than a randy bull on heat. You should fight this, sir. I’ll back you all the way.’

			‘I know you will. But for now, do your job while we wait for the investigation to take its course. It’ll be something to take your discharge having reached the rank of tribune, eh?’

			‘I was perfectly happy as a centurion.’

			‘I know. But that’s life in the army for you. You rarely know what the fates are going to throw your way. One thing’s for sure, though. If you don’t get your arse in gear and report to Burrus, there may be an acting senior centurion position going begging as well.’

			Cato made for the bathhouse at the bottom of the garden. One of the slaves, a burly man stripped down to a loincloth, was busy feeding split logs into the furnace, sweat glistening across his broad back. Smoke curled from the chimney at the end of the building. It was a modest structure compared to some of those Cato had seen in the wealthiest homes in the capital, but it provided warm and hot rooms, a steam bath and a small plunge pool arranged around the changing vestibule, where a handful of training weights rested on a rack. He paused beside the slave, and the man hurriedly straightened and bowed his head as soon as he became aware of his master’s presence.

			‘I don’t recognise you,’ said Cato. ‘Who are you?’

			‘Pollenus, master.’

			‘How long have you been a member of the household?’

			‘Seven months, master. Croton bought me from the slave market when the previous groundsman died. I tend to the garden and the bathhouse.’ There was a distinct accent to the man’s voice. Not one Cato recognised, but he had certainly not been raised in Rome or its environs.

			Cato nodded. ‘How do you know I am your master?’

			‘I was in the garden when you returned yesterday. Croton pointed you out, master.’

			‘I see. A belated welcome, then, Pollenus. Do your duty and serve me loyally and we’ll do right by each other.’

			‘Yes, master. I will,’ Pollenus replied flatly, and Cato wondered if he heard a trace of resentment in the man’s voice, or whether perhaps he was imagining it.

			‘Who owned you previously?’

			‘Senator Seneca, master.’

			‘Seneca? Why did he sell you?’

			‘We disagreed about the felling of some trees in his garden, master.’

			‘You disagreed?’ Cato arched an eyebrow. ‘You dared to disagree with the senator?’

			‘Yes, master. And I was beaten for it before I was taken away to be sold.’

			‘Then I trust you have learned your lesson. Being a slave is like being a soldier. Both must obey orders. If you want to remain here, you will not show me the same defiance as you showed Seneca. If you choose to repeat the offence, you’ll go back to the slave market. Do your duty here well and you will be looked after and treated fairly. Do I make myself clear, Pollenus?’

			‘Yes, master.’

			‘Good. Carry on.’

			Cato entered the vestibule and saw Apollonius’s clothes neatly folded on a stool, beside his boots. He unfastened the clasp of his cloak and laid the folds on a small wooden bench, then removed his armour and undressed. Pollenus was still in his thoughts. Though he was a tolerant master to the handful of slaves he owned, he expected the same from them as he did from the men under his command. He paused and smiled as he corrected himself: the men he used to command. He resolved to have a word with Croton about the new slave. If Pollenus had settled into the household and was causing no trouble, then all was well. Otherwise he would be put on notice and if there were any problems with his behaviour he would be sold. In any case, despite what the slave claimed was the reason for his departure from his previous household, the fact that he was linked to Seneca justified treating him with suspicion for the present.

			Once he was naked, Cato picked up one of the linen gowns and a towel from the shelves in the vestibule and made his way into the warm room. It was empty, so he moved on to the hot room, easing aside the leather curtain in the arch that divided the two. Apollonius was sitting on a bench opposite, dimly visible in the light admitted by a small glass window. His sinewy body was glistening with perspiration and he looked up as he lifted a hand slightly in greeting.

			‘Back from the camp so soon?’

			Cato sat on the bench opposite and briefly related what had happened. Apollonius clicked his tongue.

			‘That’s tough. And hardly a fair reward for your service.’

			‘Quite,’ Cato agreed with feeling. ‘It seems I might not be able to offer you a position in my cohort after all. I’m sorry about that.’

			The freedman thought a moment. ‘It is a pity. But all is not lost. The investigation might find in your favour.’

			‘That’s possible.’

			Apollonius scrutinised Cato’s expression. ‘But not likely, you’re thinking.’

			‘I was not one of Burrus’s appointments. I was given my command thanks to the influence of Narcissus.’

			‘And he’s long gone,’ Apollonius mused. ‘So you have no patron at the palace to guard your interests. Tricky.’

			‘To put it mildly.’

			‘Is there no one you can appeal to in the Senate to support your cause?’

			There was one senator Cato trusted, and who he believed might offer him some help. Vespasian had been the commander of the Second Legion when Cato had joined up. Their paths had crossed several times since then, and Vespasian had been impressed by his performance. However, the senator wielded little influence at present, and Cato found the idea of approaching his former commander more than his pride would bear.

			‘No. I’m on my own. I’ll deal with this by myself.’

			Apollonius sighed. ‘It’s your funeral. But if there’s anything I can do to help, I’d be happy to.’

			‘If it comes to that . . . But I thank you.’

			There was a brief silence as Cato began to feel the perspiration pricking out and forming beads on his skin before starting to trickle downwards. ‘Given my situation, you might want to attach yourself to someone else. I’d understand if you chose to do that.’

			‘There’s no call for that just yet.’

			Cato regarded the agent closely for a moment. He had come to appreciate Apollonius’s sharp intelligence and educated understanding of the world. Moreover, there were few men he had met who were as adept with weapons as the freedman. Even though they had served together on Corbulo’s embassy to Parthia, and fought side by side, Cato was concerned that he had only the most basic understanding of the other man’s character and motivations. He felt the urge to know more, and the change in circumstances emboldened him to transgress the bounds of social propriety.

			‘Tell me, Apollonius, why did you leave Corbulo’s service to join me?’

			‘It was a simple enough judgement. Corbulo is already yesterday’s man. I need a patron with a future. I thought you had potential. I still do.’

			‘Corbulo is yesterday’s man?’ Cato shook his head. ‘He’s been given an important command. He is gathering a large army to invade Parthia. If he succeeds, he’ll be given a triumph and will be the darling of the mob and the Senate. I’d say he’s a long way from deserving that kind of dismissal of his power and influence.’

			‘You think so?’ Apollonius reached up and mopped the sweat from his brow. ‘Perhaps I should explain my thinking. You’re right, Corbulo has a powerful army at his back. That will be his undoing, whether he claims a victory over the Parthians or whether he is humiliated by them. If he is successful, I’d be willing to bet that every ambitious senator in the capital is going to be envious. Worse still, if he becomes the darling of the mob, you can be sure Nero will want to clip his wings as soon as possible, or else put paid to any danger he poses with some accusation of conspiracy. If he fails, Nero will need a scapegoat. Either way, Corbulo is doomed. It’s just a question of time before he is brought low. I calculated that it was better for me to transfer my allegiance to a patron whose career was still on the rise, but not dangerously so. I doubt anyone at the palace will see you as a threat for the foreseeable future. You fitted my requirements perfectly. So here I am, at your service.’

			Cato gave a dry laugh. ‘You don’t seem to have much faith in my ambition. And that was hardly the most inspiring declaration of loyalty offered by a client.’

			‘Maybe not. But I think you’ll find it is one of the most honest and accurate you are likely to hear.’

			‘There is that.’ Cato laughed again. ‘But as I said, I think you may find you have attached yourself to a patron whose fortunes are unlikely to rise any further as things stand.’

			‘Don’t sell yourself short, sir.’

			It was a rare thing for Apollonius to address him as a superior, and it pleased Cato.

			‘Given what I know of you and your resourcefulness,’ the agent went on, ‘I am confident that you will survive the investigation and your fortunes will continue to prosper. So I am content to remain in your service.’

			‘Assuming I am happy to keep you in my service.’

			Apollonius’s expression formed into a knowing grin. ‘We both know you’d be a fool to dismiss me.’

			That was true, Cato conceded. Especially now that Macro would soon obtain his discharge. Apollonius would be a good man to have at his side in a fight, and was shrewd enough to be a useful adviser. The only mark against him was his ruthless streak. He seemed to be motivated entirely by selfish concerns. Cato found that unnerving, used as he was to the unqualified bond of loyalty and honesty that had existed between himself and Macro for the last fifteen years. It would take a while before he adjusted to his new companion. It would take rather longer before he trusted him. But trust was a luxury he might not be able to afford. As things stood, he needed every ally he could get.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Second Cohort marched back into the camp the following morning, led by Centurion Ignatius at the head of the colour party. The men were as neatly turned out as they could be in clothing and kit that showed the signs of two hard campaigns. They still managed to keep in step and were belting out a marching song as they passed through the arch under the gatehouse. The Praetorians on sentry duty, and others lounging in the shade outside their barracks, looked on with eager curiosity. While a sense of excitement always attended soldiers returning from war, the mood was muted as the onlookers saw how few had survived. There would be plenty of tales to tell in the drinking holes around the camp that night.

			Macro was waiting for them on the steps of the tribune’s office at the end of the Second Cohort’s barracks. He was dressed in his best tunic and cloak and his medals gleamed brightly on the harness he wore over his scale vest. The sun glinted off his helmet and greaves as he idly tapped his vine cane against the side of his heel. Ignatius marched the column along the front of the building, then gave the order to halt. He paused for a beat before calling the men to face right and come to attention. The sound of nailed boots scraping on flagstones and then stamping down echoed off the surrounding walls.

			Macro cast his gaze over them fondly. These were men he had come to know well, and he was proud of them. Though he would never openly admit it, they had proved themselves to be every bit as good as his former comrades of the Second Legion. He felt a stab of deep regret in his breast at the prospect of leaving them behind when he took his discharge and left for Britannia with Petronella. For now, he was their new commander and he would discharge that duty to the best of his ability. He drew a deep breath and eased his shoulders back as he addressed the men.

			‘Brothers! Rome bids us welcome after our service to the Empire on the eastern frontier. The Second Cohort has done itself proud and we have served under our standard with courage and honour. While our comrades in the other cohorts have been sitting on their arses back here in the capital, we have been showing the enemy how real Romans fight. When you go off duty later today, you will walk a little taller and with the swagger of soldiers who have earned their pay. Make sure you let our friends in the other cohorts know it. If they give you any lip about your appearance when you marched back into camp, you have my permission to give them a good kicking!’

			There were some laughs and grins from the men and officers in the ranks, and Macro beamed back at them. ‘Go easy on them, though, lads. It’s been a while since they’ve had to deal with anything more dangerous than a few disorderly drunks and irate whores.’

			He allowed them to enjoy the moment before his expression became serious. He gestured towards the entrance to the barracks. ‘When we return to our quarters, your thoughts are bound to turn back to those of our brothers who are no longer with us. For many of you, this is the first time you have returned from campaign. Even though you know this barracks like the back of your hand, it will feel different now. There will be plenty of empty bunks in the section rooms. There will be less of the banter you were once used to. You will find yourselves looking back to happier times and missing the faces of the fallen. They were your comrades and friends and it is natural that you will miss them now that you have returned to the normal routine of garrison duties. You will have time to reflect on the last two years, and time to mourn our dead brothers. Some of you will take the loss well. Others will find the darkness of grief catching you unawares. There is no shame in that. I’ve served long enough to know that no two soldiers are truly alike and that we all deal with what life throws at us in our own way.

			‘Proud Praetorians we are, and rightly are we proud. But we are also mortal men with hearts and minds as well as the discipline and muscle of the emperor’s finest soldiers. Our limbs ache, our flesh bleeds and our hearts must carry the burden of our losses. But there are others we must think of. Some of you will know the families of the dead men. To you I say, be the bearers of kindness to those who will never again see their sons who left them behind to do their duty and die for Rome. They will want to know about their fate. Use kind words and offer compassion. They will need it . . .’

			He paused to let his words settle in their minds. Then he cleared his throat.

			‘There is one further matter that I must relate with a heavy heart. Some of you will be wondering why Tribune Cato is not here to greet you. It is with sadness that I have to tell you that he has been removed from his post and that I will be your acting commander until a new tribune is appointed.’

			Some of the men began to mutter angrily. A voice cried out away to Macro’s right. ‘What’s the meaning of this? What’s the tribune supposed to have done?’

			‘Silence there!’ Macro roared. ‘You are Praetorians, not a fucking shower of gossiping goatherds! The next man who speaks out of turn will feel my vine cane across his bloody shoulders quicker than boiled asparagus!’

			He glared at the men, daring any to defy him. Then he sighed heavily and continued.

			‘Second Cohort! There will be a full inspection at dawn tomorrow. So have your kit cleaned, see the quartermaster for anything that needs replacing, and get bathed, shaved and spruced up. I want the Second to be the smartest cohort in the camp come tomorrow. I’ll have the balls off any man who lets me down. Second Cohort! Dismissed!’

			As the men stood to and began to break ranks, Macro noted that some of them were muttering as they hefted their packs and shuffled towards the barracks block. It seemed that they were no happier with the removal of the tribune than Macro was. Centurion Ignatius watched his men pass into the building, then turned and approached Macro.

			‘So, what’s the story with Tribune Cato?’

			Macro glanced round to make sure they would not be overheard before he answered. ‘Someone at the palace isn’t happy with the way Corbulo is handling things and needs to make an example. The official line is that Cato was careless with his men’s lives.’

			‘Fuck that. It’s thanks to the tribune that any of us returned from Armenia at all.’

			‘I know it. You know it. The men know it. But some fuckwit adviser of Nero doesn’t give the tiniest shit about the truth. They want to punish our boy as a way of putting pressure on Corbulo to get a quick victory over Parthia. Let the general know what’s in store for him if he comes back to Rome without a triumph the emperor can dangle in front of the mob. That outweighs the fact that the tribune did the best job he could with the punishing missions Corbulo dished out to us.’

			‘What’s going to happen to him?’

			Macro tucked his vine cane under his arm and unfastened his helmet strap. ‘There’s going to be some kind of investigation. They might bring formal charges against him.’

			‘What kind of charges?’

			Macro eased his helmet off and wiped the perspiration from his brow. ‘I don’t know yet. They might accuse him of exceeding his orders.’

			‘How so?’

			‘We were sent east to act as Corbulo’s bodyguard. We were there for decorative purposes and weren’t supposed to go into action.’

			‘But it was the general who sent us into Armenia.’

			‘No doubt they’ll say Cato’s orders from Burrus had precedence over those of Corbulo, and the tribune should have refused to obey the general.’

			‘Bollocks to that. What’s the point in being appointed general if you can’t give orders to the men serving under you?’

			Macro smiled wryly. ‘Quite . . . Then there’s the matter of our casualties. They’ll try and hold that against him too. They’ll say it’s down to incompetence.’

			Ignatius ground his teeth. ‘I’d like to see any of the bastards do better than the tribune.’

			‘You’d be waiting a long time for that. Look here, Ignatius, they may want to speak to some of the officers and men. If that happens, we need to make sure we back up the tribune’s side of the story. Normally I don’t hold with getting the men involved in matters above their station, but this ain’t right and we owe it to Cato to do what we can to protect him.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Meanwhile, I’ll try and have a word with Burrus. He might not like it, but it’s not as if I have anything to lose by challenging him.’

			Ignatius looked straight at him. ‘You’re still going for the discharge then?’

			‘Why wouldn’t I? If this is how the Praetorian Guard treats one of its finest, I don’t want any part of it.’

			‘Fair enough. But me and the rest of the centurions have some years to go yet.’

			Macro got the point at once. ‘Just tell the truth. There should be no need to go any further than that if you’re asked to testify. If the truth carries any weight, Cato will be back in command of the cohort as soon as this bloody circus is over.’ He paused and held up his vine cane, tapping the gnarled head against the other centurion’s shoulder. ‘You’ve done good by the tribune. I’ll recommend that you take over as senior centurion once I get my discharge.’

			Ignatius was moved and struggled to find the words to express his thanks. ‘I, er . . .’

			‘You’ve earned it, brother. The best man for the job, in my humble opinion. Bar me, of course.’

			‘It won’t be easy to fill your boots, sir.’

			‘Ah, dry up, you soppy cunt,’ Macro growled. ‘Before you make me fucking cry.’

			They shared a brief chuckle.

			‘Right, let’s get the men settled in, then go and have a drink down the officers’ mess. I’m parched. My throat’s drier than the arse crack of a camel.’

			Macro returned to Cato’s house at dusk, and was hanging up his cloak in the alcove by the door when he sensed a presence behind him and winced in anticipation.

			‘What kept you?’ Petronella asked testily. She leaned forward and sniffed. ‘Wine . . .’

			‘I had a quick drink with the other centurions after the cohort reached the camp. We had some business to talk over.’

			‘A drink? Smells like more than one to me.’

			‘It could well have been,’ Macro said, frowning slightly as if he was trying to remember precisely. ‘No, I think it was just the one.’

			‘Cup? Or jar?’ Petronella responded with contempt, then turned and paced off towards their sleeping quarters.

			‘Where’s Cato?’ Macro called after her.

			‘In his study. He asked to see you when you returned. That was some hours ago, mind.’ She turned a corner and disappeared.

			Macro exhaled with relief. He had got off lightly, and he looked up and whispered a quick prayer of thanks to Bacchus for not making him appear as drunk as he felt.

			Once he had taken off his armour and wore only his tunic and boots, he went to find his friend. Cato was sitting on a bench outside his study, looking over the garden as the shadows gathered. Cassius was curled up asleep underneath the bench. Cato nursed a silver goblet in both hands, and forced a slight smile as Macro strode towards him.

			‘You started without me, then?’

			Cato narrowed his eyes and wrinkled his nose. ‘The other way round, I think.’

			‘I may have had one or two drinks up at the camp.’

			‘No doubt. How are the lads?’

			‘Glad to be back in Rome. But they didn’t take the news about you too well. I had a word with the other centurions. They’ll back you to a man if they’re called to testify at any hearing.’

			‘It may not come to that. I’ve been ordered to attend an audience with the emperor in two days’ time, after the games. I’ll know my fate then. But if it comes to a hearing, or a trial, then I’d be grateful if they spoke up for me.’

			‘Of course they will. They said as much. I’d have expected no less, mind you. There’s not a man in the cohort who doesn’t know how much we owe you.’

			Cato felt touched by the words but found it hard to accept them at face value. ‘Every officer and man did his bit, Macro. I was lucky to have good men at my side, that’s all.’

			‘That’s all?’ Macro repeated, and gave a quick laugh. ‘Seriously, lad, you need to learn to accept praise when it is fairly given. I’m not trying to butter you up. Why would I? In a month’s time, I’ll no longer be in the army, so I have nothing to gain from flattery. You know me well enough to know I would never bullshit you. So what I say about you is true, and it’s true for every man in the bloody cohort.’

			‘You exaggerate . . .’

			Macro stared at him and then frowned. The warmth of the wine in his veins and the slight euphoria in his heart emboldened him. ‘I think it’s time I told you something. I’ll say it now, because I won’t have the chance to soon, and I don’t want to wait until I’ve had another drink before I do. If you see what I mean.’

			‘Frankly, I haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about.’

			‘Ah, fuck off with your modesty. Give it a rest. And keep your mouth shut until I’m finished.’

			Macro took a deep breath as he arranged his thoughts, while Cato tried to hide his amusement at his friend’s maudlin mood.

			‘Cato, sir, you are without doubt the finest officer I have ever known, let alone served under. One of the best in any legion there ever was, and I should know. I’ve served half my life in the army. I’ve seen it all. Seen them bloody thrusters from wealthy backgrounds come in and treat the rankers like dirt, even though they barely know one end of a sword from the other. But you, you’re different. You were right from the start. You learned the trade the hard way and earned every promotion you got. You’ve the heart for it as well as the head. Sharp as a needle, you are, and brave as a lion. And you look after the men, and don’t think they don’t know it. By rights you should be a bloody general now. If you were, I dare say the Empire would be a far more secure place and good people wouldn’t have to worry so much about hairy-arsed barbarians crossing the frontier at night to beat their brains in and run off with their women . . .’
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