
[image: cover]


Arena: Challenger


Simon Scarrow 
and T. J. Andrews


[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2012 Simon Scarrow

The right of Simon Scarrow to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Simon Scarrow will be donating his earnings from the sale of this ebook to the Bansang Hospital Appeal, registered charity number 1064469. 
www.bansanghospitalappeal.org

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 9818 8

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


About the Author

Simon Scarrow taught history before becoming a full-time writer in 2005. His Roman soldier heroes Cato and Macro first stormed the book shops in 2000 in UNDER THE EAGLE, and have subsequently appeared in other bestsellers including THE GLADIATOR and THE LEGION (see inside for a full list of titles in Simon’s Roman series). His 400-year-old house in Norfolk is in an area colonised by the Romans in the first century AD, and home to the rebellious tribal leader Boudica. The inspiration for his books comes when walking his dogs around the ruins of a Roman town just outside Norwich.

Simon has many other literary projects in hand including a young adult Roman series. He also develops projects for television and film with his brother Alex.

To find out more about Simon Scarrow and his novels, visit www.catoandmacro.com and www.scarrow.co.uk.


By Simon Scarrow and available from Headline

The Roman Series

Under the Eagle

The Eagle’s Conquest

When the Eagle Hunts

The Eagle and the Wolves

The Eagle’s Prey

The Eagle’s Prophecy

The Eagle in the Sand

Centurion

The Gladiator

The Legion

Praetorian

The Wellington and Napoleon Quartet

Young Bloods

The Generals

Fire and Sword

The Fields of Death

The Roman Arena Series

Arena: Barbarian

Arena: Challenger

Sword and Scimitar


About the Book

An ebook-exclusive novella in Simon Scarrow’s Roman Arena series, following a gruelling test for novice gladiator Pavo that puts mentor Macro’s loyalties on the line.

Rome under the rule of the ruthless new Emperor Claudius is a dangerous place. Condemned to gladiator school, Marcus Valerius Pavo, the son of a treasonous general, is a celebrated hero following a dramatic victory in the arena. Now he finds himself pitted against one of the greatest gladiators who ever lived: Decimus Cominius Denter. Though Denter has fallen on harder times he is still a formidable opponent, and it is up to newly decorated Macro to whip him into shape. But as the much-heralded fight descends into chaos and riots threaten to engulf the city, Macro must choose between his duty to Rome and his loyalty to Pavo . . .


CHAPTER ONE

Rome, Late 41 AD

Optio Lucius Cornelius Macro watched the workers dismantle the temporary stands in the fading light and shook his head. The clean-up operation at the Julian plaza was immense. Earlier that afternoon the soldier had looked on as his young charge, the trainee gladiator Marcus Valerius Pavo, had defeated the barbarian Britomaris in front of a raucous crowd. Emperor Claudius and his retinue of freedmen had looked down with stony faces at the adulation showered on the son of a legate and a traitor to Rome, and made a swift exit. The crowd had soon dispersed, and Pavo had been sent back to the gladiator school in Paestum. Now the plaza seemed eerily quiet, as groups of servants swept away chipped clay tickets and shards of shattered wine jugs. Two slaves were struggling to heave the body of Britomaris on to a handcart.

‘Bollocks to this,’ Macro muttered to himself, kicking the wine cup away in frustration. ‘I should be in Germany right now, not bloody Rome.’

‘Pah! You ought to be thanking the gods, not cursing them!’ a Praetorian Guard standing at the entrance to the arena announced. His comrade to his left smiled thinly. The pair of them had been detailed to keep an eye on Macro until the aide to the imperial secretary returned from his business at the palace. ‘You ask me, I reckon you’re lucky to have avoided the chop. That’s the usual fate for anyone who pisses off an emperor. Claudius is no exception.’ He winked at his comrade. ‘That reminds me. How’s the head?’

Macro reached a hand to the welt at the back of his scalp and snorted in disgust. Blood had matted his hair together in big clumps. The optio recalled with anger how the Praetorian guard standing in front of him had whacked him on the head in the moments before the gladiator bout. Knocked unconscious by a sodding Praetorian, he thought. A deep sense of humiliation brewed in the pit of his stomach.

‘No hard feelings,’ the guard chortled. ‘Serves you right for sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.’

‘Don’t take the piss,’ Macro said. ‘You were poisoning the barbarian’s spear. You were going to make sure Pavo died, even if he won! I’d hardly call that bloody fair.’

The guard pulled a face. ‘This is Rome, mate. No such thing as fair.’

‘You’re a disgrace. Same as that slippery Greek turd, Murena.’

‘What did you say, optio?’ a silvery voice snapped at his back.

Macro spun around. A thin figure dissolved from the shadows of the corridor leading under the western portico, and paced slowly towards the optio. Servius Ulpius Murena, the aide to the imperial secretary, moved in a calculated manner, carefully measuring each cautious step and casting his eyes left and right.

‘Nothing,’ Macro replied bluntly as Murena stopped and studied his face. He acknowledged the soldier with a polite smile. Then he glared at the amused Praetorians and nodded towards the arena. ‘You two. Give the servants a hand.’

The guard on the right looked incredulous. ‘That’s slaves’ work. Not for Praetorians.’

‘Your job here is done, soldier. I just gave you both an order.’

‘But—’

‘Do it, or I’ll have you transferred to the Rhine frontier.’

The guard grunted to his comrade. The pair of them reluctantly shuffled down the corridor towards the arena, grumbling to each other under their breath. Murena calmly swivelled his gaze towards Macro. The imperial aide’s curly black hair was ruffled. His eyes were bloodshot and grey. A deep frown ran like a ridge across his forehead. Murena looked stressed, the optio thought.

‘This should have been a day to celebrate,’ the aide lamented. ‘The day that a Roman put an end to that Gallic thug, Britomaris.’ He shot a disapproving look at the body sprawled on the bed of the handcart. ‘Instead Pallas has me running around putting out fires.’

Macro felt his cheeks burn at the mention of Marcus Antonius Pallas. Arranging for Pavo to fight Britomaris had been the idea of the imperial secretary. The Greek freedman unofficially acted as a close adviser to Emperor Claudius, and Macro reminded himself that although Murena was a despicable slip of a man, Pallas was ultimately responsible for detaining Macro in Rome and making him do the bidding of the imperial palace.

‘Spare me the sob story,’ the optio replied. ‘You’ve got what you wanted. Pavo won, didn’t he? Britomaris is dead. You and Pallas have your precious victory. Old Claudius must be delighted with the pair of you. You don’t need me here now. My business is back in Germania, carving up the rest of that lot,’ Macro said, nodding gruffly at Britomaris. ‘Bloody barbarians…’

Murena wrung his hands. He gave the impression of a man wrestling with a terrible dilemma. ‘You’re forgetting that Pavo is still alive, optio. Celebrated by the mob, no less! Gods, some of them are even declaring him to be a true Roman hero!’ He wore a pained expression as he went on, ‘No doubt they’re scrawling graffiti of his victory on the walls of the city. Can you imagine what Emperor Claudius will think if he hears of Pavo’s new fame?’

‘I’d have thought it was pretty obvious from the crowds chanting his name,’ Macro said. He turned away from the arena and brushed past Murena.

‘Where in Hades do you think you’re going?’ Murena cried.

‘The nearest inn,’ the soldier thundered as he paced down the corridor towards the marble steps leading out to the street. ‘To get blind drunk. I’ve had enough of your shit for one day.’

‘You can’t walk away!’ Murena barked. ‘Not while your work for me is still unfinished…’

Macro felt an icy sweat slither like a snake down his back. Unfinished? Taking orders once from the scheming freedman Murena and his superior, the imperial secretary Marcus Antonius Pallas, had been bad enough. The prospect of undertaking a second mission for the Greeks filled the optio with dread.

‘Should never have left the Rhine,’ Macro said under his breath. He clenched his fists as he heard the aide hurrying after him, his shuffling footsteps echoing off the high ceiling. Being decorated for an act of heroism should have been the proudest moment of the optio’s career. Instead Macro found himself ruing the day he’d helped launch the raid on the rebel settlement on the north bank of the Rhine river. His courageous actions that day had brought him nothing but strife since he had been called to Rome to receive his decoration and a promised promotion to centurion. Rather than being returned to the frontier he had been forced to do the bidding of a couple of Greek freedmen who had the Emperor’s ear.

‘If only that fool Britomaris had stabbed Pavo and succeeded in poisoning him!’ Murena said as he drew alongside Macro. The aide threw his hands up in anguish. ‘But he failed. Pavo survived. Now I’m afraid you must remain here and help me correct this unfortunate problem.’

‘Get someone else to do your dirty work. I’m not interested.’

Murena raised a bushy eyebrow. ‘What about that promotion to centurion?’

Macro shrugged. ‘I’d rather be an optio on the Rhine than a centurion in Rome.’

‘Emperors come and go,’ the freedman said. ‘Soldiers too. Even men like Pallas and myself must pass on one day. But Rome is permanent. It is here for ever.’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake…’ Macro growled wearily. ‘Spare me the patriotism. You’re in it for the power and the money. Don’t even try and pretend otherwise.’

Murena puffed out his thin chest. ‘Whatever you may think, it is the duty of each and every man to serve Rome as best he can. You might disagree, but every decision Pallas and I make is for the greater good.’

‘What about Pavo?’

‘What about him?’

‘It’s hardly his fault his father was condemned as a traitor.’

‘Titus committed an unforgivable betrayal when he attempted to return Rome to the ghastly days of a republic. Pavo must pay for the crimes of his father. Being lenient on him would merely encourage others to challenge the Emperor’s authority. Pallas and I have gone to great lengths to ensure that the new Emperor does not make the same mistakes as his unfortunate nephew Caligula. That includes rooting out enemies of the imperial palace and seeing them punished. Every new dawn that Pavo draws breath insults the Emperor and gives fresh hope to those who would seek to oust Claudius.’

‘But you disgraced Titus and dragged his name through the mud,’ Macro replied angrily. ‘You’ve condemned his son to death one way or the other. If I were a conspirator, I’d think twice before having a pop at Claudius.’

‘It’s not as simple as that. Before he was a traitor, Titus was a hero of the Legions. His son served as military tribune in the Sixth and was held in high esteem by his men. Father and son come from a proud military tradition. Claudius, on the other hand, has never wielded a sword in his life. He looks weak by comparison.’

Macro said nothing. His darkening expression and clenched jaw spoke volumes.

 ‘I understand you are a little, shall we say, sore about Pavo’s fate,’ Murena went on. ‘But I can assure you he will be properly rewarded for his victory over Britomaris.’

‘How so?’

‘Pavo’s son Appius will be spared.’

‘Gods! What would you have done if Pavo had lost?’

‘Flung the child off the Tarpeian Rock, naturally.’

Macro shivered. Being hurled from the Tarpeian Rock was a fate traditionally reserved for traitors. But executing entire generations of a family clan was taking things a little too far, thought Macro, even by Rome’s murderous standards. He tried to disguise his unease but Murena saw it immediately and shot him a scathing look. Very little went unnoticed by the aide to the imperial secretary, Macro noted sourly. His slit-like eyes were always on the prowl, his ears always pricked, alert to the slightest detail.

‘And what happens to Appius now?’ Macro asked. ‘He goes free, I suppose?’

‘Of course not!’ Murena scoffed. ‘The boy carries the Valerius name. He will remain in the imperial household and be raised to be a good, obedient servant of the Emperor. As his father and grandfather ought to have been.’ Murena paused and then continued in a more reasoned tone. ‘Look here, Macro, the emperor intends to usher in a new Golden Age, stirring memories of the days of Augustus. But first we must first stamp out our enemies within Rome itself.’

‘Assuming there are any left,’ Macro responded dryly. ‘I’d have thought you would’ve bumped them all off by now.’

A pained expression cast across the aide’s face. ‘There will always be enemies. The Emperor is the most powerful person in the world, and a great number of men covet the purple toga and the glory of Rome. Men who are motivated by greed and wealth, rather than the good of the empire.’

‘Unlike you, I suppose,’ Macro replied.

‘You are implying that Pallas and I do not bear the Emperor’s best interests at heart. If that is your attempt at subtlety, optio, I shudder to think what you consider to be blunt. But you are mistaken. I, like the imperial secretary, am a freedman. We are simply glad to be free of the shackles of servitude. Our gratitude to his imperial majesty should not be underestimated. The real threat is young Pavo.’

‘Pavo?’ Macro sputtered. ‘How in the name of the gods is he a threat? He’s been condemned to a gladiator school!’

‘He is a hero to the mob,’ Murena countered impatiently. ‘In case you are not aware, the Emperor’s regime will fail unless he wins the support of the mob. It is no great secret that the man on the street sees Claudius as somewhat distant and aloof. Now they have Pavo to cheer. His growing popularity is…maleficent.’

‘Maleficent?’ Macro frowned.

The aide rolled his eyes. ‘Portentous.’ Still confronted with a blank look from the optio, Murena tried again. ‘I mean threatening.’ He sighed. ‘My point is, the mob have fond memories of Tiberius, and Titus was well-known as Tiberius’s right-hand man. Now we have young Pavo reminding people of the Valerius name. His popularity is an insult and, worse, a threat to the Emperor.’

‘As I recall, you were the one who wanted Pavo to fight Britomaris. You must have known the mob would celebrate his good fortune if he triumphed.’

‘An outcome we had planned to cut off as soon as it sprouted,’ Murena replied with a glare. ‘Our error was to trust that harebrained lout Britomaris to wound Pavo. We do not intend to make the same mistake twice.’
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