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			AD 62. Under the reckless and tumultuous leadership of Emperor Nero, Rome is descending into near-anarchy and conspiracy. The brutal execution of 400 slaves has led to rioting and discontent. Only the strongest soldier could maintain control. And so Nero turns to Prefect Cato to help save his reign from collapse.

			 

			Cato has been lying low after a heroic campaign to quash the Boudica uprising. Now he is called upon to serve again. As the new Prefect of the Urban Cohorts in Rome, Cato needs a loyal and proven officer by his side. Centurion Macro is willing to step up.

			 

			War and rebellion hold few fears for these seasoned veterans. But the politics and intrigue of Rome make every day as perilous as the battlefield. And the fates of both men, and of the empire, lie in the hands of the most volatile emperor of the age. Death awaits anyone who dares to defy Nero.

			 

			Cato and Macro will need to call on all their experience, native cunning and bottomless courage to survive in this epic new adventure of Roman military heroism.
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			Chapter One

			Rome, ad 62

			Macro knew there was trouble before they reached the Forum. It had already started by the time he and Petronella left the house on the Viminal Hill. The cobbled street sloping down to the market in the centre of the capital was emptier than usual. On a normal day there would be the bustle of shoppers, street hawkers, men sitting on benches outside the small canteens, the odd pickpocket furtively fixing on his mark. Litters carrying the wealthiest of Rome’s inhabitants, off-duty Praetorians in their white tunics, and bedraggled men laden with charms offering to tell the fortunes of passers-by or place a curse on thieves, frauds and love rivals. Today, most shops and canteens were hurriedly closing up in anticipation of trouble. A handful of men and women scurried past Macro and his wife as they made their way down the hill. 

			Even though it was early summer, the city was basking in an unseasonal heatwave. As they drew closer to the Forum, Macro could hear the clamour of a huge angry crowd. He could make out a peculiar shift in tone that seemed to alternate between rage and grief. 

			‘What’s happening?’ Petronella asked, clutching his arm. 

			He shook his head. ‘Don’t know. There’s nothing on at the racetrack and no games for at least a month, as far as I know. Whatever it is, sounds like trouble.’ He paused and turned to her. ‘Do you want to return to the house?’

			

			She thought for a moment. ‘Do you?’

			Macro chuckled. ‘You know me. Always keen to know what’s what.’ His expression became serious. ‘You can go back if you like. I’ll see what’s going on and report back.’

			‘More likely you’ll get caught up in some trouble.’ She clicked her tongue. ‘You need to start acting your age. You owe it to me and Bardea.’

			He gave a reluctant nod. Although he had been married to Petronella for some years, he had not yet grown accustomed to being a father. Bardea was the result of a brief relationship with an Iceni woman shortly after the legions had invaded Britannia. That the woman had gone on to be queen of her tribe and led the recent rebellion against Rome rather complicated matters. Bardea still suffered nightmares in which she relived her abuse by Roman soldiers. Macro had tried his best to make up for what she had endured, but he was not used to the role of parent and he did not feel himself suited for it. 

			At first he had not believed Boudica when she had revealed that he was the girl’s father, but Bardea’s short, solid build, dark hair and broad face were unmistakably inherited from Macro. The timing of her birth also matched up with Boudica’s explanation. So he had accepted his responsibility for his daughter and taken charge of Bardea after the rebellion was over, bringing her to Rome to raise her. Not that the arrangement was without friction, over and above that to be expected from any child on the cusp of adulthood. Bardea mourned the loss of her family and those she knew who had died at the hands of the Romans. It took all Macro’s limited sensitivity to manage her frequent dark moods.

			‘You’re not a squaddie on a night out any more,’ Petronella continued. ‘Haven’t been for a long time.’

			

			Macro affected a hurt expression. ‘I can still cut it with the rest of them.’

			She smiled sympathetically. ‘I know you can. Look, I’m coming with you. No arguments. There’ll be less chance of trouble if I do.’

			Macro arched an eyebrow. ‘You think?’ His wife was a solidly built woman, capable of flooring almost any man with her right hook.

			They were interrupted by a wiry, bald man in a grubby tunic. One eye was milky, and a mere handful of stray strands of hair rose from his freckled scalp. His right leg was spindly and twisted inwards, almost useless and forcing him to depend upon a stout walking stick. He was looking behind him as he blundered into Macro.

			‘Oi! Careful,’ Macro growled, pushing him away and steadying him at the same time. At once Petronella leaned in and grasped the man’s free hand as it darted towards the folds of his tunic. Macro’s purse, heavy with coin, was clutched in his claw-like grip. His eyes widened with fear, instantly replaced by a crafty expression as he took in Macro’s red army cloak.

			‘Sorry, Centurion.’ He hazarded a guess at Macro’s rank. ‘Must have grabbed at that when I thought I was going to fall.’

			Macro retrieved the purse and thrust it to the bottom of his sidebag, covering it with his cloak. Then he raised a finger and prodded the man in the chest.

			‘Ever try that on me again and I’ll make sure you need another crutch, just so you don’t have a hand spare to rob with. Clear?’

			The old man nodded vigorously. 

			Macro gestured in the direction of the Forum. ‘What’s going on down there?’

			The man opened his mouth, revealing a handful of crooked teeth. ‘The emperor’s just turned down the appeal for clemency for Paetius Secundus’s lot. There’s some in the Senate not happy about it and they’ve been whipping up the mob. It’s looking ugly down there, Centurion. The urban cohorts have been sent in. They’re trying to clear a path from the Tullianum cells to the execution site, but the people aren’t having it. Going to be trouble, you can count on it. Me? I’m getting clear while I can.’ His eyes narrowed and his tone shifted to faintly whining self-pity. ‘An old veteran such as me, who’s given the best years of his life in the service of Rome and paid for it with the wound to this leg, ain’t got much of a chance when things turn violent. And I’ll not be able to beg for a few coins to feed myself today . . .’

			

			Macro looked him up and down. ‘Veteran, eh? Which legion?’

			The old man hesitated. ‘Fourteenth, Centurion. Fine bunch of lads. I was with them until five years ago. When I got this.’ He tapped his wizened thigh.

			‘You must have been sorry to leave them behind, and that posting in Syria.’

			‘Indeed I was.’

			‘Bollocks. The Fourteenth has been in Britannia for the last twenty years.’ Macro frowned. ‘Now piss off before I drag you down to the nearest watchhouse.’

			The man flinched at the prospect of being handed over to the law enforcers of the vigiles, who had a reputation for rough-handling street criminals. He hobbled to one side, giving Macro and Petronella a wide berth, before continuing up the street. Macro spared him a last glance and spat into the gutter. ‘Bloody chancer.’

			‘Who is Paetius Secundus?’ asked Petronella as they continued towards the Forum.

			‘It’s old news. He was a senator, murdered last year by one of his slaves. Or so the story goes. From what I heard at the Gladiator’s Rest, it took a few months of torture before one of the poor sods cracked and claimed to be the guilty party.’

			‘I’m not sure I’d believe every bit of gossip I heard at the Gladiator’s Rest . . .’

			

			Macro’s brow creased in mild irritation. His wife did not approve of him patronising the inn strategically placed outside the bathhouse he frequented. But since many of the clientele were former soldiers like Macro, it was something she had to tolerate, even if she disapproved. 

			‘Anyway,’ he continued, quick to move off the subject of his favourite drinking hole, ‘the way the law goes, if a slave murders their master, then all the slaves of the victim’s household are put to death.’

			‘Surely not?’

			He shrugged. ‘Why do you think such murders happen so rarely? The onus is on the slaves to police each other so that one of their own doesn’t turn on their master.’

			‘But how can the innocent be held responsible alongside the murderer? That’s wrong.’

			‘Maybe, but it’s the law. Come on.’ Macro took her hand and drew her on. ‘The reason it’s causing a fuss this time is due to the number involved. Four hundred slaves are having to pay the price for the crime of an individual. If it had been a smaller household, like ours, for example, it would barely merit a mention in the gazetteer. It’s because so many have been condemned that things have dragged on for months and roused the passions of the mob. The common people are little more than one step up from slaves, so they tend to feel sympathy for them from time to time. More than a few senators also raised objections to executing the lot when the matter was raised in the Senate. But in the end they voted against showing mercy and the matter was bumped up to the imperial palace. Nero’s been sitting on it for a while before making his decision. Seems he has now.’

			‘Why the delay?’

			‘Who can say? He’s young, and from what I understand he wants to be loved by the mob. Needing to feel popular tends to get in the way of being decisive. It’s not a good trait in a leader.’

			

			Petronella gestured towards the Forum as a fresh roar of protest carried across the capital. ‘He doesn’t sound too popular to me at the moment.’

			‘No . . . Let’s hope it’s all bark and no bite down there.’

			They continued without speaking as the din rose in successive waves of anger and pity. As they reached the junction at the bottom of the hill and turned towards the Forum, they caught sight of the crowd pressed into the space between the ramshackle apartment blocks on either side. Across their heads, Macro could see protesters clinging to statues and standing on pedestals as they gestured in the direction of the imperial palace compound. He stopped. 

			‘We ain’t going to get through that lot. There’s a terrace a few streets down. We should be able to get a view from there and see if there’s any way we can get to the market.’ 

			Petronella nodded, and they threaded through the dingy alleys until they came to the top of a narrow ramped street that overlooked the end of the Forum, where the rostrum, constructed to look like the bows of a warship, stood above the crowd. There was a waist-high wall running along the slope of the ramp, and from there they were afforded a view of the unfolding drama. The centre of Rome was packed with thousands upon thousands of the city’s inhabitants, bellowing their anger towards the Palatine Hill as they brandished their fists and stabbed their fingers. Thousands more were besieging the Curia, where most of the senators sheltered from the mob, protected for the moment by a screen of lictors and bodyguards brandishing cudgels and shields. They formed a two-deep cordon at the top of the steps in front of the doors of the Curia. One of the doors was open and a handful of senators in their white togas with a red stripe peered out from the gloom within. Below them men and women in the crowd shouted and screamed abuse and hurled clods of filth and other missiles at the men protecting the aristocrats. As Macro and Petronella watched, one of the senators was struck on the chest. Macro could not help grinning with pleasure at seeing the minor misfortune of one of the city’s high and mighty.

			

			On the other side of the Forum, a similar confrontation was taking place at the gates of the outer courtyard of the imperial palace. A hundred or so soldiers from the urban cohorts, fully armed and armoured, javelins at the ready, held off the crowd while suffering their own barrage of insults and unsavoury missiles.

			‘Looks ugly indeed,’ Petronella commented. 

			‘What’s that?’ Macro had to cup a hand to his ear and lean in to be heard over the cacophony. 

			‘I said it’s turning ugly,’ she said more loudly. ‘Maybe we should go back. Besides, we’ve no chance of getting through that lot to reach the market.’

			‘We’re safe enough here,’ Macro responded. He was loath to leave the scene without seeing how it turned out. ‘We’ll stay. For a while at least.’

			Petronella knew her man well enough to know that when he made a decision he would not back down. She shook her head in frustration. 

			For the best part of an hour, they looked on as the crowd’s mood gradually moderated, as was often the case when an impasse was reached. Those closest to the palace gates and the Curia drew back and hurled the odd insult, while the bulk of the mob milled around, their cries of anger giving way to a droning hubbub that reminded Macro of the atmosphere at the Great Circus once the last race of the day had been run. He took his wife’s hand and started down the ramp.

			‘Come on, we can get to the market now.’

			They made their way across the Forum towards the Boarium market. Macro put his arm around Petronella’s shoulders and drew her close, while keeping an eye open for any more pickpockets. They’d reached the rostrum when there was a fresh disturbance from the far end of the Forum. Shouting built up across the crowd like a great ocean wave breaking across a reef, and there was a surge that carried Macro and Petronella a short distance before he managed to brace himself and shelter her. He made free with his spare hand, thrusting people aside.

			

			‘They’re bringing the prisoners!’ a voice cried out, and Macro looked up to the rostrum to see a man clinging to the modelled ram of a warship that made up the front of the public-speaking edifice. His cry was taken up by others, and again the crowd flowed. This time Macro could not resist the pressure, and he and Petronella were swept along with the others towards the heart of the Forum. The man on the rostrum turned to stab his finger towards the Curia and cried out, ‘Murderers! Them and the emperor! Murderers!’

			Several men suddenly pushed against Petronella, and she let out a cry. Recovering quickly, she gritted her teeth and punched the nearest of them in the side. He turned to her with a furious expression and raised a fist. 

			‘Oh no you don’t!’ Macro snarled as he threw a punch at the man’s face, causing blood to spurt from his nostrils. As the man gasped in surprise and pain, Macro dragged Petronella away, making for the steps at the side of the rostrum. There was already a press of bodies, but he forced his way through, glaring at anyone who stood in his way. It was an expression that was more instinctual than cultivated, and it worked as well on Roman civilians as it did on parade-ground recruits or the shaken barbarians who had confronted him on battlefields across the Empire. 

			Holding on tightly to Petronella, Macro forced his way up the stairs and towards a corner of the balustrade, positioning himself across the angle to protect his wife. 

			‘I told you we should have gone home,’ she said as she recovered her nerve.

			

			‘Too late for that now. We’ll just have to hold on here until it’s over.’

			From his raised position, Macro could look down the length of the Forum, and he could now see the commotion as the column of condemned slaves and their escort began to force their way towards the gentle ramp leading up to the outer courtyard of the palace to his right. The crowd closed in around the soldiers of the urban cohorts, bellowing their rage. Between their ranks, Macro could make out the pitiful line of slaves, men, women and children manacled and linked by lengths of rope fastened around their necks. As they drew closer, he could see their expressions. Some looked on blankly, unable to believe that they were moments from death. Others cried and raised their chained hands to beg for mercy. One woman who had been clutching an infant to her chest thrust the child towards the crowd so that it might be saved, but she was headed off by an officer and forced back into line. 

			The blast of a horn echoed across the Forum, and Macro looked to the left and saw the head of a column of Praetorians forcing their way into the crowd from the street leading to the military camp outside the city walls. Someone in the palace had called in reinforcements, and the sight of the elite soldiers only added to the rising fury of the crowd. They responded with a barrage of rubbish, loose cobbles ripped from the street and any other missile that came to hand. The Praetorians raised their shields and drew their swords, the points held high to threaten the faces of those in the mob. Those closest to the soldiers tried to fall back, but the press of bodies behind them held them in place and some could not escape the blades. 

			Macro felt his blood run cold, and for the first time realised the mortal danger that he and his wife might now be exposed to as the situation began to slip out of control. The column escorting the condemned slaves had forced its way through to the courtyard gates, and the Praetorians there drew aside to let them through. The long line of doomed slaves took a while to enter the open area bounded on three sides by a colonnade, with a further ramp on the far side that zigzagged up the Palatine Hill to the palace complex on the crest. There, a distant figure emerged on a balcony overlooking the Forum. He was wearing a purple tunic, glinting with gold trimming. 

			

			At the sight of the emperor, many in the crowd raised their arms and implored him to call off the executions. The deafening roar of tens of thousands of voices reached a new intensity, filling Macro’s ears and seeming to press into his skull as if his head was caught in a vice. He could not hear Petronella as she tried to make herself understood inches from his face. She grasped him by the collar and drew his ear close to her lips.

			‘He can’t let it happen. Surely?’ She pointed. ‘Nero.’

			Macro had no firm idea what the young emperor might choose to do. Despite his whimsical nature since becoming Caesar, Nero had stuck by his promise to put an end to the secretive treason trials that had plagued the last years of Claudius’s reign. He had also said he would not interfere with the responsibilities of the Senate. Fine words and intentions, Macro mused. In reality, the senators had grown so used to looking to the emperors and their highest officials for a steer on how they should vote that they were almost incapable of taking the initiative for themselves. It was the Senate that had condemned the slaves. Only Nero could intervene to save them now. 

			Macro had observed the emperor up close some years earlier, and it had been clear back then that Nero revelled in the affection of his people. Now the mob was making its change of sentiment abundantly clear with respect to the fate of the slaves. In his gut, Macro felt confident that the emperor would milk their grief for all it was worth before granting clemency and then basking in the relief, gratitude and love of the people. He was struck by a further possibility. Maybe Nero had let the Senate think he wanted them to condemn the slaves so that he could overrule their decision, thereby pleasing the mob and delivering a reminder to the senators where the real power lay in Rome. Smiling ruefully, Macro wondered if he had spent too much time in the company of his friend Cato, who was perpetually inclined to look for hidden motivations and machinations. 

			

			The slaves had been led to the rear of the courtyard, where the ground was slightly elevated, so that they would be easily seen by those outside the gate and the cordon of Praetorians. They were ordered to kneel, facing the Forum. The cries from the crowd died away, and by the time the last of the slaves was forced to the ground, a hush had fallen across the heart of Rome. A curt order from a Praetorian centurion followed, and the men of the urban cohorts stood by as ten of the Praetorians downed their shields and took up their places behind the first of the slaves waiting to be executed.

			Macro looked up at the emperor on the balcony. ‘If Nero’s going to put an end to this bloody drama, he’s cutting it fine,’ he muttered. ‘Come on, man. Give the order.’

			He found himself willing the emperor to call out. But Nero did not stir, did not appear to say anything as he stared down into the courtyard. The Praetorian centurion glanced up, as if waiting for a signal, then hesitated briefly before he barked the order in a clear voice that carried across the Forum. ‘Carry out the sentence!’

			The ten Praetorians leaned forward and placed the tips of their swords into the notch of the collarbones above the hearts of the waiting slaves. One of them began to struggle, then threw himself down and curled up, howling in terror. Before any of the others could react, the Praetorians plunged their swords down, twisted them from side to side and then wrenched the gory blades free as bright red blood spurted from the mortal wounds. The bodies jerked and were thrust away from their executioners so that they fell face-first on the flagstones. 

			

			A great keening cry of despair rose in the throats of those in the Forum as the Praetorians moved on to the next batch of slaves. Among them was the woman who had tried to save her child. The infant was ripped from her hands and hurled head-first at the base of the nearest column, where it lay still. The mother had time for one last cry of grief before she was silenced, joining her child and the others in death.

			‘I feel sick,’ said Petronella. ‘I want to go. Now.’

			Macro nodded, and they began to work their way to the far side of the rostrum as the crowd roared with anger and began to seethe towards the gates. The Praetorian reinforcements had managed to cut across the Forum, and they now halted and faced out in both directions. Once the bucina sounded, they advanced slowly, pushing the crowd back on either side. The soldiers guarding the courtyard gates were outnumbered and were being forced back by a renewed barrage of missiles. One of the Praetorians punched his shield forward; it was instantly seized, and the soldier stumbled forward and was set upon by the mob. The officer in charge of the men shouted an order, and the other Praetorians advanced, flailing with their swords as they hacked at the crowd, driving it back. The rage of a moment before turned to terror. 

			Macro and Petronella tried to make for the ramp at the bottom of the Viminal Hill. Buffeted by the crowd, Macro held on to his wife as he fought to stay on his feet. Suddenly there was open ground in front of him, and he saw several Praetorians charging by as they chased a group of men. One of the soldiers spotted him and changed direction. From the gleam in his eyes, Macro could tell that the man was caught up in the bloodlust unfolding across the Forum. As the Praetorian raised his sword, Macro braced himself and stood erect. 

			

			‘Lower your fucking weapon! You threaten a centurion and you see what happens to you!’ 

			For a heartbeat the man hesitated, then his eyes narrowed and he came on again. 

			A lifetime in the army and on the streets of Rome as a child had sharpened Macro’s reactions to a razor-sharp degree. He thrust Petronella behind him, then went into a crouch, hands raised. At the last moment, he ducked to the side of the Praetorian’s oval shield, grabbed the edge and threw his weight forward, thrusting his opponent off balance so that he fell to the ground, with his shield and Macro crashing down on top of him, the breath bursting from his lungs with a groan. Instantly Macro was on his feet and grinding the nailed soles of his boot on the soldier’s sword wrist until he released the weapon. Snatching it up, he smashed the pommel into the Praetorian’s face until the man lay still.

			‘Let’s go!’

			Keeping the sword low and unobtrusive, he grasped Petronella’s hand and hurried through the rush of fleeing civilians desperate to evade the soldiers. There were bodies scattered across the Forum, some writhing, some crawling to the nearest cover and some lying still. Cries of terror echoed from the walls of the temples and public buildings. Macro moved as fast as he could while keeping watch for any further encounters with the Praetorians running amok amid the protesters. He and Petronella hurried for the shelter of whatever corners, alcoves and pediments presented themselves until they reached the foot of the ramp and joined those escaping to the comparative safety of the warren of narrow streets and alleys on the hill. 

			He paused at the top of the ramp, heart pounding and breathing heavily, and drew Petronella close.

			‘Are you all right? Any injuries?’

			She shook her head. 

			

			Macro looked back down into the Forum and saw that the Praetorians had cleared the ground in front of the imperial palace and were pursuing the last of those still lingering on the fringes of the Forum. A group of men armed with staves were staging a last show of defiance as they fought an unequal struggle with a party of heavily armed Praetorians near the Curia. In the courtyard, the executions continued, with over a hundred bodies lying in rough lines across the flagstones now running with blood. A similar number of dead and dying littered the Forum. Macro shifted his appalled gaze up to the palace balcony, where he could make out Nero leaning forward, hands resting on the balustrade as he surveyed the scene. He seemed to give a nod of satisfaction before he turned away and led his small retinue back inside and out of sight. 

			Macro paused a moment longer, scanning the ground below him until he caught sight of the Praetorian he had been forced to deal with. He felt a stab of anxiety as he saw the man sprawled on his back, unmoving. Two of his comrades were kneeling beside him while a third beckoned to an officer. Macro still had the sword in his hand. There was blood on the pommel and on the fist curled around the handle. He looked round before he let the weapon drop, then led his wife up the street towards Cato’s house. She started at the sight of the blood on his hand.

			‘You’re hurt!’

			‘It’s not my blood. We’d better get out of here. Quickly.’

			They left the slaughter behind them and hurried after the other people flowing past the crumbling apartment blocks on the lower slopes of the Aventine. Macro wiped off as much of the blood as possible using the bottom of his tunic. He tried to recall the confrontation with the soldier in as much detail as he could, and felt reassured that it had not been witnessed by any other Praetorians, or at least not by any close enough to be able to identify him. All the same, it would be wise to stay out of sight for a few days.

			

			His thoughts turned to the execution of the slaves. Given Nero’s previous demonstrations of sensitivity and his aspirations to deliver a golden age for Rome, it was hard to believe that he had failed to show them mercy. Something had changed. Macro felt that there had been a shift in the emperor’s values. A colder, more ruthless streak in his nature had been laid bare, and the callous disregard for the fate of so many innocents indicated a gathering darkness of the soul. 

			For Macro, it seemed that the dangers and violence he had faced for so many decades on the frontiers of the Roman Empire had pursued him to the capital. He would have to be on his guard about what he said and who he was seen with in future. The dark days of the Claudian era might be returning to Rome, and with them the vermin who sought to profit from informing on or framing their fellow citizens. Macro, who had lost almost everything during the recent revolt in Britannia, was not worried for himself. His concern was for Cato, who had risen to equestrian rank and had come into a fortune through his first marriage, to the daughter of a senator. Along with his wealth, Cato was burdened with a measure of fame due to his military exploits. The kind of fame that many were envious of and resented given his humble origins. 

			Both Cato and Macro might have hoped to retreat into a more peaceful existence, far from the dangers of fighting on the Empire’s frontier, but it was clear that there were perils of an equally deadly kind even here in the heart of Rome.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			The road to Obriventum, fifteen miles outside Rome

			The sun was glaring down from a clear blue sky and the shepherd was about to take a nap when he saw the rider approaching along the road a short distance from the slope where his sheep were grazing. The route to Obriventum was little more than a rutted narrow track, and the village itself consisted of a clutch of single-storey homes, stables and sheds. It boasted a single inn where the local men drank in the evenings after toiling in the surrounding fields and orchards. 

			The shepherd focused on the rider, picking out the quality of his cape, the red leather calf boots and the fine lines of his mount. A man of some status. In which case it was likely that he had taken the wrong road, since there was no obvious reason for him to visit a tiny backwater like Obriventum. With a tug on the reins, the rider slowed his horse to a walk and drew up a short distance from the shepherd, addressing him in the tone of a man accustomed to giving orders. 

			‘You there. Where does this road lead?’

			The shepherd pointed in the direction of the vale where the village was situated to take advantage of the small stream that ran down from the distant hills beyond. ‘It goes to Obriventum, sir. Two miles or so that way. That’s where it ends. If it’s the village you’re after, that is.’

			

			The man regarding him from the saddle looked to be in his fifties, with a broad, lined face topped with thinning hair plastered down with perspiration. He was stocky and sat erect as he glanced in the direction of the village with a doubtful expression.

			‘I’m looking for the villa of Sempronius. I was told it was on the road to Obriventum.’

			‘You’ve already passed the turning to the villa, sir.’

			‘I have?’ The rider glanced back down the road with a surprised expression.

			‘It’s easy enough to miss, sir. If you ride back a half-mile, just over that rise there, you’ll find it on your left.’

			The rider swatted a fly from his neck as he mentally retraced his route and recalled the crumbling gateposts either side of an overgrown track that disappeared into some olive groves. Surely that could not be the entrance to the estate of the man he had come to visit. 

			‘Are you certain about that? The place looked abandoned to me.’

			‘The villa’s there all right. Been a bit neglected since old man Sempronius died, but his son-in-law, Master Cato, is living there now right enough. I can show you the way if you’d like, sir.’

			The rider considered the offer briefly, then shook his head. ‘You tend to your flock and I’ll find my own way. A good day to you.’ He wheeled his horse around and urged it into a canter. 

			The rider reined in as he reached the turning and examined the gateway and the overgrown track leading into the small estate surrounding the villa. Its appearance did not square with the wealth of the man he sought. Quintus Licinius Cato was an army officer with a well-earned reputation for courage and getting results. He had recently returned from Britannia, where he had won the final victory over Boudica and her followers that had ended their rebellion. Before that, he had served on most frontiers of the Empire with distinction as he had risen through the ranks. 

			

			The rider smiled as he recalled his first encounter with Cato, who had arrived as a raw recruit of the Second Legion Augusta in its fortress guarding the Rhine frontier. He had been appointed an optio on the orders of Emperor Claudius to honour the service of Cato’s father, an imperial freedman. Since then, he had been promoted to the centurionate, followed by various independent commands as a prefect commanding a cohort, and had even been entrusted with the temporary command of a legion. His military success was matched by his climbing of the social ladder. He had married the daughter of a senator, an only child, and inherited Sempronius’s estate after the latter had joined an ill-fated conspiracy that resulted in his death. Cato’s wife had died around the same time, leaving him a son, Lucius. It seemed that Cato had decided to take a leave of absence from the army and retreat into the privacy and obscurity of his farming estate. 

			The rider steered his horse through the gateposts. The track went through a large plantation of olive trees, curving as it traced its way around the small hillocks on either side. After a mile or so, he emerged from the trees and saw the villa a short distance ahead, built atop a rise to take advantage of the views over the estate and any welcome breeze that would make the height of summer more bearable. It stood above and slightly apart from the stables, storerooms and slave quarters, and was surrounded by a wall with a gate opposite the façade of the main building. There was a short avenue lined with poplars leading up to the gate. The slopes below were planted with vines and cereal crops, and several figures could be seen tending them. 

			It was a bucolic scene, very different to the bustle, noise and stench of Rome, and for a moment the rider paused to enjoy the view. He had recently acquired his own villa in the seaside resort of Baiae, a fashionable location among the senatorial class with a taste for hedonism. There were frequent parties on the beach and competition to provide the most sophisticated banquets and entertainment. He felt envious of the quiet solitude that Cato had chosen for himself since his return to Italia. Solitude that was about to come to an end, the rider reflected with a trace of guilt. That was too bad. Rome could not afford to leave an officer of Cato’s quality whiling away his life in such a backwater. His talents were required, one way or another . . . Besides, he had broken protocol in not reporting his return to the imperial palace, and the longer he left it, the more trouble he was storing up for himself.

			

			 

			‘Are you certain that’s the move you want to make?’ Cato regarded his young son, sitting on a stool on the far side of the table. Lucius withdrew his piece and pulled at his dark forelock as he examined the painted board thoughtfully. 

			They were in the library, surrounded by the scrolls and books that Sempronius had amassed during his lifetime. Over by the window, Cato’s second wife, Claudia, reclined on a couch reading a collection of poetry. Between Cato and his son rested the wooden board and playing pieces of the ‘Game of Brigands’ set that Macro had gifted them on his last visit from Rome. The small playing pieces were carved from ivory, with one set being stained a weathered brown. Despite their value, and his father’s admonition not to treat them as toys, Lucius often used them for small battles he staged in the garden at the rear of the house. 

			Cato’s eye caught the broken tip of the spear on one of the figurines. He was tempted to remark on it, but that would break the spell of concentration and the moment of bonding that he was enjoying with his son. Even though Lucius was ten years old, Cato had spent only a fraction of that lifetime in his son’s company and was resolved to make up for it as best he could. If life in the army had taught him anything, it was to grasp whatever pleasures each day brought, since there was no guarantee that one would survive the morrow.

			

			Lucius reached for a different piece and moved it to trap one of Cato’s figurines, glancing up at his father warily before he committed to removing his hand. Cato did his best to keep his expression neutral as he saw that the decision would leave his son open to losing the game in no more than three moves. Which prompted the question faced by all parents trying to encourage their offspring to improve their skills. Should he let Lucius win to build his confidence, or should he deliver a hard lesson in defeat and trust that his son was mature enough to embrace the need to practise rather than give up? Experience had taught Cato that instilling competence and discipline was a matter of judicious use of the carrot and the stick. Too much of the former led to overconfidence and even arrogance, while too much of the latter led to resentment and incapacity. 

			He leaned back and stroked his chin as he cleared his throat. ‘Hah-hmm . . .’

			‘Why don’t you just tell him it’s a bad move?’ Claudia called out from her couch. She chuckled and rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly, you think he can’t see through your hah-hmming? You know what your father is thinking, don’t you, Lucius? And if you know that, then you know enough to beat him at this game. Go on. Show him.’

			Cato shifted to face her, ready to express his disapproval of her interruption. But the twinkle in her eye disarmed him at once and he could not stop smiling at her. 

			‘You’re right, my dear. I must let the boy make his own mistakes.’

			‘What mistakes?’ Lucius demanded, his eyes flashing anger before he fixed his gaze on the board. ‘Tell me.’

			Claudia raised her head to scan the pieces, then nodded. ‘Ah, I see what you mean, Cato. Now then, Lucius, think it through.’

			Keeping his hand on the piece he had chosen a moment earlier, the boy examined the board. Cato saw the fingers of his other hand twitch as he went through the permutations of the moves available to him, and his father’s counter-movements. Then his eyes widened with realisation and he shifted the piece to a free space on the corner of the board, where he would be able to command two lines of attack. He sat back with a smile and folded his arms as he waited for his father’s response. 

			

			Cato affected a disapproving tone. ‘Thank you, Claudia. Just when I thought I had him on the ropes. Now he’s got me . . .’

			They exchanged a wink, and she returned to her book while Cato regarded her briefly. They had finally married shortly after taking up residence in the villa. It had been an intimate affair, with only Macro and Petronella as guests and witnesses. It could be no other way given Claudia Acte’s past. She had been a mistress of Nero until his mother had forced him to discard her. Sent into exile on the island of Sardinia, she had formed a relationship with Cato, the officer in charge of her escort. A plague had been sweeping the island, and they had pretended that she had died from the disease in the hope that she could escape from exile and live with him. Since then, she had contrived to change her appearance by dyeing her fine blonde hair, and had kept away from anyone who might recognise her. Which was why they had come to live in the villa, letting Macro and Petronella take on Cato’s house in the capital. In time, they hoped, Nero would either forget about her or perhaps die or be deposed, and they could live in the open without fear of the consequences arising from her past. 

			Cato heard footsteps and looked up to see his steward approaching. Trebonius had served as his servant during the campaigns in Britannia and had chosen to accept Cato’s offer to take him on as a retainer. They had come to know each other’s ways and preferred to stick with the familiar arrangement. Trebonius was some ten years older than Cato, with a spare physique and a weary and at times critical manner about him that expressed itself through subtle sighs, raised eyebrows and muttered comments. But he was reliable, trustworthy and loyal. Qualities to be prized in any man, let alone a servant.

			

			‘Pardon me, master, but it seems you have a visitor. The house boy says there is a rider approaching the villa.’

			‘Macro?’ Cato wondered. 

			‘No, sir. The boy says it is someone else. A stranger. Wealthy by the look of him.’

			He exchanged a glance with Claudia. Apart from Macro and Petronella, there had only been one visitor to the villa in the two months since they had moved in – a servant sent by the owner of a neighbouring villa to invite them to dinner. An invitation Cato had been obliged to accept on his own while Claudia remained at home and out of sight. 

			‘Stay here with Lucius. I’ll deal with it.’ He rose from the table and made to leave the room.

			‘Can I come?’ asked Lucius. 

			‘No. You need to think about your next move, lad.’

			Cato followed Trebonius out of the library and through the decorated corridors of the villa to the atrium, where a handful of fish swam languidly in a small pond. The doors of the main entrance opened onto a courtyard in front of the villa. Beyond the portico Cato saw a broad-shouldered man handing over the reins of his horse to a servant. He was dusty from his ride, and as he turned to face Cato, his craggy face broke into a warm smile. 

			‘Good to see you again, Prefect Cato.’

			Cato grinned as he descended the steps and clasped the other man’s arm. ‘Senator Vespasian. By the gods, it’s good to see you again, sir.’

			‘It’s been a while.’ Vespasian’s eyes glanced over Cato. ‘A couple of scars, a few more lines around the eyes and some grey hairs since we last met, but I dare say you could say the same about me.’

			

			‘And more,’ Cato responded, still smiling. ‘What brings you here, sir?’

			‘Besides a desire to look up an old comrade after a long, hot ride in the blazing sun?’ 

			‘Forgive me, sir. You honour me with your visit. Please enter and we can take some refreshments in the garden.’ He nodded to Trebonius to make the arrangements before he bowed his head and beckoned his visitor towards the entrance. 

			The walled garden at the rear of the villa, a safe distance away from the library, had been created as a peaceful sanctuary by Sempronius. It was laid out in four lawned areas, surrounded by a trellised walkway where climbing plants provided shade. An open-sided pavilion with three dining couches faced a modest water feature fed from a stream that ran down from the hills. The soft splashing of water seemed to add to the coolness of the shade as the two men sat on the couches. 

			Vespasian made a face as he removed his cloak and rubbed the small of his back. ‘I’m getting soft. It’s been too long since I’ve been on campaign. Too long in the company of the gossiping aristocrats at the imperial court. Too many dinners and too little exercise.’

			‘You say that now, but I dare say you’d change your tune if you were still serving in Britannia over winter.’

			Vespasian recalled the bitter cold and damp of the northern province and nodded. ‘Yes, I try to forget that . . .’ He turned to face Cato. ‘You’re a hard man to track down. I only discovered you had returned from Britannia after bumping into that rogue Macro at the theatre a few days ago.’

			Cato could not hide his surprise. ‘Macro went to the theatre?’

			‘Oh, it was just some knockabout comedy by Terentius, but he seemed to be having a good time. I think most of the audience heard his laughter. I caught up with him as the audience was leaving. Him and his plump wife. Quite a character, that lady. Anyway, I asked after you and he was reluctant to say much at first, but we traded a few old war stories over a jug of wine in a nearby inn and he let slip that you were back. Sounds like you both had a hard time of it.’ The senator’s expression hardened. ‘The rebellion was a bloody business and nearly cost us the province. That can never be allowed to happen again.’

			

			‘No, sir. It can’t. We lost a lot of good men, as well as many civilians. It makes me wonder if the whole thing was worthwhile.’

			‘Invading Britannia?’ Vespasian shrugged. ‘Maybe not. It was a bad decision and most reasonable people understand that. But it’s too late to do anything about it now. For better or worse we’re committed to the province. If we abandon it, the loudmouths in Rome and their followers will never forgive us. And with an emperor who is desperate to be the darling of the mob, I cannot see anyone admitting the mistake. That’s politics, I suppose.’

			Cato nodded. ‘That’s why I do my best to keep out of such matters. I’m happy enough living here, away from Rome.’

			‘So I see. But you can’t do that indefinitely. From what Macro said, you haven’t yet notified the imperial palace of your return. If I were you, I’d do that as soon as you can, before Nero’s people start asking questions. They tend to see threats to the emperor everywhere and they’ll wonder why you are hiding out here.’

			‘I’m not hiding, sir.’

			‘Really?’ Vespasian raised an eyebrow. ‘If that’s the case, then their thoughts might run to asking if you are hiding something or someone else.’

			Cato felt a chill ripple down the back of his neck, and it took all his willpower not to look past the senator to the house. He swallowed to calm himself before he responded. ‘I can’t imagine why anyone would consider my living arrangements a cause for such suspicion. I’ve served Rome loyally for the best part of two decades and I’ve earned the right to live in peace in a place and manner of my choosing.’

			‘If anyone can claim that right, it’s you, Prefect. I have every sympathy for your point of view. But others won’t, and you will need to allay their concerns if you are to be left alone. You and your family. How is your boy, Lucius?’ Vespasian glanced round the garden and towards the house. ‘Is he here?’

			

			‘Resting.’

			‘Resting? What would a spirited young lad of his age be doing resting on a fine afternoon like this?’

			‘He had a tiring morning,’ Cato responded lamely. ‘Helping me oversee the crops.’

			Vespasian chuckled. ‘I don’t see you settling down to be a farmer. I really don’t.’

			Trebonius appeared from the house, followed by a slave carrying a tray with a wine jug, cups and some pastries, which he set down on the small serving plinth between the couches. The steward turned to Cato. ‘Do you require anything else, master?’

			Cato dismissed him with a shake of his head, his thoughts turning to the true purpose of Vespasian’s visit.

			‘Forgive me, sir, but you seem to have gone to considerable trouble to pay me this visit. I take it that you didn’t just want to remind me to report my return to the imperial palace.’

			‘Oh dear, am I so transparent? Ah, well. I might make a decent commander of a legion, but it seems I am doomed to be much less successful as a scheming politician.’

			They shared a smile before the older man continued in a more serious tone. ‘I take it you heard about the trouble over the execution of the slaves the other day.’

			Cato nodded. Trebonius had been sent into Rome that day to buy some farming tools, and had been shaken as he described what he had seen.

			‘A bad business,’ Vespasian continued. The only reason the Senate voted in favour of execution is because we were given the nod by Tigellinus that Nero would show mercy. Seems we were misled. And there was a riot as a result.’

			

			‘Tigellinus?’ Cato prompted. ‘I’m not familiar with the name.’

			‘You have no reason to be, given your absence from the capital for some years. He’s the emperor’s new blue-eyed boy, lined up to replace Burrus as the prefect of the Praetorian Guard.’

			‘Is Burrus retiring?’

			‘Burrus is dying. Poor sod is being eaten away by some disease or other. Hollowed out and thin as a rake. I doubt he’ll last more than a few more months. At present Tigellinus is serving as the commander of the urban cohorts, but he’s already spending a great deal of time at the Praetorian camp, buttering up the officers. When he’s not there, he’s at the palace, buttering up the emperor. It’s been quite a swift rise to prominence for our friend since Nero visited his stud to buy some horses a few years back. From horse-breeder to the side of the emperor in a single bound. You’ll see why when you get to meet him. The smooth bastard has fine looks and is as silver-tongued as any flatterer. Frankly, I’m astonished that Nero buys his praise at face value. A more sickening display of obsequiousness is impossible to imagine. Anyway, Tigellinus is the coming man and we had better get used to it.’

			‘Sounds like one to avoid. I’ll be sure not to invite him to dinner.’

			Vespasian gave a light laugh, then reached for his silver goblet and sipped the watered wine that had been poured for him. His gaze fixed on some point in the mid-distance for a beat before he turned his attention back to his host. 

			‘Tigellinus is only part of the problem, I fear. You’ve returned to Rome at a difficult time, Cato. We’re fast approaching something of a crisis, thanks to Nero. I dare say you’re aware of that even if you have squirrelled yourself away in the depths of the countryside.’

			‘I know almost nothing about what goes on at the imperial court, sir, and I’d prefer to keep it that way.’

			

			‘Prefer what you like, but don’t put too much faith in the old adage that what you don’t know can’t hurt you. You may not be interested in politics, Cato, but believe me, politics has a way of being interested in you, whether you like it or not.’

			Cato frowned. ‘Then I must do my best to keep politics at bay.’

			‘Good luck with that.’ Vespasian took another sip as he collected his thoughts. ‘The emperor does not have an heir. He’s been married to Octavia for a number of years without issue. It’s likely that she is barren. If she had given him a child, ideally a son, then he might be tempted to stick by her even if they despise each other. Word is that he intends to divorce her and marry his mistress, Poppaea Sabina. You know her?’

			‘The name is familiar, though I can’t quite place it.’

			‘She is the wife of Otho, one of the emperor’s circle of friends. Quite the looker. She caught Nero’s eye a few years back and he found a neat solution to the problem by sending Otho off to Lusitania to serve as governor. Saved having to serve him a dish of mushrooms to get him off the scene.’

			Cato recalled the unfortunate husband now. He had encountered him many years ago while serving in Britannia. A likeable enough junior officer, but he had made no secret of his yearning to return to Rome as soon as he had served out his time as a tribune.

			‘Anyway, the rumour is that Nero’s little poppet is with child. The emperor needs an heir to cement his position, ergo Octavia needs to be pushed out and Poppaea needs to have her divorce from Otho and marriage to Nero rushed through. That’s going to cause a few headaches for the happy couple, given Octavia’s popularity. There will almost certainly be trouble once Nero makes his move.’

			Vespasian paused, and Cato felt a growing uneasiness.

			‘What kind of trouble do you mean, sir?’

			‘Nero’s legitimacy as Caesar is based on his adoption by Claudius, and Claudius’s legitimacy rested on the successful invasion of Britannia. A rather shaky foundation given the men and treasure Rome has committed to pacifying the tribes only for things to go to pieces when Boudica’s rebellion threatened to torch the whole province and to annihilate every Roman on the island. Thank the gods she was defeated. I shudder to think about the consequences if she had not been. So Nero’s authority has been called into question. Not that he has helped matters. All his poncing around playing the poet, actor and singer and neglecting his duties has unnerved and angered the Senate. Particularly given the power wielded by his freedmen and advisers, who seem to rule in his place.’ Vespasian paused briefly. ‘I like to think of the power of Rome as being founded on three pillars: the emperor, the Senate and the mob. At the best of times they work together. But now it’s as if they are pulling in different directions, and the whole edifice may come crashing down. If that happens . . . who knows? Civil war, perhaps.’ Vespasian gave Cato a sharp look. ‘I can see you think I am overreacting.’

			

			‘No, sir. I’m just surprised at how far things seem to have gone.’

			‘Nero is becoming increasingly hostile to the Senate, and we may see the return of the political prosecutions of the last years of Claudius’s reign. If that happens, none of us are safe. Not the senators, nor you equestrians on the next rung down. The question is, what can be done about it?’

			Cato cleared his throat. ‘What do you suggest, sir?’

			‘There are some in the Senate who are discussing the matter and considering a . . . solution, if that is what is required. Of course, they hope it won’t come to that, and that Nero will be content to let the Senate carry out its duties without the interference of his cronies, or indeed the emperor himself. It’s a question of balancing power really. I’m sure an intelligent man like yourself can see that.’

			‘I wouldn’t know about that. I’m a soldier, not a politician.’

			

			‘If only it was that simple. The further you rise in the military, the more exposed to politics you become. You’re no exception, Cato. But I can see that this is all very troubling for you. Forgive me. I did not come here to cause you concern. Just to set out the lie of the land, as it were. And to catch up with a former comrade-in-arms, of course.’

			Vespasian drained his goblet and stood up stiffly, grimacing as he rubbed the small of his back. ‘I’m getting to that age when too much rest is as uncomfortable as too much exercise. Now, I have to go. I thank you for your hospitality and look forward to having more time to talk on another occasion. Perhaps you might dine with me at my house in Rome.’

			Cato nodded. ‘I would be honoured to.’

			‘That’s settled then.’ Vespasian beamed. ‘It’s damned good to see you again . . .’

			Cato escorted his visitor back through the house, and stood in the portico with a hand raised in farewell as Vespasian rode out of the gate and along the tree-lined avenue. 

			‘What did he want?’ asked Claudia as she emerged from the shade of the atrium. ‘What did he say to you?’ 

			Cato hesitated briefly. ‘Unless I miss my guess, he was sounding me out to see if I would join a conspiracy against the emperor . . .’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			The outer courtyard of the imperial palace was filled with aristocrats, provincials and petitioners hoping to be allowed to present their greetings to the emperor. Along with them were the usual crowd of philosophers, actors, historians and preening young blades trying to impress their peers while hoping to attract the attention of a moneyed patron. There were plenty of Praetorians, mingling with the crowd and guarding the outer gate as well as the inner gate that led to the anteroom to the emperor’s audience chamber. They had put aside their usual white togas and this morning wore armour and carried spears in addition to their swords. The violence of a few days before was still fresh in the memory of their commander, Burrus. The show of force was intended to dissuade anyone from considering the emperor a viable target for assassination. 

			Cato had spent the night at his house on the Viminal and had dinner with Macro and Petronella. They had related the events of the day of the mass execution of slaves, and it was clear that Petronella had been badly shaken by the experience. Even Macro, battle-hardened as he was, expressed shock at the spectacle. 

			‘Killing your enemy in combat is one thing, lad. Executing criminals and captives is unsettling enough. But massacring hundreds of innocent and harmless slaves? That’s bad.’

			‘It’s worse than bad,’ Cato had replied. ‘It’s a mistake. Nero, or whoever is pulling his strings, is driving a wedge between the emperor and the mob. Rome is ripe for unrest at the best of times. How else could it be with so many people crowded into the slums and shanty towns outside the walls? This hot weather doesn’t help matters. The city’s a tinderbox, and it makes no sense to provide the spark that sets the lot ablaze.’ 

			

			‘Then you’d better be careful what you say about the situation back in Britannia. Someone is bound to ask, and you don’t want them spreading the word about how close we came to defeat during the rebellion, or how loose our grip is on the tribes. That’s the kind of information that goes round quickly, and if Nero and his advisers decide to make an example of defeatist rumour-mongers, you don’t want them pointing the finger at you. You know what that would mean.’ Macro had drawn his thumb across his throat.

			Cato looked round the outer courtyard until he spotted a clerk making a list of those hoping to be permitted entry to the audience chamber and a chance to petition the emperor in person. As he approached, the clerk was being addressed in urgent tones by a corpulent man in a blue tunic with a small, active mouth set amid heavy jowls. His thin white hair was combed over his crown and held in place with some kind of sour-scented oil. He held his thumb and forefinger together in an oval as he gestured to emphasise his point. 

			‘I own some of the finest tenement blocks in Rome. Everyone tells me they are the best. Some nasty people have been telling lies about my buildings being unsafe. I want the emperor to deal with them. You tell him that Titus Horangenus will be forever in his debt if Nero gives him justice.’

			The clerk made a brief note and looked up. ‘Horangenus?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Very well. I’ll pass your details to the director of petitions. If he thinks there is sufficient merit, then your name will be called out.’

			

			Horangenus glanced around furtively, then stepped in front of Cato as he passed something to the clerk. ‘Here’s a little something to help you decide on the merit of my request,’ he muttered. ‘And tell the director there’s more where that came from.’

			He turned, glared briefly at Cato with a pair of watery eyes, then pushed his way over to the shade of the nearest colonnade. 

			The clerk quickly pocketed the coins and addressed Cato. ‘Yes, sir? You have a request to make?’

			Cato shook his head. ‘I’ve recently returned from Britannia. I was commander of the Eighth Auxiliary Cohort there. I am reporting my return to the imperial palace, as required.’

			‘I see. Your name, sir?’

			‘Quintus Licinius Cato.’ He held up his equestrian ring as proof of his status. 

			‘If you’d follow me, sir.’ The clerk led Cato the way towards the squad of Praetorians guarding the entrance to the hall and gestured for him to wait before disappearing within. 

			The civilians nearby regarded Cato with curious glances as they wondered who he was to be treated so preferentially. Certainly there was nothing in his appearance that set him apart from the others in the courtyard. He wore a plain red toga over a linen tunic and was shod in the army boots he had long since grown accustomed to. The faint scars on his face confirmed his military background but provided no clue as to his rank. The more observant would have spotted the equestrian ring that meant he was sure to be a centurion or above. 

			There was a brief delay before the clerk reappeared and beckoned to him. ‘Sir, Prefect Burrus will see you now. Please be quick, he is a busy man.’

			The Praetorians parted to let Cato through, and he followed the clerk at a swift pace through the large open doors into the inner courtyard beyond – a high-ceilinged chamber that was at least a hundred feet square. The air was filled with the cloying smell of incense rising from small burners in the corner tended by palace slaves. There were fewer people here than in the outer court, and from the quality of their attire it was clear that social class and wealth improved the chances of being permitted closer proximity to the emperor. Despite his bribe, Horangenus was unlikely to gain admission, Cato reflected with a degree of satisfaction. He knew the type well. Builders of shoddy accommodation that often proved a hazard to those unfortunate enough to become his tenants. His kind also fleeced suppliers and defaulted on loans from investors.

			

			The clerk led Cato up a flight of steps into the palace complex and down a broad corridor to the anteroom outside the emperor’s audience chamber which was guarded by a squad of praetorians. The clerk spoke in an undertone to a Praetorian optio. The doors were opened to admit Cato and immediately closed behind him. 

			Cato recalled the audience chamber from his childhood, but the staid paintings that had adorned the walls then had been replaced with fresh images of athletes, singers, musicians and what looked to be actors or poets proclaiming in theatres. It was a much smaller space than the anteroom. On the far side, Nero sat on a cushioned chair, listening intently to a group of plaintiffs. 

			Cato was ushered towards Burrus, the commander of the Praetorians. He had met him on a number of occasions, but was shocked at the change in his appearance. Burrus’s features had shrunk so that his face now seemed to barely cover the skull beneath. The eyes seemed larger as a consequence and had a watery gleam. The once muscular torso had gone, and his limbs were withered and almost stick-like. It surprised Cato that a man who looked so ill could remain on his feet. 

			Burrus nodded a greeting as Cato approached. ‘Prefect Cato.’ He spoke in a hushed tone so as not to distract the emperor. ‘I understand that you have returned from Britannia.’

			‘Yes,’ Cato replied equally quietly. 

			

			‘When?’

			‘Some two months ago.’

			Burrus fixed him with a disapproving look. ‘Two months . . . Why the delay in reporting your presence to the palace?’

			Cato made to explain, but Burrus raised a finger to his lips and steered him towards an open side door that led out into a plain service corridor. Here they could speak without risking drawing Nero’s attention, and possibly his ire. 

			‘Explain yourself, Prefect,’ Burrus demanded. 

			Cato had considered his answer the night before. ‘I would have reported sooner, but I developed a fever on my return and only recovered a few days ago. I did not wish to report in person out of concern that the illness might spread to others.’

			‘Nevertheless, you could have sent a message. You know the regulation; all army officers and those of equestrian or senatorial rank have a duty to inform the imperial palace of their return from the provinces.’

			‘I know, but I was not in a fit enough condition to even write a message.’

			Burrus regarded him for a moment. ‘You don’t have the look of a man who has endured such a serious illness that you were incapable of writing a note. Some of us manage to continue doing our duty despite illness.’

			It was a pointed enough remark, and Cato felt a stab of guilt over the lame excuse he had provided. 

			Burrus sighed before he continued in a reedy voice. ‘Be that as it may, I will have your presence recorded on the active officers list.’

			‘I had hoped to request a place on the reserve list. I’ve earned it,’ Cato added with emphasis. ‘Besides, there are certain to be more officers waiting for fresh commands than there are vacancies. I am surplus to requirements.’

			‘That is for Nero to decide. While there may be more officers waiting for a command, they are not necessarily of equal quality. You serve at the pleasure of the emperor. You do not get to choose whether you retire from active service. If Rome needs you, you will serve her. If you refuse . . . let’s just say the consequences would be unfortunate.’

			

			Cato felt a leaden sensation pull down on his heart as he heard the threat. After all the years of service he had given, he deserved a rest from war and the strains of campaigning. He deserved the chance to spend time with his son and his new wife. He craved peace. Now it seemed that he might not have the opportunity. 

			Some flicker of empathy seemed to spark in Burrus as he beheld Cato’s world-weary expression. ‘Listen, it’s possible that you will be left alone. There are many officers chasing commands and most of them have powerful connections willing to further their cause. It would be easy enough for you to remain in the background and be overlooked. Even though I am not long for this world, I will do my best to let you rest a while.’ He paused and glanced round, but there were only a handful of slaves in the corridor, and they were hurrying about their duties. ‘I cannot speak for what happens after I am gone. Nero has said that he will revert to the old arrangement of having two prefects of the Praetorian Guard. One of whom is sure to be Tigellinus. You know him?’

			‘I have heard of him,’ Cato said cautiously.

			‘And heard nothing much good, I’ll be bound. He’s of a kind with the emperor. One of his circle of dissolute friends from the early days. As Nero’s favourite, he is sure to exercise more influence than whoever is appointed prefect alongside him. So a word of advice, Cato. While I may grant you a little licence in being tardy in reporting your return, Tigellinus might choose to use that as something he can hold against you, or to compel you to do his bidding. Tread carefully around that man.’

			Cato nodded. ‘Thanks for the warning.’

			

			‘I know your worth. It would be a considerable loss to Rome if you were to be exiled, or worse, due to some irregularity that Tigellinus might choose to exploit. My advice to you is to play by the rules and keep your head down.’

			‘Just like being a recruit all over again.’ 

			‘Yes.’ Burrus smiled. ‘The perennial burden of every good soldier, eh? Now let’s get back in there. I’ll present you to Nero once he’s ruled on the case at hand. For all his faults, he has a good memory for faces and names and will readily recall your loyalty when Britannicus and his fellow plotters conspired to bring him down. It will be good for you to be seen to have the emperor’s favour. At least it will make Tigellinus think twice in case he decides to target you. Come.’

			He led the way into the audience chamber, and they stood to one side as Nero was delivering his verdict. The emperor eased himself back in his chair and took a deep breath as he reached his conclusions. His voice, slightly husky, nevertheless filled the chamber as he addressed the plaintiffs. 

			‘I appreciate your commitment to your cause in travelling to Rome to make your case before your emperor. I have heard your grievances against those Roman officials whom you claim have imposed a considerable burden on the townsfolk of Metapolus, and I have a great deal of sympathy for the hardships you have endured. There is no doubt that egregious abuses have been carried out, and this causes us great concern and sympathy . . .’

			The men who had come so far to see justice done could not help exchanging relieved and delighted looks as they listened to Nero. The emperor took a steady breath before he continued. ‘However, the warrants issued by governors of the provinces that make up the Empire serve an important purpose. The smooth running of the administration of the Empire is in the interests of provincials as much as it is in the interests of Rome. If there is abuse of the system, that must be looked into on a case-by-case basis by the officials of the governor’s office in each province. Moreover, the province in question is administered by the Senate, and when I became Caesar I gave an undertaking that I would not interfere in the running of such provinces. Therefore, I will not rule in your favour and the matter is referred to the governor of the province you come from. Caesar has spoken. Case dismissed.’

			

			The plaintiffs looked aghast at the outcome. But Cato knew from experience that an emperor in Rome was unlikely to side with provincials against governors and their staff assigned to rule over them. The men from Metapolus would have to return home and try their luck with their local officials. Good luck with that, he thought. 

			The man who appeared to be their leader anxiously took a half-step towards Nero. ‘Caesar, we beg you to reconsider . . . in the name of justice.’

			A grey-haired man in a senator’s toga, who had been standing to one side of the throne, stabbed his finger at him. ‘How dare you challenge the decision of the emperor of Rome! You dog! Take your petition, and the rest of the curs who follow you, and scurry back to your hole in Asia Minor!’

			The petitioner trembled as he bowed deeply, and he and his fellows backed away towards the entrance of the audience chamber, where the doors were opened by the Praetorians. As they disappeared, Nero let out a peal of laughter and slapped his thigh as he addressed the senator. 

			‘By the gods, Seneca, you would make a fine actor. You delivered your lines like a veteran of the stage.’

			Seneca smiled obsequiously and gave a slight bow of his head. ‘I thank you, Caesar, but my outrage was quite genuine. These provincials must never be permitted to forget their place. When a decision is handed down by Caesar, no man is free to challenge it in the smallest degree. If your judgement is called into question, all that comprises the divine project of Rome is called into question.’
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