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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.
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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
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