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Lindum Colonia, in the province of Britannia Inferior, AD235 

 

I 

 

It was cold. The kind of cold that permeated to the bone and 

numbed the face in seconds. A very British type of cold. An old 

wooden shutter, free from its securing peg, crashed against a 

window frame in the icy wind. Gaius Sempronius pulled the hood of 

his heavy grey woollen cloak tighter around his face and quickened 

his pace. His footsteps echoed on the stone flags of the deserted 

street. The drunken cheers of late night revellers grew louder as he 

approached a tavern. The warm glow of oil lamps seeped through 

the closed doors invitingly. Once he would have been easily tempted 

within, but tonight his resolve was firm and his mind focused on his 

task. Worry and fear drove him onwards, and he began to climb the 

lower slopes of the hill that dominated the town. He was out of 

breath by the time he passed through the gateway marking the 

entrance to the upper enclosure. The familiar sight of the great 

colonnade of the forum soon loomed ahead of him. Usually bustling 

with traders and businessmen, it seemed oddly eerie at night, and a 



Tales of Lindum Colonia 1: A Tale of Lions and Thieves 
© Antony Lee 2016. Downloaded from www.romanlincolnshire.wordpress.com 
 

tingle went down his spine as he thought he saw a shadow move 

behind a column ahead of him. 

 

Instinctively balling his hand into a fist as he approached, waiting to 

react to any sudden movement, time seemed to slow. He could feel 

the icy cold chilling his cheek and his breath hung in the air in front of 

his face. Although alerted, the movement still took him by surprise 

when it came, and the creature padded silently out in front of him, 

black as coal. 

 

Sempronius cursed his overactive imagination as the dog scurried 

away down a side street. Nearly at his destination, he whispered a 

relieved vow to Mercury in thanks for his safe arrival. Although it was 

late at night and long after the doors had closed, he was certain he 

would be allowed entry into the temple. He had to be. He couldn't 

afford to be turned away. Banging on the door of the temenos, the 

temple's outer courtyard, he heard a low cough and the shuffling of 

feet inside. An elderly porter slowly opened a crack in the door. 

'It is late, what do you want?' he asked with an ill-temper. 'I need to 

see the priest'. 'Come back tomorrow young man. Whatever you 

need from the goddess, it can surely wait a few hours'. A sense of 

desperation overcame Sempronius. His voice cracked as he replied, 
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'Please. We have nowhere else to turn. If the priest is here, I beg you 

to let me see him.' The pause that followed seemed to last an 

eternity but then the crack in the door closed with a mournful creak. 

Sempronius banged on the door again, louder and with more 

urgency, but this time there was no response. The night seemed 

darker than ever. 

 

Slumping down by the door with his head in his hands, despair began 

to seep over Sempronius. He had always been a clear thinker, able to 

see the sensible route out of a difficult situation, but not this time. 

This time he had failed. He had failed them all. 

 

II 

 

Caradoc breathed deeply as he sauntered through the streets, 

savouring the damp, fresh air. The early mornings were his favourite 

time of day. The delicious smell of freshly baked bread wafted 

through the air, tainted only by the odour of fish from the market 

stall opposite. He allowed himself a wry smile at a young girl trying in 

vain to stop a dog from stealing a bread bun her mother had just 

given her for breakfast. 
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He shifted the basket he was carrying from one hand to the other to 

relieve the weight, and toyed with the idea of buying himself a hot 

snack. He'd been up late working the previous night and his stomach 

was reminding him that he had had little to eat because of it. 

Reaching his spare hand into his purse, however, reminded him that 

he was painfully short of the requisite funds. Consoling himself that 

he would at least be getting paid on delivery of this order, he 

mentally promised himself a treat on the walk home. 

 

He neared his destination, the small temple to Minerva in the south 

eastern corner of the town's upper enclosure. Outside, a vagrant was 

asleep leaning against the wall, bundled up in a cloak which covered 

his face. Caradoc deliberately stepped around the slumped figure 

and sharply rapped twice on the door. When it opened, an unsmiling 

elderly face appeared. 'Good morning Gambax', Caradoc said to the 

porter. He lifted the basket to the old man’s watery eyeline. 'I have 

your order ready, just like I promised'. The porter's dour expression 

remained unchanged, but the door swung fully open and Caradoc 

stepped into the temple's courtyard. 'Were you aware you've got a 

guest outside taking a nap? Probably sleeping off last night's heavy 

drinking session, eh?' The porter grumbled something under his 

breath as he stuck his head back out of the door to see for himself. 

Closing it again he grumbled, 'There's far too many folks like that 
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these days. The guards will move him on soon. We even had some 

drunkard banging on the door in the middle of the night last night, 

desperate to see the priest. No doubt wanting forgiveness for some 

underage girl he'd gotten into trouble over.' 

Caradoc grinned to himself. He had heard the widespread rumours 

that Gambax had been quite a rogue himself in his younger days, but 

said nothing and moved towards an outbuilding within the 

courtyard. 

 

Inside, a togate figure was sorting through a pile of wax tablets on a 

desk, his back to the door. Caradoc coughed gently to announce his 

presence. The figure turned. It was a man of about 50, balding but of 

good height and stature. He had strong, leonine features, a long 

straight nose, and an undeniable aura of natural authority. He was 

Lucius Norbanus Aemilianus, a Decurion of Lindum Colonia and the 

town's priest of the goddess Minerva. 

 

Recognising his visitor and seeing the basket in his hands, he said, 'I 

knew you would not let us down Caradoc. I trust the work is to your 

usual quality?' Caradoc placed the basket on the table and pulled 

back the rough cloth covering its contents to reveal a large quantity 

of small bronze objects cast in the shape of human body parts. 

Miniature arms, legs, feet, heads, eyes and even phalluses were piled 
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up together. 'Wonderful!' cried Aemilianus, 'The festival begins in a 

few days and the people will be in need of offerings to give to the 

goddess and receive her healing.' He turned to an ornate box on the 

desk, reached into it and then handed a small pile of silver coins to 

Caradoc. 'I believe this is what we agreed'. Caradoc was under no 

illusions that it was a statement rather than a question and accepted 

the money silently. 

 

Caradoc thanked the priest and made his way back across the 

courtyard, past the stone altar in front of the cella, the temple's holy 

centrepiece, containing the bronze cult statue of Minerva herself, 

resplendent in her armour and Corinthian helmet. Forgetting where 

he was, Caradoc allowed his mind to wander to the irony that a 

goddess dressed so ably for war could be the source of so much 

healing. He quickly remembered himself, and stopped such 

sacrilegious thoughts within the goddess' own holy place. He allowed 

his mind to focus instead on the hot and tasty breakfast treat the 

silver denarii in his purse would soon be buying him. 

 

He nodded briefly to Gambax as the old man held the outer door 

open for him. As it slammed shut loudly behind him, the slumped 

figure outside stirred and began to rise. Something in the movement 

made Caradoc stop and look back at the figure, whose hood had 
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slipped slightly to reveal part of the face beneath. 'Gaius 

Sempronius?' He asked, uncertain as to what the response might be. 

 

The vagrant looked shocked at being recognised, and turned his head 

away sharply. Cursing himself for being so stupid as to fall asleep in 

such a public place, he rose quickly and began to walk away without 

saying anything. Caradoc started after him, and after a few paces 

placed a firm hand on Sempronius' shoulder. 'Where are you going in 

such a hurry, lad?' he asked. Sempronius turned back, a look of fear 

and uncertainty in his eyes. 'Caradoc', he said. 'I - I - have to get back 

home.' Caradoc barely let him finish before saying, 'It's not like you 

to be sleeping in the streets. Let's get you some breakfast.' 

 

III 

 

In the sparse surroundings of the little streetside caupona known as 

the White Swan, Gaius Sempronius sat awkwardly, staring at the 

beaker of watered wine and the pork bun in front of him. He had 

been staring at them for quite some time. Meanwhile Caradoc, sat 

across the wooden table, had been quietly staring at him. Bellona, 

the caupona's owner, leaned against the marble-topped counter 
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watching her only customers carry out their silent play. She sighed to 

herself. It was obviously going to be a strange day with patrons like 

these. It was Caradoc who broke the silence first, mainly through 

curiosity at why this usually outspoken young man was being so 

secretive and sullen. 'So', he began cautiously, 'is everything alright 

at home? Your family are well?' Sempronius didn't react. His staring 

contest with the pork bun continued unabated. Caradoc shuffled 

uneasily, unsure how much longer his patience would last, but 

becoming increasingly filled with a mixture of concern and curiosity. 

'I noticed that your shop was closed up this morning when I passed. 

You're all usually up and baking before I go out to make my 

deliveries...' He left this prompt hanging in the air. 'Mmm', mumbled 

Sempronius. Caradoc tried a more direct approach, 'Look, your father 

and I have had shops next to each other for years now. Well, since 

my own father was alive. I don't mean to pry, but I'd like to help if I 

can.' He paused. 'Is your sister alright?' he ventured. A flicker passed 

across Sempronius' face, almost imperceptibly. He let out a noise. 

Half sigh, half whimper. 'Look', he started in a low voice, 'I appreciate 

your concern, but its nothing that anybody can help with. I've failed 

them.' Those last words slipped out by themselves. It was more than 

he had meant to say. He stood up from the table quickly and without 

warning, as if pulled upwards by invisible strings. 
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The sudden noise of the wooden stool screeching backwards across 

the floor made both Caradoc and Bellona flinch. 'I, I, I appreciate 

your concern', he repeated, then turned and hurried out of the 

caupona with his head down. 

 

Caradoc sat for a moment, trying to make sense of what had just 

happened. His curiosity and concern both piqued, he stood up and 

made to follow Sempronius out of the door. Then he paused, went 

back to the table and picked up the uneaten pork bun. Stuffing it into 

his mouth whole and nodding to Bellona, he went outside again. 

Sempronius had already vanished from sight. 

 

Assuming that he had headed south through the town back towards 

the area where they both lived and worked - outside the town walls 

lest the ovens and furnaces their trades required caused fires, 

Caradoc began to make his way through the streets, which were now 

rapidly filling up with shoppers and businessmen. The previously 

quiet and peaceful town was now a noisy and lively place. The calls 

of street vendors filled the air, advertising their wares of local 

vegetables, meat, fish and pottery, alongside the more expensive 

imported goods such as olives and the fermented fish sauce known 

as garum. Caradoc had never acquired a taste for this latter 

ingredient and his stomach churned as he passed a stall reeking of it. 



Tales of Lindum Colonia 1: A Tale of Lions and Thieves 
© Antony Lee 2016. Downloaded from www.romanlincolnshire.wordpress.com 
 

He saw the young girl who had been fighting for her breakfast 

earlier, now hunchbacked under a sack of grain she was carrying for 

her mother. It was nearly as large as she was and looked as if it 

weighed twice as much. 

 

As he passed through the double archway of the gate separating the 

upper and lower enclosures of the town, he paused for a moment to 

take in the view from the hillside. The neat rectangle of the lower 

town's defensive walls stretched out in front of him. Lindum Colonia. 

Caradoc had been born here, into a local British family. His father 

had once told him that their family had first arrived here on the heels 

of the IX Legion, though he had no idea whether or not that were 

really true. His father had always been one for elaborating stories. 

When those famous soldiers had built their fortress on top of the hill 

where the town’s upper enclosure now stood, many of the local 

Corieltavi tribe had come from the countryside to try and profit from 

trading with them, setting up shops and homes in a makeshift 

settlement outside of the fort on the slopes of the hillside. The 

Romans had called it a vicus. After the legions left, the residents had 

stayed in the area and eventually been allowed to move inside the 

old military defensive walls and became some of the first residents of 

the newly founded Colonia. This had made them Roman citizens, 

something that his father said had been something to be very proud 
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of. Of course, pondered Caradoc, that all seemed rather diluted now. 

Over twenty years ago the Emperor Caracalla had made everyone in 

the Empire a citizen. The special status of the Coloniae had lost its 

sparkle then. Large and important cities they remained. Hubs of local 

trade and centres of culture certainly. But no longer the proud 

beacons of Roman civilisation they once had been. Other towns had 

now caught up, and even overtaken them. 

 

Jolted out his memories by a passing cloth merchant banging into his 

arm, he set off down the hill, staying on the main street in the hope 

of catching a glimpse of Sempronius ahead of him in the crowds. He 

was still looking by the time he reached the south gate. Unlike the 

inner gate, this one was guarded by the town militia, who stopped 

any undesirables coming in, especially after dark. At least, they 

stopped the undesirables who refused to slip a few coins into their 

palms. Caradoc grunted at a guard he recognised as he passed 

through the gate and onto Ermine Street, the road that stretched 

away into the distance, eventually to Londinium. The crowds thinned 

outside of the walled town, but there were still enough people 

bustling around to make Caradoc remember that his own shop was 

still closed and that he could be losing business at this very moment. 
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As he headed to his shop he noted that the Sempronius family 

bakery was still closed, boards still covering the serving counter. An 

elderly lady was just turning to shuffle away, clearly annoyed at not 

being able to buy her usual morning bread. Caradoc entered the 

narrow and muddy passage between the two properties, but paused 

as he heard raised voices wafting through the earth and timber wall. 

There were two voices, both male. He recognised them as Gaius 

Sempronius and his father Lucius. Gaius' return home had obviously 

not been well received. 

 

IIII 

 

Caradoc was in a quandary. Something serious was obviously 

affecting the Sempronii, a family he knew well after many years of 

living and working next door to them, yet he could not just burst in 

and demand to know what was happening. Propriety got the better 

of his curiosity and he set about opening his shop for business, 

carefully stashing his newly earned coins in the pot he used as a safe, 

under a loose floorboard in the meagre living area at the rear of the 

building. The additional coinage added substantially to the existing 

pile, but it was still far from being as full as Caradoc would have 
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liked. He went to the small tabletop shrine he kept at the rear of the 

shop space, and poured a few drops of wine onto the focus of the 

small stone altar, murmuring a vow to the ancient smithing gods to 

make further offerings to them if only they would create a spate of 

agricultural tool breakage in the area that he could earn money 

repairing. 

 

Once the shop was opened, business was steady with traders coming 

in for small, everyday items. A new knife blade, a lynch pin for a cart 

axle, copper alloy rings for linking ploughing gear to oxen and so on. 

Enough to keep Caradoc's little coin hoard topped up, but far from 

enough to let him retire early to a grand villa in the south of the 

country. 

 

The day passed uneventfully, and the events of the morning had 

almost slipped out of his mind by the time he replaced the shutters 

on the shop front at dusk. The evening was cold, and he grabbed an 

old cloak as he went out to find some food nearby. As he lifted the 

latch to open his door, he was shocked to see a figure standing 

directly outside. The fact that the opening of the door seemed to 

equally surprise the other party suggested to Caradoc that he might 

have been there for some time. It was Lucius Sempronius. He 

seemed distracted, but spoke first. 'I just wanted to apologise for 
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Gaius' behaviour this morning.' 'Think nothing of it, Lucius'. I was just 

concerned that something terrible had happened. Is everything 

alright?' Lucius sighed. 'No. As you've already guessed, its not. It's my 

daughter Gaia. I'm afraid she ran away from home yesterday.’ Gaia, 

Lucius' 19 year old daughter had always been something of a wilful 

girl, but she wasn't one to deliberately cause worry to her family. 'I’m 

very sorry to hear that' said Caradoc. 'I'll keep my eyes open for her. 

I'm sure she'll be back before you know it. She's probably just 

moonstruck over some boy from the countryside she met at a 

market stall.' 'Yes, no doubt.' came the distracted and unconvincing 

reply. Caradoc had a nagging question, 'So why was Gaius asleep at 

the gates of the shrine of Minerva this morning?' Lucius sighed once 

more, and reluctantly replied, 'I have some connection with the 

priest Aemilianus, so I sent Gaius to ask him for help.' Lucius had a 

nervous air about him and Caradoc was suspicious that there was 

more to the story than he was being told. Well, he reasoned with 

himself as he bid a consoling farewell to Lucius and set out in search 

of food, whatever it was he was sure it was none of his business. 

 

He found himself a seat in the corner of a local eatery, designed to 

provide a last resting place for visitors heading into Lindum to 

freshen up before going about their business. He was halfway 
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through a watery mutton stew when a figure approached him. 'Are 

you Caradoc?' The blacksmith nodded. 'I was told I'd find you here. 

May I join you?' The man sat down as Caradoc gestured his assent. In 

fact, the man sat down slightly before Caradoc had made his gesture, 

as if he was going to join him whatever the response. Although not 

aggressive, the man's attitude was certainly arrogant. Caradoc 

noticed his tidy tunic, neatly slicked hair and continental accent and 

instantly guessed his status. When the man opened his mouth again, 

he confirmed Caradoc's suspicions. 'I need you to repair some 

equipment on my master's estate tomorrow. Are you able to come 

and do the work? I guarantee you the pay will be good.' 

A high-ranking slave on a rich estate. No doubt in charge of managing 

the day to day running of his master's business interests. Well 

educated and, despite his low legal status, in possession of an 

overdeveloped sense of superiority over the locals. As always, 

Caradoc's financial situation overrode his desire to tell this snooty 

slave exactly what he thought of him. 'Where's the estate?' 

He asked. 'Its the Porcius family's estate, six miles out of Lindum on 

the coast road.' Caradoc knew the estate. 'And what's your name, 

may I enquire?' 'Helius.' came the short reply. An arrogant Greek 

slave. Caradoc should have guessed. 

 



Tales of Lindum Colonia 1: A Tale of Lions and Thieves 
© Antony Lee 2016. Downloaded from www.romanlincolnshire.wordpress.com 
 

V 

 

Helius was standing under the portico of the Porcius villa, brusquely 

telling another slave how the bath house had not been kept hot 

enough of late, when he saw Caradoc's donkey cart pull into the 

courtyard. He left his underling and went over to greet the 

blacksmith. Caradoc had brought a variety of tools with him which 

filled the cart. Helius arranged for a slave to help Caradoc move the 

cart to the barn where various items of agricultural equipment were 

in need of repair. Ploughs, chains, yokes, scythes and spades by the 

dozen were scattered around. It was clear that Porcius was a wealthy 

man to have so much equipment lying around, apparently as spares. 

It was also clear that Caradoc would be there for quite some time 

repairing them. 

 

Caradoc worked unhindered during the morning, until his stomach 

gave him the familiar reminder that he was hungry. Having prepared 

a lunch of bread and hard cheese for himself that morning, he 

stretched as he walked out of the barn into the courtyard and looked 

for a quiet spot to sit and eat his food. He found one close to one of 

the other barns, and rested his back against a sturdy old oak tree. 
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Although the weather wasn't warm, he had worked up a sweat and 

was finding the cool breeze refreshing. He had munched his way 

through half of his meal when he heard voices inside the barn. He 

assumed that it was just the estate slaves going about their daily 

routine, or even bunking off while Helius' back was turned, and paid 

little attention. Until, that was, he thought he heard one of them say 

the name 'Sempronius'. Although he only caught that single word, he 

leaned closer in an attempt to hear more. There were clearly three 

men talking in the barn, all of them with local accents, all of them 

sounding like the kind of thug whose beaker of wine you wouldn't 

want to knock over. As he strained to hear them through the 

wooden wall, he heard one of them say '...he's smart enough to do 

anything the boss tells him to. He knows what we'll do to that 

daughter of his if he talks...' The voices quietened, and Caradoc 

strained harder to hear them. Almost too late he realised why the 

voices had stopped. The door of the barn burst open, and Caradoc 

barely had time to pull himself tight behind the tree. The three thugs 

passed by without noticing him. Peering round the trunk after them, 

Caradoc could just make out three burly figures in rough woollen 

tunics and heavy work boots making their way towards the main 

house. There could be no doubt that these heavies were there with 

the knowledge of the owner Porcius, or at the very least his 

supercilious slave Helius. 
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Distracted from his lunch, Caradoc returned to the barn. His mind 

was spinning. Lucius Sempronius was being blackmailed and it 

seemed that his daughter, far from running away, was being held 

hostage by a gang. He finished his work as quickly as he could and 

went to find Helius. The slave was in a study within the villa, putting 

his master’s seal to some purchase documents. After receiving 

payment for his work (another nice pile of denarii for the pot), 

Caradoc tried to nonchalantly find out what he could about the gang. 

'So this is quite a large estate then? A lot of workers and slaves 

needed to keep it running?' Helius had gone back to his work and 

only grunted a vague reply. Caradoc took the hint and left. 

 

VI 

 

Back at his house that evening, Caradoc sat alone, lost in thought. 

Should he go to Lucius and Gaius and tell them what he had heard? 

They surely knew that Gaia had been kidnapped rather than run 

away. Lucius' evasiveness the previous evening now seemed proof of 

that. Perhaps they would react angrily to his interference? Caradoc 

was no sleuth, no adventurer, and certainly no gladiator. What help 

could he offer? Still, he had respect for the Sempronii, and Gaia had 
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always been a nice girl. If anything happened to her and Caradoc had 

remained silent he knew he would never forgive himself. 

 

He found himself at Lucius' door, knocking loudly. When it opened, it 

was clear that Lucius was a man suffering from stress. He looked 

ragged and certainly hadn't slept. Caradoc doubted he had eaten, 

changed or even washed either. Caradoc carefully positioned himself 

inside the door to ensure that it couldn't be closed on him. 

'Lucius', he said, 'please sit down'. He took a seat himself opposite 

his haggard neighbour. 'I overheard something today.' He 

deliberately paused, then said in a soft voice 'Gaia didn't run away, 

did she?' Lucius didn't say anything, but his expression answered the 

question. 'Who has kidnapped her?' Lucius stayed silent for a 

moment, then quietly spoke. 'Its a gang who call themselves the 

Nemean Lions.' 'What have they asked from you to get her back?' 

Lucius sighed. 'Money. A lot of money. Gaius went to ask Aemilianus 

to ask for a loan to pay the ransom. It looks as if he won't help us, so 

we have to find another way to get the money.' 
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VII 

 

The noise of the festival in honour of Minerva hit Caradoc long 

before he reached the upper enclosure of the town. It had always 

been a high point in the town's calendar, and one of Caradoc's 

favourite times of the year when he was a child. Now he was older it 

had lost much of its allure, this year more than ever. As he passed 

through the upper town gates he began to work his way past busy 

stalls and between the numerous street entertainers. The buildings 

on either side of the street were decorated with colourful cloth and 

the number of children in the town seemed to have doubled as they 

ran everywhere with excitement. People from miles around had 

come into the town to celebrate and offer gifts to the goddess 

Minerva in return for her healing and beneficence. 

 

Caradoc walked towards the centrepiece of the festival, the shrine of 

Minerva itself. He couldn't help himself stopping at one of the stalls 

outside and cursed when he saw how much the votive trinkets he 

had supplied only a few days before were being sold for. As he stood 

at the stall, he noticed a tall figure slip down an alleyway beside the 

shrine enclosure. Recognising who it was, he allowed a short time to 

pass before following at a safe distance until the alleyway turned a 
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corner into a courtyard. Peering around the corner, he saw that the 

figure had met with another. The figure that Caradoc had followed 

was clearly gesticulating his innocence. The other man was angry, 

repeatedly stabbing a chubby and accusing finger. 'I know it was you 

Aemilianus', he snarled. 'But the Ordo will see through your 

scheming. They'll never believe what you tell them.' 'Verecundus, 

calm down' said Aemilianus in a silky and patronising voice. 'There's 

obviously been some misunderstanding. I realise you're upset at the 

theft, but I swear it has nothing to do with me.' 'Just watch your step 

Aemilianus. You're not as clever as you think', snapped Verecundus 

before storming off. Caradoc was sure he saw a smirk briefly cross 

Aemilianus' face before he too left the courtyard and rejoined the 

festival throng. 

 

Caradoc leaned back against the alley wall and sighed, wondering 

when his life might return to normal. He retraced his steps and made 

his way towards the forum, the direction that the second man, 

Verecundus, had headed. The problem with the Sempronii was 

troubling, but these men were two of the town's senior magistrates. 

Such bickering and ferocious accusation was unusual to hear and 

Caradoc was determined to find out more. Marcus Lipius Verecundus 

was one of the town's most influential businessmen, and was widely 

respected as a fair and public spirited Decurion. What had been 
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stolen from him that had caused him so much distress? Was 

Aemelianus, the long standing priest of Minerva really responsible 

for taking it? An opportunity to find out more presented itself almost 

immediately. 

 

As he walked back across the main street, he noticed a figure he 

recognised at the entrance to a bar. The bar was a seedy 

establishment known locally as the Golden Ass, mainly because the 

owner was something of a buffoon. Because of his dim-wittedness, 

the bar was a haunt of street gangs and ne'er do wells. It was not 

somewhere that Caradoc would normally enter, but on this occasion 

he went to the counter and ordered a flagon of wine. He sauntered 

casually across to the figure, who was leaning unsteadily against the 

outside wall, watching passers-by with a half vacant expression. 

 

Because of the festival, many slaves had been given the day off, and 

Verecundus' household staff were no exception. The figure Caradoc 

now  approached was called Dubnos, a general household dogsbody 

who Caradoc recognised as he had been sent to his workshop some 

weeks before to buy some new bronze tableware. 

 

Sensing a presence next to him, Dubnos turned his head slowly to 

address the newcomer. Seeing Caradoc raise the flagon and a 
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beaker, his face split into a wide grin. As Caradoc expected, being a 

provider of free drink made him a welcome companion.  

After engaging Dubnos in small talk for a short while draining most of 

the flagon, Caradoc, by now a little tipsy himself, started to pry a 

little deeper, confident he had entered Dubnos' trust through their 

shared drinking. 'I heard a funny rumour from that fish seller by the 

southern gate this morning. He said that your master had been 

robbed!' Dubnos laughed raucously, then nodded vigorously. 'Its 

true! Its true! From the master's own private study no less.’ He 

leaned towards Caradoc conspiratorially before continuing. ‘It was all 

very mysterious. That was a rough day, I can tell you. We were all 

lined up and questioned about it. Nobody knew anything, of course.' 

'Of course not', said Caradoc. 'Do you think it was an inside job? One 

of the staff?' 'Well, not one of us loyal staff!' slurred Dubnos 

indignantly, and took another swig of wine before wiping his mouth 

on his sleeve. 

 

He continued, 'But we all know who it must have been. That new 

young serving girl, Domitia. Only been in the house a few days, and 

nowhere to be found now. Had to be her. Shame though, I thought 

she quite liked me...' he tailed off and leant back, lost in his thoughts 

of the chance of an amorous encounter that passed him by. 
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Caradoc waited for him to refocus, but it seemed to be taking some 

time. He pressed again, 'So what was it that was taken? Money? 

Jewellery?' Dubnos looked back at him. 'No, that's the funny thing. It 

was just a box. A small decorated box.' 'That seems an odd thing to 

steal, considering how wealthy your master is. She must have been 

after something inside it.' 'If she was, then she was one of the few 

who knew what that was. The master was very protective of that box 

and kept the key on him. He was furious when it was stolen. 

Between you and me, he'd much rather have had all the jewellery in 

the house stolen than lose whatever he kept in that box.' 

 

VIII 

 

Caradoc paused and looked nervously over his shoulder. He knew 

that he was doing something that was risky at the very least, and 

possibly bordering on suicidal. It was late at night, and he was 

peering at the Porcius villa in the gloom. The place looked quiet from 

the bushes he was crouched in just beside the track that led to the 

main courtyard. He hoped that the day's festivities had left the 

occupants tired, drunk and, by now, fast asleep. He crept closer, 

looking out for any signs of life such as a lit oil lamp or a slave 
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carrying out nocturnal duties. The thing he feared most was running 

into any of the Nemean Lion gang members, but he had come to find 

evidence of them and hopefully find some hint as to where Gaia was 

being held captive. The mention of her he had overheard at this villa 

was the only clue he had to go on. 

 

Not wanting to risk going anywhere near the villa itself, he began to 

search the barns and outbuildings around the courtyard as silently as 

he could. Every creak of a door made his heart leap, and every dark 

corner he checked carried the threat of someone being inside. The 

first building he crept into was the barn he had worked in before. It 

was empty apart from its usual array of tools and equipment, now 

casting eerie shadows in the moonlight. The second building he tried 

was a smaller timber shed, which wasmercifully empty. 

 

The third outbuilding he investigated was larger than the others and 

being used to store hay. The sweet smell wafted across him as soon 

as he opened the door. He began to move through the space, using 

his hands to guide his search in the low light, fearful that at any 

moment he would stumble across someone using the hay as a warm, 

temporary bed to sleep off the effects of a day of drinking. As he 

began to search the second half of the room, his foot caught 

something on the floor, almost sending him sprawling and scattering 
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the object noisily across the wooden floorboards. He instinctively 

froze. After what seemed like an age, he accepted that he couldn't 

hear anything in response to his clumsiness. Peering around, he 

located the object he had tripped over. It was a small, decorative 

box. 

 

Safely back in his workshop, by the light of his oil lamps, Caradoc 

examined the box. Beautifully made from an exotic wood, with 

enamelled bronze mounts and small feet in the form of lion's paws, 

the box was a work of art. At least, it had been. The locking 

mechanism had been smashed off and much of the decorative work 

on the lid damaged in the process. Caradoc sighed as he turned it 

over in his hands. Whoever had wanted to get inside clearly had no 

appreciation for the box's intrinsic artistic quality. They had simply 

wanted to get to the contents as quickly as possible. 

He placed the box gently back on the table, and leaned back. There 

could be no doubt that this was the box stolen from Marcus Lipius 

Verecundus. The Nemean Lions gang were obviously the thieves 

responsible. The only question was why. 
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VIIII 

 

Caradoc sat in the richly decorated atrium, clutching the broken box 

on his knee and feeling distinctly uncomfortable. Slaves bustled past, 

ignoring him as he sat waiting, as he had been instructed. Eventually 

an elderly female slave came across and emotionlessly asked 

Caradoc to follow her. He was led to a room in the centre of the large 

house, where Marcus Lipius Verecundus was seated behind a desk. 

This was clearly the great man's private study. He stood up as 

Caradoc was ushered inside and gestured to the slave to leave them 

alone. Verecundus was a middle aged man with a round face, slightly 

shorter than average and a little overweight. Although his 

appearance was friendly and unthreatening, Caradoc knew he must 

have a stern side to be such a successful businessman and politician. 

Caradoc couldn't help remembering Verecundus' anger at Aemilianus 

and that finger stabbing accusingly at the larger man. Verecundus' 

eyes kept flashing to the box in Caradoc's hands. Caradoc placed it 

carefully and deliberately on the desk. 'I believe this might belong to 

you, Sir.' 'It does, though I am sorry to say it was in better condition 

when I last laid eyes on it, and it still held its contents.' He said, 

picking up the box and turning it over gently in his hands. 'May I 
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enquire as to how it came into your possession, and for that matter 

how you knew it belonged to me?' 

 

Caradoc recounted how he had learned that his neighbour's 

daughter had been kidnapped, how he had discovered the location 

of the Nemean Lions gang and finally how he had crept into the 

estate the previous evening and discovered the box. Deliberately 

leaving out that he had witnessed Verecundus’ encounter with 

Aemilianus, he simply said that he had heard a rumour about town 

that Verecundus had recently had just such a box stolen from him 

and assumed from the quality of the workmanship that this must be 

that box. Verecundus listened carefully to Caradoc's story, and 

rubbed his face with his hands when it was done. 'The Nemean Lions 

gang seem to be causing more and more trouble of late.' He said. 

'They used to just be a group of petty thugs throwing their weight 

around, but recently it seems they have been more focused, more 

intelligent. The plan to steal my box was too clever for them to 

devise on their own, and the contents were of no value to them.' 

Caradoc felt bold enough to ask, 'so how was the box stolen?' 

Verecundus replied, 'they planted a serving girl in my household. 

Domitia was her name. She was hired a few days before it happened. 

She obviously knew exactly what she was supposed to take and took 

her chance as soon as it presented itself. I remember the day clearly. 
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I had just left this study to go for a walk and clear my head after 

looking through some accounts, but I left the door unlocked as I only 

expected to be gone for a short time. She had obviously been 

watching as when I returned I instantly noticed that the box had 

gone from my desk.' Caradoc couldn't stop himself from asking what 

was inside the box. 'I am afraid, young man', came the curt reply, 

'that although I am grateful for the return of my box, that 

information is rather personal.' 

 

Once he was back outside Verecundus' house, a few new coins 

jingling in his purse (a reward for his honesty), he planned his next 

move. The Nemean Lions still held Gaia, and it now seemed they 

were more organised than he had given them credit for. As he 

started to walk away, he saw Verecundus' slave Dubnos walking back 

towards the house with a basket of eggs in his arms. Seeing him 

made him realise he had overlooked something obvious. 'Dubnos!' 

he called out. 'The man did a double take but then recognised who 

had called him.' 'Caradoc' he said with a grin as he neared. 'I hope 

you're not going to offer me any more of that wine?' 'Its too early, 

even for me' Caradoc grinned back. 'Listen, this serving girl Domitia. 

What did she look like?' 
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X 

 

Caradoc's cart rattled slowly along the stone slabs of the road. Like 

all of the major routes out of the town, this one was paved in true 

Roman style, and kept well maintained. Despite that, a rough cart 

like Caradoc's made the ride less than comfortable. As he was jostled 

around, he once again questioned his own sanity as he headed back 

to the Porcius estate for the third time. At least he would be 

announcing his presence this time. 

 

A slave greeted him as the cart entered the courtyard and led him to 

Helius, the snooty slave. Caradoc breathed deeply to calm his nerves 

and said, as coolly as he could manage, 'I'm sorry to be a nuisance, 

but I think I left some tools behind when I was here before. Do you 

mind if I go back to the barn to look for them?' Helius looked less 

than impressed, but thankfully didn't argue and Caradoc hurried 

away. Once he was sure he was out of sight he went around the back 

of the barn, towards the outbuilding where he had found 

Verecundus' box. Slipping inside the door, he instantly ducked 

behind a bale of straw when he heard voices at the other end of the 

large space. 
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A man and a woman were arguing in loud whispers, but the man was 

clearly being very aggressive, and Caradoc could hear the fear in the 

woman's replies. Creeping closer, Caradoc saw that the man had his 

back to him. He edged closer still, weighing up his options, his breath 

sounding to him as loud as a hurricane. Fortune favoured him. A 

dung shovel lay on top of the hay bale ahead of him. 

 

The man seemed to freeze for a moment before crumpling to the 

ground unconscious as the flat of the shovel's blade smashed into 

the back of his head. Caradoc panted at the effort as the shocked girl 

realised what had happened. 'Caradoc!' She squeaked. 'Gaia', replied 

Caradoc. 'Or do you prefer to be called Domitia nowadays?' 

Gaia could only stand open mouthed while she tried to comprehend 

what was happening and why her family's neighbour was here, 

assaulting people and knowing more than she thought anyone 

outside the gang possibly could. Caradoc broke the silence. 'I don't 

know how long he will be unconscious. We need to get you out of 

here, quickly and quietly.' He grabbed her hand and dragged her 

through the building back to the doorway. He peered cautiously 

outside. Nobody was around. They made their way to the barn, 

relieved to be back inside to temporary safety. Caradoc's cart was on 

the other side of the courtyard, with a number of slaves bustling 

around the area. 
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There was no way Gaia could cross to it without being seen. Caradoc 

told her to wait while he went to the cart by himself. He led the 

donkey and cart back across the yard, as if he wanted to avoid 

carrying his forgotten tools that far. Thankfully nobody challenged 

him. With the cart just outside the barn, he made Gaia lie down and 

pulled an old cloth over her. Taking a risk that none of the slaves 

knew what equipment there even was in the barn, he took a few 

tools and laid them on top of the cloth. Leading the donkey and cart 

back to the entrance, he gestured to a nearby slave, and said 'I've 

found my missing tools. Give Helius my thanks.' 

 

As soon as they were clear of the estate, Caradoc leaned back and 

prodded Gaia. 'You can get up now, we're away from the estate.' She 

pulled the cloth off and cautiously clambered beside Caradoc. She 

sat silently, clearly nervous. Caradoc again broke the silence by 

asking, 'Would you care to tell me what happened?' Gaia remained 

silent. Caradoc tried to console her, 'It won't take long to get back. 

We'll have you safely home in no time'. At this, she suddenly came to 

life. 'I can't go back!' She exclaimed. 'Not after what I've done!' 'I 

know something about what you've been doing' said Caradoc. 'Why 

don't you tell me the whole story before we see your father and 

brother?' 
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XI 

 

Sat at a quiet table in the corner of the mansio, with a beaker of 

warm, spiced wine in front of her, Gaia began to tell Caradoc how 

she came to be there. 'That man you knocked out, the one who was 

angry with me. He's a member of the Nemean Lions gang. They call 

him Murex, which I think is his real name, but I first knew him as 

Marcus Balbinus. I met him a few weeks ago at a market stall in the 

forum. He seemed nice. We talked about things like growing fruit 

and our favourite shows at the theatre. We arranged to meet the 

next day, and went for a walk. He was sweet and kind. He told me 

jokes and brought me pears from his father's orchard.' Tears welled 

in her eyes as she thought about how naive she had been. 'We kept 

seeing each other over the next few weeks, and he began to tell me 

more about his family. He told me that they had once been quite 

prosperous, until they had been cheated in a business deal by a 

greedy Decurion called Marcus Lipius Verecundus. He told me that 

Verecundus had tricked them out of some land, but if they could get 

the deed to the land back, there would be nothing Verecundus could 

do. He persuaded me to pretend to be a servant and steal the box 

with the deed inside from Verecundus’ house. I did it, and took it 

straight to him. As soon as I did, he stopped being the sweet Marcus 
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Balbinus I thought I knew.' At this point she took a long drink of wine 

to stop herself from crying. 'They sent someone to my father to tell 

him that he needed to pay if he wanted to get me back alive.' At this 

point she couldn't stop herself breaking down. 

 

Caradoc had been listening, quietly and grimly, and he now tried to 

console her as best he could. This gang were indeed ruthless, as 

Verecundus had said, and it was clear that Gaia had been marked out 

from the start as a gullible young girl who could be used to do their 

dirty work. What he still didn't know was what had really been inside 

Verecundus' box. Presumably it was something that would 

embarrass or discredit Verecundus, something that could be used to 

blackmail him and diminish his standing in the town. 

 

'Gaia', he said softly. She looked up at him. 'Did you see what was 

inside the box you stole?' She shook her head, 'No. They took it off 

me straight away. I haven't seen it since. But I overheard some of the 

gang talking last night. I think I know where it might be. They've 

given it to somebody I've never met, but he seems to be in charge of 

the gang. They all seem afraid of him. He's called Aemilianus.’ 

Unsurprised at the name, Caradoc remained silent for a long time, 

staring into his beaker while he wondered what to do next. The 

reason for Verecundus' argument with Aemilianus became clearer. 
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Whatever was in the box was part of a power struggle between 

these two prominent citizens. Caradoc instinctively wanted to help 

Verecundus, but how? Breaking into Aemilianus' house in the town 

would be far more dangerous than prowling around the Porcius 

estate had been. He couldn't risk going public as it would put the 

entire Sempronii family, and himself, at risk of reprisals from the 

Nemean Lions. He couldn't even tell the Ordo, the town council, as 

any one of them could be allied to Aemilianus and part of the plot. 

Well, all but one of them at least. He realised that had to ask Gaia to 

do something that would terrify her. He had to ask her to go with 

him to the scene of her crime and tell Verecundus exactly what she 

had just told him. 

 

XII 

 

Stood outside Verecundus' door, Caradoc had to convince himself 

that he was doing the right thing. Gaia had, as he expected, turned 

white at the prospect of returning, but she had eventually had to 

agree that this was the only option to end the situation she was in. 

She was now cautiously waiting around the corner of the house, 

leaning hunched against the wall, a shawl pulled over her head lest 
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she be recognised by a passer-by or a servant from the house out on 

an errand. 

 

Caradoc breathed deeply before banging the ornate bronze lion-

headed door knocker against the wood. The porter answered the 

door, and though he recognised Caradoc he did not immediately 

permit him entry, instead asking him what his business was. 'I need 

to speak to your master urgently. Its about the theft.' 'The master is 

grateful that you returned his box, but he is extremely busy at the 

moment.' Verecundus had evidently told his staff that his business 

with Caradoc was finished. Caradoc was undeterred. 'I have new 

information about the theft and where the stolen item is.' The porter 

hesitated, clearly uncertain on how to proceed. Deciding that he had 

better check before sending Caradoc away, he bade him wait a 

moment and the heavy door swung shut, inches from Caradoc's 

nose. When it opened again a few minutes later, the porter gestured 

for Caradoc to enter. 

 

In Verecundus' study, the Decurion peered at Caradoc across his 

desk, a small oil lamp casting flickering shadows across the folds of 

his neck. 'When you last left this room, I assumed that your 

involvement in my affairs was at an end. Now my servant tells me 

that you have more information about the theft. First, though, I 
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wonder why you are still involved?' Caradoc attempted to put 

Verecundus at his ease, 'I assure you that I was not intending to 

interfere with your business, and I too thought that my involvement 

ended when I returned your box. However, it appears that our 

problems continue to cross paths. Not only do I know who has the 

contents of your box, but I have found your serving girl Domitia.' 

Verecundus shot to his feet and placed his hands on the desk, 

leaning towards Caradoc. 'Then I insist you bring her here 

immediately!' 'I intend to' replied Caradoc calmly, 'but first I would 

like you to promise to listen to her story. Although the girl took your 

possessions, she too is a victim in this tale, and I would vouch for her 

honesty. Please, listen to her story before judging her.' 

 

Outside the house, time seemed to be passing very slowly for Gaia. 

She stayed where Caradoc had left her, head bowed under her scarf, 

almost afraid to look up in case she was recognised by a member of 

the household staff or a passing member of the Nemean Lions. She 

was relieved when Caradoc returned, though the thought that she 

now had to go back into Verecundus' house made a new wave of 

anxiety pass over her. 

 

Slaves in the house stopped to stare in disbelief as Caradoc led her 

through the atrium towards the study. Some whispered behind their 
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hands, others openly scurried off to spread the gossip that the thief 

had returned. 

 

Verecundus was true to his word, and politely made sure that 

Caradoc and Gaia were seated and refreshments brought in. He 

reassured Gaia that he would listen impartially to what she had to 

say, and remained quiet while she recounted her story, exactly as 

she had told it to Caradoc. She told of her seduction by Murex, the 

story he had spun about his family's land, and how she had been 

threatened after stealing the box. Then she told of her rescue by 

Caradoc and how she had overheard that Aemilianus was directing 

the gang and now had possession of whatever was in the box. 

Verecundus held his head in his hands as she finished speaking. He 

looked up at Gaia, then at Caradoc. 'I believe your story, young lady, 

and it seems I may have underestimated you Caradoc.' he said. 'Your 

description of the gang and of Aemilianus' involvement fits what I've 

been told by other people. But to do something about this I need 

your help. Aemilianus is a greedy man who will stop at nothing to 

gain power over the Ordo and make himself richer. As part of that 

aim he intends to discredit me.' He sighed gently and rubbed his 

hand across his face as he decided to take them into his confidence. 

'That box contained a scroll. An imperial scroll.' 
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XIII 

 

Verecundus began to explain. 'You are probably aware that the 

town's forum complex is old. I proposed to have it rebuilt with a 

grand new basilica, but there were two problems to overcome. The 

first was money, but the Ordo agreed unanimously to commit 

sizeable amounts of their own money to the project. The second 

problem was that public buildings require imperial permission before 

such major alteration can be carried out. That box contained the 

permission that I obtained from the Emperor Severus Alexander, 

after lengthy and expensive bureaucracy with Rome. In my arrogance 

I had told no-one that I had received it as I wanted to make a big 

announcement at the next meeting of the Ordo. Aemilianus 

somehow found out and arranged to have it stolen. Without it, the 

members of the Ordo have lost their money, the forum cannot be 

rebuilt, and I will doubtless be unable to show my face around the 

town anymore. With my reputation in tatters, Aemilianus will be the 

single wealthiest member of the Ordo, and more easily able to 

influence others to make decisions in his favour.' 

 

Caradoc said, 'so Aemilianus will destroy the scroll, if he hasn't done 

so already?' 'I think not' said Verecundus. 'The scroll bears the town’s 
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name, not mine. Once I am discredited, he will be able to claim that 

he has saved the situation by obtaining the permission I was unable 

to deliver. Thus he will become even more influential.' 

 

'So what can we do to stop him?' Gaia interjected suddenly. Then she 

added emphatically, 'I don't want to do any more stealing. Ever.' 'No' 

answered Verecundus. 'Not you. But you' he said, looking at Caradoc, 

'have proven yourself rather good at that sort of thing.' Caradoc 

groaned. 'But breaking into his house will be suicide, and if I'm 

caught no-one will believe our story.' 'Correct' said Verecundus. 'But 

Aemilianus is a paranoid man. He has gone to great lengths to get 

hold of this scroll by theft. He is not going to give anyone a chance to 

steal it off him in the same way. If I know Aemilianus, he'll keep that 

scroll on his person at all times.' Caradoc sighed, 'Well I'm even less a 

pickpocket than I am a burglar. We need to catch him off guard. And 

preferably when he has taken his clothes off', he added sarcastically. 

Both he and Verecundus suddenly looked up at each other and 

grinned. 'The bath house!' They said in unison. 
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XIIII 

 

Outside the house, Caradoc turned to Gaia. 'We need to take you 

home now. Your poor father and brother will still be worried sick 

about you, and we need to make sure they haven't found a way to 

pay your ransom now you've escaped!' As they walked down through 

the town, Gaia kept her head lowered and covered with her shawl. 

Caradoc became acute aware that she couldn't live in fear for the 

rest of her life. They had to find a way to ensure that the Nemean 

Lions would leave her alone forever. 

 

The reunion was tearful, and Gaia's fears about her father and 

brother's reaction were soon forgotten. As she relayed her story for 

the third time that day, they listened in amazement. Lucius was 

overflowing with gratitude to Caradoc for the risks he had taken. 

Caradoc shrugged the thanks off, saying that there was still more to 

do. He explained the plan to steal back Verecundus' scroll, and Gaius 

instantly stood up and insisted that he be allowed to help. Lucius 

agreed that they should now try and do their part to foil 

Aemilianus' scheme, and Caradoc had to admit that the assistance 

would be useful, especially as Gaius would be less recognisable than 

himself. 
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Gaius' first task was to spy on Aemilianus' movements and send 

word as soon as he went to the baths. Thankfully this was a common 

occurrence as the baths were a place where much business was 

conducted. Knowing that Aemilianus had entered a little while 

before them, Caradoc and Gaius sauntered up to the entrance of the 

bath complex, just inside the northern town wall, with towels, strigils 

and oil bottles in hand. They entered the apodyterium, the changing 

room, and went to a free space on the long waist height bench, on 

the opposite side to where Aemilianus had changed. It wasn't hard to 

identify where that was, as the baths were fairly quiet and the 

paranoid Aemilianus had left a rather bored looking slave guarding 

his possessions. They had expected this, and now put their plan into 

action. They both undressed and wrapped towels around 

themselves. Caradoc headed out of the changing room towards the 

warm room, but paused once out of sight around the corner. Gaius 

waited a moment, then sauntered across the changing room. He 

hailed the slave jovially, 'Hey, friend, you couldn't do me a favour, 

could you?' 'I'm busy. Ask someone else' came the surly reply. Gaius 

looked around pointedly. 'But we're the only two people here!' 

'What is it then?' 'I think I left my oil flask outside. Could you just pop 

out and get it for me?' Gaius asked. The surly slave replied, 'Sorry. I 

can't leave here.' 'But I can't go out to get it dressed like this!' 

protested Gaius. 'It will only take you a moment, its just outside. 
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There's nobody else here.' Oh, for Jupiter's sake, alright!' complained 

the slave. 'I'll go and get it so you can leave me alone.' He got up and 

went to the door. As soon as he left the room, Gaius sprung across to 

the door, closed it behind him and leaned his body against it. 

Caradoc quickly slipped back into the room and began to rapidly 

search Aemilianus' pile of clothing. At first he couldn't find the scroll, 

and the slave was soon banging on the door, screaming for the staff 

to help him. Gaius had to strain to keep the door closed. 'Hurry up!' 

he hissed at Caradoc. 

  

'Found it'!' said Caradoc triumphantly, holding it aloft. He wrapped it 

inside his own tunic, then placed the blank scroll they had brought 

with them in its place. He then grabbed both of their piles of clothes 

and joined Gaius by the door. Caradoc silently counted to three, then 

they flung the door open, sending the slave sprawling into the room. 

Before he could react, Caradoc and Gaius flew out of the door into 

the entrance hall, attracting cries of shock and disapproval from 

those outside as they ran past in just their towels. They sprinted 

across the main street and into the back alleys behind the forum 

where they paused to catch their breath. After making sure they 

weren't being followed, they quickly got dressed and made their way 

back through the town, avoiding the main streets in case Aemilianus 

had been alerted by the slave. 
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XV 

 

Verecundus' face was turning purple with laughter as they described 

the scene in the bath house. 'You can laugh' said Caradoc, 'but we 

might never be allowed back inside!' 'Or at the least we'll be done for 

public indecency!' added Gaius, though both of them couldn't help 

laughing themselves at the memory. 

 

'The important thing is that you recovered this' Verecundus said, 

recovering his composure and holding up the scroll. 'Now we need to 

bring Aemilianus' activities to wider attention, and redeem all of our 

reputations in the process. I will call a special meeting of the Ordo 

tomorrow. I need both of you to be there, along with your father and 

sister' he said, gesturing towards Gaius. Both he and Caradoc nodded 

in agreement. Standing abruptly, he ushered them towards the door 

of his study. ‘Well, my friends, I have work to do to prepare for 

tomorrow, and I am certain you need rest after your adventures’. 

Caradoc and Gaius bade him farewell and made their way across the 

atrium towards the house’s main door. Neither of them noticed the 

slave who had surreptitiously slipped into the shadows as the study 

door had opened. 
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The following morning, Caradoc, Gaius, Lucius and Gaia walked 

through the town’s southern gate in silence, each lost in their own 

private thoughts and each clearly apprehensive about what lay 

ahead. Although certain that they were following the correct course 

of action, Caradoc felt uncomfortably out of his depth, aware that he 

was entering a world of politics that he did not understand, and that 

they were all completely reliant on Verecundus to protect them. 

 

They arrived at the basilica at the time Verecundus had told them to 

be there. They were well in advance of the meeting of the 

Ordo but Verecundus and some of his slaves were there to meet 

them. 'Good morning my friends' he said jovially. None of them 

answered, though Gaia managed a polite half-smile. Undeterred, 

Verecundus continued, 'Today will be a momentous day. Justice will 

be done, and you will continue to play an important role. I require 

you to do one more thing, but I'm afraid you must remain out of 

sight until I summon you. My man Rubrix here will escort you to a 

room. I have to ask you all to trust me and to remain calm until I call 

for you. Then you must tell your story, just as you told it to me.' 

 

They nodded their agreement and followed Rubrix, a large Briton 

with a shock of curly red hair and a bushy moustache. They entered 

the room, a small waiting room inside the basilica, close to the hall 
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where the Ordo met. Rubrix was the last to enter and locked the 

door behind them. Gaia gasped as she heard the bolt clunk into 

place. As Caradoc turned to look at Rubrix, he couldn’t help noticing 

the vicious looking knife tucked into his belt. 

 

XVI 

 

The Ordo had assembled. The wealthiest and most influential men in 

the town, organised as the senate in Rome itself was organised, sat 

on rows of wooden benches within the grand old hall of the basilica. 

Verecundus stood and addressed them from the open floor. 'My 

colleagues, I thank you for attending this meeting at such short 

notice. I assure you I would not have parted you from your families 

and businesses without the most important of reasons.' A few 

grumbles could be heard from the older members of the Ordo sat in 

the front row. Ignoring them, Verecundus paced dramatically in front 

of them and continued, gesticulating grandly with his right arm. 'You 

are all aware of our plan to reconstruct this very building and the 

adjacent forum, to give this fine town of ours a centrepiece worthy 

of this great age.' 
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Aemilianus sat in the second row, to Verecundus' right hand side. His 

face remained passive, but those who knew him well might have 

detected the faintest of smiles cross his lips. Verecundus continued, 

‘However, my dear colleagues, you find me today a man full not of 

pride, not of hope.’ He paused again to let his words sink in. ‘You find 

me a man saddened and chastened by the news I am forced to 

deliver to you on this otherwise fine day.’ An audible murmur passed 

through the assembled ranks at this prospect of bad news. 

Aemilianus shuffled subconsciously on his bench, waiting for 

Verecundus to announce his failure and shame. Quietening them 

with the raising of his hands, Verecundus came to the point. 'I am 

afraid that I am today the bearer of shocking news. One of our 

number is guilty of the grossest treachery and deceit, and of 

attempting to subvert the wishes of this august assembly.' As he 

finished his sentence he had to raise his voice to drown out the angry 

shouts that began to cry out from the assembled councillors, many 

of whom began to get to their feet. 

 

In the waiting room, time was passing slowly. Lucius paced the room, 

the others sat more quietly, but no-one was talking. Rubrix 

continued to stand impassively with his back to the door, large arms 

folded. Suddenly, voices could be heard outside. The door handle 

rattled as someone tried to open it. A shout rang out, then the door 
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shuddered as a shoulder crashed into it. Everyone inside the room 

was on their feet now. Gaia instinctively moved behind her father in 

fear. Rubrix grimly drew the long knife from his belt and Caradoc 

realised that he had been expecting this. The Nemean Lions had 

been sent to silence them. 

 

XVII 

 

The door splintered, then burst open as the hinges gave way. Two 

gang members rushed into the room. The first fell with a hideous 

squeal as Rubrix's knife slashed across his face. The second lunged 

forward, but saw his blow parried. A split second later his nose broke 

with a wet crunch as the knife's handle hit it ferociously. He too went 

down in a shower of blood. Two more gang members burst into the 

room and rushed to tackle Rubrix together. As one leapt directly at 

him, the other moved to the side. As Rubrix wrestled the first Lion, 

the second lunged in with a cruel blow of his own. There was a flash 

of steel as his knife entered under Rubrix's arm and he slumped to 

the ground, his large knife falling to the ground at his side from his 

limp fingers. 
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Shocked into action, Caradoc leaped forward and caught Rubrix's 

killer with a kick to the knee. As he fell, Caradoc was able to reach 

down and grab the fallen knife. He stabbed it at the gang member, 

but the man grabbed Caradoc's wrist and stopped the knife before it 

made contact. They struggled together for a moment, before 

Caradoc’s greater weight helped him to force his opponent back. The 

Lion stumbled and they fell together, Caradoc’s momentum driving 

the blade home into the man's chest. Turned to his right, Caradoc 

saw the remaining Lion rising to his feet and drawing his own knife. 

He slashed wildly as he charged Caradoc, who was still stranded on 

top of the dead gang member. One swing caught him across the 

forearm, causing him to drop his knife in pain. Caradoc desperately 

scrambled backwards, holding his bloodied arm. The gang member 

was on top of him in a flash, raising his knife for one final, terrible 

blow. Suddenly the man collapsed on top of him, his skull split open. 

Caradoc heaved the dead weight off him and looked up to see Gaia 

holding a nailed piece of wood, broken from one of the room's chairs 

and now dripping gore. 'I think that makes us even' she panted. 

 

In the hall, Verecundus had calmed the Ordo down enough to let him 

continue. 'My friends' he said, 'the man who has betrayed your trust 

is in this very room. This man who commanded his thugs to steal a 

document from my own house, kidnapping a young girl in the 
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process. This man who would have you think that I am not worthy of 

your trust, while all the while deceiving you for his own ends. This 

man – is Lucius Norbanus Aemilianus!' 

 

Aemilianus stood up at this point, white with rage, while other 

councillors shouted their anger. Aemilianus screamed at Verecundus, 

'how dare you make such accusations. What document did I steal? 

What girl was kidnapped? Without a shred of proof to back up your 

wild accusations, Verecundus, it is you who is discrediting this entire 

assembly.' 

 

Verecundus calmly reached inside his sleeve and withdrew the scroll. 

Aemilianus fell silent and a look of unease crossed his face. 

Verecundus unrolled it and held it up for the Ordo to see. 'I have 

obtained Imperial permission for our rebuilding project. Your money, 

and our prestige, are safe.' 

 

At that moment, the door to the Ordo burst open, and a bloodied 

Caradoc led Lucius, Gaia and Gaius into the hall, causing uproar once 

more among the members of the Ordo. Verecundus looked at the 

weary group and said, 'these fine citizens will tell you the truth of the 

matter.' 
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Aemilianus again rose to his feet, stuttering in shock. That he had 

managed to have the scroll stolen from him was bad enough, but he 

never expected that the Nemean Lions would have failed to kill this 

group of interfering peasants who could testify against him. He still 

expected to be able to convince the Ordo of Verecundus’ ineptitude. 

 

Caradoc opened his mouth to begin speaking, but Gaia instead took a 

confident step to the fore. 'My name is Gaia Sempronia.' She 

announced with a steady voice. 'And I would like to tell you my 

story.' 

 

The Ordo listened intently as Gaia once again relayed her tale, 

leaving out no details or her own shame at her naivety. Caradoc 

occasionally stepped in to support her and corroborate her story. 

As she revealed the treacherous plot, the outraged councillors began 

to loudly berate Aemilianus, who could do little but hide his face and 

flee from the hall, jeers and accusations ringing in his ears. 
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XVIII 

 

Sat in Verecundus' study a few days later, Caradoc asked whether 

anything had been heard of Aemilianus since his dramatic exit from 

the Ordo. 'No' replied Verecundus. 'His house appears to have had 

the valuables hurriedly removed and nobody has seen him since. We 

can only assume that he has fled the town, maybe even the entire 

province. One thing that is for certain is that his influence here is 

finished. Thanks to your brave actions, the Nemean Lions will 

hopefully also realise that, without his support, their days are 

numbered.' 

 

Walking back through the town, Caradoc felt a peace he hadn't felt in 

days. A cold wind was blowing through the streets, noisily flapping 

the awnings of market stalls, but Caradoc didn’t feel it. He arrived at 

his shop to find Lucius Sempronius serving his first customers of the 

day. He grinned at Caradoc, who went inside his own shop to begin 

opening up for a day's work. As he lifted his shutters and saw a 

customer start to walk over, a broken sickle in his hand, he thought 

of the little hoard of coins hidden in the pot under his floor and 

smiled to himself. It was good to be back to normal. 


