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Author’s Note




History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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Introduction

During the trial of Christ, Pilate, according to the gospels, wanted to free the prisoner. He was stopped by a cry that if he did so, he would be no friend of Caesar’s. According to commentators, Pilate recognised the threat. Every Roman governor and official was closely scrutinised by secret agents of the Emperor, ‘the agentes in rebus’, literally ‘the doers of things’! The Roman Empire had a police force, both military and civil, though these differed from region to region, but it would be inaccurate to claim there was anything akin to detectives or our own CID. Instead, the Emperor and his leading politicians paid vast sums to informers and spies. These were often difficult to control; as Walsingham, Elizabeth I’s master spy, once wryly remarked, ‘He wasn’t too sure who his own men were working for, himself or the opposition.’

The agentes in rebus were a class apart amongst this horde of gossip-collectors, tale-bearers and, sometimes, very dangerous informers. The emperors used them, and their testimony could mean the end of a promising career. This certainly applied to the bloody and Byzantine period at the beginning of the fourth century AD.

The Emperor Diocletian had divided the Empire into East and West. Each division had its own emperor, and a lieutenant, who took the title of Caesar. The Empire was facing economic problems and barbarian incursions. Its state religion was threatened by the thriving Christian Church, which was making its presence felt in all provinces at every level of society.

In AD 312 a young general, Constantine, supported by his mother Helena, a British-born woman, who was already flirting with the Christian Church, decided to make his bid for the Empire of the West. He marched down Italy and met his rival Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge. According to Eusebius, Constantine’s biographer, the would-be Emperor saw a vision of the cross underneath the words ‘In hoc signo vinces’ (‘In this sign you will conquer’). Constantine, the story goes, told his troops to adopt the Christian symbol and won an outstanding victory. He defeated and killed Maxentius and marched into Rome. Constantine was now Emperor of the West, his only rival Licinius, who ruled the Eastern Empire.

Heavily influenced by his mother, Constantine grasped the reins of government and began to negotiate with the Christian Church to end centuries of persecution. Helena favoured the Church but soon realised that intrigue, robbery and murder were no respecters of emperor or priest. The Christian Church emerged from the catacombs, that labyrinth of tunnels and secret passageways dug beneath the roads leading out of Rome. The new religion brought its own problems and unresolved issues whilst the dark runnels of the catacombs still held secrets and mysteries waiting to be brought into the light of day. There was unfinished business in Rome, and the agentes in rebus had their hands full . . .

The quotations before each chapter are from the Life of Constantine by Eusebius, who was a contemporary of Helena and her son. The author’s note at the end gives the historical context for the plot of this novel.
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Prologue

The cruel and senseless immolation of human victims.

 
 
The man who liked to call himself the Iudex – the Judge – slouched on the throne-like chair and sipped at his goblet of chilled white Falernian. He smacked his lips appreciatively and, once again, stared at the skeleton crucified to the thick wooden beams embedded in the red-brick wall of the cellar. The Iudex toasted the skull and the gaping jaw as he studied the now yellowing bones. Really, he reflected, he had done a skilled job with the crucifixion, the nails hammered expertly between the bones of each wrist, through those little gaps so conveniently provided for such a ritual. After all, a nail through the palm of the hand was futile; the victim simply struggled and the nail would plough through the soft flesh and break loose. One well-sharpened iron nail in each wrist would hold him fast, and the same for the feet. True, the Iudex reflected, that had been harder. He had fastened a small wooden rest to the beam before hammering the larger spike through the gap between the bones in the ankles. It had all been done before the drugged posca had worn off and the victim had regained consciousness. Oh, that had been good! The shock, the surprise, the agony, the screams and the curses, the pleading and the wheedling! The Iudex had listened to that for days, watching his victim slowly die, blood bubbling out from the wounds in wrists and ankles; the effort to breathe, to pull away from the nails, thrusting up on throbbing ankles to free the ribcage and gasp a breath of the hot air of that cellar. The Iudex picked up a second red-stone goblet and sipped at the mulsum, the honey-sweetened wine, as he pondered the meal he’d be served later that evening in his favourite cookshop. Yes, he’d choose the lamb this time, and perhaps the baby dormice or the suckling pig roasted to crispness. He stared again at that skeleton fastened to the wood.

‘I’ve made enquiries,’ the Iudex murmured, as if talking to an old friend. ‘How to preserve your bones: a kind of lacquer, though that will prove expensive. I mean, I do want to keep visiting you and recall old memories.’ He sucked on his teeth and stared at the crude drawing on the wall to the right of the crucifixion. Etched in black charcoal, the picture displayed two gladiators fighting each other whilst behind them a woman, tied to a stake, was being menaced by a monstrous black-maned lion. The artist had written the word Christiana – Christian – near the woman, and the Iudex wondered who had drawn it. Someone who had hidden here? He could follow the story clearly enough; one of the gladiators had to kill the other before going to defend the woman against the lion. The Iudex idly speculated whether both gladiators had loved her. Would one offer to die quickly? Or would only one of them save her, and had to fight desperately realising two lives depended on his skill? Were they really Christians? the Iudex wondered. Was it a true story some artist had scrolled on the wall? A legacy from a few years ago when the Emperors Diocletian and Maxentius had savagely persecuted the new faith?

‘Ah well,’ the Iudex whispered to the crucified skeleton, ‘how the wheel turns, heh? Our new Emperor,’ he continued, ‘and his bossy mother Helena now favour the faith of slaves and commoners.’ The Iudex realised how his voice was echoing, so he put the cup down and reflected, fingers to his lips. The Christians had emerged from the catacombs and other hiding places to be respected and favoured by the Great Ones of Rome. They had even been given some of the temples and lands of the old gods, whilst their Pontifex, Militiades, and his shadow, Presbyter Sylvester, were now regular visitors to the imperial palaces on the Palatine.

‘Ah, yes.’ The Iudex cradled his cup and winked at the skeleton. ‘Everything has changed since our day, but will it change again?’ he asked airily. ‘Emperor Constantine rules the West, Licinius the East. No.’ The Iudex stirred in his chair. ‘They will have to go to war soon enough to decide who will be imperator totius mundi: emperor of the whole world.’

The Iudex toasted the skeleton with his goblet. It was growing increasingly difficult to realise that those pathetic remains had once been a human being, full of blood and passion. He glanced at the paltry possessions piled beneath the nailed feet: combs of boxwood, ivory and tortoiseshell, white and purple fillets for the hair, a bronze hand mirror, silver earrings and a cornelian bracelet from Thebes in Egypt. The Iudex smiled even as the tears came. He remembered buying her that. He rose and went across the underground cellar, lighted only by close-set iron grilles high in the wall, stopping before the long casket of polished cedarwood carved intricately and carefully as he had instructed. He ran his hand along the side and felt the hieroglyphs which concealed the secret prayers to send the soul, the ka, of the beautiful young woman inside across the far horizon into the eternal west. He stroked the polished surface of the lid and peered at the lotuses and lilies carved there. He closed his eyes and leaned against the casket, then opened them and stared at the four canopic jars on the inbuilt shelf above it. He lifted the casket lid, gently tilted it back, pulled away the gold linen sheets and gazed on she whom he called his Nefertiti, the great and splendid love of his life. He stared at the beautiful cheeks, the straight nose, the full red lips and those eyelids resting like butterflies so gently on the skin which looked as if it been brushed by gold dust. The Iudex closed his eyes. He’d hired the best embalmer in Rome. He wanted her to remain as he had always known her: eternally beautiful, all agony removed, an immortal mask which would conceal the horror of her death.

Sometimes the Iudex thought he was going insane. Life had changed so much! He’d found such happiness, until . . . He turned savagely and walked back to the crucified skeleton, draining his goblet and throwing the dregs at the grisly spectacle he so often visited. He turned away, but then came back and peered at those empty eye sockets which had once glared fierce and malevolent at him.

‘They say it’s begun again, but,’ he hissed, ‘how could that be . . . ?’

Fausta the whore was pleased with herself. She had been invited to a dinner party thrown by the banker Ulpius. She’d fed her young, plump body most royally on three helpings of boar’s neck, four of pork loin and the hip bones and shoulder blades of tender rabbit. In the large napkin she’d stolen, she now carried some roast thrush, oysters, mouthfuls of cake, a few grapes and apples, sticky figs, mushrooms and slices of grilled turtle dove. She held all these tightly beneath her tawdry grey cloak. Ulpius, Fausta reflected as she tripped to the jingle of her cheap jewellery down the alleyway, had been a most generous host. He had served rich, dark Opimian wine as well as platters stacked with ribs of pig, meadow birds, half a mullet, an entire pike, strips of moray eel and chicken legs in a spicy sauce. All Fausta had been required to do was tend to an old merchant, let him fumble with her breasts and then accept his invitation to join him on his more comfortable couch for even more sensitive fumbling. Fausta had complied reluctantly, but in the end she’d certainly eaten well and drunk just as deeply.

She paused and leaned against the wall to straighten her sandal, one smooth, well-oiled knee peeping out from beneath the folds of the cloak, her ringleted hair falling down to hide her face. The merchant had liked that; he’d praised her coiffure as he fed his face with dormice sprinkled with honey and poppy seed followed by pastry thrushes stuffed with nuts and raisins. Once the evening was over, Ulpius had dismissed her. Fausta was determined to reach the She-Asses tavern in the Caelian quarter before darkness truly fell. Soon all the denizens of Rome’s underworld, the raptors and the latrones, would come crawling out of their hiding places in the rotting, fetid cellars of the great insulae, the towering houses divided by speculators into a myriad of small lodgings, narrow passageways and gloomy corners. Fausta half listened to the noises of the night: screams and cries, the jingling of a tambourine, the click of castanets, the faint words of a song, a dog barking at the dark, the screech of mice. She wished she had left earlier. She recalled the graffiti scrawled on the walls of her own insula: ‘You are a fool to go out to dinner without making a will.’ Only the rich in their scarlet cloaks, their host of retainers carrying torches and brass lamps, journeyed safe. Only the gods could help those who had to be escorted by the moon or the feeble light of a candle with its preciously guarded wick.

Fausta walked on but paused at the corner of the alleyway. The slime-covered wall glittered in the light of the smoking cresset torch fixed in its niche beside the entrance to a long tunnel leading down to a noisy taverna. She was tempted to visit it but then recalled the She-Asses and the travelling company of actors camped near there, as well as the promise of Polybius, the taverner, that he’d be serving milk-fed snails fried in oil. Despite the food Fausta had both eaten and stolen, her mouth watered. She passed by the tunnel entrance with its grotesquely enlarged penis carved above the doorway. Graffiti on the ill-lit wall caught her eye: ‘All the drunks of this tavern love Fructus’; ‘Wine dictates their drink’; then one done in blue paint held her gaze: ‘Beware the Abomination!’ Fausta’s throat went dry, her heart fluttered and she immediately ducked into a narrow recess in the wall, trying to control her panic. She wished she had left with an escort. Perhaps she could have persuaded Ulpius to provide one. Now she had to confront her fears. This area was dangerous enough, but now the Abomination – Nefandus – the name given to the killer who used to wander these dark, needle-thin streets some two to three years ago, had returned. A man who liked killing whores, prostitutes like herself.

Fausta recalled Calpurnia, the old whore who always acted as the harbinger of bad news. She had certainly terrified Fausta and the other Daughters of Isis as they gathered in the murky light of the Net Man, a tavern on the street leading down to the Colosseum, frequented by whores of both genders; former gladiators, raptors and all the other lowlife who infested the sewers and narrow, smelly lanes of the Suburra, the slums of imperial Rome. Calpurnia had been full of tales of the Nefandus, the hideous character who, during the reign of the old Emperor . . . who was it? Ah yes, Maxentius, defeated at the Milvian Bridge by the present Emperor, Constantine. Fausta picked at the quick of her fingernail. She’d learnt these names by consorting with soldiers from the city garrison. A dog abruptly yipped. Startled, Fausta stared up at the sky. A hunter’s moon, that’s what they called it. She suddenly felt exhausted, tired of being frightened, of hiding like some terrified creature in this alleyway reeking of urine and all kinds of foul smells. She heard a sound, caught her breath and peered out. Nothing! Yet the terror still swept through her. She’d heard rumours how the Nefandus had reappeared. One of her sisters from the House of Isis had been cut and killed in a most barbaric way.

A voice shouted. Fausta, all anxious again, peered out, but it was only Achilleos and Nereos, the vigiles of the quarter, strolling up the alleyway laughing and talking to each other. Had they glimpsed her? Fausta prepared to step out and greet them until she recalled their brash, surly manner, the rough way they would tease her and the other girls. She changed her mind. Instead, she drew deeper into the recess, opened a bag, a small pouch attached to the cord around her waist, shook out drops of faint perfume and patted them on her face. The Domina constantly maintained that women had one weapon and they should always be prepared to use it. Fausta was determined that, before she reached the She-Asses, she would seek some custom, earn a few coins. In the meantime, she’d let these two policemen pass. She crouched deeper into the shadows. Achilleos and Nereos were still laughing about something. At first Fausta thought they were going to pause and peer into the narrow alleyway, but they passed on.

The street fell silent. Fausta realised she only had a moment before other figures would appear. She stepped out and, sandals tripping, ran down the alleyway and turned a corner. At the far end echoed some bustle and noise; lights from a tavern winked through the murk. She’d go there. She reached a corner and was about to run across when a sound made her turn.

‘Are you seeking custom?’ The man emerged out of the shadows. He was dressed in a scarlet cloak like an officer, a gleaming helmet on his head; because of the broad cheek guards Fausta couldn’t make out his face, but her simpering smile was answered with a clink of coins. Fausta relaxed. She’d found some custom! She approached the officer, who turned and walked down the street, then turned up an alleyway. Fausta closed her eyes and groaned. She’d feel the sharp stones of a wall against her back before she was finished. Nevertheless, she followed her customer into the dark.

The man turned and stepped closer. Fausta peered up. She opened her mouth to scream at the hideous mask over his face, but a knife pricked her belly as a rough hand seized her arm . . .

In the Villa Hortensis, which lay in its own grounds just beyond the Aurelian Gate leading on to the Via Appia, Drusilla, bed-companion and maid to the architect Attius Enobarbus, stared despairingly at the great oaken door locked firmly from the inside. Her knuckles were red from knocking and she was beginning to panic. She stared at Attius’ freedman, Frontinus.

‘What can we do?’ she wailed. ‘I’ve knocked and I’ve knocked!’ She crouched down and peered through the keyhole. ‘It’s locked from the inside; the key’s still there, isn’t it?’

Frontinus also inspected the lock.

‘Yes,’ he breathed, ‘no doubt about it. The key is still in the lock!’

‘I know the master has recently returned to Rome,’ Drusilla wailed. ‘He is tired, but . . .’

Frontinus, thick-set and heavy-faced, his little eyes almost hidden by rolls of fat, shook his bald head and wiped the sweat from his shaven cheeks.

‘I don’t know why the master hides down here,’ he said. ‘Ever since his return, he’s sheltered here. He barely goes out. Now this.’ Frontinus turned away, swearing under his breath.

Drusilla heard him go up the passageway and climb the steps into the courtyard. A short while later he returned bringing every able-bodied slave, groom, servant and cook boy. Four of them carried a heavy bench; under Frontinus’ direction they began to pound the chamber door. Drusilla hoped this would at least rouse her master, but the battering continued and no sound was heard. Her heart skipped a beat. She’d been so pleased to se Attius return; a good enough master, even though he had strange customs and practices in bed. Nevertheless, she had kept him happy, yet he’d become so withdrawn, insisting he live here in this fortified room beneath the villa. There was no other entrance; just a grille in the wall to allow in light and air.

The battering continued. Servants, sweating and cursing, swung the bench backwards and forwards. Neither door nor bench showed signs of giving. Frontinus shouted to use more force. The sweat-lathered men tried even harder, the crashing echoing along the stone-flagged passageway like a discordant roll of drums. More servants and slaves were gathering at the far end near the steps. Lanterns, lamps and torches glowed. Drusilla coughed at the wisps of black smoke which came trailing down. She realised that her first panic had not been some wild hysteria. Attius always locked that door to keep himself and what he called his precious Icthus casket safe.

Heart beating fast, the palms of her hands wet with sweat, Drusilla tried to recall what Attius had muttered to her. He had returned from his travels through the Empire wary and absorbed, ranting how the old ways were dying, quietly mouthing curses against the Emperor and his august mother Helena. Drusilla had become truly frightened. Imperial spies flourished everywhere, as thick as fleas on a dirty tavern blanket. Drusilla did not understand what was happening. She just wanted Attius to remain safe and retain the favour of the court. However, he’d become a recluse, staying in the villa, locking himself in this room. At night he would have his main meal, always by himself, and drink too much uncut wine. On occasion he would summon Drusilla to help him in bed, but it was always the same: he would just lie there, absorbed in other matters, not really thinking of her. How long had he been back here? Drusilla closed her eyes. Two weeks? Attius had kept to himself. Messengers had arrived from the imperial palace summoning him to this meeting or that; Attius would always feign sickness. And now this! Drusilla’s throat went dry. Attius always prided himself on being of the old school, revering the memory of ancient republicans like Cato. Had he taken the Roman way out? He’d once threatened to open his veins after dousing his senses with goblets of wine.

Drusilla startled as the door buckled, the stout pivots beginning to snap. The wood around the heavy lock had already splintered. Frontinus was shouting at the servants: ‘Harder! Harder!’ The men now had the rhythm. The bench, chafing their hands, swung backwards and forwards into the door. An ear-splitting crack and the door broke free of one of its pivots. Again the battering ram was used; the door snapped completely off and fell back with a crash. Frontinus immediately ordered everyone to step back, but Drusilla didn’t care. She answered to Attius, not to his freedman. She went ahead of him into the darkened room. The lamps had burnt low; most were extinguished. Only one on the great oaken table glowed eerily. There was no sight of Attius. Drusilla peered through the darkness to the far corner where Attius had his bed. Frontinus, having inspected the lock, was already striding across telling Drusilla to search for the Icthus chest on the desk. She did so. From the darkness she heard Frontinus groan.

‘Too late!’ he murmured. ‘Drusilla!’

She hurried across. At first she could make out nothing wrong. Attius lay on the bed, his face turned to the wall. Then she noticed his right eye was open. She hurried back, picked up the lamp and brought it over, then stared in horror. Attius lay sprawled on the bed. The long-bladed dagger thrust deep into his back had snuffed out his life.
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THE HOUSE OF ISIS

The Domina Agrippina: owner

Silvana: a maid

Livi one of the recruits from
the Tullianum prison

THE CIRCUS MAXIMUS

Scorpus } champion charioteers

Pausanias

THE SUBURRA

Lord Charon: self.styled ruler of
Rome’s underworld

Cerebus: Charon’s lieutenant

Hecate: Charon's witch

Decius: one of Charon’s

followers





