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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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‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history . . . evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus
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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 the Empire had 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, 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. Constantine, heavily influenced by his mother, grasped the reins of government and began to negotiate with the Christian Church to end centuries of persecution. Nevertheless, intrigue and murder were still masters of the day. There was unfinished business in Rome and the Agentes in Rebus had their hands full . . .




Prologue

‘From one crime we learn the nature of them all.’

Virgil, Aeneid, II.65

Rome: Autumn, AD 311

The Tiber slithered sluggishly like a serpent along its banks, twisting and turning past the temples, the high-rise slums, the thronging quaysides and the gardens of the patricians. Night was falling yet the Tiber flowed and ebbed as it always had, peaceful now, no longer choked with the corpses which had floated and bobbed for days after the crushing of the last conspiracy. The Tiber was accustomed to such horrors: the blood-letting, the usual sequence following a mass proscription, gruesome murders and bone-chilling death. Along its banks Christians had  been lashed to crosses, covered in oil, then used as human torches for wayfarers on the river. Now that was all in the past. Nero’s statue on the Palatine Hill had disappeared. His great golden house, his palace with the revolving roof which displayed the constellations of the sky, all gone. Tyrant after tyrant had followed Nero, only to be swept away in the sea of blood they themselves had caused.

The criers now proclaimed a new Rome. In the catacombs beneath the city, the Christians no longer skulked, paying reverence to the bones of those who died before them in the amphitheatre of the Colosseum. All Rome was rejoicing. Constantine was preparing to march south and the usurper Maxentius was arming to meet him. What did it really matter? The Tiber flowed on. Thousands used it as a source of life: fishermen, merchants, traders and travellers. When the river ebbed, exposing the rich mud and silt, the poor of Rome, or the curious, would come out to search its banks for half-concealed treasures. The young woman and her witless brother were two of these. They came from a respectable home, or at least they used to. Now they stayed with their uncle, Polybius, self-styled entrepreneur, owner and manager of the She-Asses tavern. The young woman, Claudia, pulled the cloak her ‘dear uncle’ had filched off a guest from Ostia closer about her. She walked quietly, her sandalled feet squelching in the mud.

‘Come on, Felix!’ she called, then smiled.

Felix was wandering, hands dangling by his sides. He was not looking for treasure, but shells, the relics of life from the river. She ran back and shook him. His head came up, slack lips and empty eyes. He recognised his sister’s face and, in the dim light, made out the signs her fingers made.

‘You must keep up,’ the message went. ‘You should stay close to me. I’ve brought you here because you wanted to come.’

She stopped and half-listened to the noise from the city. Tomorrow she was to entertain her uncle’s guests with a public recitation of Aesop’s fables. Claudia turned away, Felix trotting behind her like a dog. They were so engrossed in their task that the man who stepped out of the shadows of the deserted quayside made them both start. Claudia couldn’t make out his face, though his toga and sandals were costly. She glimpsed the chalice tattooed on his left wrist.

‘Well, well, well!’ he slurred. ‘What have we here?’

He grasped her by the shoulders. Claudia fought back. She was used to such drunken attention, but now she panicked. The man was stronger than she thought. Felix came running up. He grasped the man’s hand. The stranger threw him away. Claudia screamed. Her cry went unanswered. This part of the Tiber was near the Maxima Cloaca, where the sewers of the city debouched their waste from the latrines and cesspits. Felix closed again, his mouth open in a dumb scream. Claudia tried to prevent  him. Her assailant moved like a viper. The knife he drew glittered in the moonlight, and with one quick slash he cut the young man’s throat. Felix dropped like a stone. Claudia knelt down beside him, screaming, the tears flowing down her face. She heard a movement in the squelching mud. Felix’s death had proved no obstacle: her assailant was above her, the knife coming down.

Rome: Spring, AD 313

She was beautiful enough. Her golden hair was decorated with a diadem. Pearls for earrings, a jewelled collar round her slim throat, its pendant hanging between swelling breasts. The circlet round her ankle was shimmering silver whilst the silk gown was cunningly dyed with purple. Her corpse lay sprawled beneath the black poplars in the Gardens of Sallust. Her pretty eyes were closed, the voluptuous mouth smudged with blood. The marks round her throat were still fresh. The angry red weals showed how her life had been throttled out. The assailant knelt down and checked the pulse in the young woman’s throat and then, beneath the silk, the beat of her heart. All silent. The flesh was turning cold. The courtesan’s head was turned, the golden hair pushed gently back. The dark-garbed attacker, balancing the knife carefully, etched the bloody cross, first on the forehead and then on each cheek.
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