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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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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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Chapter 1

Constantine said about midday he saw with his own eyes, the symbol of the cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, bearing the instruction: Conquer by this!

‘He has it! He has it! Scorpus, we love you!’

The shout echoed like a crash of thunder, rising between the two ancient hills of the Palatine and the Aventine which housed the Circus Maximus in their cradle. Nature seemed to have created this deliberately for the wildly dangerous four-horse chariot race about to begin. On the south side of the circus rose the cavea, the stalls built into the hillside for spectators. The lower tier was of marble for the senators and equites; the second was of wood; the third tier were tufa seats hacked out of the hillside for the crowd of 150,000 who’d swarmed through the marble-arcaded entrances. Across the circus, on the north side, ranged seats for the Lords of Rome, the purple-draped, gold-embossed imperial enclosure, or pulvina, which housed Constantine, Beloved of God, Emperor of the West, and Helena, his mother, the Gloria Purperae Atque Gaudium Mundi – ‘The Glory of the Purple and the Joy of the World’. However, the Beloved of God and the Joy of the World were not too happy. They slouched in their silver-encrusted, scarlet-draped throne-like chairs staring blankly down at the chariots streaking along the bed of sand, which sparkled as the mineral grain mingled in it caught the sunlight.

Both the Emperor and his mother seemed totally oblivious to the four chariots which had emerged from the carceres, the caverns on the western side of the Circus which housed the stables and quarters of the chariot teams and their staff. The Imperial pair stared blank-eyed at the Spina, the great embankment which cut the arena. The chariots would race around this turning at the metae, the gilded bronze posts which marked the end of the Spina and the beginning of the next lap. In the centre of the Spina rose the obelisk of Rameses II, Pharaoh of Egypt, looted from Heliopolis, a stark reminder how the glory of empire could soon fade and how the spoils of one dynasty could easily become the plunder of another. Indeed, Emperor and mother had seemed self-absorbed from the moment the quadrigae, the four-horse chariots, splendid in their bejewelled electrum, emerged from the carceres and lined up behind a rope which stretched between the two Hermes marking the start. Each of the four chariots represented a faction in the city: Whites, Blues, Greens and Reds, all eager for the race. The horses, garlands on their heads, pawed the ground, their tails held high in the air by knots tied beneath them, their manes decorated with cloth of pearl, the blood-red breast-plates studded with sacred emblems and scarabs, the reins decked with the coloured ribbons of their faction. In each chariot stood the driver, his short tunic the colour of his party, his thighs covered in similarly coloured swathing bands; his bare feet, the toes ringed, gripped the sanded floor of his carriage. On the head of each charioteer was an ornate helmet decorated with a nodding plume. The reins of their horses were bound around their waist, while strapped to their left arm was a dagger to cut them loose in the event of an accident.

The race had hardly begun when such an accident occurred. Glaucus from the Greens, impatient to get his four-horse chariot round the metae of the Spina, had desperately tried to manoeuvre his outside horses, stallions not harnessed to the shaft but only to the leather traces, into a tight turn. He miscalculated and crashed into the metae, and, as the poet declared ‘ended his race with Death’s dark dusty steeds’. Now Scorpus of the Blues headed for the second lap, chariot bouncing, wheels whirling, his four black horses, lathered in sweat, eager to reach the turn as the crowd erupted into another hymn of praise.

Constantine, however, just stared, mouth half open, eyes glazed, whilst Helena, the ‘Glory of the Purple’, studied her son closely. She did not care which colour won. She was involved in a different race and believed she was well trained and skilled to win it. Helena sat enthroned like some Vestal Virgin in pure white, a purple stole around her shoulders. No jewellery flashed at ear, neck or finger. Nothing to distract attention from her long, pale, unadorned face with those large expressive eyes which had so captivated Constantine’s father when, according to rumour, he’d been an ambitious army officer and she the daughter of some tavern-keeper. Of course, no one dared say that now. Helena was Augusta, much loved, who exercised complete power over her son, a relationship she was determined to continue. She drew herself up as Scorpus, now in the lead, cleared the metae for the third lap around the Spina. The seven grey bronze eggs on their stand, carved in the shape of a fish and used to number the laps, were now down to four. Scorpus, Rome’s darling, coloured helmet gleaming in the sun, braced himself against the jolting of the chariot, skilfully managing the reins, keeping his four sleek blacks close to the Spina. The champion was determined to blind his opponents and keep them on the outside, confused by the billowing dust.

Constantine was certainly confused, Helena reflected: too much wine, roast pork and bouncing young courtesans! It was time her son went back to training. She turned and smiled dazzlingly at him, and he glared back, his slightly bulbous eyes all red-rimmed. Helena noticed the unshaven cheeks, the slightly slobbery lips. Constantine went to pick up his goblet of Falernian. Helena snapped open her fan and wafted herself vigorously. She touched her black ringlets and glared at Constantine over the top of the fan. The Emperor sighed noisily, his hand fell away and he slouched like a petulant schoolboy, lower lip jutting out. Helena wafted the fan again. Yes, Constantine was fat! Well, September was always free of festivals and official occasions; he could go down to exercise with Murranus, that great former gladiator, and lover – Helena pulled a face – perhaps, of her ‘little mouse’ Claudia. Helena narrowed her eyes, breathing in deeply, impervious to the rattle of the chariots, the drumming hooves, the screams and yells of the mob, the constant glint of the sun on bronze, gold and silver. She shut out all such distractions, even the screeching laughter from Rufinus the banker’s stupid, empty-headed wife, who sat just behind her, and became more deeply absorbed in her own thoughts.

Constantine glanced quickly to his right. Good, he thought, his mother was diverted with her own elaborate schemes and secret plans. The Emperor picked up the wine goblet and relished the warm fragrance of Campania, such a welcome relief from the ever-pervasive stench of garum, that fishy sauce so beloved of his subjects, as they sat with their platters of steaming food purchased from the makeshift cookshops in the arcades of the Circus. Constantine drank deeply. He needed that! He also needed to think and reflect, to plot on what his mother called the res secretissima – the most secret business; and, as always, there was Licinius! Constantine ground his teeth and slurped again from the goblet. Two years had passed since he had defeated his rival Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge, seized Rome and made himself Emperor of the West, dividing the world with his rival Licinius, now lurking in Nicomedia across the straits of Byzantium. Constantine was determined to end that. Later this year, when the harvest was in and the weather cooled, his legions would tramp east, his war galleys probe Licinius’ maritime and coastal defences. He would annihilate Licinius, as Licinius had so recently tried to destroy him.

Constantine half closed his eyes, recalling the imperial villa at Baiae, the sun setting, the breeze blowing cool. He clearly remembered that fateful evening. He’d been enjoying a light meal of hot wine and savoury lentil soup, laughing at the travelling troupe of clowns. One had had his wig blown off, whilst the other two had put theirs on the wrong way round. Constantine had watched the mummery, half listening to the gardeners sharpening stakes for the vines or weaving new beehives. Suddenly the laughter had stopped. Two jugglers had sped towards him. No game or revelry! Each was armed with a curved dagger. Constantine, not as drunk as he so often pretended, kicked a stool at one of the assassins and rose to meet the other, smashing into him like any wrestler in the arena. He had reacted even faster than his guards. The conspirators were seized, three men and a woman. Constantine himself questioned the men, staking them out in the garden, placing boiling hot plates on their chests then lifting these off to pluck away skin and flesh, leaving the open wounds raw for the fiery charcoal and urine his torturers immediately poured on. All three confessed to being assassins dispatched by Licinius. They had inveigled themselves in with false letters of introduction to the Master of Revels. Constantine ordered that hapless official to be dragged at the tail of a horse from Baiae to Rome. By the time the mounted Sarmatian mercenaries reached the outskirts of the city, only a leg remained. The three male assassins had been crucified, their woman accomplice sent to the Flavian amphitheatre. She’d been strapped, hands tied behind her, on the back of a wild bull, to be knocked, bruised and finally gored. A public reply to Licinius that his plot had failed!

Constantine gnawed on his knuckles and glared round the imperial box. Conspiracy, threats, blackmail! Whom could he trust? The standard-bearers, his personal guard in their white and purple tunics and gleaming cuirasses, the pelts of bear, wolf and panther decorating their heads and shoulders? Yet all these men had fought for him at the Milvian Bridge. Rufinus the banker, with his wide-eyed, noisy wife? Yet he’d attached his estate and life, house and fortune to Constantine’s star; if the Emperor fell, Rufinus would certainly follow. Chrysis, the bald-headed chamberlain, with his prim-purse mouth and little beady eyes? A strange one, Chrysis! He dabbled, so it was gossiped, in the black arts. Tales were rife about how he listened to the black frogs croaking in the Styx. A man who hid behind a mask of flesh and mirth and yet, if the story was true, also sacrificed a black she-lamb during the night of the full moon, a votive offering amongst the cypress trees of the imperial gardens; a sacrifice from which a screaming spirit flew out trailing flames as it went to meet Hecate the Ancient One. Or was that just malicious gossip? Chrysis had made many enemies. He was a self-professed poet and wit. A powerful courtier had once asked him why he had not sent him one of his poems to read?

‘Lest you send me one of yours!’ the chamberlain had retorted.

No, Chrysis had too many enemies to change sides. What about the others? Burrus, the glory of Germany, standing on the other side of Helena, hand on the hilt of his sword, dressed in thick leggings and a shaggy bearskin despite the autumn heat? Constantine laughed quietly to himself. Burrus, with his straggling hair and beard, looked like a beast from one of his own dark forests. He and his group of ruffians had only one god, one allegiance, one loyalty and life: Helena! And those others, sitting behind him? Constantine stole a quick glance over his shoulder. The courtiers, flunkeys and officials were all intent on the race, clutching their bets in one hand, their lucky talismans in the other. Time-servers, Constantine reflected, except for the group sitting further to his left, among them Sylvester, the shaven-faced Christian priest, the powerful adviser to Militiades, the Bishop of Rome, who claimed spiritual authority over all Christians in the Empire as well as beyond its frontiers. Constantine shifted uneasily. He was wary of Christianity, the faith of slaves, who believed a crucified Jew was God Incarnate. Yet Helena believed in it and, of course, there were those visions he himself had experienced before the Milvian Bridge. What was their true cause? The falling sickness, the result of fatigue, of uncut Falernian? Yet the vision, or dream, or whatever else it was, had promised victory to Constantine if he adopted the cross and the chi-rho symbol of the Christian faith. He had, and he’d won!

Constantine had granted the Christians toleration, and they’d emerged from the sewers and catacombs of Rome and elsewhere. He had been truly astonished at how many senators and equites secretly adhered to this new faith, which stretched like a tangled root through all levels of imperial society and beyond. Helena regarded Christianity as the basis of a new empire. The Emperor straightened in his chair. And a new city? He glanced quickly at his mother still absorbed in her own thoughts, then startled at a fresh roar from the crowds. He looked quickly over his shoulder again and caught the gaze of Claudia, Helena’s ‘little mouse’. Why had his mother invited her here? Attius’ death? The blackmail threats? But surely that was all too sensitive? Constantine blinked and stared down. Across the Spina, Scorpus, in a thunder of electrum, wood, steel, bronze and swirling dust, was holding his own against the Greek Pausanias who, in silver helmet and scarlet cloak, thundered behind with his magnificent bays. Constantine sipped from his goblet and wondered yet again why his mother had invited Claudia. He glanced quickly out of the corner of his eye. Good, Helena was still locked in the secret chambers of her own soul. Perhaps he should have another goblet of wine.

Helena did not object to Constantine’s drinking. She would nag him later and persuade him to go down to the exercise yard. Nor was she concerned about Licinius and his plotting in Nicomedia. Her son was a better general, and support for Licinius was crumbling both within his own provinces and elsewhere. Helena had seen to that. The Christian Church had tentacles which stretched direct into the heart of Licinius’ most secret councils. Helena smiled. Licinius would soon discover that, but by then it would be too late. She was more concerned about what would happen afterwards: a new Rome, a new empire, a new faith, one religion, one God, one creed, one code. The Christian faith could achieve that, be the binding force of a new empire. True, Helena mused, people might become a little confused over who was Emperor and who was Pontifex Maximus; Constantine or the Bishop of Rome? Helena chewed her lip. Could Constantine also be Bishop of Rome? An interesting thought. She must ask Anastasius, her deaf-mute secretary, now busy in the secret writing office of the Palatine Palace behind her, preparing everything for the meeting that would take place afterwards.

Helena sighed. That brought her to her little mouse, Claudia, with her sweet round face under a mop of black hair; a mere chit of a woman, comely, neat and unpretentious, except for those eyes, black and keen, and that teeming mind behind its innocent mask: a perfect agentes in rebus! Indeed, one of the best. Claudia observed people and lulled them into security as she critically observed, questioned and reflected. Helena needed her. She had to drag Claudia away from that colourful rabble which haunted Uncle Polybius’ tavern near the Flavian Gate. She glanced up and stared across the race track, oblivious to the roars and cheers as another great bronze egg was taken down. Only two more courses to run. She surveyed the sea of faces. Somewhere along the top tiers, clutching their bone-shard tickets, would be Polybius and his gaggle of customers from the She-Asses.

Helena turned as if to talk to her son, then changed her mind as she remembered the Nefandus, that sordid killer stalking the filthy streets and alleyways of the Caelian quarter. She wondered if Claudia knew anything about that. There was, however, a more pressing matter: the truly mysterious murder of Attius Enobarbus. Was his death a threat to Helena’s vision of a new Rome? An obstacle to the res secretissima, the most secret business? Helena stared down at the Spina. Were those stories true? she wondered. Had Peter the Galilean, the bosom friend of the risen Christ, the first Bishop of Rome, been crucified in a place like this, upside down on a cross? And was his corpse secretly buried beneath the place of execution? A sudden roar startled Helena from her reverie. She stared down. Scorpus had turned too close to the metae and the left wheel of his chariot must have struck the post, for it was now wobbling. Pausanias had swung out, rushing past him, thundering towards the finishing line. Helena leaned over and shook Constantine by the shoulder.
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