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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘Stop this fire, whatever it takes. I, your Emperor, order it.’

The Emperor

Nero, Emperor of Rome and all her provinces, feared by his subjects for his temper and cruelty, is in possession of an ancient document predicting that Rome will burn.

The Spy

Sebastos Pantera, assassin and spy for the Roman Legions, is ordered to stop the impending cataclysm. He knows that if he does not, his life – and those of thousands of others – are in terrible danger.

The Chariot Boy

Math, a young charioteer, is a pawn drawn into the deadly game between the Emperor and the Spy, where death stalks the drivers – on the track and off it.

Rich characterisation and spine tingling adventure combine in a vividly realised novel set amid the bloodshed and the chaos, the heroism and murderous betrayal of ancient Rome.
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The fact is, that the close of this fourth millennium coincides with a Phoenix Year. As you know, the residue of hours of the solar year that exceed three hundred and sixty-five days add up every 1460 years to an entire year, which in Egypt is called the Phoenix Year … for then the Celestial Bird is consumed upon his palm-tree pure at On-Heliopolis and from his ashes rises the new Phoenix.

Robert Graves, King Jesus

When the matricide reigns in Rome, Then ends the race of Aeneas.

Sibylline prophecy current in the reign of Nero


PROLOGUE

Jerusalem in the Reign of the Emperor Tiberius

SEBASTOS ABDES PANTERA was twelve years old and nearly a man on the night he discovered that his father was a traitor.

It was spring, the bright time of flowers, and Passover, the time of celebration, sacrifice and riots. Every year, teams of priests worked without cease from sunrise to sunset, cutting the throats of countless thousands of lambs in the temple.

Every year, the multitudes of the faithful gathered to eat those lambs in memory of the angel of death who passed over their houses, striking down the firstborn of Egypt.

Every year, the Roman prefect cancelled all leave amongst his legions and set guards about the hot, dry city, packed to capacity with the hot, dry pride of a conquered people.

Through the nights of unleavened bread, conquerors and conquered waited alike for a spark bright enough to light the ultimate, uncontainable riot that would see the legions let loose and the streets run rivers of blood. It had not happened yet.

In a private garden beyond the city gates, the sounds of celebration were the muffled roar of a storm not yet broken. The air was heavy with the scent of almond blossom, lilies, crushed camphire and blood. A hot wind rent the trees, raining petals to the earth. It did not move the sullen clouds that marred the sky.

Crouching alone in the dark beneath the nut trees, Sebastos heard the approach and retreat of a watch-guard’s feet. He shut out all other noises, and made himself listen only to the soft clash of leather and metal on the path.

Before the second circuit, he knew that the nails of the guard’s right sandal had worn thin on the inside heel, and knew thereby that it was his father, best of all men, who strode alone in the leaden dark.

Julius Tiberius Abdes Pantera, decurion of the first wing of the first company of archers stationed in Judaea under the direct command of the prefect, may have got his son as a bastard on a Gaulish slave-woman, but none the less, Sebastos knew himself to be the child of a true soldier.

Since the day he could first walk, his father had taught him the secrets of the archer’s craft and had instilled with it, as the food and drink of his son’s young life, the twin bedrocks by which a soldier measured his own worth.

First of these was his absolute loyalty to his commander: a true legionary obeyed every order immediately and without question. Second, stemming from the first, was the unblemished virtue of his own honour which required that he always bring respect and dignity to his position.

Honour was everything. Sebastos lived to seem honourable in his father’s eyes and by now he knew how to do that. As he had been taught, he made himself explore his surroundings with his fingertips, discovering by touch the nature and size of any obstacles that might hinder or help his progress. In doing so, he kept his mind well away from the terrifying cloud above his head. All night, it had smothered the moon and stars and seemed likely at any moment to fall and smother him.

He had mentioned the cloud to his father in the afternoon, before the summons came to guard the tomb. In day’s safe light, his father had ruffled his hair and laughed and said that only a true Gaul feared the sky would fall on his head.

There had been a tremor in his voice and Sebastos had hoped that it grew from pride that the only son of an Alexandrian archer should take so truly after the barbarian tribes of his mother’s people, rather than from shame for that same thing.

Later, lying alone in the dark, yearning for the cloud to leave, Sebastos had realized that it had nothing to do with pride, and everything to do with grief – that his father still mourned his mother and Sebastos hadn’t thought to comfort him.

What kind of boy forgets the source of his father’s pain? Shame at his own stupidity had goaded him from his bed and up the hill, skirting the walls of the city to reach the gated garden on the slope with its many scented flowers and the trail of blood leading up to the tomb. Here, where his father marched alone, he had a chance to undo his mistake.

A thistle grew sharp behind Sebastos’ left foot. An ageing pomegranate guarded his right shoulder. To his left, a bed of kitchen herbs spiced the hot air. Beyond that, the path curved snake-like up the hill. Clouds loomed over, threateningly full.

His father reached the first row of almonds. The sound of his tread paused a moment, before beginning the march back up the slope. The watch-fire’s red glow caught him as he turned, casting his outline in proud silhouette.

Sebastos grinned. A fierce joy lifted the threat of the falling sky. Swift as the great spotted cat for which he was named, he slid out from under the almonds and ran through the dark towards his father.

‘Pantera?’

Sebastos cannoned to a halt, balanced on one foot. The call came from his left, down the path, less than a bow’s shot away. The voice was a woman’s, like his mother’s, but lacking her Gaulish accent.

Sebastos’ left hand found a wall of cool rock to lean on. He stood in the darkest of the dark and held his breath. His father, too, had stopped, but – unaccountably – did not challenge the incomer. Instead, he raised his fingers to his lips and gave a short, low whistle.

No answering call came back. Instead, from lower down the path, a whispering flame danced closer, and stronger, until it lit the woman and two men who brought it.

‘Julius. Thank you.’

The woman who stepped forward was his mother’s age, but under the kind blaze of the torch her face was smooth, her cheeks were clear, and her eyes were bright. Sebastos thought she had been weeping, and was close to it again.

His father was not weeping. His face had softened in a way the boy had not seen in six months.

‘Mariamne.’

Stepping into the puddle of light, Pantera spoke the tenderest, dearest form of the name, which a man might use only for his wife, or his daughter, or his sister. He raised a hand as if to touch the woman’s face and then dropped it again, his eyes wide with unspoken care.

The man holding the torch moved forward. Its light spilled out beyond the confines of the woman’s face and Sebastos saw that she was pregnant. The signs were not obvious yet; she was no more than three months gone. Only a boy trained from infancy to study every detail of those about him would have seen it.

His father knew, that much was clear. He had stepped back, making a sign that she should precede him up the path.

She hesitated, as if afraid to move on. ‘Is he still alive?’ Her voice was rich and light as a temple chime. The torch set the almond blossom dancing. Moths cast giant, floating shadows into the night.

His father bowed, as he might have done to his commander in the barracks. ‘My lady, he was when we brought him here.’

‘You have water and linen?’

‘Everything you asked for is here.’

‘Lead us, then,’ said the woman, and Sebastos pressed himself deeper into the dark and watched as his father abandoned twenty years of obedience to his commander and to Rome, and led a woman of the Hebrews and her two companions up the garden to the tomb he was supposed to be guarding.

Men were crucified for less. A dozen had been, through the long day. The body of one of them lay in a tomb cut into the rock at the garden’s end.

In a line, the incomers passed Sebastos, so that he saw them, one after the other. The two men walking behind the woman were as different one from the other as lily from desert thorn. The elder was a grey-haired rabbi, marked by the quality and style of his linen robes. He bore himself with an authority that was undercut by fear. He, at least, knew exactly what he risked.

The younger was hewn from rougher rock. The eagle’s crag nose and the long, uncut hair said that he hailed from Galilee, where the rule of Rome did not reach, where men thought themselves more righteous than their neighbours in Judaea, who lived in thrall to an emperor who called himself god.

If his hair showed where this man was born, the style of his tunic and the knotted leather labelled him beyond doubt as a zealot of the Sicarioi, the Hebrew assassins named for the curved razor-knives with which they slew the unbelievers and traitors, serving with a fierce fanaticism the word of their master.

True to his calling, the Sicari had killed once already that night; his curved knife was wet with new blood. He padded past, more silent than any leopard, and of the group, he alone knew no fear. His eyes searched the dark, and the light of their look fell on Sebastos so that they stared at one another face to face, or it seemed so.

Sebastos thought he might die then, pierced by that look, or the knife that must surely follow. He screwed up his courage to meet both with honour, but the restless gaze passed on without pause, as if it were normal to see a boy hiding in the dark on this night in this garden.

The small group was almost out of sight when Sebastos dared to breathe again, and slowly to inch his way up the slope behind them.

His night was changed beyond recognition. He had come because he feared the sky might fall on his head and it had done, so that his soul was crushed and the light snuffed out of his heart. His hope now lay in seeing his father set things to rights, as he had done so often in the past.

‘He’s alive. We will take him now. We owe you more than thanks.’

The woman stepped from the tomb’s dark to the light of the coming dawn. She gave her news to the Sicari zealot, to Sebastos’ father, to the garden, to the waking birds, to the world. Exhaustion and relief cracked the liquid bronze of her voice.

For a moment, nobody answered. They stood in the part-time between night and day. The cloud had lifted at last, leaving the final stars to blaze at the rising sun. The watch-fire was a crimson haze in the greys of almost-morning. By its light, the Sicari brought from the depths of his tunic a purse of poor hide, with the stitching frayed away at the seams. Silver spilled from it, easy as rain.

From his cramped, cold place of watching, Sebastos saw his father’s head snap round in shock. His hand dropped to his knife.

‘Do you think money bought him? Truly?’

His voice promised violence, for the cleansing of an insult. The Sicari looked as if he would happily oblige, but before either man could move the woman stepped forward, saying, ‘Shimon, that was not called for,’ and the man so named shrugged and stooped to gather his insult and when he rose again with the silver clenched in his fist, the moment for fighting had passed.

The woman ducked back into the tomb and returned moments later with the grey-haired rabbi. Between them, they carried a burden that was passed with infinite care through the low opening in the rock face.

The stench of blood was overpowering. Out of respect for his mother, Sebastos turned his face away. Other men took their sons to see the executions, believing fear was the best teacher and that only thus could they keep the hot blood of young men from frothing into open rebellion against the grinding-heel of Rome. When Sebastos’ father had prepared to do the same, his mother had stood in the doorway and forbidden it – the only time in his life Sebastos had seen her truly angry.

She was red-haired and taller than his father and while she might once have been his slave, she was free by then, and could speak her mind. At the height of the vicious row that followed, she spat a single word in a language Sebastos did not understand – a name, perhaps. It crashed through their hut like a living bull, leaving shock and silence in its wake.

White-faced, his father had turned on his heel and gone back to the barracks and not returned for nearly a month.

He had not taken his son to the place of execution then or later, but he had made sure Sebastos knew precisely the death inflicted on men who were caught in insurrection against the rule of Rome, the indignity of it, and the appalling duration that could span as much as three days of increasing, unremitting agony.

‘If they like you, they’ll break your legs,’ he had said. ‘Death comes more swiftly, but the pain before is greater.’ Worst, obviously, was the loss of honour, so much worse than a death in battle.

At the end, in case his son might not believe such a thing could happen to him, Sebastos’ father had filled the rest of that evening by reciting aloud the names of the five hundred young Hebrew men who had each been nailed to a cross on a single day after the fall of Sepphoris to the rebel leader known as the Galilean, and his army of zealots.

Whatever his intention, the father had succeeded in terrifying his son. Every night for the two years since that blood-stained evening, Sebastos had woken in the grey early morning sweating for terror of a threat that was as great as his fear of the falling sky.

But his father had failed in so far as Sebastos had not at any time, then or later, ceased to regard the Galilean as his hero, however many young men he might have led to their deaths.

The Galilean was everyone’s hero, even if he was the enemy. His growing band of followers drew young men from all quarters of the divided Judaea, uniting them in hatred of Rome and its rule. Sebastos might have considered himself loyal to the emperor, might have held in his heart the dream of Roman citizenship as the ultimate prize, but that did not stop him from idolizing a man who, by force of character, courage and arms, had stayed one step ahead of the legions for nearly four decades.

At a time when the Sadducee high priests kept themselves fat on the prefect’s leavings and counselled the proper paying of taxes, the Galilean and his hand-picked groups of Sicari zealots stole the taxes from the Herodian collectors and sent them back whence they came. Like every boy he knew, Sebastos burned to be a hero one day, and the Galilean showed how it could be done, even if he had set his sword against the might of Rome, and was thus destined to failure.

Over the years when mothers used the name to frighten their children into good behaviour, the Galilean had grown in Sebastos’ estimation to be a Hercules: courageous, astute and honourable, an indefatigable defender of the poor. Until that morning, when the hero had suffered exactly the death Sebastos’ father had so vividly described.

Sebastos was one of the few not to have seen it. As far as he was concerned, he remained under oath to his mother not to view a death by crucifixion unless it were his own, and he did not break his promise to her now, for the Galilean was not dead when the woman and the Pharisee brought him out of the tomb.

That might have been surprising, except that he had not hung for three days as he should have done, but had been cut down on the prefect’s orders at the eleventh hour, just before dusk, that his corpse might not profane the Passover Sabbath that began at sunset. In a city so prone to riots, it was a necessary precaution.

Sebastos’ father had said aloud at the time that he must have been very sick to have died so quickly, but it was a mercy, and he did not begrudge any man a swift death. That had been a lie to add to betrayal; Sebastos’ father had told the woman that he knew the Galilean was alive when they moved him to the tomb.

What kind of man tells lies to his own son?

Cold rage opened Sebastos’ eyes as the small cavalcade brought the not-dead man past his hiding place. He saw clearly the bandaged flesh, the ruined skin, the gaunt, unshaven face and the sunken eyes set deep within it, still clinging to their spark of life.

The Sicari assassin came last of the line, guarding the rear. He did not turn his head, or pause, or give any other sign that he knew they were not alone.

Even so, as he passed Sebastos’ hiding place, he stooped to pick up a pebble. Without turning his head, he tossed it high in the air. It bounced precisely on the crown of Sebastos’ head.

It took all morning to leave the garden, so slowly did Sebastos move. No man saw him, not even his father, who had trained him to see all things that live, however careful they might be. He was better than his father; he was not sullied by the taint of falsehood and treachery.

Slowness gave him the peace to settle his unsettled heart, and to think. By the time he reached the hut, he had come to a decision. He was twelve years old, and had already made his first kill. He was not as tall as his mother had been; he did not take directly after the great Gaulish warriors who slew Romans in battle with their bare hands, but he was taller than most of his contemporaries, and could pass for a boy at least three years older. He was rich after a fashion; he owned the clothes he stood up in and a new belt he had not yet used, and a worn calfskin pouch that his mother had left him, containing three silver denarii that carried the head of the Emperor Tiberius. He debated taking his bow. There was no doubt that he could steal more food than he could ever shoot, but it mattered that when he presented himself to ask for employment, he should be armed, and so he lifted his bow from its hook, and his hunting knife and his six arrows, three of them fully fletched.

Taking these things – his youth, his height, his training as an almost-archer, and his riches of silver and weapons – he left the house of his treacherous father and set his face to Alexandria where he had once lived.

He had been happy there, but that was not the reason to return. Alexandria was where he had met the pallid Roman philosopher with connections to the emperor.

For two years, the man had come to watch Sebastos often as he practised with his bow, or spun his knife at distant targets. He had seen him fight – and sometimes beat – the other bastard get of soldiers who foraged in the scrap-camp that followed the legions. He had observed Sebastos’ solitary nature, his unwillingness to curry favour with those who scorned him, or feared him, or even the few who admired him. Most, the philosopher had seen that his own watching was noticed, and then that he himself was watched in his turn.

It had become an unspoken game between them; the philosopher would go about his business, always watchful, and Sebastos would try covertly to follow him.

Later, when the boy could go a whole day and know all of the philosopher’s business and never be spotted once, the man made the game official, and paid him in bronze, or bread, or fletchings, if he could follow a distant man, pointed out in a crowded place, and report on his activities.

Over three more years, the tests had become ever harder, ever more dangerous. Sebastos had excelled at all of them, and grown in his understanding of himself; shadows were his allies, secrecy his life’s blood, and the philosopher was a teacher in the truest sense of the word. When his father had been posted to Judaea and the child had been forced to follow, Sebastos found he had lost his first friend without ever having known he had one.

It had been a tearful farewell for both of them. At the last moment of parting, the philosopher had caught Sebastos’ chin and tilted his head and promised that if ever a tall, comely boy with skill in knife and bow wanted truly to be a warrior for Rome, he could promise him a wage and a place to live, and perhaps, if he made himself useful, citizenship.

Citizenship: the ultimate prize. Sebastos held the name of his potential sponsor in his heart all the long, dusty journey to Alexandria: Lucius Anaeus Seneca, teacher to a lost mongrel child.


I

CORIALLUM, NORTHERN GAUL

LATE SUMMER, AD 63

IN THE REIGN OF THE

EMPEROR NERO


CHAPTER ONE

THE SPY MADE landfall the evening before the chariot races began.

His ship sailed in on a narrow slide of sunlight, splitting the green-grey water from the blue-grey sky. The sails were already unstrung, alive in the snapping breeze. The berthing oars were out. Three pairs swept down either side of the wide beam, making of the Blue Mackerel a beetle, stalking into dock. A string of seagulls swayed over her wake.

She could have been any one of the sleek merchant sloops that flitted back and forth across the narrow stretch of sea from Britain to the small, crowded harbour at Coriallum on the northern coast of Gaul, but for the discreet purple pennant flying from the foremast that said she sailed on the emperor’s business.

At any other time, that might have been a lie contrived to increase the fares charged for passage, but not when Nero had honoured Coriallum with his presence for the chariot races, and was in temporary residence in the magistrate’s villa at the top of the hill.

As ever, the harbour was heaving with men, women, children, dogs and gulls, all watching the Mackerel come in. The furled dockside stench of old fish, fresh dog shit, rotting vegetables and seaweed was buried beneath the sweat of a hundred busy bodies.

Stevedores and fishermen leaned in pairs on bollards, picking their teeth, discussing the swell of the sea and the sharp iron taste of the air. Women balanced on either hip baskets of bread and dried figs and dried seaweed that blended their scents with the richer, rounder scent of the fresh wrack that hung from pillars beneath the pier. Old men coiled ropes and mended nets, bare-headed in the blustering wind. Half-naked children played games of tag, dodging round the legs of their elders.

A grubby urchin fishing from the pier’s end watched the adults covertly from the shelter of a wide-brimmed straw hat. As he did every day, he assessed the size and weight of their belt-pouches by sound alone, and then checked to see whether those of interest were armed, and what kinds of looks they threw him there at the pier’s end, if they chose to notice him at all. The boy-whores of Coriallum were notorious, but not everyone wished to be seen to be looking.

The boy’s name was Math, common enough amongst the Gauls. He paid the Mackerel no attention at all until the wake from her arrival slewed the mess of flotsam and jetsam floating up against the pier, upsetting the lie of his line. Then, he cursed, loudly enough to be heard, drew up his cord, set fresh collops of mussel on the half-dozen hooks and dropped it back into the water with a splash.

Tying it off, he leaned sideways against a mooring stone. Tilting his hat against the low afternoon sun, he allowed himself a lazy look at the men who had bought, or been given, passage on the emperor’s ship.

The first six ashore were Romans, green-faced and swaying on their sea legs, more bookish than bred to the sea. Ink stains on their fingers and the level cut of their hair gave them away as clerks in the governor’s retinue, sent with the endless quartermaster’s lists, of weapons, corn, hides, horses, men, hounds and slaves, and most particularly of the taxes with which Roman officialdom was obsessed.

Math felt the quality of their glances as they passed. On any other day, he might have considered making a play, but the clerks smelled of vomit and were clearly too ill to think of anything beyond an unswaying bed. None of them threw him a coin to pay for an ‘evening meal’.

To make sure they wouldn’t think of it, he squirmed his buttocks on the boards of the pier as if his arse itched, and then scratched urgently at his groin.

Ajax the charioteer had taught him that when they had first talked. There are men who will take you and not pay, however fast you might be with a knife. But if they think you’re infected, they’ll not come within an arm’s reach.

Ajax wanted him to be a race-driver, or at least to earn an honest living. The advice on simulating the pox had been given reluctantly, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t good. When Math turned back to look, the green-faced clerks had gone.

A dozen merchants followed them off the ship. They had better sea legs but carried about them the nervous aura of risk-takers, vivid as a whore’s scent. Lining up along the dock, they shouted instructions to the gathering stevedores concerning the immense worth of their goods and the disasters that would befall if anything were damaged in the lifting from boat to dock.

There was a long gap then, filled busily by block-and-tackle work with ropes so that the boy thought no one else was coming ashore and that he had lost his fee.

‘Fuck.’ He said it quietly, but one of the stevedores heard him and reached to snatch the hat from his head. Beneath it, Math’s hair hung to his shoulders in a skein of dirty gold, gone to straw in the damp sea air. Set over a slim neck and a thin, interesting face, it shone brightly enough to lift him from the run of the gutter-thieves who worked the docks.

The stevedore whistled an obscenity and mimed the spin of a coin through the air, then sent the hat to follow. Math spat an insult back and retrieved his hat. A ripple of laughter made the unloading work flow faster for a moment. Cursing colourfully, Math began to coil in his line.

His attention had only been gone from the ship for a moment, but it was enough – almost too much.

The man he had been sent to watch stepped lightly ashore between a bale of stinking, uncombed sheep’s fleece and a crate of tin ingots so massive that it took four of the laughing men to lift and haul it, and even then it rebounded off the dock and fractured, spreading shards of almost-silver across the stained oak boards. Two ingots slid noiseless into the sea, too heavy to splash. The merchant whose crate it was screamed as if the stevedores had stabbed him.

The slight, slouch-shouldered figure that was the boy’s mark sprang sideways as the crate bounced off the side of the dock for a second time. In his bare feet and rough, undyed tunic, he might have been anything from another clerk to a deckhand released early from the boat.

Math knew he was neither. Leaning back on the bollard, he let his hat droop and droop until he was looking through a gap in the brim. A stranger might have thought him asleep, which would have been foolish, but then grown men commonly made foolish assumptions about Math of the Osismi, most common of which was that he was charming, shy, and naturally honest and had never whored himself before.

The scrawny old Roman who had paid him to watch the harbour had not made any such assumptions, which was the first point in his favour. The second was that he’d offered a whole sestertius to Math as payment if he could watch for and then follow a particular passenger stepping ashore from the Blue Mackerel. The fee was more than Math earned in a month in his paid work for Ajax, and far more than he would have dared steal.

So that his quarry might not be missed, the scrawny Roman had given detailed physical characteristics of the man he was expecting to sail into Coriallum on the emperor’s ship. He has dark hair, not so striking as the fire-copper of your mad Gaulish countrymen who race their chariots so recklessly for the amusement of the emperor, nor yet the obsidian black of the Greeks, but somewhere between: a deep oak-brown that does not quite catch the eye.

The man’s hair was not catching anyone’s eye; a straggling wood-dark nest that had been combed some time not long ago and then uncombed by the sea wind straight after. It lifted again now, jerkily, as he stepped over the fallen ingots to walk down the dock.

He was not a whole man. The old Roman had said so and it was true. Had he been paraded at the autumn horse fair, Ajax would have passed him over, leaving lesser men to bid good silver for a beast that was not overtly lame, yet not perfectly sound.

Ajax had an eye for such things and Math was learning it. So he saw that the man’s right shoulder was lower than it should have been and he favoured his left leg as if the hamstring were overly tight. He saw that his features were sharp, as if he had gone hungry through the winter, and summer had not filled the loss, leaving his cheeks too proud to be beautiful and his pressed lips too tight for love.

But nothing changed the core of what this man was – and that was fascinating. There had been just one stride that was not controlled, one stride as he slapped a flat palm to a bollard and sprang up from the gangplank to the dock that had left Math with sweat prickling his armpits in a way nothing had yet done in all his young life.

His name is Pantera, Sebastos Abdes Pantera. It means leopard. You know what that is? One of the great cats that hunt silently through the forests of the hot southern lands. Your mark is a leopard, and he hunts as one such. You will know him first and last by the way he moves. Even now, when he is wounded, and prone to bouts of untrammelled anger, you will know him thus.

And Math did know him thus; however hard he might try to look and act like a deckhand, Sebastos Abdes Pantera, he of the bland hair and the not-bland face, had made one unconscious spring on to the dock with the fluid motion of an athlete, of a man who knows the fine tuning of his body, and cares for it, and can use it as a weapon in any way he pleases.

Watching him take his leave of the merchant, Math felt the nervous itch in his armpits grow hotter. Flustered, he rose and slipped his fishing line over his shoulder, and took one last look at the direction Pantera was taking. Which was a mistake.

His eyes, should you ever see them, are green-brown, like the shimmer of sun on river water. At first glance, he looks through you – unless he wishes to kill you. Then he looks straight at you.

For the barest fraction of a heartbeat, those river-water eyes looked straight at Math, who looked away, and was left shaking as if he had ague. When he dared to look again, Pantera had gone, threading his way through the heaving crowd, stepping lightly over the dog dirt and the coiled ropes, and evading the running children with an unconscious ease. If he had a purse, it did not show. He brushed shoulders with no one.

Math did not run in pursuit, or even watch his quarry closely. The harbour was wide open, from the pier’s end to the first row of merchant booths, taverns and brothels a hundred paces in from the sea. There were not many places to go and Math knew the quickest routes to all of them. First, it mattered that no one on the pier should know whom he followed, or why.

Hefting his fishing line, Math turned and looked thoughtfully out at the sliver of sun that was left, at the long, narrow stretch of it on the sea. He wrapped his arms around his thin tunic against the rising wind that was already creaming the wavetops. He shivered and made a show of staring at the incoming clouds and then shrugged to himself and spat into the stinking seaweed below the harbour and picked at the hooks on his fishing line, casting the last few mussels to the gulls.

The birds made a commotion behind him, so that he could walk fast and his steps not be heard. Keeping a careful distance behind, he followed his mark up to the row of merchants’ booths. When he reached the end of the pier, Math dropped the borrowed fishing line beside a box full of fish and stooped to rub his bare feet with a hank of dried seaweed, to clear them of fish-slime and filth from the docks.

A short while later, rising, he watched Pantera turning right, up the hill. Rubbing his hands dry on his tunic, Math set off to follow.


CHAPTER TWO

DUSK FELL QUICKLY; it always did at this time of year.

In the disappearing light, Math followed his mark swiftly through Coriallum’s winding streets by instinct as much as sight. It was his talent, and he used it mercilessly. If the scrawny Roman had not paid him, he would have been at the harbour anyway, and would have followed whichever of the incomers had seemed to have the biggest purse.

He might not have followed Pantera. In the two years since his mother died, he had kept a promise to her memory that he would not put the lure of silver over his own safety. It seemed to Math that Pantera was by far the most dangerous man he had ever tried to follow and he did, after all, have his father to think of: he couldn’t afford for them both to be crippled.

He thought of his father as he hugged the wall of a tavern, letting the noise from inside cover the sound of his movement, and then the lack of it as he stopped. Up ahead, Pantera had paused and was asking directions of Cleona, the baker’s wife.

The Roan Bull tavern was a large, sprawling affair set at the top edge of the town, with a main room surrounded by sleeping bays and stables and a second storey upstairs, left wide open for feasts and meetings of the town’s council. Inside, three men were singing a battle song, sending the notes low and deep in their throbbing, incomprehensible dialect.

The language was foreign. Its words and rhythms caught at Math’s guts and tugged him back to long nights of his childhood when his parents, believing him asleep, had talked in this lilting foreign language around the night’s fire. Those were the nights when they invited in men and women Math never saw clearly, who spoke softly in their sing-song voices.

The visitors had always left before daylight, bearing with them food and gold and knives and swords that Math was not supposed to know had been hidden in the thatch. Even in winter they took food, leaving none behind, and always they left his parents talking in the heart of the night, speaking riddles in a foreign language.

Then one night a man had come who did not stay long, and in the morning Math’s mother had fallen sick with grief and she had stayed sick until the burning fever took her away from him, robbing him of love and his family of its only whole adult.

Math knew that his father had been a warrior once, of the kind whose praises were sung in the taverns; the kind who went to war as a hero and came back as a cripple, unable to earn enough to keep a man and a child fed through the hard days of winter when the woman who had kept them both was gone.

In the Roan Bull, the war-lament ended, dying away to quiet words and the occasional tight sob of a man who had drunk too much. The hanging hide that served as a door was flung back and two men staggered out, arm in arm, still humming.

Less than an arm’s reach away from them, Math spat with venom into the gutter and named it for all the heroes of all wars in all countries. They didn’t see him. He closed his eyes as they walked past, that they might not be drawn to the contempt in his gaze.

Turning his head back after they had gone, he saw the baker’s wife walk past. Of his mark, there was no sign.

‘Shit!’ He said that aloud, pushing himself to his feet. The woman let out a small squeal, then saw it was only Math and flapped her hands at him, hissing annoyance like a goose. He was already away, soft as a shadow, hugging the dark lees of the houses, casting left and right for a sense of where Pantera had gone.

Or a scent. He caught a snatched whiff of the sea and turned left into a dark, stinking, blind-ending alley that was barely wide enough to take a hound, still less a boy or a man. He was running now, ducking low, trying to dodge the puddles of urine and dog turds. He never saw the hand that caught his throat and brought him to a choking halt.

He couldn’t breathe. There was no light at all. In perfect darkness, Math felt a knife shave a sliver of skin from under his ear and hot, wet blood ooze after it.

Snoring like a pig, he struck out with both heels, hoping to catch the soft parts of the man’s groin. He failed. To prove it, the hand slammed downward, crashing his feet painfully hard into the packed earth.

‘Three mistakes,’ said a quiet voice in his ear. ‘And calling out now would be a fourth. Without doing that, can you list for me what the previous three were?’

He is prone to bouts of untrammelled anger … Math felt his bladder squeeze on and off, like a horse taking a piss. He was afraid of Pantera, but more, was terrified that he might soil himself and earn the man’s contempt.

He squeaked and hated himself for it. The hand at his throat shifted a fraction. Drinking great gulps of air, Math said, ‘Watched … men leave … tavern. Lost you. Mistake.’

‘That was what killed you,’ the voice agreed. ‘But I had seen you already by then. Three things drew me to you. What were they?’

In absolute darkness, Math could see the river-brown eyes perfectly, and their promise of death. He said, ‘I looked at you. I let your eyes meet mine.’

‘Good.’ The hand at his throat loosed its grip. ‘But I already knew you before then, or our eyes would never have met. So two other mistakes before that.’

Math could breathe normally now, and think more clearly. Screwing shut his eyes, he searched back through his memory to the boat’s arrival, to everything that had happened from when it was a speck on the far horizon to the point when Pantera’s gaze had met his.

‘Something to do with the clerks?’ he asked, eventually. ‘I shouldn’t have looked at them?’

‘No, that was neatly done. You looked, you saw nothing you liked, you put them off. I was already watching you, so the mistake was earlier.’

The hand that held him moved from his throat to his shoulder. Hard fingers dug into his collar bone. The knife still rested at his other cheek. With a lesser man, Math might have tried to wriggle free.

He shook his head as far as he dared. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Fish are shade-lovers; they shun direct sunlight,’ said the voice. ‘You were fishing in the sun’s full glare when all you had to do was make half a turn to your right and you could have dropped your line in shadow among the shoals that live there. A genuine fisher-boy would have done that, but it would have meant turning your back on the boat which you didn’t want to do. So you weren’t a fisher-boy, and then, when the clerks came, you spurned them, so you were also not a whore. That only left two things: a cutpurse, or a spy. You cut no purses on your way through the crowd and so, today at least, you are a spy. Am I right?’

There was no point in denying it. Math said, ‘That’s only two mistakes. What was the third?’

‘This.’ Pantera bent his head and sniffed. ‘Your hair stinks of horse piss. The wind was coming off-shore to the ship; that’s why the master rowed us in. I was already watching you before the boat made dock. Why would a fisher-boy reek of horse piss?’

‘Because I sleep in the horse barns!’ Too angry to care for the risk, Math threw his arm up and wrenched himself free and did not care about the knife at his cheek. ‘Because my father was a warrior’ – he spat the word with all the pent-up fury of his own failures – ‘and now he is old and crippled and can’t make harness fast enough or well enough to earn good money and someone has to feed us both and I’m not a good enough cutpurse or whore to do it yet!’

His voice echoed shrill from the walls. There followed a stretching pause, during which the knife disappeared and the hand fell away from his shoulder. The first sharp edge of the moon rose over the wall at the end of the alley. By its light, Math was able to look for the first time into the face of the man who had caught him.

Pantera’s nose had been broken and set a










































































AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Emperor’s Spy has had a long gestation period. The first seeds were set while I was writing the first novel in the four-part Boudica cycle, when I was looking forward to a time beyond Boudica, and wanting to revisit some of the surviving characters beyond the events of AD 61.

I knew very little of the great fire of Rome apart from the useful fact that it was three years after the end of the Boudican revolt, which seemed a good time frame for a sequel. Later, while researching the life of the Emperor Nero for the second Boudica novel, I found more – for instance that there’s no way Nero fiddled while Rome burned, in part because fiddles hadn’t been invented in AD 64, but mainly because, contrary to popular opinion, he was doing his level best to help his people. Nero was a chariot racer as well as an actor/singer and I spent most of Boudica: Dreaming the Bull with an image in the back of my mind showing a boy racing his chariot against a background of flames.

True to that image, at the end of Boudica: Dreaming the Bull I left Caradoc and his newborn son, Math, in Gaul with plans to come back later. In the four years that followed, I gathered snippets of useful information. In particular, I watched a television documentary in which it was pointed out that the fire was lit on the first night in AD 64 in which Sirius, the dog star, rose over Rome – and that there were in circulation at the time ‘apocalyptic manuscripts’ which predicted that the Kingdom of Heaven would arise only if Rome were to burn under the eye of the dog star.

Even for a hardened cynic, that was too much of a coincidence to be accidental. The programme went on to suggest that ‘one of the many sects of Christianity’ had lit the fire on the grounds that they were the only ones with a vested interest in bringing about the Kingdom of Heaven, which in turn seemed entirely reasonable.

Thus, when it came time to begin The Emperor’s Spy, there were two primary routes of research. The first was to create the characters who could successfully carry through what was by then looking like a spy thriller. The second was to come to grips with the history of very early Christianity – that period between the death of the man we know today as Jesus Christ and the development of the ‘many sects’ who battled it out for control of the new religion in the second and third centuries.

The first of these was by far the easier. Quite early on, I discovered references to the gravestone of an archer named Julius Abdes Pantera. He died in Germany, but he had served in Judaea and there are mentions in early Christian texts that Christ was in fact the son of Pantera. I chose not to carry that through (it was a complication too far), but ‘the Leopard’ was such a perfect name for a spy that I couldn’t let it go completely. Sebastos Abdes Pantera arrived early, bright and shiny and whole – a writer’s dream.

Others grew around him: I have followed Ajax from childhood and wish to follow him through his adulthood into old age, if he survives that long. Valerius is an old friend and I considered bringing him back, but decided that he had grown through the great learning of his life and deserved some peace, so we see him only at the end.

* * *

And so I began to investigate the ‘many sects’ of Christianity, to find which one might have started the fire. I had an idea that Peter, Paul and Mary might each have founded their own traditions by then, each teaching something different, and that this might have been a source of conflict.

I was wrong. In fact, I was completely wrong, and so was the TV documentary. There were, it turns out, dozens of early sects, each claiming a monopoly on the truth – but none of them got off the ground until the early second century. At the time we’re talking about – the mid-60s of the first century ad, thirty years after the crucifixion – there were no sects at all, just two competing groups of people.

The first, much larger group was composed of the Sicari zealots who had lived, worked and fought with the man known then as Judas the Galilean, and continued his work after his death. They were supported by the many, many thousands of followers who had joined what the contemporary historian Josephus calls ‘the Fourth Philosophy’.

The second, smaller group was led by the man we know as St Paul, self-proclaimed ‘apostle to the Gentiles’ who had been sprinting around the eastern Mediterranean doing his utmost to undermine the Galilean’s followers, preaching a new covenant based on the abjuration of the old Hebrew laws and the creation of a new faith. Reading between the lines of Acts, Paul’s attested letters and the book of James, it seems clear to me that he hated them and they hated him to the point where they tried to kill him and only swift action by the local Roman legions in Jerusalem got him out alive.

I therefore decided to look more closely at the two men central to the Christian myth: St Paul – referred to here as Saulos – and Judas the Galilean, known to later generations by the Greek name Jesus, an adaptation of the name Yeshu or Yeshua (Joshua) which means ‘saviour’ in Hebrew.

I should say that nowhere is there any concrete proof of either man’s existence, never mind their lives and deaths, in the way there is, say, for Nero, whose life – and death – were recorded in a number of different classical sources, some of which were written by men who were alive at the time. We can also still visit the monuments that were built in Nero’s name, complete with the inscriptions. And if we need to know what Nero looked like, we have a series of coins that were struck during his reign showing his progress towards maturity. On a grander scale, we know which legions marched where on his orders, which governments were overthrown as a result, and what politics ebbed and flowed around him.

He was a giant figure, is gigantically recorded, and that’s as good as historical proof ever gets, short of an inscribed tomb with bones that could be DNA-tested. Thus, in so far as we believe anything in history to be an objective fact, we can say that Nero was indeed emperor of Rome. How he ruled is open to interpretation and is the stuff of heated academic argument, but nobody doubts his existence.

We cannot however say the same about Judas/Jesus or any of the men, women and children associated with him – which may be one reason why the arguments as to the truth are a lot more heated and not restricted to the academic field.

Taking Paul first, we have seven authenticated epistles – which is to say those letters that scholars conclude were all written by the same man who may have called himself Saulos/Paul and may have been instrumental in spreading the Christian myth around the eastern Mediterranean.1

Few men of the early church are viewed with such varied passions. At one end of the scale, St Paul is the founding father of the Christian church, the ‘Apostle to the Gentiles’ who brought the faith to Rome, at huge personal risk.

At the other end, he’s a delusional ‘seer of visions’ who took upon himself the role of ‘educating’ the Greek-speaking Hebrews of the Mediterranean and in the process demolished all the hope, compassion, equality and mercy that the man we know as Jesus Christ taught, thus setting the tone for future generations of hate, misogyny and homophobia.

There is a third view, developed in more depth by Robert Eisenman and Hyam Maccoby, which seems most plausible to me and is the one I have developed in The Emperor’s Spy. It holds, in essence, that Paul/Saulos was a Roman agent tasked with suppressing the growing anti-Roman insurgency fomented by the Sicari rebels of the movement Josephus calls ‘the Fourth Philosophy’.

A failed Pharisee who lacked the necessary grasp of logic to be taken on as a rabbi, the embittered Paul joined what was, in effect, the military police run by the Sadducees under the auspices of the High Priest. In this role, he spent several years pursuing and torturing members of the Fourth Philosophy in an effort to subdue the insurrection. But he failed – they were stronger than anything the Romans could do to them and every man, woman or child tortured only recruited more to their cause.

If he wasn’t a Roman agent to begin with (in my fiction, I have said that he was), then it was around now that he was recruited and given the more complex task of turning the Hebrews’ famed religiosity against them, making it a weapon that would bind them more closely to Rome, removing the necessity for revolt.

To do so, he created a new religion, basing it on the death of the Galilean, a man he had never met; a man whose followers he barely met until he was summoned to Jerusalem in the early 60s and asked to explain himself.

Failing, he would certainly have been executed had not a Roman detachment taken him into protective custody and escorted him to safety in Caesarea. He languished in prison for two years and then vanished from history well before the date of the fire.

Nevertheless, it seems to me that of the two groups around at the time of the fire, the one which was fixated on the imminent arrival of the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’, the one which had most to gain – and least to lose – by burning Rome, was Paul’s.

He had the motive and the means and I don’t think Nero was as mad as everyone says, or at least not in this: if he crucified anyone afterwards, it was because they were intimately involved in the fire. He won’t have known them as Christians because I don’t think they’d begun to take on that name yet, but even if they had, they were Paul’s creation, not related to the real thing.

If you’re interested in more detail, I’d recommend reading Robert Eisenman’s book James, the Brother of Christ for a far more intricate look at the enmity between Paul and James, and Hyam Maccoby’s The Mythmaker for a more detailed look at Paul the man.

Judas the Galilean is less easy to pin down. The historian Josephus is our only source for him, in the way that the Christian gospels are the only source for Jesus.

Daniel Unterbrink, in his book Judas the Galilean: the Flesh and Blood Jesus, argues that Judas was the basis for the Christian story, while I think that the man who led the Sicari zealots in their audacious raid on the armoury at Sepphoris in AD 6 was not the same man who, say, preached the Sermon on the Mount or gave rise to the aphorisms in the gospel of Thomas. That, I believe, was Judas’ pacifist vegetarian brother, the Nazirite James, but I share Unterbrink’s view that Judas was the basis for the part of the story that relates to the crucifixion.

Josephus tells us nothing of Judas’ death but he does tell us that his grandson, Menahem, raided an armoury to arm his men and that he rode into Jerusalem on a donkey proclaiming himself the messiah, from which we might infer that nobody thought there was only one messiah or that he had been and gone – and that he was probably following a family tradition.

For me, the clinching argument that Judas’ death was taken and usurped by men who had never met him is that they twisted his name. He was Judas, leader of the Sicarioi. By stroking a T across the last letter and inverting the first two, we have Judas Iscariot – a surname not known in Hebrew histories to that point. If you wanted to hide the origins of your sect, if you wanted to make it as pro-Roman as you could, while removing all stain of an anti-Roman past, what better way than to hide the name of the man who had founded it, than in the name of his own worst enemy?

I don’t think Paul did this – he was using the moniker ‘Christ Jesus’ which means ‘saviour saviour’ in Greek, and then the Greek version of the Hebrew Yeshua. Another example is ‘Thomas Didymus’, which means ‘twin twin’ in the same two languages – clearly there was a habit at the time of saying the same thing twice. That said, I think that, like ‘Boudica’ which means ‘victory’ and was a name acquired after the fact, this was a name given by Paul to highlight the role of the man whose death he had usurped. It became current only after the fall of Jerusalem and the utter destruction of the Fourth Philosophy.

By then, if we follow Joseph Atwill’s theories in Caesar’s Messiah, Paul was gone from the scene, but Titus Vespasian and Josephus together saw the value in continuing what he had begun and it was they who put together the mix of fact and fiction that became the gospels. In creating a religion that could be acceptable under Roman rule, it was in their interests to paint it as pro-Roman and anti-Semitic as they could, while distancing it as far as possible from the insurrection that had been at its heart. They changed a lot of names, but turning the name of the hero Judas of the Sicarioi into a traitor was the greatest act of spin, and the most successful.

Judas had at least three sons and a number of grandsons, the last of whom was crucified at around ninety years of age. His daughters are not recorded, but then Josephus doesn’t ever tell us much about women unless it’s to point out how flaky they were, so I have allowed myself to assume that he had at least one daughter. Hannah was always going to take a central role in my novel – although I didn’t know until I was writing her story which of the possible men in her life would climb the wall into the goose-keeper’s garden and become the father of her child.

Of the other characters taken from history, Shimon is Simon, also known as Simon Peter, Cephas and, latterly, St Peter. It seems to me that, next to Judas the Galilean, Shimon’s memory has been most traduced by those who came after him. In The Emperor’s Spy, St Peter is restored to his original character as Shimon the zealot, referred to by Josephus as Sadduc/Zadok, the Galilean’s lieutenant and a senior figure in the Sicari zealots, a man who devoted his life to expelling Rome from his country and restoring a theocracy based on Hebrew texts.

As with all good books, the era has drawn me deeper than I had ever imagined, which means there are at least three more books in plan that will see Pantera, the Leopard, pursue Paul into Jerusalem and out again and then across the empire in his quest for fulfilment and peace.

1See ‘Sources’ for a list of the relevant letters.


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

In the early part of 2010, I was asked to write a short story for a ‘What if …’ compilation: what if various turning points in history had turned the other way. Mine, of course, was ‘What if the Boudica’s armies had won?’ I spend half of my life talking to people at literary festivals or in reading groups about the Boudica: Dreaming books, and about Pantera’s ‘Rome’ series, and we often end up discussing how life might have been had the Romans not kept their foothold in Britain, so I jumped at the chance of writing about it.

The short story went on to be published by the BBC History Magazine as their first item of fiction, but we include it here as something for those of you who knew Ajax when he was Cunomar, and Valerius when he was Bán, and who watched the Boudica’s daughter, Graine, from her birth, through the trauma of her rape, to her part in the final battle. It is here, too, for those of you who have only known Ajax as he is here, who have come to know only a fraction of Valerius, and Graine barely at all. For you, this is my vision of how Pantera might have been had he remained in Britain, part of a victorious army, and chosen to remain – but as a Briton, not a Roman.

I wrote this in a short gap between sections of Rome: The Coming of the King, and completed the editing after the first draft was done. For me, it’s a breath of freedom, to return to Britain, to return to people I know better than most of those I come across in real life, and to return to a world where the gods and the dreaming hold true. It is, in fact, sheer, glorious self-indulgence. I offer it for your entertainment.

Manda Scott, Shropshire, mid-summer 2010
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