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Introduction


The Romans believed firmly in ghosts. They celebrated two great festivals in their honour: the Parentalia, held for ten days in February, and the Lemuria, which took place over three days during May. During the latter, the head of each household would walk barefoot through his dwelling in the dead of night, throwing black beans over his shoulder and saying at least nine times, ‘Ghosts of our ancestors depart’. He was not to look around, as the ghosts would be trailing behind him picking up the beans!


They had every right to be fearful. Ghosts could turn nasty. The Emperor Caligula, mad as a box of frogs, was eventually assassinated, his corpse given a clumsy cremation in the Lamia gardens in Rome. According to the writer Suetonius, this led to a fearful haunting, ‘where no night passed without some terror’. The Emperor Nero, just as bad and just as mad, believed he was constantly haunted by his mother, whom he’d murdered. The Emperor Otho was visited at night by the ghost of his murdered rival Galba, whilst Caracalla, the fratricide, was haunted by the demented spirits of both his father and his brother. Roman ghosts intervened to summon and advise, as Brutus’s own spirit did, warning that fierce republican how they would meet again on the battlefield at Philippi, where Brutus would be defeated and so take his own life.


The Colosseum would be a logical setting for ghosts. Dio Cassius reports how this great amphitheatre was built by the Flavian emperors Vespasian and his two sons Titus and Domitian (AD 69–96). This stupendous killing ground was financed by the plunder from that most sacred of places, the Holy of Holies in the Temple at Jerusalem. Many thought that both the Flavians and their great showpiece were cursed because of this. The bloody spectacles staged at the amphitheatre deepened the darkness of what one writer called ‘that house of blood’. The Emperor Titus opened the Colosseum with games that lasted a hundred days, with five thousand animals being killed in a single day and thousands of gladiators matched against each other. The fall of Rome and the adoption of the Christian faith led to the end of these gruesome spectacles. Nevertheless, the Colosseum continued to enjoy an evil reputation. The great sixteenth-century artist Benvenuto Cellini has left us a chilling account of a seance there in 1534 that went hideously wrong, Cellini and his confederates having to flee the ruined amphitheatre pursued by vengeful spirits.


The catacombs, too, had a macabre history. These ancient burial places, a veritable labyrinth of tunnels cut through the porous rocks surrounding Rome, became an underground necropolis for Christians during the great persecution, which only ended with Constantine’s edict of AD 313. Until then, Christians met there to pray, bury their dead and hide from their oppressors, one of whom was the Emperor Domitian, whose assassination is accurately described in this chilling ghost story of ancient Rome.




The Ghost of Rome


The four men met, as accustomed, at the lonely crossroads close to Capua, where the sea breezes still freshened the stale, dull smell of the land. Not that such fragrance mattered to these old warriors. As usual, they’d gathered when the moon was full and the stars hung brilliant and low. No one would accost them. Indeed, no one would see them. Somebody, probably a local farmer, had lit a small fire at the crossroads, a common custom believed to ward off the evil dead, particularly the one-eyed monster that allegedly roamed the lonely country lanes, hungry for the soft flesh of children.


The men, veterans who had all served in the leading cohort of the Sixth Legion, openly mocked such customs. They knew better. They had fought the painted Iceni in the wetlands of Britain, and scaled the sun-scorched walls of Jerusalem. Vespasian, followed by Titus and Domitian, had been their emperor and leader. In their own words, they had seen the sights. Little wonder then that frantic nightmares haunted souls still obsessed with the blood-drenched strife that had consumed their lives. The miasma and corruption of violent death choked their spirits as they moved amongst a veritable horde of ghosts.


The four soldiers now gathered close by that lonely crossroads at the very dead of night, as the darkness thickened and assumed a life of its own. All were full of stories about their old general Vespasian’s second son Domitian, who had succeeded both his brother and father as emperor of Rome. They all agreed that Domitian was a fearsome soul, depraved and soaked in every kind of wickedness. They regaled each other with stories about the emperor’s dissolute court. How Domitian had invited senators to a feast in a triclinium where everything, be it floor, wall, ceiling or furniture, was painted a deep black. How beside each of the dining couches he had placed a tomb tablet illuminated by one of those little lamps that glowed in wayside sepulchres. Food offered to the dead was served by black-painted boys on dishes of the same colour. The four men recognised Domitian as a haunted soul best avoided, his ghost pursued by the Furies armed with whips and fiery torches as well as by the pallid spectres of his many victims. These surrounded him like trails of filthy smoke, dream shapes, shadowy phantoms who did not vanish even at cockcrow.


‘The whole family was cursed,’ declared Cerelias, former decurion. ‘Titus, Domitian’s brother, suffered hideous headaches brought on, or so they say, by a mosquito that burrowed inside his head and grew to the size of a pigeon’s egg.’


‘They also allege,’ offered Postumus, Cerelias’s comrade, ‘that Domitian murdered Titus by thrusting him into a coffin packed with snow and ice so that he suffocated.’


‘Much good that did Domitian,’ retorted Cerelias, eager to cap his comrade’s story. ‘The famous astrologer Ascletario warned Domitian of impending doom, so the emperor asked him to predict his own death. Ascletario replied that he would die soon and his corpse be torn to pieces by dogs. Domitian had Ascletario killed immediately and his corpse burnt on the spot. No sooner had the funeral pyre been lit than a powerful gust of wind doused the flames. At that very moment, a pack of wild dogs prowling close by attacked the half-burnt corpse and savagely rent it.’


‘A wicked soul,’ declared Pertinex, another of the four. ‘No wonder Domitian was assassinated. Do you know, his soul still haunts the villa of his old nurse on the Via Latina, where his body was cremated, as well as the Temple of the Flavians, which received his ashes. Horrid sounds can be heard, whilst hideous sights fill the blackness of the night, like those seen on the execution ground at the Steps of Mourning near the Tiber.’ Pertinex turned to the fourth member of the group. ‘You are very quiet, Rufinus.’


‘Yes, yes, I am,’ Rufinus replied slowly. He paused at the eerie hooting of an owl nesting in a ruined villa close by.


‘Tell us what the matter is,’ Cerelias insisted. ‘Look,’ he gestured round, ‘midnight, with no sign of light.’ He ignored the hoarse whispering that filled the air, accompanied by misty wisps and shadow shapes that curled like snakes around them before fading.


‘I visited the Colosseum,’ Rufinus declared. ‘Have you?’ His companions shook their heads.


‘Sinister stories about it are common enough,’ Pertinex murmured. ‘They claim it is cursed. Vespasian and Titus built it with the profits of the plunder from the Temple in Jerusalem. Sacred treasure plucked from the Holy of Holies: a table made of solid gold, and the majestic menorah, a precious seven-branch candelabra that had stood for decades in that hallowed place.’


‘Even more cursed now,’ Rufinus added grimly, lost in his own thoughts. ‘They are using the Colosseum to slaughter Christians.’


‘I’ve heard of them,’ Cerelias interjected. ‘A group of Jews who have broken away to form their own sect.’


‘Something like that.’ Rufinus grew animated. ‘Now listen! I will tell you a tale that may well have a bearing on us. I have turned it over and over in my mind, and have decided that it’s best if I present it like some story told by an actor. You are ready?’ The other three swiftly agreed. ‘Good.’ Rufinus stared up at the sky. ‘Then I’ll begin …’


Carinus the Thracian gladiator, Victor Ludorum and grateful recipient of the rudis, the wooden sword a symbol of his freedom, stared up at the towering mass of the Colosseum, its brilliant white brickwork contrasting sharply with the dark shadows of the arcades. The facade of the amphitheatre soared four storeys high, each level adorned with different carvings. Huge statues of the gods dominated the seventy-six doorways, each one of which was numbered. Anyone wishing entrance had to produce a ticket, a tessera, a shard of bone bearing the number of the entrance, the tier and the seat. Carinus, however, went through the imperial entrance, dominated by a colossus of the late, but not lamented, Emperor Nero, though of course his usurpers, led by Vespasian, had changed the face of the statue so that it represented the Flavian dynasty.


Carinus pushed past flunkies and officials, all agog with the news about the grisly deaths that had occurred. A convict sentenced to be torn apart by the wild beasts had escaped from a cage and committed suicide by sticking his head between the spokes of a moving cart. Another had fled to the latrines and choked himself to death by pushing down his throat a piece of thick sponge used for cleansing. Normally Carinus would not be disturbed by such stories, which were common enough amongst the condemned who could not bear the tension of waiting to be pushed out into the arena to be torn alive by bull, bear or lion. Today, however, he felt uneasy. It had nothing to do with the cena libera, the pre-fight supper held the night before. The Thracian’s life had changed decisively as a consequence of what had occurred in the catacombs the previous week.


Carinus paused at a gate leading into one of the vomitoria, the dark, cavernous tunnels that swept beneath the Colosseum. He was cloaked and hooded, so the German mercenaries did not recognise him immediately. When he pulled back his cowl and produced an imperial pass, the guards laughed and wished him well, standing aside for this champion who was scheduled to meet another later that day, the climax of the games. Carinus walked on through the various chambers, lifting his hand in acknowledgement at the cheers and salutations that greeted him. He wished to be alone, and the best place for this was the tunnel leading to the Gate of Life, the entrance to the gold-sanded arena.


The tunnel was painted a garish yellow and black and decorated with graffiti by former fighters. Some of the messages were obscene, others were prayers; a few were just wry reflections on the sheer brutality of life: ‘Man drinks man’s blood’, and ‘Man becomes wolf unto man’. Carinus stopped to honour a statue of Mars, sprinkling a little incense over the votive lamp. He watched the flame crackle and breathed in the fragrant smoke. It reminded him of that macabre chase through the catacombs of Cecilia Metella, just off the Via Appia.


The Emperor Domitian’s freedman Stephanos was a virulent hunter of the proscribed sect of Christians, who had taken to hiding in the sprawling cemetery, a veritable necropolis, that stretched either side of the Via Appia leading into Rome. A desolate, bleak landscape of tombs, statues and headstones that stretched as far as the eye could see, the cemetery was to be avoided at all costs, especially after dark, when witches, warlocks and sorcerers, hair streaked with blood, faces painted a ghastly white, assembled to invoke the shades of the evil dead. They would tear up the earth with their nails and pour into these makeshift trenches the hot blood of lamb, cockerel or, if they could secure it, some unfortunate human victim. The Christians also flocked here to use the secret underground labyrinth hollowed out of the porous rock. Once used as a makeshift underground cemetery for the poor, the narrow tunnels had been extended and developed into a subterranean city, with galleries, chambers, chapels and burial pits.


Stephanos had organised a cohort of gladiators, led by Carinus, to enter that stygian Hades, a maze of darkened passageways. They were accompanied by savage hunting mastiffs, whose bell-like barking soon sent their quarry fleeing before them. Men, women and children were hunted down and killed, or roughly passed back up to the troop of mercenaries waiting above. These would seize and bind their captives, herding them like so many sheep, marked down for a gruesome death in the amphitheatre yawning only a few yards from where the gladiator now stood.


Despite the oppressive darkness of the catacombs, the fluttering light from torches and the stifling heat, Carinus had exulted with the rest in their merciless hunt. Eventually he found himself alone in a gallery, the walls either side of him honeycombed with tombs of Christians, many of them slaughtered in the arena. In the light of a flickering torch held in one hand, a stabbing sword in the other, he could make out the well-known signs and symbols: ‘chi’ and ‘rho’ and the word ‘icthus’, which contained all the alleged titles of the sect’s crucified master. The gallery debouched into a chamber, in which one of the mastiffs had trapped an old man and a young woman. The pair squatted petrified against the wall whilst the great hunting dog crouched ready to spring. A pitch torch lay on the floor before them, and the mastiff was inching its way across the dancing pool of light.


Carinus, fully enjoying the power surging through him, swaggered forward. The old man fell to his knees, gabbling that he was Pontifex Clemens and begging Carinus to allow the young woman, Faustina, his niece, to escape. Carinus stopped in astonishment. He had trapped the leader of the Christians in Rome, their foremost priest! A lavish reward had been posted for this man, dead or alive.


Carinus looked over his shoulder. They were alone. The mastiff was edging closer, a menacing growl deep in its powerful throat. Again Clemens made his plea. Carinus glanced at the young woman. She was comely enough, her ringleted oiled black hair sticking to her sweaty face. Abruptly she turned and gave him a look of sheer desperation. Carinus still did not understand what happened next. He had few memories of his childhood in Dacia, of his village being pillaged by Roman legionaries. One memory, however, surged back. He was in a hut. Flames danced, the air riven with pitiful screams. A woman held him fast until a soldier pulled her away, his dagger sinking deep into her soft, sweaty throat. Faustina seemed part of that memory, pleading, trembling …


She half rose, and the mastiff, thinking she was about to flee, sprang forward. At that very moment Carinus, just as swift, lunged, his sword scything the air before it ripped deep into the mastiff’s head, shattering the skull in a shower of blood. The dog collapsed in a welter of gore. Carinus drew a deep breath and edged closer. He gently brushed Faustina’s face, his fingertips caressing her rounded cheek, the full lips, her brow with its matted hair. Then he pointed to the needle-thin passageway leading off the chamber, gesturing at the pair to flee. When they had gone, he hurried back to join the rest of the cohort. He could not understand that flicker of compassion, that passing softness in himself, a man who had never felt anything for anyone …


Now he stared at the sun-filled entrance to the Gate of Life. The arena was being prepared for the afternoon games. Earlier that day, the noxii, the condemned criminals, had been driven out to be savagely slain by three fearsome tigers. Now the gore was being washed from the marble walls that circled the arena. The wild beast feeders were collecting shreds of human flesh in buckets of brine whilst more golden sand was poured out and raked over the dark, fly-infested patches of blood. The mob had taken a break to buy spiced meat, peppered fish, iced melon water and other offerings from the traders and hucksters who swarmed up and down the packed tiers of the Colosseum.


Carinus felt uneasy. Rumour claimed that this amphitheatre was haunted, cursed. Yet the gladiator, lost in his own thoughts, conceded that there was more to his disquiet than stories to frighten children. He had fought in the Colosseum before and won. He rubbed the side of his face, his mind going back to that poorly lit passageway in the catacombs. The mastiff he’d slaughtered had been found. Questions had been asked. Christians did not carry weapons, so what had happened? Worse, a fisherman’s ring had been discovered near the dog’s corpse. Stephanos believed that it belonged to Pontifex Clemens, yet the priest was an old man. How had he been able to slay a ferocious war dog? Which of the gladiators had been in that part of the catacombs? Who had been by themselves? Over the last few days the finger of suspicion had pointed at Carinus, expressed in dark looks and whispered conversations whenever he appeared. Stephanos and Domitian’s other freedmen had become withdrawn and reserved, reluctant even to salute him at the cena libera held the previous evening …


‘Are you ready?’


Carinus blinked and stared back up the vomitoria. Time had passed swiftly. The crowd was now chanting, eager for the munus, the climax of this day of slaughter, a fight to the death between Carinus the Thracian and Evaristus the retiarius – the net man. Charon and Mercury, the two officials who supervised the hooking of corpses and dragging them from the arena, now stood behind the table where Carinus’s weapons had been set out. The gladiator hurriedly armed, wrapping the triangular loincloth about himself, followed by the thick silver-edged war belt. He slipped a leather guard over his left arm and bronze greaves on his legs, making sure the buckles were securely tied. Finally he donned the great visored helmet, the leaping tiger on its top festooned with red and black horsehair. He peered through the eyeholes. All was ready.


A slave offered him the calix mortis – the chalice of death, possibly his last drink. Carinus downed the rich Falernian and picked up the short stabbing sword and the oblong legionnaire’s shield. Evaristus the net man emerged from the gloom, his blonde hair kept in place by a black headband. He wore a loincloth dyed the same colour, held in place by a broad scarlet belt with a dagger dangling through a ring close to the buckle. Silver-edged padding protected his leg; on his left shoulder was an arm guard embossed with a crouching panther. Evaristus carried net and trident, his principal weapons. He nodded at Carinus, who returned the cursory salute. The director of the games appeared. Trumpets brayed for silence. Cymbals clashed. Drums rolled.


‘Begin!’ bellowed a voice.


Carinus and Evaristus walked out through the Gate of Life. The packed crowd surged to its feet as the trumpets shrilled again. Carinus flinched at the blaze of light and the blast of fiery heat. He felt unsteady on his feet, almost plodding, as he and Evaristus walked across the arena to the pulvinar, the gorgeously decorated imperial box. They gave the salute, weapons raised. Domitian, busy caressing a slave boy, replied languidly. The trumpets brayed once more. Domitian dropped his hand. A final blast and the crowd fell silent.


Carinus and Evaristus drew apart. The net man lunged abruptly. Carinus stepped back. He stumbled over something deep in the fresh sand and kicked away a severed arm overlooked by the rakers as he tried to dodge the razor-edged trident. He stumbled again. The crowd was now booing. He staggered away. Evaristus lunged at his helmet. The strap had broken and the helmet had twisted, virtually blinding him. The crowd was baying for his blood.


‘Iugula! Iugula! Hoc habet!’ Kill! Kill! Let him have it!


Carinus lashed out with his sword, only to scream in agony as Evaristus’s trident caught him full in the throat. He lurched away, trying to pull off his helmet. He could not breathe. Blood was pouring out of his mouth …


Carinus stood in the centre of the amphitheatre and stared around. He had fallen, yet he stood. Evaristus, arms extended, was receiving the plaudits of the mob. Both sight and sound were eerie, as if Carinus was cut off from what was going on around him by a wall of thick glass. He glanced down. He was still dressed in his armour, yet he could see his own corpse lying in a widening pool of blood pumping from the wound in his throat. He walked over, bent down and stretched out his hand. He seemed to touch his own body, yet he felt nothing. He screamed his defiance at Evaristus. He could hear his shout, but no one else was aware of him. He felt no pain, nothing but a deep yearning, though for what he could not decide. He was also confused. He wanted to go back into life, but could only watch events now outside his control.
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