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Praise for the Author…




Historic Novel Society:




“…Haviaras handles it all with smooth skill. The world of third-century Rome—both the city and its African outposts—is colourfully vivid here, and Haviaras manages to invest even his secondary and tertiary characters with believable, three-dimensional humanity.”




Amazon Readers:




“Graphic, uncompromising and honest… A novel of heroic men and the truth of the uncompromising horror of close combat total war…”




“Raw and unswerving in war and peace… New author to me but ranks along side Ben Kane and Simon Scarrow. The attention to detail and all the gory details are inspiring and the author doesn't invite you into the book he drags you by the nasal hairs into the world of Roman life sweat, tears, blood, guts and sheer heroism. Well worth a night’s reading because once started it’s hard to put down.”




“Historical fiction at its best! … if you like your historical fiction to be an education as well as a fun read, this is the book for you!”




“Loved this book! I'm an avid fan of Ancient Rome and this story is, perhaps, one of the best I've ever read.”




“An outstanding and compelling novel!”




“I would add this author to some of the great historical writers such as Conn Iggulden, Simon Scarrow and David Gemmell. The characters were described in such a way that it was easy to picture them as if they were real and have lived in the past, the book flowed with an ease that any reader, novice to advanced can enjoy and become fully immersed…”




“One in a series of tales which would rank them alongside Bernard Cornwell, Simon Scarrow, Robert Ludlum, James Boschert and others of their ilk. The story and character development and the pacing of the exciting military actions frankly are superb and edge of your seat! The historical environment and settings have been well researched to make the story lines so very believable!! I can hardly wait for what I hope will be many sequels! If you enjoy Roman historical fiction, you do not want to miss this series!”




Goodreads:




“… a very entertaining read; Haviaras has both a fluid writing style, and a good eye for historical detail, and explores in far more detail the faith of the average Roman than do most authors.”
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SATURNALIA







A Tale of Wickedness and Redemption in Ancient Rome







Preface




An ancient papyrus has come to me by means I cannot disclose. Suffice it to say that, upon my translation of this ancient tale, sleep has eluded me, and every movement in the shadows reminds me of the horrors set down upon that brittle reed paper.

The man you shall read about in these pages could be any person known to you or me, so long as he had a heart of stone and merited the wrath of Heaven and Hell.

It is undoubtedly safe to assume that most of you who come across this book are familiar with that long-standing classic, A Christmas Carol, by Mr. Charles Dickens.

Indeed, his tale has not only entertained many who make merry at Christmastime, but also shaped the ways in which people celebrate it. Upon hearing the title of that story, one immediately scents roast meats and fresh, steaming breads, or tastes the sweetest of nectars in one’s throat, or smacks one’s lips at the sight of delicacies piled high upon candlelit tables.

Or perhaps you instead have an inkling of dread at the memory of three spirits, those sent to haunt the wicked Ebenezer Scrooge? And too right! It is a tale of terror and redemption that brings about the true, forgive me…spirit…of Christmas.

Now, hold fast, dear reader, while I tell you something you likely do not know.

There is another tale, a much more ancient tale of wickedness and horror that would chill the very marrow of your bones were you brave enough to read it.

It is a tale of ancient Rome and of a man who lived there centuries ago, if ‘living’ you could call it.

This man’s name was Catus Pompilius, and never a more unfeeling, unfaithful man has walked the earth before or since the time in which this tale unfolds.

If you are resolved to hear this tale of dread, of shades and furies, and of gods, then do read on by the glow of a bright light, for it will guide you in the darkness into which you are about to throw yourself.

We go back now to the year A.D. 203 in the city of imperial Rome, and the festival of Saturnalia, when most citizens’ spirits were high and their cups were overflowing with kindness…







I




A Domus of Death




The Gods do not demand much of Man. The occasional offering or prayer, a bit of a nod on the appropriate festival day, respect toward their representatives at temples and altars where their own particular rites are performed.

In the broad scheme of this life, the truth is that Man can get away with doing very little. In fact, it is common knowledge that those who do not do honour to the life they have been given, who reign cruelly over others, often get away with it. It is those honest citizens who seem to bear the brunt of others’ actions.

Some might think that the Gods did not exist for all that the wicked run away with…but they would be wrong.

The Gods do indeed take notice. They walk among us…judge us. It might take a lifetime for them to take action, but when they do… Well, it casts a long dark shadow to think on it.

One thing you can be sure of is that when the Gods do take action, they do so with greater cruelty than any mortal is capable of, and it is more often than not the worst of our species upon whom they visit their savage lessons.

I tell you now a tale of a man, the cruellest wretch in all of Rome, and the time, one winter, that he underwent such an ordeal as to slash the skin from your bones and freeze your marrow.

This man’s name was Catus Pompilius.

It began the year that Emperor Severus was away from Rome, luxuriating in the glow of his home province of Africa Proconsularis and that gem of the South, Leptis Magna.

On the eve of the great festival of Saturnalia, this Catus Pompilius left the east wing of his villa on the Esquiline Hill to begin his daily work of collecting rents, evicting hard-working Romans, and insulting every client who came to his door, a door he shared with his partner in cruelty, Krelis Manvilio. Both men rejected family or anything having to do with warmth and kindness.

They were landlords, Catus and Krelis, and it was their business to lord it over rich and poor alike across all of Rome. There was no building they did not have a stake in, no matter how ornate or humble.

Together, Catus and Krelis had taken this rather large villa on the edges of the gardens of Maecenas from one of their debtors, a merchant who had had some success and soon thereafter decided to build a great villa on that fashionable hill of Rome. Well, Fortuna was not to linger with this merchant, and so his sprawling villa went to the two business partners. It became their domus and place of business all in one.

On the morning of that one eve of Saturnalia, Catus came downstairs to find Krelis lying at the bottom of the stairs in the west wing of the villa which belonged to Krelis.

Catus stood there, his mind calm, calculating the way in which such a thing could have happened.

“Drunk, one last time,” he said to the sprawled body, the corner of one side of his wrinkled and ridged face curling up as if reaching for a smile. “Serves you right. And it serves me just fine.”

Catus stepped over the body, avoiding the pool of blood that had formed around Krelis’ cracked skull, crossed the dark atrium to the latter’s own tablinum, and returned with a heavy wooden chest of denarii which he transferred to his own rooms. After three more such trips, he turned back to the body of his business partner and shook his head.

“You’ve certainly made some work for me now, haven’t you? Now I shall not get as much done today as I had planned.” He looked around the atrium, then to the front door where a stool sat nearby, empty. “Giles!” he yelled for the man who worked for him as a rent collector.

He went angrily to the door and threw it open to look up and down the tree clad street.

In the distance, Catus spotted the brawny figure of the ex-gladiator striding quickly toward the villa. “You’re late!” he hissed at the man.

“Sorry, sir. My little Diana took sick this morning and I had to run for a medicus.”

Catus grabbed hold of the bigger man and jabbed a bony fist into his chest. “Your little family problems are none of my concern! You hear me? You owe me a debt, Giles, and if you’re not careful and attentive to your duty to me, I can have you pay off that debt in the amphitheatre again. It’s only been one year since you left the sands.”

“There’ll be no need for that,” the big man said calmly, his chest rising and falling as he looked down at Catus.

“Good. Now get inside. There’s something you have to take care of.”

Giles walked through the front door into the atrium where the grey morning light lit upon the twisted body and bleeding head of Krelis. He turned round on Catus, shock in his eyes.

“It wasn’t me who did it, you imbecile!”

“I didn’t say it was, sir. But…”

“But what?”

“He was your friend and partner of many years. What a tragedy!” Giles turned back to kneel beside the body, the blank, once-mean eyes now vacant and lonely.

“The only tragedy,” Catus said, “is that I shall have to do double the work and pick up the slack.” His scornful eyes lingered on the body for a moment before he began to walk back to his own tablinum. “Get it out of here, Giles, before the clients begin to arrive.”

“But, sir, shouldn’t we close for the day out of respect for the dead?”

Catus’ form stopped at the threshold to his office on the other side of the atrium. He turned slowly, his eyes black in the shadows.

“Business will continue as usual, Giles.”

“I’ll need money for the undertaker, mourners, and the mason to carve a stele for the necropolis.”

At the mention of the expenditures, Catus’ face contorted in anger, more so than at the death of his business partner, for he valued money above all things, above reason, above comfort, above goodness, and even above life itself. He went into his tablinum and came back with a small leather pouch, the contents of which he poured out into the palm of his hand.

Giles watched as Catus counted out several bronze ases and a few sestercii.

Catus put them back in the pouch, clutching the others tightly in his hand, and then tossed the pouch to Giles.

“Have him burned and the ashes scattered beyond the city walls in the necropolis. I’m not paying for mourners or a monument. His funds shall remain with the business since he had no heirs.”

“And the rites, sir? Surely his shade will rest better if some offerings are made at the temple for him?”

“What need has he for rites in Hades? Were it not illegal, I would simply have you dump his carcass outside the city walls for the dogs and carrion crows.” He pointed at the pouch. “Do not spend all of that!”

“Yes, sir,” Giles looked upon the man with fear then, not of physical retaliation, but for fear of what the Gods might do with one such as Catus, and what being in such close proximity to his employer might do to him.

“And you… After you finish getting rid of Krelis, you will go about your collections this evening as usual. There are many rents to collect.”

“But it’s the eve before Saturnalia, sir.”

Catus stepped forward, his not inconsiderable patience, as he saw it, close to breaking point.

“Do I look like I give a fig leaf for Saturnalia, Giles? Do I?” His hard voice crashed upon the faded walls of the atrium, their once vibrant colour growing even sadder, the painted forest seeming to wilt and brown.

“The Dead to dine on Saturnalia!” he yelled.

Giles nodded, turned back to the body, and went to find an undertaker beneath the low-hanging sky of iron grey.







II




Shades of the Past




Every year with the arrival of the month of December there was an air of change, of hope in ancient Rome. No matter how desolate one’s situation, or empty one’s purse, the Gods seemed to infuse both citizen and slave with anticipation and joy.

This suffusion of jollity was no doubt closely tied to the great festival of Saturnalia when, even for a short time, life was better. As the poet once said, ‘Saturnalia is the very best of days!’

In the days leading up to the seventeenth of December, everywhere you went among the seven hills, doorways were decorated with garlands. The homes of both rich and poor were brightly lit with myriad candles and lamps in those last, darkest days of the year.

The city and imperial fora were cleaned and scrubbed in preparation for the array of games to be put on by the Senate, and the convivium publicum, the public feast that would follow the sacrifices to Saturn. The markets were all a chorus of buying and selling, the stalls brimming with freshly butchered meats, mountains of fruit and grain from the countryside, fish from the sea, and wines from Italia, Graecia and Gaul. The shipments of garum from Afrika and Iberia tripled in order to meet the demand.

The entire city was a circus at which every person hoped for a share of joy, of food, and of the Gods’ favour.

Token gifts, the sigillaria, were purchased in advance of the festival too, from the wax and tallow candles and figurines of the poor, to toys for children, clothing, lamps and writing tablets for those with a few extra denarii, all the way to exotic animals and pleasure slaves for the rich.

People prepared to set aside their togas in favour of the colourful, festive synthesis of Saturnalia, and the felt or leather pileus which men would wear atop their heads.

Oh, how the world was bright and lively at that time of year!

How all looked forward to these seven days from the seventeenth of December to the twenty-third, the Dies Natalis Solis Invicti, the birthday of the unconquerable Sun, when the dark days of Winter would begin to burn away once more.

In addition to the permitted public gambling, the propensity for guising, overeating, and joyful drunkenness, the most exciting part of Saturnalia was the three days at the beginning of the festival when there was no work forced upon any person, when businesses and courts were shut, and schools and gymnasia closed.

The warlike people of Mars even refused to fight at this time of year, with no pilum or gladius raised against any enemy across the Empire.

This was a time to savour life, a time when master and slave exchanged places for even a day, the one served by the other, when kind words might be exchanged, and past wrongs perhaps forgiven, things made right.

From the emperor and empress who were far away, to the poorest family in the Suburra of Rome, there was a share of lightheartedness for each when the spirits would lift to the heights of Olympus at the hearing of that most wonderful of wishes, ‘Io Saturnalia!’.




The Gods know the world is an imperfect place, but it must be admitted that it would indeed be better without certain people in it.

In Rome at the time, if you were to ask normal folk for the name of the most hated person, the name most likely to burst from their lips would not be that of the most brutal Aventine thug, or even the vilest and abusive wretch in the urban guard. No. The name of the person you would hear shouted with passionate hate would be that of Catus Pompilius.

Catus Pompilius was, one could say, the richest man in Rome. Some said that he was even wealthier than Marcus Licinius Crassus had been in his day. Everyone borrowed money from Catus Pompilius, not because it was preferred, but because he had much of it, and was not so choosy about whom he leant it to, whereas other lenders were. Everyone owed Pompilius: from the smallest butcher to the Praetorian Prefect, Papinianus, whom it was said needed extra funds to aid Emperor Severus in his imminent conquest of Caledonia.

He was also one of the wealthiest landlords in all of Rome, having used the funds he earned from interest, and the money he absconded from his dead partner, Krelis Manvilio, to buy up almost half of the city.

Most of his holdings consisted of the usual three and five story tenements nestled in the Suburra of Rome, that poor and rough area tucked between the Viminal Hill, and the Esquiline Hill on which Pompilius lived, of course in a vast domus he had repossessed from a failed merchant’s family.

Not even the Gods could save a debtor from Pompilius’ bony clutches!

However, on that day, the Gods sitting in their Olympic eyrie took notice of the fiend as he stormed out of the Basilica Julia into the Forum Romanum.

Pompilius had just been to court on the eve of Saturnalia, only prior to its closing for the festival, to complete a suit against an olive oil importer from Hispania who had defaulted on a loan.

The man, now standing beneath the arcade of the basilica, shouting at Pompilius’ back as he left, had told the magistrate that he would have the funds to fully repay the loan after Saturnalia, but Pompilius had refused and demanded that instead, all of the merchant’s ships, stock, and real estate be transferred to him immediately.

This signed order he now rolled, as he strode through the Forum, and tucked it into the fold of his plain, grey toga.

Despite the crowds gathering to watch the preparations for the celebrations before the temple of Saturn and the convivium publicum where the people would dine at the expense of the Senate, a pathway cleared before Catus Pompilius’ form as he pressed on. People avoided eye contact with the man at all cost, some even jostling to get far away from him, and not be called out.

Like a jungle predator, Catus Pompilius scanned the faces for people who owed him rents or other debts and, poor fellows, those whose arms he clamped onto were shivering with fright as the old man piled vitriol and shame upon them before their fellow citizens.

It was well-known how many men Catus had sent to the mines, or onto the merchant ships, to repay debts, how many families he had torn asunder for the price of a few denarii.

Some men of the patrician class stood their ground before the landlord and money-lender, staring down their long noses at him as though the Cloaca Maxima were in flow right beneath their snouts.

Yet he stared back, unperturbed, unafraid, and uncaring of any of them.
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