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Prologue – July, 64 AD
Minos was on his knees praying when he smelled the smoke. In Greece he had been a priest, and his evening worship was as natural and necessary as breathing. Here in Rome he was a baker, a slave, and a fugitive, and he shared a one-room apartment with his girlfriend Pati. She was already asleep and he was about to join her on the lumpy mattress. They had fallen in love at an estate on the outskirts of Rome, where they had been household slaves. But the estate’s manager fancied Pati for himself, so he had Minos whipped and ordered him to stay away from the girl. Three months ago, the young lovers had managed to escape from the estate, a crime punishable by death. Now they hid in a tenement in the Subura district of Rome, a swampy area bounded by the Forum, the Viminal Hill and the Oppian Hill. The neighborhood was infested by prostitutes, rats, criminals, and shopkeepers who sold the cheapest products. Tonight, as every night, Minos prayed that he and Pati would not get caught, and that they would make enough money to avoid starvation and pay the rent.
The odor of smoke was stronger now. Another tenant must be cooking nearby, thought Minos. Cooking indoors was strictly against the rules and grounds for eviction. He blessed himself, rose from his knees, and opened the door into the hallway. A swirl of soot immediately blew into their room. He could feel it powder his face. Minos shut the door, ran to his window and looked down. Five floors below was the alley, usually a slimy creek of garbage, trash, piss and shit. But now it was a river of flame, obscuring the first floor apartments on both sides of the alley and licking the second and third floors.
The young man rushed over to Pati and shook her, yelling at her to wake up. He had no doubt that the flames would continue climbing upward, floor by floor, till the entire wooden building collapsed around them. They threw on their cloaks, even though the heat was ferocious. Minos grabbed a small cloth valise of their possessions and slung it over his shoulder. He took Pati’s hand and pulled her out of the apartment and then down the hallway toward the stairway. They leapt down three flights of stairs and then halted as they met a crowd of other tenants milling about, screaming, and covering their noses and mouths with cloths.
The stairs leading down to the second floor had vanished in flames trapping the crowd on the third floor landing. Several bodies lay crumpled below, one of them on fire. Minos and Pati sprinted down the hallway to the other end of the building. There were no stairs here, but a window looked out to the southwest towards the Palatine Hill.
They stared with mouths open. Though the sun had gone down hours ago, the city was brightly lit by fires all the way to the horizon. Dense smoke rose from hundreds of buildings, joining in an immense cloud that traveled sedately toward the Tiber River. They saw people leaping across the tops of buildings. A woman carrying a baby walked carefully along a roof not far from them. As they watched, she slipped and rolled over the edge with a high-pitched scream, still clutching her baby desperately, plunging into the fires way below. The young couple could now distinguish several different odors: the wood in the buildings gave off a tart smell like normal cooking fires, but there were also fragrances from burning straw and cloth, and the unmistakable stench of torched human flesh.
Minos looked around in panic for a way to escape from the tenement. It was hard to concentrate with all the screaming. He looked in the closest bedrooms, now all abandoned, and found thin blankets, which he and Pati tied end to end to form a rope. He knotted one end to a strong wooden beam and then jerked hard on the blankets to ensure they would hold his weight. Finally, he threw them out the window and reached over the sill with one leg.
“I’ll go first, Pati. That way if you start to slip, I can stop you from falling. Don’t be afraid, my love. We will survive this just like we did when we escaped from the estate.”
Minos hung outside the burning building, the heat growing more intense by the minute. He sensed the bottom of the blanket-rope was already on fire. As he dropped lower, Pati dutifully followed him. The updraft from the fire billowed out his tunic and cloak, exposing his bare legs, which began to tingle. He smelled burnt hair, knowing it was from his legs. The smoke made his eyes tear, and it was almost impossible to see and breathe. For a moment he simply held tightly to the blanket, pressing his face into it for protection, afraid to go lower, enveloped by the popping and hissing of burning wood. A nearby wall fell toward him, crashing and bursting, covering him with a shower of sparks. He smelled his clothes begin to smoke.
Pati’s foot grazed his head, prompting him to descend again. Minos slid down a few feet and then howled as his legs reached the part of the blankets that was burning. He instinctively spread his legs out, away from the fiery cloth, but then the flames reached his unprotected groin. Sheer agony slammed a door in his brain and he let go of the blanket-rope, dropping into the fire like the woman and the baby. He had a vague sensation of landing on burning coals and ashes. One of his legs broke, but he did not notice. He looked up, frantic for a glimpse of his beloved Pati, but the flames blocked her from view.
Minos felt pain in every part of his body. He felt like he was boiling in oil like a fish. He breathed in, but there was no air, only the gases of the flames. Pati crashed on top of him. He was blind by now, but he knew it was she and he embraced her gratefully and kissed her on the mouth. His lips felt hers kiss him in return, and he knew she was smiling at him. The heat and lack of air were no longer a problem. They had each other, and they glided into the afterlife.
Chapter 1 – July, 64 AD
Emperor Nero, the Pontifex Maximus, ruler of the known world and every one of its 100 million men, women, and children, stood before the group absolutely naked. His reddish blonde hair was plastered to his forehead and thick neck, and water dripped off his muscular but pale body, forming an expanding puddle on the marble floor next to the massive bathing pool. His right hand gripped a solid gold goblet of wine and his left arm wrapped around a slender maiden no more than 17 years old. In the flickering torch light her body glistened wetly and she stared modestly at the floor.
Rusticus draped a huge towel around his body like a toga, carefully patting himself dry. A few of the scars tattooing his body were still sensitive if rubbed the wrong way, even after ten years. He picked up another towel and threw it at the Emperor, hitting him in the face. Nero laughed, dropped the wine goblet on the floor and wrapped himself in the towel. Then he turned to the girl, kissed her deeply on the lips, patted her ass, and gently shooed her away. Rusticus’s partner for the evening took the hint and gave him a quick hug. Then the two naked girls ran off together.
Nero dried himself and slipped on a tunic. Both men were exhausted from the party. Earlier in the evening the patio and pool had held dozens of guests, men and women, clothed and nude. Wine had flowed freely and servants had carried an endless parade of food through the crowd. Musicians had played throughout the night, including Nero himself, who sang and plucked at his lyre pensively about some boring ode to ancient Greece. The guests had clapped and cheered insanely (as was their duty), begging for encore performances.
But it was now past the middle of the night. The guests had all retired to their rooms, leaving the men and two slave girls alone in the pool for a last drink. Nero was only 27 years old, but Rusticus was 35 and no longer had the same endurance. Ten years ago, they had often partied until the sun arose. I must be getting old, Rusticus thought ruefully, as he said good night to Nero and headed off to his bedroom suite.
Sometime in the early morning hours, after what seemed like five minutes of blessed sleep, Rusticus was awakened by a loud masculine shout. The door crashed open and Nero charged in carrying a flaming torch.
“Rusticus, Rome is on fire! The Palatine Hill is threatened.”
Rome was always bursting into flames, so this was hardly earth-shaking news, but Nero’s main palace, the Domus Transitoria, sat atop the Palatine. Presumably his new wife Poppaea was in the palace at this moment. More importantly, Rusticus thought, his own estate was on the slope of the same hill, and his daughter Julia was there, along with the household staff. He jumped out of bed, his chest suddenly gripped in a vise.
“Sir, we must leave for Rome at once!” He urged Nero. “How did you find out about the fire?” They were at Nero’s seaside palace in Antium, about 30 miles from Rome.
“A messenger just rode up. Do you think I need to be there? I am really worn out and Tigellinus can handle the fire. He used to be in charge of the fire department, after all.”
“I’m going! I am worried about Julia and the servants.” Hopefully the thought of loved ones in danger would persuade Nero to go, not to mention the threat to his excessively opulent palace filled with precious works of art confiscated from all over the Roman Empire.
“Frankly, sir, the most vital reason for you to be in Rome is to show the people that you care enough about their welfare to show your presence. You know how much they admire you, and it would encourage them to see you managing the fight against this disaster.”
Nero trudged off to his rooms without comment. Rusticus’s bodyguard Taurus burst into the room as soon as Nero left.
“Taurus, what time is it? How long before dawn?”
“By the water clock it is almost three, sir. Day break should be about six.”
“Rouse five of our servants and prepare horses for all. We are leaving for Rome immediately. The city is on fire.”
Fortunately the moon was full and the road from Antium to Rome was smooth and straight, pointing directly north. The little team progressed rapidly, the horses’ hooves thundering on the cut stone slabs. The temperature and humidity rose as they galloped away from the coast and soon both men and horses were covered with sweat. Rusticus began to see the outskirts of the capital with the first light of dawn. Already he could smell the smoke, and black ash lightly dusted his tunic.
He prayed to the goddess Diana, the protector of women, to keep Julia safe. The girl was only eight and was probably terrified if the flames were near their estate.
The most direct approach to the Palatine Hill from the south was on the Via Ostiensis. The men stormed down it till they got to the Aventine Hill, but then got bogged down as hundreds of people fleeing the city blocked the road. The Romans made way for the horses, but the horsemen had to be careful not to trample them. Women were pulling little children along, everyone was dirty and crying, many of them suffering from severe burns. He saw one poor woman with half of her hair burned down to the bald skin.
The Palatine Hill was covered with forest, and the whole hillside seemed to be aflame as the men urged their horses up the slope. It looked impassable at first, but Rusticus found a path that wrapped around the west side of the hill where the fire had not yet reached and he led the men to the estate. With a cry he jumped off the exhausted horse and ran through the gate yelling for Julia. The house was deserted and dark, except for the glow of the fire’s reflection.
Rusticus’s servants were also running around, looking for their own families, who lived here as well. Finally they discovered everyone in the bath house. Made of stone and supplied with water, it was possibly the safest place to be in a fire, but Rusticus knew it too had some danger. Many fire victims died not from burns but from lack of air. He found Julia and hugged her closely. Her eyes held fear and her cheeks were streaked with tears.
“I knew you would find me, Father,” she said with a brave little voice.
“You’ll be safe now, Julia. Let’s get you away from here.” He picked her up and sat her on his horse and then climbed on behind her, holding her as he clutched the reins. He organized the staff to gather up as much food and equipment as they could in a few minutes, and then he led the families down the hill away from the fire. They crossed the Tiber River at the Sublicius Bridge and rode to the Vatican Gardens. There the men set up a camp and Rusticus put Taurus in charge. The men would protect Julia and the other women and children, keeping them fed and safe from the fire and from any opportunists that came along. Rusticus mounted a fresh horse and rode back across the Tiber.
Several times groups of desperate men surrounded him to steal his horse. They backed down when they saw the murderous expression on his face and the skill with which he wielded his sword. It took him hours to ride back through all the turmoil to the Palatine. The fire had grown much worse, and the soot in the air clung to his sweaty face. Rusticus tore off a piece of his tunic and wrapped it around his neck to cover his mouth and nose. Hordes of dogs, cats, rats, and squirrels swarmed past his horse toward the river, their terrified cries adding to the bedlam.
Firemen with axes were cutting a path through the forest along the edge of the fire, hoping to prevent its spread across this break. The Tiber River was less than a mile away, and with the nearest aqueduct, water was so close that it could be pumped through leather hoses to the fire. But a wind was intensifying the inferno. It was mid-morning in the middle of summer, and would have been miserably hot even without the fire. He saw firemen with their leather uniforms on fire, pouring water on the trees, the buildings, and themselves. Horse-drawn carts carried more water towards the fire, but the horses had no intention of getting very close.
Now at the base of the Palatine Hill, Rusticus looked toward the summit. Nero’s magnificent Domus Transitoria was still mostly invisible because of the smoke, but shifts in the wind allowed an occasional glimpse. It seemed to be completely engulfed, and he debated whether to even try to reach it. Suddenly he remembered Nero’s tunnel, carved underground from his palace to his private box seats at the Circus Maximus. Perhaps that would be a safe way to reach the palace.
He circled the fire to the south. The Circus was still smoldering, but almost everything flammable was now burnt out. He kicked his horse’s ribs and darted into the tunnel. It was a bit cooler inside, and hundreds of people had crowded inside this refuge, filling it with the stench of smoke, urine, burnt flesh and sweaty bodies, all screaming, crying, swearing, moaning, and praying. He finally had to dismount and lead the horse uphill through the crowd.
At the other end of the tunnel, several guards blocked his way with swords until they recognized him. He asked if the Emperor was there and they pointed mutely across a smoking courtyard. The last time Rusticus was here, this yard had been a manicured green lawn surrounded by colorfully frescoed buildings. Flowers brightened the perimeter, and a three-layer fountain tinkled with fluorescent water. Strolling musicians had entertained the guests and waitresses offered all manner of delicacies. Now all he saw was a blackened fountain, burnt grass, ruined buildings, and five men who turned toward him as he came forward.
Nero smiled grimly at him and said, “Ah, Rusticus, there you are! We were just discussing a plan of attack.”
“Your excellency, I was in the Vatican Gardens setting up temporary shelter for my household. I’m sure you have thought of it, but that’s probably the safest place to put those who have been burnt out of their homes.”
“Yes, that is part of the plan, and not just the other side of the Tiber, but also the Field of Mars. That old army camp has a lot of empty buildings and it appears the fire will not make it that far. I have ordered one century to shepherd the homeless into the shelters, another century to get them food and water, and a third to keep order in the refugee camps.” Rusticus nodded. A century was a military unit of 100 soldiers.
“We have to put this terrible fire out! Naturally every available fireman is already in that effort, but we are adding the army as well. Have you seen Tigellinus?”
“No sir. I thought he would be at your side, directing the fire-fighting.”
“Well, he’ll turn up. I sent some men out to find him. You and I will run it for now.”
Nero turned away and looked at his beloved palace, and his friend thought he saw his eyes glistening with loss. “Do you think I could rebuild it?”
He thought of his own estate, just down the hill a bit. They were both in the same boat. So much money had gone into both homes – much more into Nero’s of course – but now the estates were both worthless. He looked Nero in the eyes and merely shook his head.
Chapter 2 – July, 64 AD
Nero and Rusticus climbed to the highest part of the palace’s smoldering ruins and looked out over the city. From this elevation the path of the fire was clear. Where the fire had begun was now simply charred and smoking. There the flames were gone, nothing flammable left, but a wider expanse of the city was now fully engulfed. The boundary of the fire was easy to define from here. The inferno was now approaching the Temples of Saturn and Jupiter on the west and the Temples of Isis and Serapis on the east. In the heart of the city, the ancient Forum was resisting the fire, since it was mainly built of stone.
“The Fire Brigade includes 7 cohorts, a total of 7,000 men. Each cohort is responsible for two districts,” Nero said as he shaded his eyes against the mid-day sun with his hand. “Many of them may be dead or wounded or occupied with saving their own families. But hopefully most of them have reported for duty at their district offices. I have already sent runners to these offices to find out what is going on and report back to us. In addition, we have 2,000 soldiers available.”
“So how can we manage all these people to make sure they are sent where most needed?”
“The normal procedure is mutual support. Each cohort protects its own area. If their area is not threatened, then their firemen move to a district that needs help. So the management kind of takes care of itself. As for the soldiers, though, we need to allocate them. They were ordered to stage themselves down there on the near side of the Tiber.”
Rusticus watched the fire’s boundary pulsate like a living organism. It reminded him of a human heart. Once in the arena, he had sliced open an opponent’s chest and the poor guy’s heart had come out, still attached and still beating. The dying man had fallen over onto his back and Rusticus had stared at the organ, so stunned he just stood there as the crowd screamed at him to finish the man off. The man’s eyes closed, he stopped twitching, and he no longer breathed, yet the heart refused to die. Finally Rusticus swung his sword and cut the heart in half. Blood sprayed him like the juice of a squashed melon, and the heart finally stopped.
Nero was looking at him. “What are you thinking, Rusticus?”
The former gladiator brought himself back to the present. A different problem, but the same life and death urgency.
“Could we have the soldiers surround the fire?” Rusticus swung his arm to trace the boundary. “Their job would be to prevent it from spreading, while the regular firemen would be inside the boundary to put out the fire and rescue the people.”
“Excellent! Let’s go meet up with the army and direct them!”
The two men jumped on horses, followed by several staff, and they raced west for half a mile to the Tiber. There they split the army into two cohorts, sending one to surround the fire on the north side, while the Emperor’s team led the other to defend the southern side.
Nero was more dynamic than Rusticus had ever seen him. The young man had never spent a day in military service, and in fact had never been very interested in military affairs, yet here he was charging through the city’s streets at the head of a thousand battle-hardened soldiers, leaping through flaming debris on his horse. Nero took enormous pride in his clothing, hairstyle, and makeup, and loved having his slaves fuss over his appearance. But now he was blackened with soot from head to toe, his hair flattened against his head with sweat, and the hairs on his arms and legs melted away. And smiling like a kid eating a pastry!
They came to an alley, which led into a tightly packed compound of tenements. Rusticus could see dozens of men, women and children huddled together, surrounded by roaring flames. His vision was a bit obscured by smoke, and the intense heat waves made them look blurry, but he saw their shocked and terrified expressions and heard their hideous screams as they waited to die horrible deaths. He could think of no way to save them – fallen timbers and a solid sheet of fire blocked the entrance to the alley. Nero looked around for water hoses, but there were none in sight. He yelled for the soldiers to use grappling hooks to drag the timbers to the side. This motion merely collapsed other timbers that replaced the ones removed. Huge clouds of sparks exploded with a roaring blast, forcing the soldiers further away.
Nero, not the least discouraged, exhorted the men to try again. They threw the hooks back in and pulled the timbers again. This caused more explosions and collapses, but less forceful this time.
“Once more!” he roared, and this time a hole was opened. Nero whirled his horse and charged through the hole into the tenement compound. Rusticus and a few other men followed their leader as burning embers rained down on their heads from the upper stories. They gathered up the injured and the children first, carrying some on the horses and assisting others on foot. Then Nero led the soldiers back down the alley of Hades three more times to rescue the rest of the people.
By the time Nero and Rusticus led the southern cohort to the eastern edge of the fire and met up with the northern cohort, completing the surrounding tactic, the sun had long since set. They took a break for a simple meal, and then saddled up again to ride through the city, coordinating the fire fighting, reallocating forces, and encouraging the men. Refugees continued pouring out of the city, heading west to the river. Despite the efforts of the firefighters and the army to contain the blaze, the fire continued to grow and the boundaries expanded, house after house and block after block. People who had escaped the fire rested in relief, only to find the fire at their heels again, and they ran away in panic. The fire was like a pack of wolves – no matter how hard you ran and how many turns you made, it tracked you down.
They saw a significant minority of residents that gave up the fight. Some had lost their families and possessions, some were simply too tired to run any further. An old man and woman huddled together in the doorway of what was left of their apartment building. A blanket covering them was starting to smoke; yet they simply sat there with heads hung low. A young woman holding a dead child knelt in front of a shrine to Fortuna, the goddess of luck and fate, as others streamed past her to safety. A man in an expensive toga had piled up his earthly treasures into a pyramid and was guarding them against looters as the fire began to surround him.
Rome was filled with immigrants from other countries who did not speak Latin or even Greek and did not know the city’s maze of streets. They did not understand the directions of the firefighters, wandered around the chaotic streets haphazardly, their lack of understanding quickly turning to terror.
Rusticus lost track of time. The horses wore out before the men did and were replaced. The sun arose and they ate again, this time without even dismounting. The men wore bandanas around their noses and mouths to keep out the soot. They grabbed fire hoses and drenched their bodies to cool down. Nero never left his position at the head of the team, the Emperor continuously risking his life to rescue hundreds of ordinary citizens and even slaves.
They circled the fire’s edges three times that second day, saving lives and coordinating the local captains. Several times Nero ordered dozens of men to pull down an unburnt section of buildings to create a firebreak. But the sparks often leapt across the break, defeating the effort. That second night even Nero was too tired to go on. He led Rusticus and the others to one of his auxiliary palaces, on the Esquiline Hill on the eastern perimeter of the city. With the Domus Transitoria destroyed, this had become the disaster headquarters. There the men cleaned up in the baths, changed clothes, ate a huge meal, drank gallons of wine, and then slept for six hours before heading out again.
By the fourth day, the fire had stopped expanding, slowed by thousands of firefighters, the river, the seven hills of Rome, a calming in the wind, and large firebreaks. Over the next two days, normal firefighting efforts quenched the hundreds of dying fires throughout the city. Nero and Rusticus toured the refugee camps that now surrounded Rome on all sides. The people were starving, injured, filthy, and demoralized. Government ministries were gradually getting them new clothing, medical treatment and food, but Nero accelerated the food distribution by ordering an army troop to open the imperial granary and distribute a week’s portion of grain to every man, woman, and child.
Everywhere the two men rode, the people besieged them with questions. They were desperate for not just food, water, and medical care, but all sorts of information about loved ones, government help, rebuilding plans, the cause of the fire, and which parts of Rome would still be inhabitable. As they rode through the Forum, Nero turned to Rusticus. A large crowd surrounded them on all sides, but guards kept them at a distance.
“They keep asking us the same questions. I have always been proud about our communications program, but it seems to have disappeared in the fire.”
“You mean the Government Information Platforms, one for each of the city’s 14 districts?” asked Rusticus.
“Yes, one of the ways to keep the rabble happy – besides giving them bread and gladiator shows – is to keep them well-informed. If a government doesn’t let you know what is going on and why, you will tend to be suspicious. Rumors float around, getting more ridiculous with each telling. So every morning we made sure our 14 spokesmen stood up and spread the news – whether it be a battle in England, a new tax, an upcoming concert, a new senator, whatever.”
“Good point, sir. We need to start the daily news up again. The people need it now more than ever!”
“Exactly! I’ll get Tigellinus to assign someone to set it up. Didn’t there used to be one here in the Forum?”
Most of the buildings in the Forum, made of marble, had survived the fire. Rusticus pointed toward the Temple of Jupiter.
“The Rostrum was right over there. Let’s see what shape it’s in.”
They rode over to it and found that the platform was still intact, though now black with soot and covered with wind-blown debris.
“Wonderful!” exclaimed Nero with a smile. “We’ll get it cleaned up and post a man here tomorrow morning. “
So much for planning, thought Rusticus the next morning. The city awoke not to a news program but to a new fire. Just before going to bed in his new house last night he had looked out over the city to see it finally dark. On each of the previous nights he had seen hundreds of fires all over Rome, and each night the glow diminished. Now it was dark enough to once again see the stars. He thought he should offer some sacrifice to thank the gods, but he had no favorite god, and anyway, it was the gods that started the fire and men that snuffed it out. The gods did not deserve to be thanked!
But in the early morning light he now saw flames leaping all over the western side of the Esquiline, and a terrific plume of smoke rising straight up in the hot still morning air. By the time he got to Nero’s new palace, the place was crawling with men. He worked his way inside the palace, where he found Nero in the middle of his senior staff giving orders calmly, despite the general air of bedlam and the fact that this second fire was so close you could almost feel its heat.
There was Tigellinus, calm and as eager as a puppy in Nero’s presence, absorbing his master’s words like a cat lapping up milk. He saluted Nero and rushed off, no doubt to rally his firefighters again.
It took three more days to get the second fire out. Rusticus spent the time in the Finance ministry offices, assessing how to pay for the enormous expense of the fires – extra food, shelter, clothing, medical care, and equipment. On the first evening of this second fire, Nero came calling. He sat on the edge of Rusticus’s desk, full of energy, looking almost exhilarated.
“They are so desperate!” the Emperor exclaimed to Rusticus. So many have escaped death in the fire only to decide to kill themselves in the camps. We have to do something to cheer them up.”
Here on the east side of Esquiline Hill they had a great view of the Gardens of Maecenas, miraculously untouched by the fire and now crammed with at least fifty thousand refugees. He stared at the tower in the middle, visible to every point in the Gardens. Rusticus saw the expression on Nero’s face and groaned inwardly, reading his friend’s thoughts.
“It’s perfect!” said Nero. “I’ll sing to the poor people from the tower.”
Rusticus diplomatically tried to argue him out of this plan. “Sir, how will they hear you from up there on the tower? The fire is still roaring to the west of us. And do you think a concert will alleviate the sadness of a man who is mourning the loss of his children?”
Rusticus immediately regretted his words. Nero’s only child had died last year, only a few months old. The Emperor’s expression changed from giddy joy to bitter sorrow so abruptly that it was like watching an actor switch masks. He turned without a word and left the room.
When he returned, Rusticus gasped. The Emperor was wearing an effeminately styled brightly colored tunic. His face was pasty with theatrical makeup, and he held a lyre. He stood before Rusticus, caressed the instrument’s strings lasciviously, and sang out in a loud voice: “I sing the tale of ancient Troy!”
With that declaration, Nero scampered off. It took an hour for the guards to get the attention of the refugees until finally they were all watching the tower and grumbling. The sun had set, and the fire’s eerie red glow painted the tower. The top of the tower was still dark, but then someone lit 12 large oil lamps so that the “stage” was a small echo of the inferno that had plagued the city for over a week. This silenced the crowds, and Nero picked exactly that dramatic moment to appear in the middle of the 12 burning lamps.
He then commenced an epic poem, accompanied by the lyre, that dragged on for the better part of two hours. Nero loved all things Greek, and his story was an original creation, though heavily drawn from actual history. He laced the tale with unsubtle references about how to cope with misfortunes such as the current disaster. He came close to thanking the gods for presenting Rome’s citizens with such a dramatic opportunity to prove themselves virtuous. This did not go over well with the miserable crowd.
What Rusticus, and almost everyone but Nero himself, realized, was that most of the people blamed Nero for the fire. Some thought the Emperor actually ordered the city torched. But many more saw an indirect link. Disasters were usually punishment by one or more gods for someone’s sins. An immense disaster had to be due to the equally immense sins of an important person. And while the moral tone of Rome during the Empire was incredibly lax compared to the ”good old days” of the Roman Republic, thought its superstitious citizens, Nero’s sins were beyond normal human experience.
He was suspected to have killed his mother, his brother, and his first wife. He liked to dress up as a woman. He preferred singing and dancing to making war. Just recently he had dressed in animal fur and cavorted around the stage making noises and biting other actors. And now, in the midst of the worst disaster in the 800 years since the founding of Rome, here was Nero playing his lyre, singing and smiling as the flames of the city flickered on his painted face!
Rusticus had been a close friend to the young Emperor for ten years. He knew the man had great faults, but he was certainly no worse than his predecessors.
Like most Romans, Rusticus was disgusted with emperors in general. Perhaps only a vicious antisocial egomaniac was capable of forcing himself to the top, and once there, ensuring his continuity by killing all potential rivals. Of course this threat to those near the top ensured that the rivals would do all they could to assassinate the emperor, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy.
A century ago, Julius Caesar had changed the course of Roman civilization by beginning the shift from Republic to Empire. He made himself dictator, grabbing authority from the senate, and was promptly assassinated. Dictators like to be succeeded by their sons. Caesar had no children, but his niece Atia had a bright young son named Octavius. Caesar adopted him and basically bequeathed the empire to him. It took another 13 years for Octavius to kill off his rivals and emerge as the Emperor Augustus. With that the transition from Republic to empire was complete.
Rusticus believed that the job of an emperor was to improve the living conditions of his people. It was that simple. Of course accomplishing that simple task required many efforts: provision of more and better quality food, creating jobs, securing the borders, aiding the sick, and protecting the weak. Nothing was more important than establishing the correct balance between the rule of law which created order, and personal freedom, which created chaos. His reading of history told him that while both Julius Caesar and Augustus may have killed many people in achieving their objectives, the end result was a more civilized nation and probably better living conditions for Rome’s citizens, though not necessarily for all of the empire’s inhabitants.
But Augustus could find no one suitable to groom as successor. His daughter Julia had produced three sons but one had to be exiled for bad behavior, and the other two died before their grandfather. The Emperor also had two stepsons. One of them died, leaving Tiberius, and the job fell to him by default. Rumor had it that the rivals of Tiberius died young as a result of foul play. In any case, the 23 years of Tiberius’ reign were marked by tax increases, lack of social spending, and a consequent vast growth in the imperial treasury. Rusticus had heard the man was completely paranoid, suspecting threats at every turn and assassinating imagined enemies. When he finally died at the ripe old age of 79, the city celebrated and there were proposals to dump his body into the Tiber River.
In a repeat of Augustus’ dilemma of having no one but Tiberius to leave the empire to but Tiberius, Tiberius himself was sad that he had only his nephew Caligula, whom he called a viper. In Rusticus’s opinion, Caligula was one of the cruelest rulers in Roman history and may have actually been insane.
Caligula had set the standard for cruelty. Like Nero, he reigned at a young age, becoming emperor when only 25. Fortunately he only survived for four years, being assassinated at age 29. But during those four years he demonstrated a vast capacity for torture. He liked to count how many small cuts an enemy could endure before dying. He murdered children in front of their parents. He gave the impression that he hated not just his rivals but the entire Roman people as a race.
Caligula also delighted in psychological cruelty. One of his games was to hold a beauty contest for his dinner guests, with their wives as the contestants. In front of everyone, Caligula carefully examined each wife in turn, selected one for a bedmate and took her off to a private room while everyone else tried to eat dinner. When he and the poor woman returned, Caligula treated the guests to a candid description of her physical features and an appraisal of her sexual performance. In the last year of his reign, Caligula went off the deep end. He announced that he had transformed from a human to a god, withdrew from public view, and spent his days communing with the divine world.
In his four years as Emperor, Caligula also managed to squander most of the Imperial Treasury that Tiberius had saved for 20 years, estimated at 27 million pieces of gold.
After Caligula mercifully died, another nephew of Tiberius took over. Tiberius had apparently preferred the Viper to this other man, Claudius, so the Romans cringed. Physically, Claudius looked like an idiot, drooling, slobbering, and stammering. He sported big ears like a jug of wine and he trembled a lot and limped as he walked. In fact, though, these were signs of a physical handicap, not a mental one.
Rusticus had never met Claudius, but his old friend Seneca had known the Emperor very well, and he said that the man was actually quite intelligent. Like his predecessors, Claudius executed anybody in his way, including a large group of senators. Perhaps embarrassed by his personal appearance, he preferred to hide in his study devoted to writing and research rather than participate in the affairs of state. Claudius married Nero’s mother and then adopted the boy, who took over when Claudius died.
One day Seneca had shown Rusticus a chart that listed the full names of the Emperors:
Gaius Julius Caesar
Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus
Tiberius Claudius Nero Caesar
Gaius Julius Caesar Germanicus (Caligula)
Tiberius Claudius Drusus
Nero Claudius Caesar Drusus Germanicus
“The names signify how incestuous this dynasty has been,” said Seneca. “Most of the marriages are between people in the same bloodline. They marry cousins, nephews, etc. They divorce one relative and marry the ex-wife of another relative. Each member of the tribe is related to Julius Caesar, often on both his father and his mother’s side.
“Our friend Nero? His mother is not only the mother of an emperor, but the fourth wife of Claudius, the sister of Caligula, and the granddaughter of Tiberius. Nero’s paternal grandmother was the daughter of Octavia and Mark Antony. Octavia, of course, was the sister of Augustus. It’s enough to make your head spin.”
Given the public images of his three immediate predecessors, Rusticus thought Nero was a god-like figure. But sometimes he insisted on making an ass of himself in public. Rusticus’s official title was “rationibus”, i.e.: Finance Minister and the Emperor’s Secretary. But in fact, he felt his main responsibility was keeping Nero out of trouble by being his chief advisor and front man with the Senate. Rusticus shook his head as he walked back to his suite of rooms for the evening. Keeping Nero out of trouble was almost impossible, but he had not yet given up. The ruler was only in his twenties – perhaps he would mature with age. Assuming the cutthroat Roman politics allowed him to age!
Chapter 3 – August, 64 AD
Nero’s public relations team had been back in business for a week now, with one spokesman at a specific location at a specific time (more or less) in each of the city’s 14 regions. Announced with considerable fanfare as the Government Information Program, it quickly became known simply as the Daily News. Some days there was virtually nothing new to report, but the spokesmen repeated previous messages, changing emphasis and giving updates. The Romans came to rely on the Daily News, and as Nero predicted, it improved morale. Of course most citizens did not attend every day, but they heard the news through second- and third-hand reports.
Today’s agenda was typical, thought Rusticus as he stood anonymously in the crowded intersection near the Forum in region 8. He heard about the refugee camps now in full operation on the outer edges of the city. Free medical care, food, and shelter were all being provided, courtesy of the Emperor. There was still a shortage of grain, the primary food of the masses, but ships were arriving daily from Egypt and other provinces, and large wagons were flowing in from the rest of the Italian peninsula. Water was abundant, thanks to the aqueducts, which had survived the fire. A steady parade of horses and oxen dragged the huge mountains of fire debris down into the city’s marshes, which were unusable anyway. For centuries, these lowlands had been stinking breeders of mosquitoes, and were suspected of mysteriously causing diseases.
Rusticus knew all this because of the meetings he had attended with Nero’s other advisers in the last few days. But the first such meeting had been a waste of time. When they gathered in the room, they had all assumed the agenda was to discuss how to rebuild the city. Then Nero walked in holding a bunch of musical instruments called water organs. For two hours he showed the group each organ in turn, recounting the advantages and disadvantages of them. Finally he presented the last organ, one that he had invented, and demonstrated how it was better than all the others. The advisors looked at each other, unsure what to say. Rusticus had broken the silence, praising Nero for his astounding musical breakthrough, and then asking him if they could change subjects and discuss the reconstruction of the city. Nero simply asked the men to submit their recommendations to him the next day, and the meeting was adjourned. Fortunately the subsequent meetings had been more productive.
“The divine Emperor wishes to thank all of you who attended his concert last week,” continued the spokesman. Rusticus came to attention. It would have been wiser for Nero to ignore the unfortunate performance, not remind the people about it!
“The intent of the concert was to entertain you and encourage you to cope with the horrible disaster of the fire by showing you that other people in other times have also suffered greatly. They managed to recover, and you will also. We think the vast majority interpreted the concert in that light. However, apparently a few citizens complained that a musical concert was frivolous in the midst of such a calamity. We are sorry if you misunderstood.”
Rusticus looked around to see the reaction to this ridiculous announcement. Many were grinning cynically, some yelling out curses, covering their mouths to avoid detection. One brave soul amused his buddies by pretending to play a lyre, one hand on the instrument and another plucking the strings, accompanying this pantomime with an overly contemplative expression on his face. The audience’s general response could be summed up in one word, thought Rusticus: “bullshit”.
The spokesman continued unfazed, informing them that many questions have been raised about the cause of the fire. He said that an investigation was in progress, but admitted that no answers had yet been found. At this point it could have been merely an accidental fire.
Nero seemed oblivious to his tarnished image. Most men, thought Rusticus, would have had the sense to stay out of sight for awhile. But his friend loved public performances more than anything. The most magnificent public spectacle was a Triumph, so two days later, Nero staged one.
For centuries, generals returning from a war would parade through the streets of the capital to celebrate victory. These affairs had to be approved by a vote of the people and the Senate, and there were strict conditions: the status of the general, the number of enemies killed, and the finality of the victory. Unlike holidays, which Romans celebrated 100 times a year, a Triumph might only be held every few years. It was a big deal.
The parade might last all day or even stretch over a couple days. Temporary bleachers were erected for spectators. Temples and carriages were decorated with flowers and streamers. The audiences along the parade route and the marchers themselves wore their best clothes. Music filled the air, and there was a strong religious overtone, with prayers of thanksgiving, incense, and sacrifices to the gods. The Triumph highlighted the spoils of war, namely all the captured prisoners and the booty. The Romans were especially thrilled to see the defeated enemy general, now humiliated and subservient, along with his wounded men. They cheered at the hordes of new slaves dragged in from a foreign country by the Roman army. The losing country’s men, women, and children added to the city’s workforce, freeing up Roman citizens for more leisure time.
Because the Triumphs were specifically for military victories, Rusticus and his colleagues in the Senate were appalled at Nero’s announcement to hold a Triumph to celebrate his victory over the fire. Having tried in vain to argue Nero out of the musical extravaganza, Rusticus left it to others to try to dissuade the Emperor about the Triumph. Many did, as tactfully as possible. The “enemy” was not a foreign country, there were no spoils of war, no captured slaves, and it was not a military action, they maintained. But Nero’s mind was made up.
Rusticus gave the Emperor credit for at least being reasonable about the cost of the spectacle. It was still quite impressive, but not as flamboyant as those in the years 58 and 62, both of which he had attended. The parade route was shorter, stretching only from the Field of Mars to the Esquiline Hill and then to the Forum. By staying in the northern section of the city, the parade stayed clear of the depressing scenes of the most burnt out districts. The number of marchers was reduced since there were no enemies to humiliate. No grandstands were built, there being a shortage of wood. But the temples were decorated, the prayers were offered and two white oxen were slaughtered in sacrifice. The costumes were rich, bright, and cheerful, and the audience clapped and yelled in appreciation.
Nero led the Triumph in his gold plated chariot, with his wife Poppaea at his side. The Emperor handled the reins himself, guiding four magnificent identical horses through the streets. He wore a purple robe and a golden wreath, and Poppaea looked like a goddess in an emerald dress made of pure silk. Her blond hair was piled on her head, so elaborate that it must have taken her servants hours to sculpt. The royal couple smiled and waved at the crowds. Directly behind them followed Rusticus and Tigellinus on horseback, giving them a clear and annoying view of the huge cloth penis hanging from Nero’s chariot, a good luck symbol.
Next in line were most of the Senators, marching in a rough formation, all wearing white togas bordered with broad purple stripes. Troops of equestrians followed, and then hundreds of firefighters, perspiring in their protective leather uniforms, and carrying the tools of their trade: axes, hoses, buckets, and grappling hooks.
The Triumph was over by late afternoon, none too soon for Rusticus, who had little patience for long-winded prayers, forced smiles, meaningful gestures, and slow-paced horsemanship. It felt good to sit down for dinner afterwards at a banquet with Nero, Poppaea, Tigellinus, and a handful of others in the inner circle. When dinner was finished, Rusticus made his way to a spacious balcony for some fresh air. Nero practically bounced over to him, buoyant from the public adulation, as excited as a little boy with his first puppy.
“Rusticus, wasn’t that the most wonderful Triumph! I think the people really enjoyed the opportunity to show their appreciation for the work of the firefighters in saving the city.”
“Yes sir. Today’s event was certainly organized, especially given the short notice.” The tepid comment was the best Rusticus could do. He didn’t want to burst Nero’s bubble, but the applause of the people meant nothing to him. He knew that rich and poor alike felt it was their civic duty to clap, and that not appearing supportive might be interpreted as having treasonous thoughts. Contrary to certain Greek philosophers, you could force someone to love and respect you, or at least act as if they did.
“I want you to investigate who started this terrible fire, Rusticus. We owe it to the people to explain what happened. Obviously this has to be done carefully and tactfully by someone that I trust and that the people trust. You have a reputation of being fair and objective and incorruptible.”
“I would be honored to investigate it. Thanks for your confidence in me.”
“Can you look into it and still do your regular duties?”
“I’m sure that I can. I’ll get my friend Taurus to assist me.”
“Excellent! Report your progress only to me of course. Others will pressure you for answers, but speculations and isolated discoveries would only add to the constant rumors.”
“I agree completely,” replied Rusticus, though he knew Nero well enough to anticipate the Emperor “editing” his report before it went public. Nonetheless, he was excited about the project, which would give him an excuse to get out of the office routine.
“I’ll start tomorrow,” he continued. “Thanks for the dinner, sir. Now, with your permission, I would like to go home so I can say goodnight to my daughter before she falls asleep.”
Chapter 4 – August, 64 AD
Anna pulled off her gloves and wiped the back of her hand against her forehead, leaving a large smear of black ash amid the sweat. She looked at her hands in disgust. The ash and dirt were everywhere – in the air, on the ground, on the workers, and on the corpses.
She’d organized the corpses and body parts neatly in three rows – separating men, women, and children. The plot of ground that had been cleared for her use was almost filled with today’s bodies, at least 100 so far, and it was only mid-afternoon. Clouds of buzzing flies hovered over the dead, and the stench was overwhelming, even through the kerchief covering her mouth and nose. At the end of the day, slaves would drag all the bodies over to wooden pyres, throw as many as would fit onto the pyres, and set fire to them.
All day long a parade of people had walked past Anna’s exhibit, looking for friends and relatives. Occasionally someone would recognize a body with a scream or a moan, and Anna would add a name to her list and ask the person if they wanted to claim the corpse. More frequently, a passerby would tentatively approach, study a body, and walk away – a false alarm. Anna knew they had mixed emotions: happy the deceased was a stranger, but sad that their loved one was still missing.
Slaves carried in another batch of mangled bodies on blood-drenched wooden litters and dumped them casually at the end of Anna’s three rows. She put her gloves back on and began arranging the newcomers more neatly, men, women, and kids, so that each lay on his or her back with feet together and arms straightened along the torso. Sometimes when she was pulling them into position, an arm or a leg would come loose like on an overcooked chicken. Numb after three days of this hellish job, Anna pushed the limbs back into place. The stench grew worse each day, but the horror was decreasing.
Her customers were mostly naked. Clothing not burned off by the fire had been stolen by looters or fallen off along the way. Anna attempted to restore dignity to the deceased by draping their midsections with whatever cloth was available.
She came to a man with the face of a boy. Which row to put him in? She peered down to look more closely. He had gray hair on his chest and scalp but had the cheeks of a baby – not even the peach fuzz of an adolescent. She took off a glove and cupped his chin with her palm. It was as smooth as plaster. The whole face slipped a bit sideways and Anna jumped back in shock.
It was a mask! She pulled it all the way off, solving the boy-man mystery. The dead person was an old man. But there was a new mystery. Why was he wearing a mask? Someone had gone to a lot of effort to fashion it. It was similar to a funeral mask, made of wax and tinted to match the skin color of the old guy, with the lips just a shade more pink. The eyes were closed, avoiding the challenge of making eyeholes look realistic. It even had life-like eyebrows and lashes. Anna turned the mask over. The craftsmanship was superb. The old man’s big nose was leaning a bit to the side like it had been broken years before, and the mask reflected the same nose.
Anna ran after the litter bearers and asked them where they had found the latest batch of bodies. One of them mentioned a particular district and remembered it was a bit odd. They’d found the dead man sitting down, propped against a column in the market. It was out in the open in an area that had been cleared of corpses the previous day.
Probably most slaves would have simply shrugged and returned to work, but Anna had been born a very curious child and was now a very curious 22-year-old woman. Her mistress, Camilia, would not get angry if she left her post to report this strange affair. She ran back to the bodies and pulled Masked Man out of the row and off to the side. Then she grabbed the mask and jogged to the nurses’ station.
She found Camilia up to her elbows in blood. There must have been 30 patients under the canopy, lined up in rows of cots, reminding Anna of her own rows, but these bodies were alive, at least for the time being. These made a lot of noise, shocking after the mute gallery she tended all day.
She knew Camilia’s three rows were not men, women and children but rather those too injured to survive, those who would survive without attention, and those who would die if not attended. Camilia and another nurse were working on the last group of people. Camilia’s current patient was a badly burnt man about Anna’s age, and she was wrapping the burns with long strips of cloth and sprinkling some sort of powder on the burns as she progressed down the body. A third nurse was comforting the other patients, going up and down the rows offering water, adjusting blankets, making consoling sounds, and offering small amounts of wine and poppy juice to help with the pain.
Camilia noticed Anna approaching and looked at her questioningly.
“Mistress Camilia, one of my corpses is wearing a mask!” She held it up.
“What is this, a joke?”
“No. An old man had this stuck to his face.”
“Well, that certainly is bizarre, but so what?” Camilia looked back down and resumed bandaging the burn victim.
“There’s more to it. He was found sitting upright in an area that had already been cleared.”
Camilia was exhausted, having worked from sunup to sundown, a long day in the height of summer, for the week since the fire was put out. She needed a break and it would only take a few minutes to see the masked man. She took the mask from Anna and inspected it closely.
“This is excellent workmanship. Let’s go see the corpse.”
The two women leaned over to examine the old man’s body.
“Anna, this guy is wearing the toga of a senator – see the stripe? And he has hardly any burn marks. His face looks vaguely familiar. You’ve seen hundreds of dead people this week. What do you suppose they died from?”
From the fire, mistress.”
“Being burnt, you mean.”
“Yes, of course.”
“But many of the dead do not look burnt enough to die from that.”
“That’s true. I wondered about that.”
“And these others, the slightly burned ones, what do they have in common?”
Anna shook her head, having no idea but very curious to know the answer.
“They have blue lips, and blue lips are caused by lack of air. I don’t know why, but whenever I see a dead person who was buried alive, their lips are usually blue.”
Anna shuddered, wondering what sort of gruesome tasks had led Camilia to such expert knowledge. She got up and walked around, looking at the corpses.
“The lips do seem to have a blue coloring!”
“Yes. fires need a lot of air, so much air that a person in a fire has none left to breathe, dies from suffocation, and ends up with blue lips.”
Anna looked at Masked Man’s lips.
“He does not have blue lips.”
“No. Something else killed him. Not the fire, and not lack of air.”
Camilia stripped the toga and undergarments from the body. She quickly examined the front, then rolled him over and inspected the back.
“Ah, there it is! Someone stabbed the old man from behind with a very thin spike, right into the heart.”
Anna looked at the small puncture wound. It had not leaked much blood, which was why she had not noticed it earlier, given the chaos.
“Anna, you were right to tell me about this guy. He was definitely murdered. And unless I’m mistaken about his toga, he was a senator. I’m going to see what the Urban Cohort thinks. Meanwhile, why don’t you go home and get some rest?”
Camilia summoned the litter bearers and had them carry the senator to the nurses’ station. It was open 24 hours a day, with nurses taking 8-hour shifts. She asked one of the nurses to watch the senator’s body and make sure someone did not take it back to the field of corpses.
Carrying the mask, she walked to the local office of the Urban Cohort, thinking someone there might be the one to decide what to do about a murder investigation. The Urban Cohort was one of at least three semi-military units stationed within the city walls, and all three were closely related, with men being transferred back and forth among them. The highest-ranking unit was the Praetorian Guard, whose primary responsibility was protecting the Emperor, including putting down any insurrections. The Fire Brigade put out fires, of course, and in Rome they were always busy! The Urban Cohort handled law enforcement, though sometimes the Fire Brigade was called in to do so as well.
Camilia impatiently worked her way up the hierarchy. When she arrived at the office, she got attention immediately, but the wrong kind. A handful of men standing idly about stared at her. At first she thought it was because of the blood on her clothes, but they smiled suggestively as they scanned the way the tunic draped about her bosom and hips. Ignoring them, she walked straight over to a man sitting at a desk.
“Sir, are you in charge here?”
He looked up at her and nodded, then returned to what he was reading.
“Someone has been murdered.”
The man laughed. He stood up and spoke to the rest of the men. “The city is wall-to-wall with thousands of corpses, and the little lady is reporting that one of them was murdered!” Everyone laughed.
“He was stabbed in the heart and shows no evidence of death by fire.”
“And how are you such an expert at something besides the kitchen and the bedroom?”
Camilia reddened with fury. She replied sharply, “I am a nurse! Are you responsible for maintaining civil order? Is a murder a violation of civil order?”
Taken aback by her aggressiveness, rare for a woman of her class, he almost backed down. But the other men were watching.
“I will be the one to decide what I am responsible for!”
“The victim is a senator. Maybe that will help you decide.”
“A senator! Wait here. I will talk to my supervisor.”
Camilia stood waiting for an awkward 20 minutes. The bystanders looked at her with more respect, but continued to stare. Finally she was ushered in to see the supervisor and repeated the story to him, this time adding the details of the mask. She led him to the nurses’ station to view the body. The supervisor turned white when he saw the senator’s face.
“Jupiter! This is Sextus Tullius, not just an average senator, but also one of the most powerful. A few senators died in the fire, but they were nothing compared to this man. And if he was murdered! Are you sure?”
Camilia showed him the stab wound and lack of fire damage.
“I need to call the Tribune of the Cohort. He will be pissed!” He turned to his subordinate. “Grab some of your men and bring the body to our office.”
The Tribune was indeed in a foul mood to be summoned back from his home at the end of yet another demanding day. He confirmed the senator’s identity and then studied the mask. No one had a clue who the mask represented or why a mask had covered the senator’s face.
Like the others, the Tribune’s reaction was to pass the responsibility up the chain of command. “I need to take this to Rusticus.”
Camilia had heard of Rusticus, one of Nero’s top aides, but had never met him of course.
“Why Rusticus?”
“He is investigating the cause of the fire. This murder could be independent of the fire, but who knows? Frankly, I should report this to Tigellinus, the Prefect of both the Urban Cohort and the Fire Brigade, but the last thing I want is to attract his attention.”
Camilia looked around. She was alone with the Tribune, and no spies appeared to be lurking about. She spoke softly, “I don’t know Tigellinus obviously, but his reputation is that he punishes those who bring bad news.”
“Yes. Whereas Rusticus seems quite different – analytical and professional. Somewhat distant rather than friendly. But I worked with him on the fire and he was fair to everyone. Not snobbish about his rank.”
“Would you like me to come with you when you report to him in case he asks a medical question?”
“I suppose that makes sense. But it is now the middle of the night. Let’s meet here about 9:00 in the morning and then visit Rusticus at the palace.”
Chapter 5 – August, 64 AD
Rusticus sat in his office, which commanded a great view of the city. From his window he counted seven separate fires spewing greasy black smoke into the air. These were not remnants of the Great Fire, but rather cremation fires. Romans never buried their corpses but burned them on wooden pyres, after which the ashes were put in urns, boxes, or bags, and then buried. Rusticus had just read a report that estimated there were 20,000 unclaimed corpses stacked all over the city. Of course the health and sanity of the citizens demanded that the bodies be disposed of without undue delay, so Nero had decided to cremate them in piles, rather than individually. Slaves would build the wood pyre and then top it with dozens of bodies stacked like logs to allow proper ventilation. These small fires echoed the huge one that had devastated Rome, in effect finishing the job. The stench of burning flesh would linger for weeks.
He turned away from the window and rolled a map of Rome out onto the marble table. It was about one meter square, made of papyrus and highlighted in four different colors. Tightly coiled, it would not lie flat until he pinned each corner down with a lead paperweight. The city was divided into the 14 regions that Emperor Augustus had established. Small pieces of parchment were inserted to show the extent of the fire damage on each district. The three central districts, the heart of ancient Rome, were completely leveled. He was most familiar with the Palatine Hill, of course, where legend said that Romulus had founded the great city many centuries ago. This was District 10, now a total disaster. Just to the east was District 3, where the near part of the Esquiline Hill, called the Oppian, was also gone. The third devastated district, number 11, was southwest of the Palatine, and incorporated the Circus Maximus.
Another seven districts were partially destroyed, two of them near the center of the city. Number 2 was the Caelian Hill, just south of the Palatine and the Oppian. Number 8 was the Capitoline Hill, close to where the Tiber River curved eastward in its nearest approach to the city. The other five districts were on the edges of the city: Districts 12 and 13 in the south around the Aventine Hill, Districts 7 and 4 on the north side, and District 9 on the Field of Mars. The four remaining districts, 1, 5, 6, and 14, were spared. They were all on the outskirts of Rome.
The devastation hit the most populous areas the hardest. Current estimates were that there were at least 200,000 people homeless, who were now forced to abandon the center of the city, about one square mile, and try to find shelter in the outer regions. Nero was devoting the full resources of the Roman Empire to short-term needs – building shelters, importing food, clothing, and other supplies – while at the same time launching the longer-term reconstruction of the city. Rusticus was astonished at how fast the money was pouring out of the Imperial Treasury.
During his investigation of what caused the fire, he still had his regular job as Finance Minister. His managers had raided the ready cash reserves and were now demanding the surrounding towns and colonies to send whatever they could as quickly as they could. Rusticus pictured hundreds of wagons weighted down with wooden boxes of coins, gold, silver, and copper, arriving from all points of the compass. Nero was also twisting the arms of the senators and other rich citizens to donate from their wealth as well.
He shook his head sadly at the map. The document was only a year old, but the fire had destroyed so many buildings that it was obsolete. There was a knock on his door, and he waved in the squad of people. They filed in and stood rigidly against two walls, waiting for him to start the meeting. They consisted of 20 policemen formed into four teams, each with a team leader. Rusticus called the team leaders over to look at the map, which had two straight lines bisecting the city into north-south and east-west grids, with their center point being the Forum.
“A week ago, I assigned each of you a quadrant of Rome to investigate. Please report what you have found. Speak loud enough for everyone in the room to hear and feel free to ask your teams to supply further details if necessary. Let’s start with you, Trogus. You had the northwest sector. What have you discovered?”
Trogus was nervous, speaking in front of so many. “Sir, we started at the intersection of your two lines and interviewed as many people as we could as we worked our way north and west from that point. We also used a similar map, which we have here,” he waved a roll of papyrus, “to annotate the level of destruction by block. This helped us estimate the time that each block caught fire.”
Rusticus nodded. All of this was in accordance with the instructions he had given the teams, but it was good that Trogus was refreshing everyone’s memory of the methodology.
“As expected, we were handicapped by the fact that a large percentage of the residents are missing and that those remaining are so upset they cannot remember much helpful information. Also, the destruction is so great that the streets are not all visible, so it is often unclear where one block ends and another begins.”
The map of Rome was a crazy quilt of shapes, like a broken vase that someone had tried to glue back together. The city’s blocks were every shape known to Euclid – triangles, rectangles, trapezoids, pentagons – small and large, squeezed into the fixed geography of the Tiber River, Rome’s famous seven hills and the large public spaces such as the Forum and the Circus Maximus.
“A lot of our information came from the firefighters themselves, of course.”
Someone handed Trogus a long wooden stick and he pointed it at the map on Rusticus’s table.
“Nonetheless, after days of talking to dozens of people and climbing through the wreckage, we have concluded that this area by the Temples of Saturn and Jupiter was the first place in the northwest quadrant to catch fire. The fire approached from the southwest quadrant mid-morning on July 19.”
“In other words, the morning after the earliest reports that a fire had broken out,” Rusticus interjected. He took a thin paintbrush, dipped it in red ink, and wrote the number II on the map where Trogus had pointed. “So that would be Day 2 of the fire.”
“Yes sir. From there it continued to spread northward. By Day 3, it had reached here, and Day 4 was here.” Rusticus wrote III and IV to indicate days and positions of the fire. Trogus continued to hit the map, and Rusticus marked the fire’s progress through the seventh day.
“Meanwhile our fire department was battling the fires, so the final destruction is unrelated to the direction in which the fire spread. The area most seriously destroyed was here, because of the extreme density of the construction and its distance from the aqueduct.”
“Any idea about the death toll?”
“Well, we found…. let’s see….” He looked around at someone on his team. “Yes, over 800 bodies, plus it seemed like everywhere we looked we found parts of bodies. It looks like a battleground after a war. The 800 figure excludes corpses that burned up completely. It excludes any corpses still buried beneath the rubble. It excludes people who were injured and removed from the quadrant and then subsequently died.”
Rusticus looked down at the map. Trogus’ report was analytical and delivered without emotion. But Rusticus had fought the fire himself and done his own exploration of the ruins afterward, and it had been a horrific experience. The smell of burnt human flesh had lodged in his nostrils and throat, gagging him, and he hoped the sensation would not last for the rest of his life. Probably a thousand dead, just in the northwest quadrant, but you only had to see the remains of a single family to get the picture. Mothers covered with black ash from digging through what was left of their homes looking for a child. He’d seen a senator. The guy was bold, dignified and patrician, a man of such forceful personality that he made most other officials tremble in fear. Now he was on his knees openly weeping, holding the hands of his dead wife. The fire had spared neither rich nor poor.
“Let’s go on to the second fire,” Rusticus said to Trogus. Rusticus cleaned his paintbrush in water and selected a bottle of green ink.
“Sir, in our quadrant we could not distinguish the first and second fire. People told us of sections where the fire was put out and then started up again, but those actually fighting the fire believed that it was simply due to coals remaining under debris which inflamed again, not a new fire source.”
The team leaders who investigated the Southwest and Northeast quadrants made similar reports. Rusticus used the red and green ink to annotate the fire’s progress each day on the map. Last he called on the Southeast leader, Vegetius. He knew Vegetius to be crusty and argumentative, and that he had been politicking for years to separate the police force from the fire department, because he felt law enforcement was a higher civic duty then putting out fires.
“The first thing I want to say is that the fire department needs to be improved. We lost over half of our great city! Yeah, I know Rome catches fire easily, with its tall wooden buildings all crammed together, separated by tiny alleys too small for our fire vehicles. And I realize that this fire caught us in the middle of the summer, when the weather is hotter than Vulcan’s forge. But it is because the city is so prone to fires that we should be adept at fighting them!
“Okay, that’s my opinionated speech. Now for our report. As you can see from the other three teams, the fire seems to have sprung from my quadrant. And we think more specifically that it began in the Circus area.” Not losing eye contact with Rusticus, Vegetius reached back, and an assistant promptly slapped the wooden pointer into his palm. Vegetius whipped it around like a sword and pointed it at the map.
“Day I, just about sunset,” he stated with conviction. “On the east side of the Circus were some food stalls, where meals were being cooked for the spectators of some silly parade trooping around the stadium. One of the cooking fires got out of control. The food stalls were basically cloth tents, highly flammable. You’ve seen these places, sir. All cluttered with wooden crates and garbage, cooking oil spattering constantly. I can just picture a pan of boiling oil bursting into flames, and the cook rushes to it and trips over something and falls, knocking the flaming fat into cloth wall of the tent. Whoosh! Happens all the time. It was a hot windy night, and the flames jumped from one tent to the next, and then to the nearby wooden apartments. By morning, this entire area was out of control.”
Vegetius drew the pointer in a large circle surrounding the Circus. “The flames spread outward to the north and the east, wiping out the Palatine. There are at least 4,000 dead in my area, and very few buildings were standing by the time our firemen finally blew the fire out.”
“So you feel the fire was an accident, and not arson?”
“Yes sir, I’m sure of it.”
Rusticus asked the three other team leaders and each agreed that the disaster was unintentional.
“What about the talk all over the city that Nero set the fire?”
The men all looked down at their feet in fear. No one, not even testy Vegetius, had the courage to question the Emperor’s actions in front of Nero’s secretary.
“I understand your reluctance,” said Rusticus in a reasonable tone of voice. “However, I know people suspect that Nero set the fire to clear the area east of the Palatine so he could build an even grander palace, to be called the Golden House. I know people reported that efforts to put down the fire were sometimes frustrated by gangs of bullies who seemed to want the fires to continue and not only fought off the firemen but actually tossed torches to spread the fire. Then there was the concert, where Nero’s performance could be interpreted as celebrating the fire!”
The men shuffled about, none of them looking him in the eye.
“So let me tell you why I believe the Emperor did not set the fire. First, he would not have started it so far south of where he wanted to put his Golden House. Second, he would not have set it so close to his existing palace, on the Palatine. The place is a total loss. Nero had just finished filling it with a fortune in art works. Third, I fought the fire myself by Nero’s side for four days, and I swear to you that no Roman citizen was more courageous or exerted more effort into extinguishing the fire than our Emperor. Any comments? No? Then I guess that concludes our investigation.”
“Not quite, sir!”
Rusticus looked at Vegetius sharply. As one of the most powerful men in the Empire, he was no longer accustomed to such directness.
“I beg your pardon?”
“The first fire was an accident. The second was not.”
There was a lengthy silence. All faces turned toward Vegetius, who smiled like the only man in the boat who had caught a fish after a long night at sea. Rusticus broke the quiet with a single word in a voice as hard as iron:
“Explain.”
Vegetius used his stick to draw a smaller circle in the northern part of his quadrant.
“At the end of six days, that is the end of the first fire, most of my quadrant was completely destroyed. But this area had been preserved. The firemen knew these blocks included the villas belonging to many senators, so much heavier forces were allocated to saving them. This is also where they met the most resistance in terms of armed gangs blocking their way, as you heard about. But they overcame the gangs by brute force and put out the fire, soaking everything with water to prevent the coals from flaring up.
“They were astonished to find this area” – he circled it again with his pointer – “burning like Hades again the next day. As the exhausted men charged back into the fire, they found fresh, partially burnt wood that had not been there the day before. The smoke smelled of cooking oil, which must have been sprayed all over the site during the night. The gangs were gone, so there was no one to interrogate, but it was clear someone had deliberately rekindled the fire.”
Chapter 6 – August, 64 AD
Empress Poppaea was in one of her favorite positions, sitting in front of a mirror. She smiled flirtatiously at her beautiful image and began to apply makeup, not to improve what nature had given her – impossible! – but merely to highlight the perfect curves and angles of the smooth unwrinkled skin, to draw others into the magical depths of her eyes.
Poppaea was bored. The mansion that she and Nero lived in, the Domus Transitoria, had been totally destroyed by the fire, forcing them to move into a temporary palace north of the Forum. She no longer had the extensive hillside gardens to stroll through, picking flowers and vegetables. Her circle of friends, decimated by the fire, were not as available for comfort and gossip. And Nero had been so busy with the fire’s aftermath that the couple had not been able to host parties as often.
When Poppaea had too much time on her hands, she dreamed up ways to cause trouble. So as she admired herself in the mirror, she thought up an entertaining scheme. She finished her makeup just as her visitor was announced, beginning Act One of her planned drama. Rusticus strode into her drawing room, smiled at her and gave her a peck on the cheek.
“Good Morning, Empress. I heard you wanted to see me.”
Poppaea looked at his handsome face and pictured his body under the toga. She had caught him unawares in the baths a few months ago, peeking at him while he relaxed with his eyes closed. The hard bunched muscles of his shoulders, biceps, chest and thighs had seared themselves into her brain. The man was an animal, covered with scars from hand-to-hand combat. Even now, ten years after his gladiator days, she could feel his dynamic energy. Nero was exciting in bed, despite his kinky demands, but she would give almost anything to have Rusticus between her thighs vibrating every nerve and muscle in her body.
She motioned for him to sit down in one chair as she walked around him to another, brushing against him in the process. Her silk-covered hip caressed the top of his hand. Let him ponder that message, she thought to herself.
“Rusticus, how are you? I haven’t seen you since this terrible fire.”
“Yes, Empress, it has been a long time and a busy one.”
“Is your little girl doing okay?”
“Julia was not injured, thank the gods, and she does not appear to be suffering any mental trauma. Like you we are living in temporary quarters and she is adjusting to that just fine.”
“And what about your girlfriend…what was her name? Verbena?”
Rusticus smiled. Verbena was three girlfriends ago, but he did not trust Poppaea with his personal life, so he merely replied, “I haven’t seen her for months. I do not have a girlfriend these days.”
Poppaea was relieved to hear that. Somehow his availability was important to her even though she herself was not available. After a moment of silence, Poppaea asked, still in casual conversation, “How is your investigation of the fire progressing?”
“Empress, as you are probably aware, Nero commanded me to speak about the fire investigation to no one but him.”
She looked at Rusticus with slightly less warmth. “And have you made your report to Nero yet?”
“No, but I will be ready to do so in a day or two. After that he can let you know what we have concluded.”
Poppaea debated whether to seduce Rusticus. She had tried a couple years ago, but he’d been married then and had turned her down gently. No other man had ever been able to resist her since her 13th year. Not only would screwing Rusticus help her get the information she wanted, but she longed to dominate this powerful beast for the pure pleasure of it. It took every bit of her will power to keep from walking over to him, pulling up her tunic and straddling him as he sat there so rigidly.
“Well I don’t know what your report will say, but I do know what it should say!”
“And what is that?”
“The fires were set by the radical religious sect, the followers of that Jewish carpenter, Christ.”
“What makes you think that?” he asked cautiously.
“Everyone knows they want to turn society upside down, taking everything from the rich and giving it to the poor.”
There was silence as Poppaea watched Rusticus’s face for a reaction to her accusation. He was tempted to show her wrong by explaining the investigation’s findings. But that would be playing into her hands.
Rusticus took time with his answer. Poppaea was so gorgeous that it was easy to underestimate her cleverness. Her desire to blame the Christians probably stemmed from several motives, not the least of which was her fascination with the Jewish sect in Rome. Josephus, the Jewish historian was a frequent visitor to the palace. It was no secret that the Jews of Rome resented the Christians as a rebellious faction of their one true faith. If the Jews whispered in Poppaea’s ear that the Christians set the fire, it would help keep the heat off of them, since they were also unpopular.
She and Nero frequently entertained emissaries of the various religions of Judea, Syria, Persia, and Egypt. They dabbled in astrology and the possible effects of the heavenly bodies on humanity. No idea was too weird to dismiss.
“Empress, do you have any proof that the Christians set the fire?”
“Proof? The proof is easy. All we need to do is arrest a few Christians and get them to confess.”
Sure, thought Rusticus, by using torture Tigellinus’ goons could elicit confessions even from the innocent.
“I’ll discuss this with the Emperor. Will there be anything else?” He stood up, anxious to leave.
Poppaea stood also, walked to him and put her hands on his shoulders, at once a dominating posture and yet almost an embrace.
“And I will also be discussing it with him. Probably in our bed. Who do you think he will pay more attention to?”
She looked deeply into his eyes, and he saw both power and lust. In her own way she was as crazy as Nero.
“Rusticus, be careful that you make the right choice in this investigation.”
It took him 15 minutes of fast walking to get back to his office, and he spent the time rehearsing what he would tell Nero.
The main point was that the first fire was a terrible accident. The exhaustive interviews and examinations of damage had not turned up a single bit of evidence that someone had set the fire deliberately. The rumors blamed the fire on two targets at opposite ends of society, the Christians and Nero himself.
Rusticus knew Nero well enough to imagine setting a fire just for the fun of it, but not this one. Sure, he talked about building the grandest palace the world had ever known, a monument that would outshine the pyramids of Egypt and the Colossus of Rhodes, and the fire had opened up an area in the very heart of Rome that would be the right size. But the fire had completely wiped out his Domus Transitoria and Nero’s beloved irreplaceable art works. Nero had personally fought the fire for days, side by side with Rusticus. One night just last week, the two friends drank themselves senseless as Nero wept uncontrollably at the unimaginable losses of human life and property.
As for the Christians, his team had only been able to interview a few who would admit to belonging to the sect. But they all preached peace and love and passivity – kind of disgusting, but not dangerous! None seemed aggressive enough to push over a statue or throw a rock through a window, let alone burn down a city.
The second part of the message to Nero was much more risky: what to say about the second fire.
According to Vegetius, the second fire was intentional. Further, Rusticus was aware that much of the land in Vegetius’ little circle was owned by Tigellinus, the man in charge of the Praetorian Guard, the city’s firefighters, and the Urban Cohorts. More importantly, Tigellinus was one of Nero’s top advisers, a rival to Rusticus. He had risen to that role in a mere two years by intimidating his peers and ingratiating his superiors. He was rumored to have selected the more ruthless Cohorts for his own personal platoon of enforcers. This supposed “death squad” eliminated anyone opposed to Tigellinus’ agenda. He had single-handedly changed the atmosphere in Rome from hope and trust to suspicion and fear. Nero seemed not to mind. In the old days, Seneca and Burrus curbed Nero’s psychotic tendencies, but now Tigellinus and Poppaea deliberately inflamed them.
Rusticus would be foolish to accuse Tigellinus without proof, especially since the latter was gradually replacing Rusticus as Nero’s closest friend. And what would be Tigellinus’ motive in setting a second fire? No, he would not present any conclusion about the second fire to Nero. He would tell Nero the facts: the second fire appeared to have begun on Tigellinus’ estate and to have been set deliberately, but no one saw anyone actually starting it. He’d also raise the mystery of Tigellinus’ disappearance during the entire disaster. Maybe Nero would draw his own conclusions.
Chapter 7 – August, 64 AD
Back in his office after the stressful encounter with the treacherous vixen Poppaea, Rusticus had just begun to relax over a cup of tea when his assistant interrupted him to announce that he had two visitors. Normally Rusticus did not insist that his visitors make appointments, but now he regretted his “open-door” policy. All he wanted was solitude. Nonetheless he told the assistant to send them in, and instantly he was rewarded by the appearance of a radiant woman in her mid-thirties, about his age. She was wearing a worn blue toga and looked exhausted, but she had the facial features and bearing of a senator’s mistress. Her white-blond hair hung loosely about her shoulders, in pleasant contrast to the starched sculptures perched on the heads of most of the women in high society.
As Rusticus rose to greet her, his second visitor entered the office, a man with the confident expression of a mid-level official. The woman halted about 10 feet away from Rusticus and the man stepped in front of her and announced that he was Silvanus, Tribune of the Cohort. He then introduced his lovely companion as Camilia, a nurse.
“Sir, we are sorry to disturb you without notice, but Camilia has made a very interesting discovery that may be related to the fire and thus important to your investigation.”
“Please sit down,” Rusticus motioned to a nearby table and chairs. Once they were all seated, he looked inquiringly at each of them.
The Tribune looked patronizingly at Camilia. “Nurse, perhaps you could tell his excellency what you found. Then if you forget any details, I can add them.”
Rusticus turned to Camilia, grateful that she would be the one telling the story. That way he could look at her without feeling embarrassed.
“Your Excellency, as I make my report, please feel free to interrupt me with any questions. I do not want to ‘forget any details’.” Camilia’s first words were carried to Rusticus on a melodious voice with just a dash of sarcasm. Her spirit enchanted him. Her tone was respectful, but not humble. She sat there with one thigh crossed over the other, hands calmly in her lap, back straight, as relaxed as if she were just finishing dinner with her family. He nodded to her, and she began.
“Since the fire began I have spent every day caring for the victims in a tent near the Temple of Divine Claudius. Near the tent we cleared a field to sort through the corpses and display them so that friends and relatives could identify them. After a day or so of exposure, the corpses are carried off and cremated. One of my helpers was examining the bodies and found one wearing a mask.”
Rusticus leaned forward. She had his full attention.
“The corpse was an old man, yet the mask was that of a young boy.”
“Perhaps the old man’s family simply put a mask on him to prepare him for his funeral and the mask is how he looked as boy.”
Camilia had not thought of that and now had second thoughts about this meeting. Maybe the masked man was not so mysterious after all. The Tribune turned away, suddenly pretending he was not involved.
“Maybe that’s all there is to it, but the Tribune has identified the dead man as Sextus Tullius, the senator. The family of such an important man would surely not leave his body unattended, parked against a wall in the marketplace.”
“Gods! Tullius?” Rusticus knew the senator well, had worked with him for years. He looked at the Tribune for confirmation. Silvanus nodded solemnly.
“Camilia, was the Senator badly burnt?”
“Sir, he was not burnt at all. It appears that he died from a stab wound. Someone inserted a thin blade through his back and into his heart.”
Rusticus was shocked. The murder of a senator was not that unusual, unfortunately, especially these days with Tigellinus running amok. But Tullius was one of the most popular and respected senators. His death would be quite a loss to the Empire.
“This is terrible! But how does this murder relate to the fire?”
“It may not, sir,” admitted the Tribune. “My thought was that perhaps the Senator had some information about the fire and someone killed him to prevent him from talking about it.”
“Have you reported this to Tigellinus? Murders are his business.” Rusticus smiled. “I mean solving murders is one of his responsibilities.”
“No sir. Frankly, I thought you might take more of an interest in the matter.”
Rusticus nodded. He also knew that the dead Senator had hated Tigellinus, as did most of the hierarchy. Perhaps the feeling was mutual. If so, Tigellinus might do everything in his power to block a murder investigation. He looked back at Camilia. She was looking directly into his eyes, very unladylike of her. He was not about to stare her down, and in fact he enjoyed the warmth that her gaze was spreading throughout his body.
“So where is the mask?”
Camilia pulled the wax shape out of her bag and showed it to him. Rusticus felt the blood drain from his face.
“That’s Brittanicus!”
“Sir?” Camilia vaguely recalled an old palace scandal involving a boy, but couldn’t remember the story after all the years.
“Nero’s step-brother. He was the natural son of Emperor Claudius. He was born with the name Claudius Tiberius Germanicus, but then renamed Brittanicus in honor of the war against Britain. He died at the age of 15, nine years ago, just about the time I met Nero. Some say he was poisoned, others say he died of epilepsy. But what that has to do with a murdered senator or the fire, is beyond me.”
Rusticus thought for a while, and then spoke.
“Camilia, Silvanus, thank you very much for reporting this to me. I promise you I will investigate it. I would like to keep the mask. Also, we need to be careful to keep this murder confidential for now. Rome is already filled with too many rumors. I may need to ask you further questions. Please leave your addresses with my assistant. And if you think of anything else, please let me know right away.”
Rusticus stared at the mask. Poor Brittanicus! The boy had died before Rusticus had gotten to know Nero very well, and the Emperor had never spoken about it. But Rusticus had gained the confidence of quite a few people that hung around the palace, and the death sounded more like murder than illness.
Six months after Emperor Claudius had died under mysterious circumstances while eating with his family, history had repeated itself. The remaining family members – Claudius’ sickly son Brittanicus, Claudius’ merry widow Agrippina, her son Nero, and Nero’s wife Octavia – reclined at dinner, this time with several honored guests. A servant gave Brittanicus a drink that the others were sharing and therefore presumably harmless. He tried it and complained that it was too hot. The servant added cool water, which could have been poisoned, and Brittanicus drank it. The young man fell over almost at once. Nero, 18 years old, arrogantly reassured the group that his stepbrother was fine – it was just an epileptic seizure. The boy had suffered from them since birth. But Brittanicus did in fact die, and was cremated that very night. Funeral instructions had already been drafted prior to the dinner, which observers thought suspicious.
Nero’s tutors had filled him with history lessons. Previous Roman emperors had quickly disposed of their rivals to the throne. Brittanicus was his most serious rival, so he had to go. He had also learned from his mother that killing a husband, even an Emperor, was justified if he was a threat.
Rusticus wasn’t able to get an appointment with Nero for several more days, which was a bit of a relief. Talking to the Emperor these days was like swinging a pole at a beehive and then running away – intensely exciting but with a good chance of getting stung in the ass. Needing some relaxation after the back-to-back meetings with Poppaea and Camilia, he summoned his bodyguard Taurus and the two went to the Palace Baths.
Hundreds of public bath houses covered the city; at least they had before the fire. They were beautifully decorated and virtually free to all citizens. Here anyone could get his or her hair trimmed and sit on the toilet. They could clean their skin, rubbing on oil and then scraping it out with a strigil. There were rooms for women to be pampered, surrounded by beauticians and the tools of their trade: brushes, combs, tweezers, hairpins, polished metal mirrors, and makeup. Stalls sold jewelry and charms to keep away evil spirits.
During the last century a central heating system had been invented, called the hypocaust. A furnace forced hot air through hollow floors, heating the rooms above. While central heating was a nice feature for the homes of the privileged during the winter, it benefited all citizens of Rome by facilitating sauna bathrooms and warm swimming pools. The bath houses included also cold rooms, gymnasiums, and often food stands. Men wearing only towels, or nothing at all routinely held business meetings in the various rooms. Men and women enjoyed the baths at different periods of the day, with a bell signaling changes of shift.
Of course the Palace Baths were private, limited to senior officials of the empire and their guests. There was no bell announcing the exit of men and the entrance of women. There were no female senior officials. A few women were sometimes present, but only as entertainment, and that required no false modesty. Rusticus shed his clothes in the changing room and stored them in a cubicle. In another difference from public baths, there were no thieves in this bath house to steal one’s clothing. Taurus also stripped, and the two went to the gym to work out. They warmed up by stretching their arms, shoulders, upper legs and lower legs, then lifted some weights, jogged in place, and finally walked over to the sauna, where they drank some water and sat sweating.
Rusticus called his bodyguard Taurus, because the man, even larger than Rusticus, was as strong as a bull. The bodyguard hadn’t understood at first, but Rusticus told him of the Greek myth about Zeus disguising himself as a bull in order to capture a maiden he fancied. The bull was called Taurus.
More than a bodyguard, Taurus was also a close friend and general assistant. He served Rusticus by running errands, driving carriages, delivering messages, and just being a sounding board. Rusticus had learned over the years that he could trust Taurus to keep their discussions absolutely secret. So now he broached the subject of the murdered senator.
“Having just concluded investigation of the fire, and found no one guilty, we now have to investigate a murder, where someone surely is guilty.”
“Sir, I beg your pardon, but surely you have more important business than to play detective!”
“This is no ordinary murder, Taurus. The victim was Sextus Tullius.
“The senator?”
“The very same, and not only that, but he was found wearing a mask of Brittanicus, Nero’s brother, who died years ago. Someone intended this murder to be a statement, a message. But what the message is, or for whom it was intended, are just as mysterious as who murdered Tullius.”
Rusticus gave Taurus the rest of the story, such as it was – method of death, location, who discovered it, and the quality of the mask.
“So what should we do next?”
“Next we will cool off in the tepidarium, go for a swim, get a massage, and have some wine.”
Taurus looked at him with a smile. “How will that help solve a murder?”
“Why, by relaxing us, of course, freeing our minds to be creative. After that, you and I will meet with the senator’s family, friends, enemies, and other senators, asking a lot of questions, some of which they may not like.”
Sextus Tullius was not married, but he had a brother. The senator had received all the brains in the family, leaving the brother with a dull look in his eyes. The senator had been generous to him, however, and the brother lived a comfortable, harmless life in a small house overlooking the Tiber, near the Mausoleum of Augustus in the northern part of the city.
Unfortunately, no one had yet notified him of his brother’s murder, so that task fell to Rusticus. Dull eyes notwithstanding, there was great emotion inside, and the middle-aged man broke down and cried. His wife came into the room and comforted him, giving Rusticus and Taurus the evil eye.
“I am so sorry to give you such bad news,” said Rusticus. “But we want to find out who murdered him, so we need to ask you some questions.”
The brother waved acceptance without looking up.
“When is the last time you saw the senator?”
“Not for about a month. He invited us for dinner at his estate along with our other relatives.”
“What was his mood like? Happy? Worried?”
“Just normal. We all had a good time.”
“His house was burned in the fire, wasn’t it? I think it was on the Oppian Hill, right in the worst part of the destruction.”
“Yes. I heard that his estate survived the first fire, only to be burned to the ground during the second fire.”
“How many servants did he have in the house?”
“I can’t say. There were dozens for the party, but maybe many were borrowed for the night.”
“Do you have any idea where the servants are now? The ones who lived?”
The brother just shook his head.
“One last question. Who would want to kill your brother?”
The tears began to flow again. “I have no idea. He was the kindest person I have ever known. I don’t know what I will do without him!”
“Thank you. We will leave you now. Let me know if something occurs to you.”
The next day, Rusticus and Taurus tracked down six other associates of the dead man. Two of them had seen Tullius the day before the body was discovered. He had seemed agitated, but they could not say why. At the end of the day, he let Taurus go home, and then wandered around looking for Camilia’s house, which turned out to be only a few blocks from his own temporary house. He had to ask at three different places before someone pointed him to a little house with freshly watered plants all along the front. The plants were a welcome sight, a stark contrast to the blackened crust that covered so much of Rome. He knocked at the door and Camilia opened it, looking very pleased to see him.
“I was hoping you would come by, sir. I have a surprise for you.”
She escorted Rusticus into the house. Two girls were sitting at a table eating. One of them jumped up and stared at him as if he were a visitor from the spirit world.
“Daddy!” she cried. It was Julia. What was she doing here? She walked to him and gave him a shy hug, which he returned just as tentatively.
The other girl, who looked about Julia’s age, stood up also and then curtsied before him.
“This is my daughter, Serena. She and Julia are best friends, even though they just met when Julia joined Serena’s school after the fire.”
“But you didn’t say anything when we met yesterday.”
“Well, I knew Julia’s father was named Rusticus, and that he worked in the Imperial offices, so I suspected it was you when we met, but wasn’t positive. And I think it would have been presumptuous to introduce a personal note into such an official meeting.”
She had a tiny smile and she put the slightest emphasis on the word “official”. Rusticus suspected he had appeared pompous during the meeting and she was teasing him about it.
He reached out a hand to Serena and touched her shoulder briefly in what he hoped looked like a sign of affection. Then he knelt down on one knee, embraced Julia more warmly, and told her, “I didn’t know you had a friend.”
“Daddy, of course I have a friend. Several friends in fact. I like the new school.”
Rusticus was embarrassed. He should know more about his daughter’s activities. She was practically a stranger at the age of eight. If he didn’t do something soon, it would be too late to improve their relationship. Once again the loss of his wife tore at his insides. Milla would have known what to do. He remembered the overwhelming love in his heart when Julia was a baby, a warm helpless little bundle of life, the perfect result of Milla and himself.
Camilia invited Rusticus to join them for dinner, after which the girls ran off into the bedroom, leaving the adults alone in the kitchen. Rusticus noticed that there were no servants, and he watched Camilia clean up after the meal. He thought of volunteering to help her, but she might think him odd, since men did not normally do such work. As she scraped skewers and pots clean and tossed garbage into the fireplace, she asked him whether he had discovered any more about the murder.
“I spent part of yesterday and all day today on it, but it is still a mystery. He lived alone, except for servants. His house was destroyed in the fire and the servants have vanished. He appears to have been quite upset the day before he died, but no one knows why. He had relatives but saw none of them recently.”
“Is there someone that would benefit from his death – perhaps a rival senator?”
Rusticus looked at her with new respect. “I think his only enemy was Tigellinus, but Tigellinus is everyone’s enemy – except Nero’s. I will talk to him tomorrow. I don’t think he will tell me the truth, but perhaps he will let something slip or his face may betray his words.” Rusticus was not normally so open. Something about her was pulling thoughts from him. He told himself to be more careful. She was a stranger, after all. But a stranger who knew his daughter perhaps as well as he did.
“Maybe it would make sense to look for the killer by first finding who made the mask. As you know, masks are used mainly in the theater and for funeral processions. I wonder if you could talk to people who make and sell them. Maybe someone remembers making a mask of that boy – Brittanicus, right?”
“Yes, Brittanicus. You have a good idea, Camilia, but there must be hundreds of mask makers in Rome.”
“Bad odds of finding the right one, that’s for sure. But one maker might recognize the style of another and point you in his direction.”
“Sounds logical. I was also thinking about how the mask was made. This one is very unusual because it has one face on the outside – a boy – and another face on the inside – a senator. I suppose the mask maker could get a mold of Brittanicus’ face from a statue. But where does he get a mold of the senator? Could the killer have warmed the wax mask at the last minute and then pressed it onto the senator’s face to make it fit, rather than making it fit in advance?”
“The mask fit the senator perfectly, so that would make sense. Another possibility is that the killer used a statue of the senator to fit the mask.”
“Camilia, this conversation has been a big help. I will start checking out the mask in the morning. Tell me, do you and Serena live alone?”
“There is also my father. He is out visiting friends at the moment. My mother died when I was a child. So Dad and I have always taken care of each other.”
There was a silence as both contemplated the fact of Serena. Finally Camilia spoke.
“Serena’s father disappeared when she was a baby.”
“I’m sorry, Camilia.”
Her face became like a mask, just for an instant.
“I’m not. The man was a cruel bastard! All sweetness to get into my bed, but after that he treated me like a slave or a dog. Finally I could take no more and my dad threw him out of the house. I was afraid for years that he would seek revenge, but he never did. I hope someone killed him!”
There was another uncomfortable silence.
“He never married me. Just as well. What about you?”
“My wife, Julia’s mother, is dead. It was only two years ago.”
Rusticus looked down and was silent. There was no easy way to explain Milla’s death, so he wouldn’t even try.
“Julia and I are alone, except for our servants. I work long hours, but the servants take good care of Julia, especially her nanny Myra.”
“Julia seems pretty happy. She and Serena laugh a lot. The school ends in the early afternoon and they usually come over here to play. My dad watches them, since I also work long hours. Julia has mentioned her mom and I can tell she really misses her. What was your wife’s name? How did you meet?”
“Her name was Milla. Are you sure you want to hear about this?”
“Yes. I have grown quite fond of Julia, and she is a good companion for Serena. It might help me grow closer to her”, and to you as well, Rusticus, she thought, “if I knew more about her mother.”
Chapter 8 – 55 AD
She came from a well-off family in northern Italy, cattle ranchers in a region of wheat farmers and grape growers. The family distrusted Rome and stayed out of politics whenever possible. For 200 years they had thrived by keeping a low profile and tenaciously adhering to the old ways.
Her name was Milla and she had inherited her ancestors’ stubborn nature. She was still unmarried at the age of 16, her adoring dad not forcing her to wed a suitable boy like most fathers did. Milla was his only daughter and he was not anxious to give her up to another man.
But Milla had a dream. Occasional travelers passing through the family estate spoke of the glories of Rome. Over the years she became convinced that her rural region was boring. The real action was in the capital city, where decisions affected not just one town but the entire world. At least once a week, she asked her father to take her to Rome to see if the wondrous visions were real. He was tempted, hoping she would be disappointed when she saw Rome’s crowds, noise, filth, and mean spirit.
So one day he and Milla set out for Rome with four servants. They climbed into the horse-drawn household coach and waved farewell to the rest of the family, followed by another team of horses pulling a cart filled with their clothes and supplies. The trip from their home in Bononia to Rome would take three days, along the Via Cassia, an ancient highway but newly paved in the time of Emperor Augustus. They spent their first night at an inn in the city of Florentia, with the next two nights in similar inns in smaller towns. For Rome itself, Milla’s father had reserved a villa on the city’s outskirts that was temporarily vacant.
Milla first saw Rome way off in the distance, and it would be another two hours before the caravan would approach the outskirts. But the distant city actually glowed as the bright sun reflected off the marble sides of the huge buildings perched all throughout the Seven Hills. The shiny slabs were at a thousand different angles, making up the facets of a gigantic jewel that reflected the light from any vantage point.
The father believed Milla would see that Rome was nerve-wracking and dangerous and come home having gotten the Empire’s capital out of her system. In fact, after two days in Rome, this is exactly what happened. Milla was exhausted and discouraged. At home everyone in town knew her and gave her the highest respect as the daughter of one of the region’s wealthiest men. Here the shopkeepers looked down their noses at her, treating her like a country hick. Walking along the streets of Rome, she dodged garbage and feces thrown out of apartment windows overhead. Men stared rudely and lewdly at her. The city was so huge, and the streets designed so randomly, that she would have been hopelessly lost without her small local entourage her father hired for her. She missed her friends from the village. Even Rome’s weather was worse than up north, hotter and muggier, because it was further south and nearer the sea.
On the third day, her father took her to see a stage play, something she had only heard about. It was exciting to sit in the theater and listen to the actors shouting their lines, wearing overly dramatic costumes and masks. The plot was sarcastic and humorous in a very adult way. Milla felt all grown up sharing the entertainment with other adults, laughing at the same jokes, even though some of them made no sense to her.
A business associate invited the father and daughter to a dinner party later in the week. Dozens of well-dressed guests filled the grand home. They all seemed to know each other, and Milla practically clung to her dad. She felt awkward, comparing her clothing, hair, and makeup to the way the other ladies looked. The styles favored very pale skin whitened with chalk, eyelids darkened with ash, and lips reddened with wine. Hairdos were works of art, curls piled high in perfect symmetry. Milla overheard one of the women saying that she had augmented her own natural hair with long tresses sheared from the head of a slave. The room held more colors than a flower garden, with women’s gowns as bright as a rainbow. Milla felt drab and insignificant.
A tall handsome young man walked in her direction, and she turned around to see which gorgeous princess he would greet. But he stopped in front of her, smiled at her dad, took her hand, and asked her to dance.
Milla recognized some of the music, and she managed to spin across the floor with him without making a complete fool of herself. After half an hour, he led her to the food table, and they piled some chicken on a plate and walked outside to the park-like grounds. They talked for hours, comparing their lives in the country and the capital. When her father finally tracked her down to take her home, she was reluctant to leave.
The man’s name was Rusticus, and the next morning, he called for her at their rented estate. The two young people sat with her father for an hour, getting acquainted. The father was impressed with the lad’s candor and humility. He had overcome his early life in an orphanage and become a famous gladiator. He had risen from slavery, leaving the violence of the arena to become an assistant in the Emperor’s finance ministry. So when Rusticus asked the father if he could escort Milla on a tour of the city – and it was clear Milla was dying to go – he readily agreed.
Rusticus had lived in Rome his entire life, and he filled Milla’s day with wondrous sights, historical perspective, and tales of faraway lands that he had heard about, though not yet experienced first hand. His job in the Emperor’s inner circle gave him information and viewpoints that formed an overview of how a city of a million people functioned on a daily basis.
What looked like chaos to her was actually a fairly organized machine, he explained. For example the streets had grown haphazardly from ancient times and the traffic was often terrible, but still it was possible to get from one end of the city to the other reasonably quickly. This was because each citizen made his own daily decisions about which route to travel, based on current traffic conditions.
“The hardest part for a stranger is that the streets have no names. So when you ask for directions, you hear a series of landmarks like this for example: ‘Follow this alley to the Temple of Diana, then turn left and in a couple minutes you will get to a fish market run by a fat lady. Turn right and follow that street until you see a bridge passing overhead. Go into the first door on the right, order yourself a drink and ask the bartender for further directions!’”
“And look at the water,” he said as they passed a public fountain. “Clean drinking water flows to every part of the city through an intricate network of pipes: dozens of large pipes feed hundreds of medium pipes which then feed thousands of small ones, just like the branches of a tree. Every day the aqueducts bring 40 million gallons of water to the city. It’s all very organized, thanks to Nero’s waterworks ministry.”
They approached the arena, and he showed Milla the corral where the wild beasts were kept – lions, tigers, elephants, and monkeys – none of which she had ever seen before, she said, wide-eyed. He told her of some of the battles he had fought here as a gladiator, how one lion’s paw had slipped past his exhausted sword and cut a deep gash in his right leg. He pulled his tunic aside and gave her a glimpse of the scar, delighting in the sudden alarm that clouded her face.
They walked underground to see the prison where the gladiators lived. Milla gagged at the smells of urine, blood, infection and body odor in the close dark quarters and grabbed his arm in fright as his own mind lurched at the horrible memories thrust on him by the visit to the dungeon that was his home for so many years. He brought her back to the surface and showed her the gym where the fighters exercised and trained. Throughout this part of the tour, he downplayed his fighting skills and attributed his survival to gook luck and the favor of the gods.
Suddenly he realized his tour of the arena was not the most romantic scene to show a young lady. Embarrassed by his poor choice, he smiled at her.
“Well, that’s where I worked last year. Now let’s go see where I work this year!”
Rusticus guided Milla through a particularly dense section of the city, helping her cross the streets without being run over by the intense drivers, watching constantly for pickpockets, keeping her from stepping in the trash and slime, protecting her from being jostled by the pedestrians crowding the sidewalks, or “accidentally” brushed against by young men looking for a cheap thrill. Finally they arrived at the Finance building and he escorted her inside, anxious to show her off to his co-workers.
After the heat and clamor in the streets, Milla was relieved to find the ministry cool and quiet, a sanctuary. She sat in his small office and he brought her some delicious cool water flavored with lemon. As they rested, Rusticus’s friends dropped by, supposedly to ask a question or pass along some gossip. He introduced her respectfully to each visitor, and she saw the pride on his face as he did so.
“When I first came here almost a year ago, I could read and write, but knew little of arithmetic. Frankly, it made no sense to stick me in Finance, but who was I to argue with the Emperor himself? Fortunately, I guess I have a knack for numbers and most of this job is just common sense. Mostly we record money going out and money coming in.”
He showed her a roll of papyrus and pointed at one section of it. “Here are three payments we made today. Roughly four million sestertii to an Egyptian broker for the purchase of grain, 100,000 sestertii to Imperial Textiles for new Praetorian Guard uniforms, and 50,000 for – well I can’t really mention what that was for,” he finished with a bit of a blush.
Throughout the day, Rusticus questioned her frequently about her own life, drawing her out. She spoke of how she used to wish she were a boy so she would not have had to stop going to school at the age of 10, about how she had no patience for doing “women’s work” – sewing, cooking, and cleaning. Milla talked about her girlfriends and a boy in the village she once thought she loved but then decided she didn’t. Rusticus found out she had two brothers and a bunch of cousins, aunts and uncles. She loved her mom and dad, and he knew that was a good sign, even though he had never had a mom or dad.
By evening, Rusticus had fallen under the spell of her dancing green eyes, the dimples in her smile, and her shining dark hair. Her tunic clung to her in the heat, and he marveled at the shape of her. They sat under a tree on the bank of the Tiber and watched the pleasure boats glide by. He asked if he could visit her in her home some time. She laughed and said she would love that, but she thought he was just being polite since she lived so far away.
The all-day tour was the last day of the visit to Rome. Rusticus said goodbye to Milla and her father and promised to visit within two months.
Milla chattered about Rusticus and Rome constantly all the way back home. Her father was happy for her sake but tried to temper her feelings to lessen the inevitable disappointment when the girl realized the gulf between her and Rusticus was too far to bridge. As for her moving to Rome, that was at least postponed. Milla realized she could not do that now because it would look like she was chasing the former gladiator – not very ladylike! For two months anyway, she would have to sit tight and wait for his visit.
The time crept by for Milla. She frankly did not expect to see Rusticus again, but she kept the dream alive anyway. So when, after only five weeks had passed by, she saw him galloping into the courtyard surrounded by dust and swinging down to the ground with athletic grace, her heart nearly burst with joy. She bounded out the door, slamming it against the wall, and ran into his arms so swiftly that she almost knocked him over. So much for being ladylike, her father observed with a smile.
Rusticus spent three weeks at the ranch charming Milla’s huge clan. Having never had his own family, he discovered what his heart had been missing. Milla’s brothers and male cousins were fascinated by his combat stories. The aunts and uncles begged him for the latest gossip from the imperial palace. As for Mom and Dad, all they cared about was the obvious devotion in the young man’s eyes whenever he looked at their daughter. It was too bad he lived so far away, but certainly this was a man who would cherish and protect their little girl forever.
Milla and Rusticus spent their days wandering the ranch and the hilly region surrounding it. She had just as much to show him here as he had shown her in Rome. They rode horseback along with the herds of cattle, watched a steer slaughtered and carved into cuts of beef. Whereas he had shown her elephants and monkeys, she showed him chicken coops and corrals of sheep and pigs. They strolled though the orderly rows of the vineyards, smelled the fermentation of the grapes, hiked up high in the foothills, and enjoyed private picnics on a blanket under a shady tree, eating sandwiches and drinking wine.
The land around the town of Bononia was not particularly hospitable to farming, being mostly big rocks, medium rocks and little rocks. Over hundreds of years, farmers had painstakingly dragged these boulders to the sides of their fields, broken them into smaller pieces when possible, and brought in fertile soil when available. Gradually the soil became more fertile, but Rusticus found himself constantly stepping over rows of rocks as he and Milla explored the country.
After years of savoring the joys of wine, he was fascinated to discover how it was produced. Milla showed him the vineyards covering the rolling hills, and they watched the slaves plucking the grapes in bunches and throwing them into carts. The couple took off their sandals, hiked up their tunics, and squished the grapes in a large vat, holding the sides of the vat to avoid slipping on the mush. They saw the workers decant the juice and then pour the remaining skin and pulp in to a wine press for more squeezing. Finally Milla took Rusticus to the fermentation field. Large pots of grape juice were submerged in the ground and covered with lids. There the juice sat for months until it bubbled, indicating the proper alcohol content.
Rusticus and the father were alone one evening, riding horseback through a valley along the stream that fed the estate. He told the father that he wished to marry Milla and take her to Rome with him to live.
“Young man, what does Milla say about that?”
“Why, sir, I have not yet discussed it with her. I thought it would be proper to seek your approval first. But I believe she will say yes.”
He nodded. “Rusticus, you are a rare young man to have achieved so much and yet have such humility. You are clearly capable of extreme violence, and yet you seem gentle. If Milla loves you as much as I think she does, she will indeed say yes. And if she does, then I will approve also.”
In Rome, marriages were no longer as common as in the old days of the republic, but out here in the country the people still preferred their ancestral traditions. The village priest officiated at the ceremony, and every man, woman and child was present to witness the pageantry of costumes, song and dance, and a sacrificial lamb.
Rusticus placed a thin silver ring on the third finger of Milla’s left hand, an ancient tradition from Greece and Egypt. The priest talked solemnly about the shape of the ring, that it had no beginning and no end, and thus signified eternity, which was how long the marriage should last. The ring sat on the third finger because that finger contained the vein of love that was connected directly to the heart. Prayers were offered to ancient agricultural gods, the brothers Pilumnus and Picumnus, who were also two of the gods of matrimony and childbirth.
After the religious ceremony, the crowd enjoyed a vast banquet laid out on tables set in a meadow bursting with bright flowers. The wine flowed like water, the music continued, and the bride and groom did not go to bed until the night was half spent. Milla’s family reserved a separate house on the ranch for the newlyweds, so they had privacy when they wanted it and the love of her family at other times. They stayed there a week before departing, and for many years, Rusticus would remember it as the happiest time of his life.
Chapter 9 – August, 64 AD
Julia and Serena raced along the cobblestone street, tunics blowing around their knees, hopping over worn curbs and clogged gutters, dodging carts and ignoring the shouting, cursing drivers who had to rein in their horses suddenly to avoid hitting the two girls. Julia had never seen the streets so crowded as they were these last two weeks since the fire. Much of the city was still impassable with wreckage and mud, funneling Rome’s traffic into the unharmed sections of the city such as this one on the crest of the Viminal Hill overlooking the Subura slums.
“Julia, what is your hurry?” panted Serena. She liked everything about her new friend except her athletic skills. Whether they ran after hoops that they prodded with sticks or jumped over bales of hay or tossed themselves into a cartwheel flip, Julia was better. Serena liked physical activity, but she was glad she had been born a girl, because no matter how much she exercised, the arms and legs simply did not cooperate. Except for dancing. Maybe it took music to make her body flow gracefully.
“I just have no patience with this traffic!” replied Julia. “It’s fun to see if an 8-year-old girl can move through the city faster than a horse or a grown man. But let’s walk for a while. This summer heat is a killer.”
Suddenly something leathery smacked Julia in the face. Startled, she whipped it away and looked at it. She and Serena stopped and stood in a doorway to avoid getting run over. Julia held it up for her friend to see. There were two triangles of leather, each as big as a hand, connected to each other at a corner. The other two corners of each triangle had thongs attached.
“What in the world is that?” asked Serena.
“It looks like a sling for pitching rocks. Remember last week by the river?”
Serena grinned at the memory. The sling had one leather pouch to put a rock in, and two straps. Julia had held the two straps, whirled the rock around in a circle, and then let go of one strap, hurling the rock far out into the Tiber. But when Serena tried it, the rock flew off the opposite direction and hit a cow. They had both laughed so hard they fell down in the meadow and rolled.
“So is this for throwing two rocks?”
A young woman burst out of a doorway wearing no clothes above her waist. The girls stared at her, mouths open. The young woman saw them, snatched the leather article from Julia, swore at them angrily, and quickly tied it around her neck and waist. With the triangles now covering her breasts, she rushed back into the whorehouse.
“Wow!” exclaimed Serena. So that’s what it’s for. I wonder if my mother has one of those things.”
“I doubt it. Even with it on, a lady is still indecently exposed.” Julia covered her flat breasts with her hands and pranced around with her nose in the air. “Twenty denarii,” proclaimed Julia haughtily, “you can bed me for only 20 denarii.”
“Julia!” gasped Serena. That’s terrible!”
They walked along, both thinking.
“Have you ever seen a man and a woman having sex?” asked Julia.
“One time I saw a two slaves doing it in a stable. They were bumping against each other and grunting. It did not look very fun to me. But it must be – otherwise there wouldn’t be so many of those houses like we just saw.”
“Well, men must like sex better than women do, since the man always pays the woman to have sex. The woman doesn’t have to pay.”
“Good point! At least in that activity, the woman has the upper hand. Men are in charge for everything else I can think of.”
“I wonder if we will enjoy sex when we get older.”
“Whether I do or don’t, I think I should pretend not to, so the man will beg me for it!”
They turned a corner and found the street blocked by a mob of people. They were all looking up at something, but Julia and Serena were too short to see over their heads. They squirmed between the adults and eventually found their way to the front. Hanging from the archway of an aqueduct was a body, a rope around his neck.
The man was old, his wrinkled face topped off with white hair. He was suspended high enough that none of the adults could reach him. Not that anyone was trying to. Julia looked at the crowd. Their faces were stricken with fear. She didn’t understand – sure a dead body was disgusting, but she had seen dozens of them lately, especially during the fire. Why was everyone so afraid of this one? She looked around for a sympathetic face and found a woman who did not look like someone who would hit a little girl just for asking a question.
“Excuse me, madam, but who is that hanging there and why is everyone so afraid?”
“It is the Emperor Claudius himself, but he died ten years ago, about the time you were born. He has come back to haunt us. He is a visitor from Hades.”
“But how can he haunt us now? He looks as dead as a fish on the dinner table.”
“It is a very bad omen from the gods. Claudius was dead once, his body rotting in the grave for the last 10 years, and yet here he is, his body fresh again. Sure, someone hanged him, but if he can rise from the dead one time, he might rise again a second time!”
“I just saw an eye open!” shouted a man nearby. The crowd gasped and moaned. Many of them fell to their knees, covering their faces.
“I saw a finger twitch!” another man yelled. Two women fainted and were eased to the ground by those near them.
Julia looked at Serena. “Did you see the old man move?”
Serena shook her head negatively, her eyes as wide as gold coins.
“Let’s go tell my mom! She will know what to do.”
They ran home and told Camilia excitedly about the hanging man. Then the three of them ran to the palace and asked the guards for Rusticus. He came out immediately and they told him the news.
“Camilia, this may be connected to the other murder. Girls, you go home and wait for us.”
“Father, please! We have already seen the dead man and can show you the way. Let us go with you and Camilia.”
Camilia looked at Rusticus and shrugged. The four of them walked swiftly back toward the Viminal Hill.
By now the crowd was much larger, but the people gave way for Rusticus. His clothes and bearing were those of a nobleman, and his size was that of a military conqueror. Camilia and the girls slipped through the crowd in his wake.
Rusticus stared up at the body, and saw the face of Claudius.
“That has to be another mask,” he said to Camilia. He ordered one of the bystanders to climb up to the top of the aqueduct and loosen the rope to lower the body to the ground. That took about half an hour, during which time the crowd continued to grow. Finally, he and Camilia knelt down to examine the face of the corpse. Sure enough, it was a wax mask, which Camilia pried off with her fingers. And under the mask was Afrianus, another senator.
They rolled the body over onto its belly, pulled up the toga, and quickly found the puncture wound in the back, just like in the first murder.
Rusticus’s first reaction was to calm the crowd by telling them Emperor Claudius had not risen from the dead after all, but then some instinct told him not to mention the mask. He put it back on Afrianus’ face, then hid it with a handkerchief, and stood up.
“It is not the divine Claudius; once you get up close, you can see it is someone else that resembles Claudius. We are taking the body away for examination. Go about your business.”
Rusticus paid four men to carry the body to Camilia’s house. They found a shady spot outside the house, spread out a cloth on the dirt, and laid the body on it. Then they asked the girls to go off and play. This time there was no argument.
“I did such a good job solving the first murder that Jupiter has given me a second one!” Rusticus told Camilia with a wry smile on his face.
Camilia thought it was the first time she had seen him smile, and it warmed her heart. So, the man not only has a sense of humor, but he can laugh at himself, she thought.
“What do you know about Afrianus?” she asked. All these senators looked the same to her, a bunch of pompous old farts, all men, all white, all overweight with sagging cheeks and scraggly hair.
“He’s a minor senator, doesn’t take a stand on anything, just goes whatever direction the wind blows. Pretty harmless. I cannot imagine he had any enemies. Obviously, the two murders are connected, at least to each other, though not necessarily to the fire.”
“Are you going to continue your investigation or now give it to someone else?”
“I will continue”, he said with a gleam in his eye.
“The second murder should make the investigation easier, rather than more complicated. Now we just have to find similarities between them, and that will lead us to the motive, which will lead us to the killer.”
“I want to examine this body, if you agree. As a nurse, I might be able to see something else unusual, besides the puncture wound.”
They stripped off the senator’s clothes, and Camilia carefully examined every square inch, but there were no unusual marks.
“Nothing to see, huh?” said Rusticus, disappointed.
“Not yet, but we can guess how long ago he was killed. Feel how the knees and elbows are getting stiff? Notice how he smells?”
“I smell him – it’s a dead smell, not an unwashed smell. As for the stiffness, I’ll take your word for it.”
“Dead bodies stiffen after three hours. Then after a day and a half, they loosen up again. Nobody knows why. But these times vary a lot. If he is in the process of getting stiffer, which we will know shortly, then he died within a few hours. If he is getting less stiff, then it was yesterday.
“Another way to estimate the timing is by the temperature of the body.” Camilia reached for his wrist with one hand and held the corpse’s wrist with another. Rusticus tingled at her touch, despite the macabre situation. “A dead body starts cooling and eventually gets to the same temperature as the air. But today is so hot, that you and the senator are both the same temperature, so that is no help.”
“And the smell?”
“It’s bad, but I have smelled much worse. It is now almost time for supper. I would say he was murdered after the noon hour, this very day.”
“Okay, that may be helpful in the investigation. I am very impressed! We not only have two bodies as evidence, but also two masks, the first being Brittanicus, and the second being Claudius. Do you remember the stories of how they died?”
“Just rumors a long time ago. Can you remind me?”
Rusticus told her about Brittanicus’ epileptic seizure and death under very suspicious circumstances.
“But six months before that, Claudius died, also in a dubious accident. Most people believe his wife Agrippina, Nero’s mother, murdered him. It happened just before I met Nero. Months later, he and I and three or four other guys were sitting around talking, and he told us the story.”
Chapter 10 – 54 AD
Like most wealthy Romans, Emperor Claudius loved a banquet. Lying on his side on the soft couch, listening to the music of harps, being served by gorgeous young women, chatting with powerful comrades, he would stuff himself with wine and rich food until he either passed out or threw up. Although Claudius lacked discipline at the dinner table, he had not survived 13 years as the ruler of the known world by being slow-witted. Any ruler worth his salt was bound to be targeted regularly for assassination, so Claudius not only surrounded himself with bodyguards, but also never took a bite without his official food taster, Halotus.
One night the royal family was enjoying a peaceful meal, alone except for the household staff. The five of them reclined on their left sides on couches around the marble table piled high with dishes of meat and vegetables. Nero, 17 years old at the time, had his head in front of his mother’s pelvis. Agrippina insisted on this position. She doted on the boy. None of her many husbands and lovers had ever excited her as much as Nero did. She in turn lay next to Brittanicus, her 13-year-old stepson. On Nero’s other side was Octavia, Claudius’ 15-year-old daughter. She and Nero had been forced to marry each other two years earlier, and neither teenager was happy with the arrangement. Claudius lay between his son and daughter, directly across from Nero.
Nero watched with disgust as the Emperor fed his florid face. The old man was so drunk he had trouble propping his head up. It was not easy to drink while reclining, and much of the red wine he gulped simply poured out the lower side of his mouth onto his plate. Claudius glanced up as a serving girl leaned over him to shovel more food onto his plate. He dropped his fork quickly and reached for one of her breasts, hanging right in front of him like a peach on a tree limb, uncaring that his wife and children were in plain sight. The girl backed away smoothly, leaving Claudius with nothing to show for his efforts but an elbow covered in potatoes
Every time a new dish was served, Halotus came over to Claudius and smelled the food, took a small bite, let his taste buds carefully analyze it, and then took a larger bite. The system was not foolproof. Some poisons took a while to have any effect. A dish might have some pieces poisoned and not others. And there might be a conspiracy in which the food taster is included. That was the case this evening.
Agrippina had always lived in fear that Claudius might choose his own son Brittanicus, over her son Nero, to succeed him. Nero clearly had more potential. He was smart and athletic and charming, whereas Brittanicus was sickly and shy. But lately, Agrippina had noticed Claudius beginning to favor the younger boy and making snide remarks to his buddies about her. She decided to kill Claudius before he did permanent damage. But assassination plots are risky not only for the target but for the plotter. They often require collaborators, any of whom might immediately warn Claudius. The Emperor would not hesitate to kill her if he suspected she wanted to murder him. Likewise, even if no one warned him, but the plot failed anyway, he would probably suspect her and kill her.
A shrewd judge of people, the empress had gathered three people into her confidence: Halotus, the royal doctor, and a professional poisoner. She had not told Nero about her scheme, perhaps out of embarrassment.
Agrippina now watched as the mushrooms were served. The master of the house (and in fact the universe) got first grabs. Halotus did his test procedure and retreated hastily. Only the largest mushroom had been poisoned, and of course he saved that for the emperor. Claudius devoured that big one first, plus half the mushrooms in the bowl, before passing them down the line to Octavia.
He was so drunk that it was hard for his wife to see whether the poison was taking affect. Eventually he complained of a stomachache and was helped off to bed. Once he was out of the room, the rest of the family departed also. Agrippina’s bedroom was adjacent to the vast bedroom of Claudius. She could hear him moaning and passing a lot of gas as she stared at the ceiling and smiled. Eventually she heard him vomit into a bedpan and she prayed the end was near. The man was gross to behold on a good day, but hearing these terrible noises was making her feel ill.
Agrippina dozed for a bit, and when she awoke, the old bastard was sleeping soundly. By now she was in a panic. She rushed over to the Emperor’s doctor, who was awake and wringing his hands. The doctor knew that if the Emperor died, it would not look good on his resume. On the other hand, if the Emperor lived and knew the doctor had let him be poisoned, it would not look good on his tombstone. He and Agrippina decided they would have to finish the job. They added more poison to the tip of a feather. The good doctor roused the Emperor and persuaded him that he needed to throw up again, in case there were still traces of whatever had caused the terrible stomach cramps. The poisoned feather was inserted, and after 30 minutes of moaning, thrashing, and accusing glares, Claudius passed into history.
Agrippina took some time to calm down. She was only half done with her plan. She now had to get her son chosen as the new emperor. Her astrologers had told her that the most favorable time tomorrow for “an important decision” would be at noon. She had to keep the death of Claudius a secret until then. At daybreak the doctor announced that the emperor was quite ill. Meanwhile Agrippina gathered Nero, Octavia, and Brittanicus to her husband’s bedside. The teenagers could see he was dead, and the mother explained that they needed to mourn in private before going public. She performed a credible act of weeping and encouraged them to do so the same for their beloved father.
At noon she summoned Burrus, who was in charge of the Praetorian Guard, told him of Claudius’ death and persuaded him that Nero was the best choice to replace him. He was one of the few surviving direct descendents of Julius Caesar, he had been groomed for the job, he was an adopted son of Claudius, he was married to the daughter of Claudius, and perhaps most importantly, he was still young enough to be controlled by his mother. Claudius’ natural children were ruled out. Brittanicus was too young, and Octavia was a girl. Burrus agreed and escorted Nero to the Praetorian Guard headquarters. Nero won them over with a skillful speech and a promise of a huge monetary bonus. Next Nero marched over to the Senate and made another beautiful oration, this one written by his mentor Seneca. The speech emphasized all the values that the Senators treasured – stronger powers to the Senate and a regime of fairness and clemency. At the age of 17, Nero had already learned the first commandment of politics – tell people what they want to hear.
Five days later, Nero spoke at Claudius’ funeral, extolling the old man’s achievements, judgment, and intellect. The unruly crowd, unfairly remembering Claudius’ reputation for being as smart as a horse turd, actually laughed out loud.
Chapter 11 – August, 64 AD
By the time Rusticus was able to get an appointment with Nero, two weeks had passed since the end of the fire. Two murders had distracted Rusticus and he had met the lovely Camilia. Perhaps it was all three events – the fire, the murders, and Camilia – that made him see that life might be precious after all, and that he owed it to himself and Julia to spend more time with his daughter. The investigation of the fire had become quite low on his list of priorities.
It was still high on Nero’s list, however, and he made that clear in the first moments of the meeting.
“Accidental? Nonsense! There are no accidents. Humans cause some catastrophes and the gods cause all the others. If you have been unable to find any humans that set this fire, then we have to conclude that the gods set it. And why would the gods try to burn down the greatest city the world has ever known? Because they are pissed, that’s why! Are the gods angry with me, Rusticus?”
Rusticus was caught off guard. He had seen Nero this annoyed at many other people, but had never been the target himself. It bothered him that Nero had just hit the nail on the head. Most citizens actually did blame Nero for the fire, thinking that it was punishment from the gods for Nero’s dishonorable behavior. He had not wanted to mention the second fire, but now he had to.
“Sir, the first fire was indeed accidental, call it the gods if you wish. Who knows why they do what they do? We Romans are guilty of circular logic. We assume the gods punish people who displease them, so when tragedy befalls a man, we assume he must have done something to displease the gods, even though we have no idea what it was.”
Nero started to rebut this, but Rusticus kept talking. Rusticus was one of a handful of people who could interrupt the Emperor and get away with it.
“There is some evidence that the second fire was set on purpose. You remember how we fought so hard to put out the first one, but then the next day a second one started? My team of investigators found evidence of cooking oils being used to spread the second fire. They interviewed residents who saw a gang of men torching furniture, cutting fire hoses, and assaulting firemen who tried to beat back the flames. Of course no one recognized these hoodlums.”
“This is very interesting! I had not heard about it before. I’ll bet the hoodlums were Christians! They preach that the world will end in fire and all ‘bad’ people will burn to death. Of course bad people are defined as those who do not believe their idiotic preaching.”
“We don’t know who they were, even after interviewing hundreds of witnesses. No one even heard the voices of the gangmembers. For all we know they were from another country. What I am trying to determine is the motive. Who would benefit from the fire? This gang was not intent on having fun, like you and I used to tear up the town when we were young.”
Nero’ s face lit up. “Those were some great times, weren’t they?”
For a few minutes they reminisced, Rusticus glad to divert Nero from the fire. Nero became his friend again, rather than his commanding officer. A decade ago, Nero, the teenage Emperor, had formed a gang of ordinary street toughs of low birth. At least once a week, he would put on shabby clothes, desert his bodyguard, and lead the gang through the streets of Rome causing havoc. They all wore “freedom skullcaps” of ex-slaves and drank too much wine as they rambled along, yelling and cursing and insulting passersby, occasionally even beating people up for looking too defiant. They hung out around the Milvian Bridge, which was infamous for all sorts of vice.
The gang broke open shops and stole merchandise, burst into theaters and threw stones at the audience, and pissed on statues. They charged into whorehouses for informal orgies. Occasionally they would run into another gang and chaos would erupt. More than once, the Emperor would sneak back to the palace with bruises and cuts all over him. Despite Nero’s camouflage as a lower-class punk, rumors got out. The city’s poor thought the Emperor was a cool guy, one of them, trashing the property of the wealthy. And Rome’s culture was tolerant of youthful craziness. “Boys will be boys!”
Nero had invited Rusticus to join the gang shortly after he brought the gladiator into his Finance Ministry. Rusticus’s reputation and fighting skills put him in an entirely different class from the street toughs. He taught them some of the tricks of combat and often protected Nero from a serious injury. Rusticus enjoyed the gang’s camaraderie. The drinking and whoring were great fun, but the bullying, senseless vandalism, and destruction repulsed him. It was about this time that he had married Milla, and that gave him a valid excuse to beg off the evening excursions. Nero himself tired of the gang soon after, and that was that.
Nero stood up and walked over to a table.
“Look at this, Rusticus.”
Rusticus got up and stared at the massive display. It was a very detailed model of Rome, filling the top of a table that was as long and wide as a man was tall. It ran from the Tiber in the west to the Gardens of Maecenas in the east, and from the Circus Maximus on the south to the Field of Mars on the north. The hills were easy to find, for the model depicted height, flowing over the hills and valleys of the capitol. Someone had taken a great deal of time to simulate ant-size houses out of chips of wood, different colors on the walls and the roofs all painted brick red, simulating the tile used throughout Rome. The chaotic streets were all there, as were the aqueducts, temples, and baths. It was Rome as it looked before the fire.
But wait! Something was subtly different. He continued his examination. The burned-out area, which he knew well from the investigation, looked different from the untouched sections. The latter looked rougher – houses were taller and streets were narrower and more confusing. But where the fire had touched, the streets were straighter and wider, the houses a more uniform height and shape. Rusticus turned to Nero, who was smiling at him, waiting for his reaction.
“This is astounding! I have never seen such a detailed model of Rome. It looks remarkably accurate.”
“Except…?”
“Except you have designed the rebuilt Rome to be an improved version.”
“Yes, the Rome that burned evolved over centuries with no rules. People threw up a shack wherever they found space. Since we have to rebuild it from ashes, we might as well build it according to logical rules.”
Nero pulled out a sheet of papyrus from his toga. “Here are the new rules:
“All minor streets will be wide enough for a cart and team of horses to pass through. Major streets will be twice as wide. There will be sidewalks, and they must be wide enough for two people to pass each other easily. The sidewalks will be covered and supported by colonnades. Houses can be no more than six stories high. Each apartment building must have its own walls, not just nailed onto its neighbor like before. Building materials must consist of at least one-fourth stone. All houses must have quick access to fire-fighting equipment – hoses, buckets, whatever.
“We haven’t worked out all the elements yet, but you get the idea.”
“Jupiter! Can the empire afford this?”
“We must find the money. If necessary, we will increase the tax on the foreign colonies. The Roman Empire is nothing without Rome. The capital must reflect its glorious history; it must be an inspiration to visitors and a source of pride to its residents. I am willing to spend not only from the imperial treasury, but from my own wealth as well. That’s how important it is.”
Rusticus, as Finance Minister, knew this would sound extremely generous to the people, but he knew that there was not much of a dividing line between the state treasury or “aerarium”, and Nero’s personal fortune, the “fiscus”. Theoretically, the Senate controlled the aerarium, but emperors raided the imperial funds for personal use on a regular basis.
Like emperors before him, he stole the family wealth of noblemen that he exiled or executed. Rusticus was the only one who saw all the funds coming in and going out. His finance managers each had visibility only to the individual sectors for which they were accountable. Sometimes he was troubled by how Nero handled the money, but since the Emperor was an absolute dictator, he was free to make or break any rules. Most of the time, Nero erred on the side of being too generous toward the common people, and if that hurt the rich, well, that was the price they paid for lives of leisure.
“Well, I think it’s a wonderful idea. It will certainly lift the morale to put people back to work and eventually give them a cleaner, healthier, safer city to enjoy.”
“You may have noticed that the palace on the Palatine has been moved east and made larger.”
Rusticus played dumb, having seen the series of model buildings between the Palatine and Esquiline. He hoped they were various public structures, but feared they might all be Nero’s new home, a small city for he and Poppaea to occupy within the larger city of Rome.
“No, I didn’t notice. Please show me.”
Nero drew his index finger around the center portion of the model, spanning perhaps one-tenth of the city proper, larger by a multiple than Nero’s former palace. Rusticus had visited the former palace dozens of times before the fire, and routinely got lost in the complex. Exemplifying the excess, that place had had sixty toilets!
“I call it the Golden House,” Nero interrupted his thoughts. “Though as you can see, it is more than a single house. There will be about 15, each with its own landscape. I am thinking of re-creating beautiful scenes from all over the empire. One house will be set in the woods, another on the shore of an artificial lake, a third in a mountain scene with pine trees and the stones painted white to look like snow. We may have a home that looks Egyptian, with small pyramids, and another in the style of a Mesopotamian palace. My engineers are looking into the feasibility of a dining hall on the roof that revolves like the heavens, giving diners a constantly changing view of the city. And you ascend to it in a little room that is pulled up with ropes. I don’t want my guests to have to hike up their togas climbing too many stairs!”
“It’s an enormous area, sir. Thousands of people used to live there before the fire. I suppose they will have to find new homes elsewhere.”
Rusticus wanted to find a way to make this megalomaniac see how selfish he was being. The new building code was a stroke of genius, an inspiration worthy of the most powerful man in the world. But then Nero dreams up a palace that Jupiter would be too embarrassed to move into. True, Nero had been officially proclaimed one of the gods, but Rusticus considered that a political gesture, not something you were supposed to take seriously.
“Yes they will, but I’ll take care of them. They will be happier in new homes further out, rather than the shabby old places they are used to.”
“Thank you for showing me this wonderful project, but returning to the investigation of the fire, what else do you think I should do? I hate to admit defeat, but I cannot find anyone that deliberately set the fire. I am simply left with my suspicions.”
Nero looked at him coldly, back in the role of commander-in-chief.
“Rusticus, if you cannot find the guilty party, I will have to assume the Christians did it. I cannot, I will not have the people blaming me for the fire.”
Nero turned back to the model. The meeting was over.
Chapter 12 – 54 AD
The usual way to leave the Emperor’s divine presence was to back away slowly for several yards and then turn and go. Possibly this custom evolved because the Emperor might stab a guest in the back as he retreated. Rusticus was so angry and humiliated at Nero’s dismissal that he spun around and strode from the room, boots banging on the marble. He left the palace and decided to walk off his frustration and hurt pride. Two days ago had been August 7, exactly ten years to the day that he had saved Nero’s life, dramatically improving his own. It had been a great ten years, working each day with the most powerful man on earth, watching him mature from an adventurous boy into two very different men. Nero’s personality was like those statues with two faces, one on the front and one on the back. The Good Nero was a ruler of consummate wisdom, sensitivity, and generosity. The Bad Nero was an egotistic, self-centered, and petty dictator. These days the Bad Nero was becoming more frequent.
Rusticus climbed to the top of the charred Palatine Hill in the heat and humidity, and then stood dripping with sweat, looking down at the remains of the blackened Circus Maximus, remembering his emotions ten years ago.
The crowds began to fill the benches of the Circus two hours before game time. Word had spread through Rome that the new emperor would compete in the chariot races. Fans of the sport had seen Nero race before, but the city was shocked that the 17-year-old would risk his life now that he had become ruler of the entire empire.
The stadium was immense, holding 250,000 people, and today it was filled to capacity, a raucous crowd of slaves, freemen, and citizens, all yelling at once, trying to buy food, calling to friends, and placing bets on the four teams of chariot drivers. Horses and chariots pounded around the dirt track on practice runs, filling the air with so much dust that fans at one end of the long oblong course could barely see the other end of the stadium. The more delicate ladies covered their faces with hankies to keep out the dust and the noxious odors of horse manure, perspiration, and rotting food.
Rusticus the Gladiator was anxious for the race to begin. He had survived 11 battles in the arena, an accomplishment slightly marred by the ropy scars on his arms, legs, and torso. He knew it was only a matter of time before his luck ran out and it would be him lying in the dirt, sword pointed at his throat, with the Emperor and everyone else in the arena turning thumbs down.
But the slave had been given a chance to race today, a sport with a longer life expectancy. Rusticus faced three possible outcomes. If he did well today, he might be rewarded with a permanent transfer to the Red Racing Team. If he did poorly, he would remain a gladiator. A third possibility was he might die during the race. It was common to fall out of the chariot in a “shipwreck” and be run over by competitors.
Rusticus’s master, Flavius, had told him that he had become a valuable investment, a popular attraction for a growing group of fans. Winning contestants earned money from the games’ organizers. Of course the contestants were normally slaves, so their masters got the prize money, and the slaves were grateful enough to have survived another day. Flavius, a decent man, suggested that Rusticus try his hand at chariot racing as a way of extending his career while still capitalizing on his popularity.
To protect his investment, Flavius had allowed Rusticus to train on chariots for the last two weeks. Rusticus had become familiar with the chariot itself, a small wooden cart with large wooden wheels, made as lightweight as possible to maximize speed. A wooden beam linked the chariot to the team of four horses but the small wheelbase made chariots tip over easily, especially on the sharp U-turns at either end of the Circus. A charioteer stood in his chariot with only his sense of balance and the reins to stabilize him. The vehicle had a railing on the top edge to grip, but the driver’s hands were often busy holding the reins and the whip. Four horses, tethered abreast of each other, pulled each chariot, a lot of power pulling a light weight. Rusticus had also gotten to know his four horses, their personalities and physical strengths and weaknesses. Just as importantly, he had begun to win their confidence.
Wearing the red uniform of his team, Rusticus stood in his chariot, ready for the first race of the day. He was side by side with members of the other Green, White, and Blue teams. Each of them wrapped the reins around his waist and tied them securely, freeing his left arm to grip the chariot and the right for the whip. Meanwhile they looked sideways at each other and glared. Rusticus shrugged off such attempts at intimidation. He was used to games in which the objective was to kill the opponent. In racing, killing was not the objective, just a common by-product.
The 16 horses would make seven laps around the huge Circus. The animals were excited and anxious to be off. None of them stood still, instead they were lurching into each other, snapping their heads up and down at the bits in their mouths, snorting, dripping saliva, and occasionally pissing noisily into the dust. Slaves tried to calm the horses, and the owners and their assistants milled around, unfocused and glancing about nervously.
Suddenly the noise level rose even higher as a squad of soldiers marched toward the chariots. Within seconds, the green Team driver had dismounted and was replaced by Emperor Nero, who slipped easily into the vacated chariot.
Rusticus had heard the Emperor would be racing today, but had not expected it would be in the first race. His chances of winning, and thus becoming a permanent racer, had disappeared in a flash. No one would have the nerve to beat Nero in a race! Rusticus would have to let him win and hope that Flavius would let him enter another race.
The starter whipped his flag down with a flourish. The crowd roared and stomped. All four racers snapped their whips over the heads of the 16 horses, and they charged insanely down the track. Rusticus’s chariot catapulted off the starting line so suddenly that it almost left him behind. The reins jerked his waist forward, wrenching his back. He squinted his eyes to keep out the dust, but there were 64 hooves kicking up dirt and he had trouble seeing. He kept his knees flexed to lessen the shock of the two-wheeled cart hitting the track’s rocks and ruts. In just a few seconds, the racers had reached the far end of the Circus and angled left into the turn. Rusticus crowded his chariot toward the inner wall, forcing the White driver to take a wider turn and fall behind.
Predictably, Nero was in the lead with the Blue man next, followed by Rusticus. All four drivers survived the first turn and rumbled up the back side toward the starting line. Rusticus had seen enough chariot races, in addition to his recent training, to realize that Nero’s position as de facto leader was not creating a leisurely pace. No one appeared to be holding back to let the Emperor keep the lead. The four chariots swept around the corner smoothly with no change in position. Seven dolphin statues fixed high for all to see symbolized the seven laps. The first lap was now history, and the starter turned the first dolphin upside down.
All through the second lap, Rusticus studied the Blue Team guy in front of him, watching for a weakness, some way to edge him out of second place. So intent was Rusticus that he didn’t see the man behind him slowly drawing even until it was almost too late. The White Team driver threw back his right arm and then lashed with his whip, not at his horses, but at Rusticus. Rusticus jerked his body away, taking most of the lash on his leather vest. He felt the tip of the whip slice into his neck. Worse, he almost lost control of the chariot. It swerved to the left and then to the right before he stabilized it by subtly timed shifts of his weight.
The White man reined his horses left, squeezing Rusticus’s horses against the wall so that they slowed down. White was now ahead by about six feet, his chariot even with Rusticus’s right-most horse. Rusticus reined to the right, and his horse jolted the White chariot. Continuing the momentum, Rusticus forced his opponent out into the middle of the track, and then suddenly swung his own chariot back to the inside.
By the fourth lap, Rusticus was covered with dirt from head to toe and pain cramped every muscle. He knew that everyone on the track, horses, drivers, and even Nero, was in the same shape. He had survived as a gladiator as much by stamina and perseverance as by cunning or luck. He hoped the number two driver would make some small error, some minor lapse of concentration now that he was exhausted.
But it was the Emperor who made a small mistake. He shifted his whip to the left hand, the one holding the reins that were tied around his waist. He used the right hand to wave graciously to his fans, who were shouting his name deliriously.
Just then one of his wheels hit a rock the size of a melon, a rock that had been buried in the dirt but now jarred loose by the chariots. The rock’s impact broke the wheel’s axle, and Nero’s chariot instantly lurched sideways, breaking the second axle. The remains of the chariot were dragged along the dirt track and slowly disintegrating beneath Nero, who was now on his knees in the cart. His horses were slowing down, and the Blue driver swung wide to the left, successfully passing without trampling the Emperor.
Rusticus also swung left to avoid the crippled chariot. As he pulled alongside Nero, he slowed down and shouted, “Sir, cut your reins loose!”
This was standard procedure. Since the drivers had the reins tied around their waist, it was vital to use a knife to quickly cut themselves loose in such a situation, to avoid being dragged down the track once nothing was left of the chariot. Nero appeared to be in shock. He looked at Rusticus with doubt and fear on his face. Rusticus shoved his whip handle into his waistband and used the free hand to pretend to slash his own reins. “Cut your reins loose!” he shouted again.
Nero came out of his daze, whipped out his knife and sawed at the leather straps as he sped along. Rusticus continued to pace the Emperor, staying as close as he dared. The horses were almost into the next turn, galloping madly, oblivious to the fact that Nero’s chariot had been reduced to a sled. Rusticus knew that when the horses turned the corner the Emperor would slide into him, probably getting run over in the process. He reached out a hand for Nero, who grasped it and jumped deftly onto Rusticus’s chariot as his own vehicle spun upside down, torn to pieces. Rusticus’s chariot then collapsed under the weight of the two men, and Rusticus pulled to reins with such force that his team of horses reluctantly slowed to a halt. The Blue driver, seeing two competitors disabled and the third way behind, could have easily gone on to victory, but he thought better of it and also came to a halt.
The crowd was going crazy. Seeing the Emperor race was thrill enough. But to see the young man almost killed and then saved by a competing racer – a slave – this would be talked about for years! They stood and clapped and stomped their feet on the wooden benches of the Circus Maximus. Nero bowed deeply to the crowd, instinctively playing up to them. Then he motioned for Rusticus to join him. The Emperor wrapped an arm around Rusticus’s shoulder and bowed again, forcing the slave to bow also.
They stood beside each other, filthy and dressed alike, the most powerful man in the Empire with one of the least powerful. The teenaged Emperor looked up at the gladiator, who was 10 years older and asked his name. Rusticus knelt at Nero’s feet, bowed again, and said his name.
“Today your courage has earned you your freedom. You are a slave no more!”
The crowd roared in approval.
Nero’s soldiers arrived with the imperial carriage, and Nero climbed aboard. Rusticus, unsure what to do next, began to walk back to the starting gate. But Nero held out a hand to him and said,
“You shared your chariot with me, and now I will share my carriage with you.”
That afternoon, Nero offered Rusticus a job.
Rusticus had heard tales of slaves becoming powerful ministers in the Roman hierarchy. Sure, someone had to do the day-to-day administration of an empire so vast it took a man a year to traverse by horseback (assuming the man could stay alive crossing so many dangerous lands). The senators and other high-born men refused to do administrative jobs, which they felt beneath their status. They preferred instead to debate each other on grandiose issues. Put simply, the aristocrats would rather talk than work. But there were hundreds of middle-class men who were better trained to make important decisions – why appoint a slave, or a freedman who was a slave a week ago?
Of course Rusticus began as an assistant, not a powerful minister, in the Finance Ministry, a subject that he knew nothing about. In the early days of his reign, three advisors guided Nero: his mother Agrippina, his primary tutor Seneca, and the captain of the Praetorian Guard, Burrus. The mother, whose main disappointment in life was being born a girl and thus unqualified to rule all mankind, was forced to rule through her son. Seneca and Burrus provided a counterbalance to her megalomania.
Seneca was a man of contradictions, a philosopher transplanted to Rome, a city that had no use for philosophy. Though Italian by birth, he had been raised in Spain. He was one of the richest men in the Empire, but practiced the Stoic school of philosophy; he refused to spoil himself with food and drink. His natural inclination was that rulers should be merciful and decent and he schooled Nero in this direction throughout the boy’s childhood. Most importantly, Seneca was one of the brightest people of his time, which enabled him to persuade Senators and others of his point of view, effectively becoming, with Agrippina, a second power behind the throne.
Burrus played a less active role. He was loyal to Agrippina and thus to Nero as well. Emperors remained in power through the consent and support of the Praetorian Guard, the Emperor’s private security force. After Claudius died, Nero’s first act as ruler had been to go to the Praetorian Guard headquarters and promise them a financial bonus, winning them over instantly. If Burrus eroded the Guard’s allegiance, Nero could be assassinated or at least overthrown.
It was into this triumvirate of advisors that Nero invited Rusticus, handing the ex-gladiator over to Seneca. Seneca’s staff of 30 was a cross-section of Roman society, mostly relatives of important people, but he had nobody like Rusticus. Seneca was 60 years old, single and childless, and he took an immediate liking to the tall handsome newcomer, a young man who, in age anyway, could be his son. Seneca quickly discovered that the uneducated man not only picked up knowledge like a sponge, but he like philosophical discourse, making him an agreeable sounding board for Seneca’s opinions. Rusticus knew better than to argue with his new boss, but he had a habit of asking questions that forced Seneca to strengthen his logical reasoning.
One of Seneca’s responsibilities was Finance, and this team was weak, so that’s where he inserted Rusticus. The other three staffers immediately resented the new guy. “The brute has no formal training,“ one of them whispered to the others, “unless you include how to kill people!”
“And look how he and Seneca talk for hours! Seneca never spends any time with us,” complained another enviously.
But Rusticus studied financial procedures for long hours after work, spoke to the others with deference, and never abused his friendship with Seneca. The others gradually accepted him, even inviting him to eat with them and asking him to tell them stories of his exploits as a gladiator, especially about the day he saved the life of the Emperor.
Chapter 13 – August, 64 AD
Rusticus descended the Palatine Hill, crossed the valley where the Circus had been, and then walked up the slope of the Aventine Hill. Much of this area was poor and crime-ridden, but there was also a good section, and he came through that part to Seneca’s palace. The armed doorman immediately recognized him and ushered him inside. The guard rushed off and then returned, beckoning Rusticus to follow him.
Seneca was at the far end of a large room, lecturing to a group of 15 to 20 young men. The old man waved to Rusticus and continued his lesson. Rusticus took a seat, content to listen to his friend. Seneca was extremely popular with young people because of his rhetorical style and impatient manners.
“We think of ourselves as an enlightened race. Romans conquer countries not only to make our frontiers safer and grab their wealth, but also to share our culture. We are more civilized than they are, so they will be better off if we can convert them to our way of thinking. Right?
“Wrong! We are just as barbaric as a German farmer or British fisherman. Look at the gladiator shows, where slaves amuse us by cutting each other to pieces. Why do we find that entertaining? Do we want to see them die because we hate them? We don’t know them, so how can we hate them? It is natural to enjoy watching a contest, the suspense of guessing who will win and then seeing the outcome. Like in a horse race. But gladiators win by killing.
“Who likes to see bloodshed in the arena?”
No one was brave enough to raise his hand, of course.
“Come, I know there is at least one of you. Well, then, who has a friend who likes blood? Let’s talk about him.”
A sturdy youth in his late teens finally raised his hand.
“Teacher, I know a guy named Tonius. He attends the games.
“Good, and why does he attend them?”
“Like you say, it is the suspense, not knowing the outcome. And he tells me that the bloodshed is acceptable because the combatants are only slaves.”
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