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NERO


Iawoke in the milky dawn, that opalescent hour outside time. For an instant I did not know where I was. Thus it must feel to be newborn, unclaimed.


A sweet breeze was stealing across me as I lay quietly. A sea breeze. I was on a shore somewhere. I raised my head, and at once I was back in the world I knew. I was at Antium. I was in my villa bedroom that opened out onto the sea itself.


In the stillness, I arose and left Poppaea sleeping, her lips curved in a smile as she dreamed of something pleasurable. Pleasurable . . . our stay here in Antium had been pleasurable. Far enough from Rome to put thoughts of it aside, to live secluded here by the sea. For a brief time.


Quietly I walked over to the window and pushed back the filmy curtains. The horizon outside was white, making it impossible to see where the sky ended and the sea began. A pale moon was sinking, caught in the clouds. Last night it had been bright, penetrating, high. Now, still full but setting, it faded and became indistinct.


Last night . . . how exultant I had been, performing at last my epic on the Fall of Troy, on the stage here. The hard work of composing it had taken over a year, but with a furious burst the last few days, and now it had shown its face to the world, and I had all the joy of an artist who has birthed a creation after a very long labor.


It was fitting that it had taken place here in Antium, where I myself had been born twenty-six years ago. And after a likewise long and difficult labor, for I had been born feet first—an evil omen, some said. At the same time there had been other favorable omens, so which to heed? Clearly the favorable ones had prevailed, for I had been emperor now for nine years, having assumed the purple at an absurdly young age. There had been significant achievements in my reign already, most notably a peace settlement with Parthia, our historic enemy, achieved finally through diplomacy rather than arms. I had gifted the city of Rome with magnificent baths, a theater, and a covered market, and I had instituted engineering works that improved harbors and aimed to protect shipping routes. What I most wanted, though, was to give Rome the greatest gift of all—a conversion to the Greek sensibilities and aesthetics. That was much harder than building buildings and digging canals. But it was coming. I knew it.


The audience last night was proof of that. Many people had traveled from Rome to hear me perform on the cithara. It is a virtuoso instrument, from Greece. Apollo himself played it. Yes! Their eyes would be opened, and they would learn to embrace these cultural treasures.


I looked fondly at my cithara, now propped up against the wall, resting from its labors last night. It was, of course, the finest that could be made, and I had the finest instructor, Terpnus, who had borne with me and taught me patiently. I was always reluctant to leave him behind in Rome, and knowing I was returning to him made it easier to go back.


Rome. In the growing light, I saw the message cylinders resting on the table. They had been delivered yesterday, sent by my trusted right-hand man and Praetorian prefect, Tigellinus. But I could not bring myself to look at them then. The day was too perfect to spoil with petty business about import duties or aqueduct repairs or cart traffic in the city. If you imagine that everything an emperor has to deal with is lofty and critical, I can assure you that it is not. It is a hundred tax questions to one diplomatic treaty or one war strategy decision.


I would look at the messages a little later. I had to. But this morning would be for relaxation and for planning the inevitable return to Rome.


I had retreated here to escape the hot days in the city, but duty required me to preside over the Feriae Augusti in two weeks, the celebration beginning on August first that culminated on the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth, commemorating Roman victories over Dalmatia, Actium, and Egypt. As the celebrations featured horse races, the only bright spot was that perhaps then I would be cleared by my trainers to do something I had longed to do: race chariots competitively.


Oh, I had driven chariots, but never in a real public race. It was deemed too dangerous, and it is true, chariot racing has a high accident rate. But it was also the most exciting thing a person could do. My grandfather had been a successful chariot racer, and I liked to believe I had inherited his skill.


“Begging your pardon, Caesar,” my trainer had said, “if a celebrated charioteer dies in a race, his family and fans mourn him. But if an emperor dies in one, the entire empire is bereft.”


Tigellinus was more blunt. “It’s irresponsible of you to think of taking such chances.” He paused. “Especially as you have no heir. Do you want to spark a civil war, like we had after Julius Caesar was killed?”


No heir. Oh, the pain of that. I had had a daughter, but she died a baby. And none since.


“No,” I admitted. I would not make Rome endure such agony again. But I still wanted to race chariots, calling upon the gods to protect me. Had they not done that so far?


But then there was the nagging thought of a disturbing prophecy I had been given by the sibyl I had visited at Cumae. Fire will be your undoing, she had said. When pressed further, she had added, Flames will consume your dreams, and your dreams are yourself. But there were no fires at chariot races. So did that assure me that I was safe to embark on that activity?


As for fires, we had a very capable fire brigade in Rome. But perhaps the fire she spoke of was somewhere else? Or it was a metaphorical fire? People spoke of the fire of anger, the fire of lust, the fire of ambition. I was on fire about my art. Did she mean that would destroy me?


I shook my head. Put it out of your thoughts, I told myself. Think only of this fair day before you, a day to walk beside the water, to drink chilled juice of Persian peaches with the wife who is the dearest thing under heaven to you, to wait for the moon to rise upon you once again.


I left her to sleep while I walked outside to see the pearly sky lighten, promising a fair, tranquil day.


It was late morning before Poppaea stirred. I had finished reading the Rome dispatches—they were as dull as I had feared—and reread a portion of my Troy epic with a mind to revisions, when she rose from the bed, trailing silk behind her like clouds of glory. Encircling her neck was the glittering gold collar I had gifted her with last night. She had worn it to bed, and now she ran her hands over it lovingly.


“They say cold metal is a sad thing to lavish love on,” I said. “But on you it looks worthy of love.” It was studded with gems betokening the planets, moon, and sun, crafted from an Indian design I had commissioned.


“Gold is easy to sleep with,” she said. “In fact, it helped me to dream.”


“Ah, such dreams as gold gives.” I rose and embraced her, the body-warmed gold indistinguishable from her own temperature. “And it is cold no longer.”


The sun was midway in the sky, burnishing the waves outside the window.


“Shall we go to the grotto today? We haven’t visited it yet.” The ancient grotto, down at the far end of the quays, was a large one extending quite far into the hillside. Grottoes held a fascination for me, as so many stories of the gods placed them there. They reeked of the supernatural.


She stretched, raising her arms over her head, shaking her shining amber hair. “I suppose we should. We do not have that much more time here.” But she did not sound enthusiastic. “But in the late afternoon,” she said. “How do you have the energy, after last night?”


I could never explain to her that performing invigorated me; it was idleness that drained me. “I will meet you on the terrace,” I said. I was eager to get outside, to breathe in the fresh air.


Later that day, we sat out on the shaded terrace and watched the horizon. It was soothing and still. And I relished the mindlessness. No thinking. No thinking. Just sit with closed eyes and drift, reliving the night before.


Attendants brought us food, placing the trays down on a stand—platters of cold ham and mullet, sage honey from Crete, bread, eggs, olives, and cherries, with juice or Tarentinum wine to wash it down. Lazily I reached out and took a handful of cherries.


Under her scarf Poppaea still wore the necklace. “For I can’t take it off just yet,” she admitted.


If only the other people I showered with gifts showed their appreciation so openly, I thought.


I was just passing her the platter of eggs and olives when our idyll was interrupted by a panting, dusty, sweaty messenger who hurried out to us, flanked by two of the villa guards. His face was set in a grimace, matched by the expression on the guards’ faces. I stood up, the perfect day suddenly shattered.


“Caesar, Caesar!” he cried, falling to his knees and clasping his hands piteously. “I come from Rome, from Tigellinus.” His voice was a croak.


“Well, what is it?”


“Rome is on fire! Rome is on fire!” he shrieked. “It is burning out of control!”


I was unable to take in his words. “On fire?”


“Yes, yes! It started in the Circus Maximus, in one of the shops at the far end.”


“When?”


By this time, my wife had risen, too, and out of the corner of my eye I saw her gripping the gold necklace, but no longer languidly. I could sense the alarm and dread that was filling me transferring itself to her as she stared at the messenger.


“Night before last—and the northerly wind fanned the flames so they swept fast, down the length of the Circus. Then it started climbing the hills around it.”


Rome was a fire trap, and we had had many fires in our history. To guard against this, Augustus had created his fire brigade of seven thousand men, the Vigiles Urbani, now under the command of Nymphidius Sabinus, a man bearing a striking resemblance to Caligula in looks. Whether true or a coincidence, this allowed him to claim he was Caligula’s natural son. But what mattered that now?


“What of the firefighters? Are they out?”


“Yes, but helpless to stop it. The fire is spreading faster than they can contain it. The sparks jump over roofs and fields and flare up in new places. It was starting to climb the Palatine when I left!”


I turned to Poppaea. I felt numb, not even able to truly believe what I was hearing. “I must go,” I said. Then I turned to the messenger. “We’ll ride together. A fresh horse for you.”


It was midday when we set out, trailed by two guards, but darkness had fallen before we approached Rome. All along the ride I felt myself becoming more and more agitated, hoping that the messenger had exaggerated, or that the fire was already contained, or that it had not destroyed much besides the shops in the Circus.


Calm, calm, Nero, you must keep calm, think clearly.


But inside another picture was emerging—of Rome destroyed, people dead or destitute, historical treasures lost forever, all when I was emperor, all happening while I was responsible for the safety of my people.


Rome was ruined under Nero, the city incinerated, nothing left but ashes.


As we neared the top of a hill near Rome, before we could see the city itself, a lurid color stained the night sky, orange and red and yellow, ugly fingers reaching up into the heavens, pulsating. Then we crested the hill and I gazed down on the city aflame. Clouds of smoke roiled upward, and spurts of color, clouds of sparks, and bursts of exploding stone and wood punctuated the darkness. The brisk wind blew ashes in my face, carrying the stench of burning cloth, garbage, and things unnamable.


It was true, all true.


“It’s worse!” the messenger cried. “It’s still spreading! It’s much bigger than when I left. Look, it’s engulfed the hills!”


Rome was being devoured. Suddenly I remembered the time when I had visited the Temple of Vesta and been overcome with a strange weakness and trembling, and rendered helpless. I was puzzled by it then, but now I knew it meant I was powerless to protect the sacred flame of Rome. And I understood the meaning of the sibyl and her prophecy that fire would be my doom.


I stood at the turning point of my life. This was my battlefield, the battlefield I had wondered if I would ever face. My ancestor Antony had faced his twice: at the battle of Philippi, when he crushed the assassins of Caesar, and the battle of Actium, when he himself was crushed by Octavian.


Either Rome and I perished together, or we survived together.


But no matter the outcome, there was only one choice: to go forward, to wade into battle.


“Come,” I said, urging my horse forward. “Rome awaits.”


And we descended the hill, heading into the maelstrom.
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The hill was not steep, but it was treacherous with winding paths, rocks and tree roots studded everywhere. The moonlight made it possible for us to see, and the increasing glow from the fire added more illumination.


My heart was thudding as if I had just run a stadion, and my head was swirling. The air was hot, muggy, and stifling, and the acrid smell of fire made it torture to breathe. We should have been attacked by swarms of insects, but the smoke and soot had banished them. The fire was still too far away for us to feel the heat directly, but I imagined I could anyway. From this distance the city looked as if it were just one mass; I could not discern the individual areas yet.


I stopped. “You say it is bigger now?” I asked the messenger.


“Yes! When I left, it was contained in one area and, from a distance, looked like one campfire. Now it has ignited new sites all around itself.”


“It will be light before we get there,” I said. And by then, who knew what we would see?


We continued our ride downhill, picking our way slowly. Ahead of us, the demonic glow drew closer.


Fire. What did I know about fire? Very little, to be honest. I had never personally experienced one, not even a house fire; the only fire I knew was the imaginary one at Troy hundreds of years ago. But I had been generous in equipping the Vigiles with whatever they needed, and it was expensive: horse-drawn fire wagons with water pumps, hundreds of buckets, picks, axes, hooks, and even catapults for knocking down houses to create fire breaks. Surely such a trained and equipped force could contain the fire.


But if that was so, why was it spreading? If they could not put it out when it was small, what chance did they have of stopping it as it grew larger?


The wind suddenly shifted, and as it did, I saw a burst of fire in a new place as it ignited there. A column shot up toward the sky, sending embers swirling in a cloud that vanished quickly.


On we went; the moon began dipping toward the west, and a very faint hint of light appeared on the eastern horizon. But it was still very dark, except for the lurid throbbing red ahead of us. We climbed another hill and the city disappeared, but as we reached the summit, we were suddenly close, and the first heat of the fire reached my face. The horses sensed it and began to shy. It was hard to hold them. But I calmed mine, and he obeyed. If only I could calm myself. My hands gripped the reins so tightly the leather was biting into my palms.


“We will have to enter the city from the east,” I said. From where we stood, it looked as if the center of the city was not safe, and the fire came up to the Tiber on the west. “Where is Tigellinus? Where is Nymphidius?”


“They were moving to the Esquiline to direct operations from there,” the messenger said. “They had to vacate the Palatine and the Forum.”


We swung around toward the east, as day finally broke. Now we could see. Clouds of thick black smoke were sending plumes up into the sky, and the fire was roaring, growling like a beast. We got onto the Via Praenestina and immediately were in a sea of fleeing people, tumbling out of the city, carrying their goods on their shoulders, crying and panting.


“Don’t go in there!” a family shrieked. “Only a madman would go toward a fire. Run, run!”


“It’s the emperor!” another man yelled.


“Save us, save us!” they began to wail.


I stared at them. They truly thought I could save them, somehow command the fire to stop.


“Help, help!” A woman flung herself against the side of my horse.


“I am going to help,” I said. “I will direct the firefighters. We will put it out.”


Oh, how sure I sounded. What a lie.


More people were pouring out of the city, flooding the road. Donkeys, pushcarts, bags and bundles, screaming children. Slowly we made our way through the crowd, trying to reassure them. We approached the city walls, where the Esquiline gate loomed ahead, jammed with people trying to fit themselves through the narrow opening on the way out. Only when the guards recognized me as emperor did they hold back the crowd to let me in.


I entered the city, and suddenly I was in the arena with the fire. What had been a distant enemy was now facing me. The smoke was much thicker here, and in spite of the sunrise, it cast a dark pall.


“Turn right!” I said, seeking the spot on the Esquiline where Tigellinus would have set up shop. There was a watching post near the Gardens of Maecenas that overlooked the city.


The Gardens of Maecenas! Part of my new palace, the Domus Transitoria, was there! But no, it was safe, it was too far away from the fire.


Too far? It was not so far that it was impossible to link the Domus Transitoria to the old Palatine palace of Tiberius. I had done it, had I not? It was only a mile between them. And the Palatine had had to be evacuated.


I glanced over toward the Domus Transitoria but could not see any damage; it looked intact. This whole area was intact.


At last we reached the top of the Esquiline, and I rushed to the stone house that served as watching post even in tranquil times. Now it was swarming with men, soldiers and firefighters.


I saw Nymphidius, standing beside the door, charts in his hand. His usually placid face was puckered in a grimace. He was conferring with several men, stabbing at a spot on a chart. He glanced up and saw me.


“Caesar! Thank the gods you are here!”


As if I myself were a god. Well, I would have to act like one, hope that somehow for this brief time I could be transformed into something more than myself. “I came as quickly as possible,” I said. “Tell me the extent of the fire. Tell me everything.”


He pivoted to face the city below us. From this height I saw with horror what looked like a hundred separate fires, each sending up its dark plume, with one massive fire in the middle.


“It started at the end of the Circus where the starting gates are. We think some flammable goods in one of the shops caught fire—they keep oils there to cook snacks for the crowds. It spread immediately to shops next door that store wood, clothes, and such. The shopkeepers, who were sleeping in the quarters above the shops, got out in time but couldn’t do anything but run. A strong wind swept the flames down the sides of the Circus, catching the wooden stands, and from there—” He gave an anguished sigh.


“This was at night?”


“Dead night. There was a full moon, though.”


The beautiful full moon I had admired at Antium, a benign presence there.


“Who sounded the alarm?”


“The cohort of Vigiles stationed nearest the fire—Cohort Seven.” He pointed to its place on the map.


“That’s far away, across the Tiber!”


“Yes,” he admitted. “Our bad luck.”


“Very bad luck.”


“By the time the firefighters were roused and equipped, the fire had spread. The flames were roaring through the stands of the Circus, now on both sides. With the wide-open space, there was nothing to stop the spread, and the strong wind fanned it.”


A strong wind. More bad luck.


“It leapt up the Palatine hillside on the south side, then fell back down again. Getting the fire wagons in place didn’t help; the hoses could not send water that far. So the men fell back, and we called the other cohorts to help. And all this was taking place at night.”


A gust of wind flung ashes in our faces, stinging and burning.


“Here.” Nymphidius handed me a soaked handkerchief to shield my nose and mouth. I breathed in the cooled air.


“And all the next day?”


“It spread. We were powerless to stop it. The fire seemed to burst out by magic in places far from the source, so we were unable to pull down houses to create an open space. Neighbors helped neighbors fight fire, handing the buckets back and forth, and then would turn and see that their own house was on fire. Some people ran back inside, hiding from the fire, and had to be pulled out, fighting all the way, having lost their senses with fright. We tried dousing the houses with acetum, water mixed with vinegar, which fire doesn’t like, but there was too little, and we couldn’t reach the upper stories.”


“By this time, the end of the first day, where was the fire?”


“It was spreading around the Palatine and the Capitoline. Then night fell. We soaked blankets and mattresses so we could lay them out beneath the insulae in the adjoining regions. It was just a matter of time before the fire reached those apartments, and anyone trapped inside would need to jump. We ran through the streets ordering people to evacuate. But some resisted. Denial mixed with fear.”


Always. Denial and fear run hand in hand to doom. “The next morning?”


“We had to change shifts, bring in fresh men. We had regrouped here on the Esquiline. The seven cohorts pooled their equipment and men. I ordered the ballistae—the catapults—to be brought out and made ready. We had to find a place to create a firebreak. But every place we selected had already been hit by flying embers, and so we had to keep pulling back. At that point we sent the messenger to you. We should have sent him sooner, but even for us it was hard to admit how serious it was.”


“Now we are up to this morning. What did you find when daylight returned?”


“The Palatine and Capitoline had been encircled on the east and west sides, with only the north, the Forum, still safe.”


“And now?” Never had I regretted my poor eyesight more. I could not pick out the individual areas that were on fire.


“We will have to go into the areas to find out,” Nymphidius said. “And to do that we need to be prepared. Wet clothes, masks, hooks and buckets and axes. And the fire engines must be refilled with fresh water.”


“We must go immediately!” I said.


He looked at me. “Caesar, you have been up all night. You need rest. Do not join the ranks of the panicked citizens. You need all your strength of mind before confronting the fire.”


I did not feel tired. But I did not feel normal, either. “Very well. Where should I go?”


“We have makeshift quarters up here.” He motioned to an aide. “Take the emperor to a place where he can rest,” he ordered him. “Stay there until the afternoon,” he told me. “I will come for you. We will go out together.”


The young soldier led me away to a large tent erected on the summit. Inside, on camp beds, exhausted firefighters slept in rows. In the middle a table supplied aid workers with water and food, and physicians were tending to burns.


“In here,” the soldier directed me. There was a screened area with private beds. The light was dim, filtered through the canvas walls, and the beds were ready with blankets and pillows. I gladly fell on the nearest one, and the soldier kindly pulled off my sandals and covered me with a blanket. Sleep enveloped me immediately, as my utter fatigue overcame even my horror, and I fell into a dark vortex, as dark as the smoke above the city.
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I awoke before Nymphidius came in. The last time I had awakened, yesterday at Antium, I had had a moment of disorientation; and so it was here also. I stared up at a dull canvas overhead. I shifted on a narrow cot. I heard odd noises outside, the sound of faraway crowds, and nearby groans. Then I knew. I was in Rome, and Rome was on fire.


I sat bolt upright. I looked down at my dirty hands, streaked with grime and blistered from the long ride. My tunic was filthy, coated with ash and briars. My grit-filled sandals were arranged neatly under the cot. I hastily put them on and ventured out into the tent, where row upon row of beds stretched out in the dim light. Young men, some bandaged and moaning, others unconscious, lay upon them. Casualties of the fire already.


Attendants and nurses were busy and barely glanced at me. That was just as well. I needed to think. Think, Nero, think! But my mind was sluggish, stunned.


The areas of Rome—what was in the path of the fire? Here on the Esquiline we were northeast of the city center, more than a mile from where the fire had started. But fire could run faster than a horse, and it could gallop through the city speedily. How ironic that it had started at a racetrack. Were the gods teasing us?


The Palatine was right next to it. Nymphidius had said the fire had started to climb one side of the hill but then had halted. If it reached the Palatine, all the treasures there would be lost. Historic things, not just luxury goods. Shrines commemorating the foundation of Rome, and—O gods! The sacred laurel grove at Augustus’s house. The laurels that foretold the death of an emperor! My laurel!


Fire will be your undoing.


Then there were the sacred temples on the Capitoline, and the official buildings in the Forum, and beyond that, closer to us, the Subura where many people lived, many poor, but the wealthy as well in neighboring regions.


Where people lived . . . where did Apollonius, my athletic trainer, live? I knew only it was in the city. What of the genius citharoede, Terpnus? What of Appius, my voice teacher? What of Paris, my actor friend? And the freedmen who served me—Epaphroditus, Phaon? And my childhood nurses, Ecloge and Alexandra, still serving in my household more as friends than servants? And the writers—Lucan, Petronius, and Spiculus? And my friends Piso and Senecio and Vitellius. And . . . and . . . the list went on and on, people dear to me, from all walks of life. For unlike previous emperors, I had sought out people of other classes to mingle with, much to the disapproval of the Senate. There was no part of the city that would not harbor people I was personally connected to. And for the others, I was their emperor and should be their protector, their shield against misfortune.


But the fire . . . the fire . . . it made the beasts faced by Hercules in his Twelve Labors weak and gentle in comparison.


My questions to the firefighters about where my staff and friends had gone were met with shrugs and the admission that no one knew. People had fled when the fire crept close, leaving no word behind.


Just then Tigellinus entered the tent, looking for me. His muscular arms were smeared with soot, his face shiny with sweat. He strode over, grimacing. “You are here,” he stated. “Good. Nymphidius says you want to come out with the firefighters. I would advise against that.”


“Why?”


“It is too dangerous,” he said.


“Like the chariot racing? You would forbid me anything not as safe as a covered carriage trundling out on the Appian Way on a feast day.”


“Why do you insist on doing things that are such a risk? It is—”


“Yes, I know. Irresponsible. But the most irresponsible thing an emperor can do is abandon his people in a crisis.”


“You don’t need to go in person to battle the flames to take care of your people. Someone has to stay safe to direct operations. I am not down there; I am up here, organizing.”


“I will go out and see it firsthand. I must do that.”


“I—”


He started to say I forbid it. But I was emperor, and no one had the authority to forbid me anything. No one.


“I will wait for Nymphidius. He was going to return to the city in the early afternoon. I will accompany him.”


I left the tent and stood outside, looking down the hill, seeing the bright rays of sunlight falter and fade as they hit the clouds of smoke hanging over the city. I was on the very summit of the hill. I remembered the day Poppaea and I had come here, walking through the still-unfinished Domus Transitoria linking the old palace of Tiberius on the Palatine to the Gardens of Maecenas here. Its entrance lay farther down the slope. I walked to it; a few nervous slaves were still at their posts guarding the door. I passed them to descend into the tunnel-like passageway that snaked through the lower part of the city to emerge at the base of the Palatine palace.


Together Poppaea and I had selected the ornamentation of the Domus Transitoria; the ceiling was white stucco embedded with gems and sparkling glass. The artist who had done it—where was he? Was he safe?


The passageway was quiet and cool. One would never know conditions were anything but ordinary. But as I walked farther in, I smelled it, faint but distinctive: smoke. Smoke was in the corridor. That meant there was fire at the other end, in the new part where the smell of fresh paint should still linger, but now was replaced by ash and smoke.


I scrambled out and rushed up the hill. My palace was on fire!


When I reached the top, Nymphidius had returned and was standing surrounded by his men. A pile of clothing and equipment was heaped nearby.


“There’s smoke in the Domus Transitoria!” I gasped. “That means it’s on fire in the Palatine portion!”


“The fire is reaching its arms around the Palatine, then,” he said. “Are you still determined to go with us?”


“Yes. I cannot stay here!”


Tigellinus joined us just in time to hear my words. “He is stubborn,” he told Nymphidius. “I have tried to persuade him otherwise.” He could not say he had tried to order me.


“We will be careful. And it starts with putting on protective clothing.” Nymphidius pointed to the pile. “I have soaked all this with water, mixed with vinegar. It will stink, but better stink than burn.”


I, along with some thirty men, dug out the clothing and put it on: tunic, cloak with arms, high boots, and a close-fitting leather helmet. It was clammy and heavy.


“Now take your equipment,” said Nymphidius. “An axe, a grappling hook, a bucket. At the base of the hill the fire engines are waiting, filled and ready, and another wagon with the wet blankets and mattresses to spread out for jumpers. Long before we get to the area of the fire we will encounter crowds. We must stick together and push through them and not get separated. For this I am issuing wide white bracelets. Put them on your left arm. Hold up your arm if you feel you are losing us, so we can spot you.”


At his signal, we descended the hill. His instructions had been so spare. He had not told us what to do if we encountered a blaze, if people caught fire, if stones or wood were flying through the air. Perhaps there was nothing we could do but dodge. At the base of the hill the wagons were waiting, as he had told us. I was impressed with his organization and control. The fire engines, filled with water, had hand-turned pumps. The hoses were coiled and waiting, but I doubted they could reach very high. No man had the strength to supply enough power to propel the water higher than about twenty feet.


“Onward!” Nymphidius cried, holding up his left hand with the bracelet. The wagons rumbled forward, and we followed, en masse. As we traversed the streets, everything was still intact, but as Nymphidius had predicted, we were almost swept away by the sea of surging people fleeing the city, out into the fields of the countryside. Ahead of us, the ominous cloud of smoke hung over the city.


But as we came closer to the Forum, passing into the crowded center of the city, the Subura, we suddenly entered an area aflame. We first realized it when swirls of embers began landing on us, sizzling as they were extinguished by our wet clothes. “It’s in Region Eight!” yelled Nymphidius, and that was the last thing I heard before the roar of the fires and the screams of the people drowned him out.


Houses were ablaze—but not all of them. One house afire might have houses on either side still safe—but not for long. I saw a stream of water from our hoses directed at one of the houses, but it was puny and had little effect on the fire. The heat was intense, and the heavy clothes I was wearing made it almost unbearable. But I could not discard them—I would roast directly.


Flying pieces of wood glowing with sparks burst out of the houses, landing on people, and crushing some. At my feet a child was felled beneath a wayward beam, and I managed to kick it off, but the child was dead. I looked up at the blazing houses, with yellow writhing tendrils of flame coming from the windows, like a living thing. Then the windows burst outward, exploding in a ball of fire. Screams from within the house stopped as the floors collapsed.


Then I heard Nymphidius again. “This way! The insulae!” And we pushed our way through toward that area. But on the way I was blocked by a group of menacing men. These were not panicked citizens but purposeful agents carrying buckets of tar and sticks and lighted brands. Deliberately they cast them into the houses that were not on fire.


“Stop that!” I cried, grabbing the forearm of one. He flung me off easily.


“Shut up!” he spat. His companions kept dipping their sticks into their tar buckets, igniting them, and tossing them into houses.


“Stop it!” I ordered them, again to no effect. Then I realized they had no idea who I was, disguised as I was by the fire-prevention clothes. Just then I saw them hindering some of Nymphidius’s firefighters as they attempted to put out fires.


They held up threatening hands to me. “We do this under authority!” they said.


“Whose authority?” I demanded.


“One whom we obey,” they said.


“I am the emperor!” I cried. “I have power over anyone who is ordering you to do this. Stop, if you value your lives!” I commanded them.


The men merely laughed, not believing me. Or perhaps not caring, knowing I could never identify them. But the people around us heard and misunderstood. “It’s the emperor! He’s telling them to start fires!”


“No!” I cried. “I am not with these men!”


“Yes you are,” yelled a woman. “You are with them. Why else are you standing talking to them? And in secret, with none of your royal guards around? Where are the Praetorians? You have slipped away from them on purpose.”


Then another house began to sway and fall, and everyone scattered. Everyone but two men who stood, praising their god.


“Oh, great and glorious name of Jesus! It is the beginning. The beginning of the end, the end you promised.” One of them bent down and grabbed the end of a glowing stick. “It’s the Day of the Lord at last! And we are given the gift of speeding its coming!” He flung the flaming brand into a house. “Thank you, Lord!”


Their thanks was short-lived; as if in answer, the house collapsed and buried them under it.


I had entered a nightmare. I swerved around the collapsed house, hunting for Nymphidius and the other men, but I had lost them. No matter. I knew how to get to the insulae. But I was shaken by the brazen looters I now saw rushing into houses, emerging with armloads of stolen goods, and the religious fanatics who were exploiting the fire for their own ends. I had not anticipated this, but I should have. There is no tragedy that evil men do not repurpose.


Suddenly a river of fire poured out the door of a house; it rippled and shimmered like a real river, but this was pure fire. From inside came a growl, like a monstrous animal, followed by another vomit of fire. I was pummeled and squeezed by the tight-packed crowds fleeing it and carried in a direction I had no control over.


Now I was at the insulae, those tall apartment buildings that were the most dangerous of all. They could be five or six stories, of wood or mud brick, rickety and more flimsy the higher they were. I found Nymphidius by spotting the fire engines and wagons, lined up outside one building. The men were spreading out the blankets and mattresses, and I joined them, hauling the heavy material out of the wagons. The side of the building was a sheet of red-yellow flames already, and people were hanging out the windows, terrified.


Nymphidius gestured to them as soon as the blankets and mattresses were in place. “Jump! Jump!” he yelled. Some obeyed, and the ones in the lower floors landed safely. But the ones in the higher floors hit hard, and not everyone survived.


We stood looking at the dead people, mangled upon the blankets. There were some very small children. They had hit the hardest. I felt sick. One of the firemen beside me said, “It is a kinder death than fire.” He was right. But the fire was the true cause of it.


Just then one of the insulae next to us, seemingly untouched, shot out sparks and then suddenly exploded with no warning. Flying debris went everywhere, bodies along with beams and stones and furniture. Charred bodies rained down around us, blackened and unrecognizable as people except for the shoes that were still on the carbonized skeletal feet. Now I did get sick and pulled off my heavy, stifling helmet to kneel on the pavement. But as I straightened up, wiping my mouth, cinders singed my hair and I only saved myself from catching fire by smothering it, clapping my helmet back on my head. Inside the helmet I felt the heat of the embers trying to kill me before they slowly died out, their mission extinguished along with them.


“It is a monster,” said Nymphidius. “Have you seen enough? I told you that you should have stayed back at the camp.”


“Like a coward?” I said. “I have to see it, have to know what we are facing.”


“A fire is a living thing,” said Nymphidius. “The apartment building looked safe. But it harbored the enemy inside, an enemy that was feeding, breathing, hiding, waiting, growing strong. Only then did it reveal itself. When it was too late for us to stop it.”


“I am not sure we have the power to stop it, only to slow it and to rescue its victims. And even in that we are pitifully weak, outflanked by the enemy.” That was the horrible truth of it.


“I need to refill the fire engines,” he said. “And my men need to rest, rotate shifts. We must retreat, back to the Esquiline and Region Four.”


“I need to see the Palatine,” I said. “I have to go on.”


Nymphidius did not bother to try to dissuade me. “Not alone. Take one of the Praetorian tribunes with you. Subrius Flavus is by the wagons. I’ll call him.”


I did not want to return to the wagons and the blankets with their grisly spread. I would wait. Soon Subrius appeared. He was one of those men who looked wide, with a broad face and torso, although he wasn’t fat. But under all the protective clothes it was impossible to see what anyone really looked like.


“I will accompany you, Caesar,” he said. “Where do you wish to go next?”


I knew without hesitation. “The Forum. And the Palatine.”


He frowned. “That is heading into the heart of the fire,” he said.


“I have to see where it has spread,” I said. I dreaded the sight, but I had to see it. I had to know.


He gave an almost imperceptible sigh and pointed. “This way, then.”


We fought our way against the tide of frantic people and past more burning buildings. The noise of the fire grew greater, louder, sucking the air. The smoke became denser, and I had to cover my nose and mouth with a handkerchief. My eyes, uncovered, were stinging and aching. In the artificial darkness created by the smoke, I could not see very far in front of me, but still I could discern the stumbling people, some helping others, carrying invalids and the helpless, others ruthlessly pushing everyone aside and trampling them. Some people were carrying bundles of their own belongings; others were thieves laden with stolen booty.


Then suddenly we were out into the Forum, in the open spaces there. It was intact. It had not caught fire yet. The marble buildings, and the space between them, would retard the fire. But the fire was creeping closer to it, and suddenly I saw a flame shoot up through the open roof of the Temple of Vesta, and I knew it was not the sacred flame.


I stood still and watched. This was the very essence, the heart of Rome, and it was succumbing to ruin. This was the center of the Rome I was responsible for, the Rome I was supposed to protect. I alone knew the sacred secret name of Rome, as Pontifex Maximus, the head priest of the state religion. It was not written down anywhere, only whispered from one Pontifex to his successor. As long as that sacred name was known, Rome could continue, could reconstitute herself. But if something happened to me—if I perished right here—Rome would perish along with me. Tigellinus had been right to try to keep me from danger, but there was danger everywhere. A quiet night alone in the palace could also be dangerous. It was nobler to die on my feet fighting a huge evil than to be ignominiously murdered in a corridor, like Caligula.


I turned from the heartrending sight. “Down here!” I told Subrius, and headed toward the Capitoline end of the Forum. We passed the Temple of the Divine Julius, the arch of Augustus, the Rostra, the Curia, all standing proud and serene as their marble grew darkened by soot and ash.


The Capitoline Hill ahead of us looked safe. To our left was the Palatine, and I pointed to the steep path leading up it. Subrius shook his head.


“Stay here, then,” I said. He made as if to stop me but knew he did not have the authority. “Wait for me.”


Before he could protest, I turned and hurried up the pavement, although it was very hard to breathe now. But I had to see. I had to. This side was still quiet, but the other side of the Palatine faced the origin of the fire, which was still roaring and spreading. I reached the top and there it was—a hideous, hot, bellowing fire on the other side, its flames so high they bested the top of the Palatine. The waves of heat drove me back, staggering. It was impossible to approach any closer. Crackles and groans rose from the dying buildings. A writhing column of flame undulated on the rim, twisting and turning like a dancer. I stood hypnotized, a captive of its strange beauty. A puff of wind blew the curtain of smoke away, and I saw my Domus Transitoria on fire, hissing and spitting. The place where I had sat with my poet friends and had enjoyed long leisurely meetings, with a fountain splashing gently behind us, was now consumed with fire, the fountain turned to steam, the columns blistered and swaying. Then, mercifully, the veil of smoke fell again and hid the sight from me.


I must retreat. At any moment the fire would spread farther up here, racing from tight-packed building to building. I would be trapped. I rushed down, the heat searing my back, pursued by the demon that laughed behind me.


Subrius was standing impatiently as I joined him. “It’s starting to go,” I said. “It will ignite completely soon. Let us retreat across the river to my house at the Vatican Fields. I will stay there tonight.”


Taking great care to skirt the burning areas, which meant going far afield through the Campus Martius, which looked unharmed, we finally crossed the Tiber across from my Vatican properties. My residence there was safe, and it was unlikely the fire would jump the river and come here.


“Stay here and eat,” I told Subrius. “Then return to the Esquiline and give a report to Nymphidius. Tell him I will return in the morning.”


The slaves quickly prepared a meal for him, and I was able to tell them what I had seen and assure them they were safe. Subrius said little. Perhaps he was always quiet, or perhaps what we had seen today drained all talk from us. I appreciated his silence as he ate slowly.


It was still light on this side of the river when I sent him on his way. I did not need to tell him to stay far north of the city.


“Thank you,” I said.


He nodded and took his leave.


Wearily I sought out my bedchamber, after asking for something to eat. When the food came—just bread and some dried figs, all that was on hand—I found I had no appetite at all.


I took to my bed, having washed off the soot, sweat, and dirt. In spite of the protective clothes, my arms and legs were red and blistered from the heat, and my hair badly singed. But that was immaterial. My city was being destroyed, and I was powerless to stop it, beyond small measures. Only the gods could stop it now. And this day had taught me that between literature and real life lay a chasm. It was one thing to sing of Troy and imagine Priam’s anguish, the suffering of the people of Troy, but quite another to behold it actually happening, to have the dead and destitute be people I could touch and smell—my own people.
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There was no real dawn, for the fire kept the sky illuminated in lurid red all night. Finally, in the east, the normal color of day appeared. I had not slept, not really. Dreams of fire blended with memories of what I had seen, and it was impossible to tell them apart. I stumbled out of bed, my arms and legs smarting from the burns. As soon as I could dress, I would return to the Esquiline.


Today was the fourth day of the fire. Where had it spread in the night? The red stain in the sky dashed any hopes that by a miracle it had died out. And where were the people who had escaped into the countryside? They must be found, counted, and helped.


I was on my way quickly, telling the slaves to ready the grounds for use as a refugee shelter. I walked by myself, unguarded, so I could pass through the city unnoticed and judge for myself its state. As I passed back through the Campus Martius—which still looked unharmed—I realized the public buildings there could be used as shelter as well. That is, if the area remained safe. Clouds of smoke were hovering overhead and the fire had sent an arm creeping up the city side of the Campus, by the Via Lata. I kept well north of it all, passing through the areas of the Quirinal and Viminal Hills, until I finally reached the Esquiline by noon. In the low-lying areas I could see the fire blazing high and hear the sound of cries and destruction.


Nymphidius and his men were grouped at the top of the hill, ready to put on their protective clothing and venture out again. As soon as he saw me, he came over and relieved me of the gear I had carried all the way.


“Subrius told me what happened,” he said. “That you actually climbed up the Palatine. You barely missed being roasted alive. The whole of it is ablaze now. At least, we think all of it is. None is so foolish as to venture close enough to make sure. It has spread to one end of the Forum as well.”


“I know,” I said. “I saw it attack the Temple of Vesta yesterday.”


He grimaced. “Attack. Now you understand. Yes, it’s a beast; it thinks and it stalks and attacks and kills. It has a will of its own. Perhaps it even plans.”


“We have to outsmart it, then.”


“We are trying. But so far it has outsmarted us. Every place we try to set up a firebreak, it jumps over us and mocks us. I swear it laughs.”


“It’s still safe across the river. We can direct people there.”


“If any will listen. They are hysterical. We may have to find them out in the fields. Some have taken refuge in the tombs lining the roads outside the city.” He hoisted the leather protective gear over his shoulder. “Are you coming with us again?”


“No,” I said. “Not today.”


“Tomorrow?” Was he testing my resolve, or was he just cajoling me into thinking he wanted my participation?


“I hope by tomorrow you will not need to go out.”


He laughed. “Hoping is not getting.” He jiggled the gear. “And you need to take better care of yourself.”


“I won’t come close to the fire again.”


“I don’t mean the fire. I mean exposing yourself like this, running around without even a guard. You walked all through the city to get here, didn’t you?”


“Yes, but I kept far from the fire.”


“I don’t mean the fire. I mean assassins! Anyone could have assassinated you this morning. Good gods, Caesar, have you no prudence? You are instantly recognizable, and you were alone.”


“I don’t think many people would want to assassinate me,” I said. Only members of my family wanted to do that, not my people.


“It only takes one!”


“You are right, of course,” I admitted. “It would have been easy.”


“It is no reflection on you. No matter the person, there is always someone who would prefer they disappear. Such an enemy may even be insane, but his knife is as lethal as anyone else’s.”


“Yes, yes,” I said. I wanted an end to this conversation. The thought of anyone wanting to kill me was unnerving. I should have been hardened to it, but I wasn’t.


Turning away, I stood and looked down at the spreading fire. By now seven of the fourteen regions were ablaze—from the south near the Caelian Hill, across the bases of the Viminal and the Esquiline, the entire Circus Maximus, most of the Palatine, half the Forum, one side of the Campus Martius near the theaters. Only the Capitoline Hill stood secure, an island in a sea of flame. Perhaps Jupiter himself was protecting his own. The Subura, the densely packed center where the poor were concentrated, was an inferno. The crooked narrow streets, the overhanging upper stories, the close houses that shared a wall, had made ideal conditions to feed the fire.


If only it would rain! If only one of the thunderstorms for which Rome was notorious would rescue us now. But no, the gods turned their faces away, did not take pity on us. A drenching, pounding rain would put out the fire, or at least beat it back to levels that we could fight. The sky—that part of it not obscured by smoke—remained tauntingly clear.


I busied myself conferring with Tigellinus and other Praetorians about the measures we could take to alleviate the sufferings of the displaced population. It kept me from thinking about the unspeakable things happening below, things I was helpless to do anything about.


“You hiked across the city,” said Tigellinus with disapproval. “You could have—”


“Yes, I know,” I said, cutting him off. “We must take control of what we can. We need to make provisions for the people who have fled, lost everything.”


“There are a million people in Rome,” said Faenius Rufus, separating himself from the other Praetorians. “How can we take care of all of them?”


“Faenius,” I said, “it is good to see Tigellinus’s elusive partner.” Although I had appointed him to share the title of Praetorian prefect with Tigellinus, Faenius, a quieter sort, usually disappeared in the broad shadow Tigellinus threw. “All of Rome’s population has not fled—yet. So there will not be a million refugees.”


“Yes, some of them are dead,” said Tigellinus. “So we need do nothing for them. The fire has even cremated them for us, so everything is taken care of.”


Faenius scowled. “You’re a bastard, Tigellinus.”


“So they tell me. That’s why I am where I am.” He then switched on his charming smile, the one he gave to all the brothel ladies.


The brothels! Most of them were located in the Subura, I remembered with horror. I hoped the women had all fled, they and their customers, in time.


“First, are your men patrolling the streets to limit the looting?” I asked. “That should be one of your tasks. Then, we need to locate and count the displaced people. Only when we have a count can we provide enough relief.”


“The numbers keep growing as long as the fire does,” said Faenius. “It is not over yet.” As if to emphasize the point, a gust of wind laden with soot and foul smells of rot and burned flesh reached us. He held a handkerchief up to his nose and coughed. “And yes, we have units out patrolling. Although it seems hopeless to stop it. And there are even reports that some soldiers themselves are looting.”


“I saw both looters and arsonists when I was there yesterday.”


“Arsonists?” asked Tigellinus.


“Men deliberately throwing torches into buildings and threatening anyone who tried to stop them. They said they were obeying orders.”


“Whose orders?”


“‘One with authority’ was what I heard,” I said. “And then there were different men, calling on Jesus and saying the end times were here and they were to help bring it about.”


“Are you sure?” asked Faenius.


“Yes. Absolutely,” I said.


“People lose their minds during a crisis like this. They do not know what they are doing or saying,” said Tigellinus.


“These people did,” I insisted. “But that is not our concern. Our concern is the ones who have survived, but only with their lives. So get a count. Then we will prepare my grounds in Vatican Fields and open the public buildings in the Campus Martius—the Pantheon, the Theater of Pompey, the baths, and the gymnasium.”


“They will be hungry,” said Faenius.


“The grain warehouses at the docks have caught fire,” said Tigellinus. “There is nothing to feed them with.”


“Then let us bring grain up from Ostia,” I said. “And from neighboring towns. See that it’s done.”


Darkness came early, twilight masked by the smoke. As we watched from the hill, the glowing red below seemed to fill almost all the empty spaces. Nymphidius and his men returned, exhausted and defeated. Pulling off his helmet, he gasped, “It is still growing. We had to abandon the central part of the city and retreat to safety.” He sat down, panting, draping his sweaty arms over his knees.


“Is everyone out safely?” I asked.


“All my men, yes. But for many others, no.” He put his head in his hands as if he could squeeze the images out of his mind. “So tomorrow we must destroy everything below the base of this hill. Everything. Every house, every insula, every shop and stable and shrine. We must create a huge firebreak, something so wide it cannot leap it. And we must spend tomorrow doing it, before the fire gets any closer.”


There was nothing more to be done in the darkness, so I retired to rest. I lay rigid on the camp bed, pretending to sleep. Perhaps if I pretended, I would be able to actually sleep. But thoughts ran through my mind like scuttling rats. Flames cascading. People engulfed. Destruction of all our history, the tangible remnants of our achievements, shields and spoils and trophies from faraway wars. Fear. What was going to happen? What would remain? Anything?


Poppaea. I should get word to her, let her know what was taking place. But it was frivolous to send a messenger all the way to Antium with a letter, when we needed every hand here. And how could I describe it? And yet, not to describe it would be cruel and disrespectful—to her who would want to know, to those who had perished. I must wait until I was with her to tell her. And when, when would that be? And what would be the world we looked out upon?


The world I looked out upon the next morning was one of utter destruction. The fire beast had gorged overnight and grown again, spreading out like a stain, glowing and pulsating. It was the fifth day of the fire. We gathered on the top of the hill and looked down in anguish. The fire was now visible to our right, encroaching on Region Six, which held the Gardens of Sallust. It was reaching its arms around, seeking to encircle us and obliterate all traces of safe space.


Tigellinus had called out all the Praetorians from their camp on the far east of the city, adding thousands more hands. He had also ordered all the ballistae to be brought to the base of the Esquiline, to knock down houses and create a firebreak.


“All sizes,” he said. “We have three giants, the kind that can throw stones weighing eighty pounds. But they are huge themselves and hard to maneuver in narrow spaces. So we will use the smaller ones as well. We have about thirty of them.”


“We have more but they are too far away in other camps to bring quickly,” said Faenius. “Come, let us all get ready and at the signal descend.”


Once again I put on the heavy leather gear, which was more uncomfortable now that my skin was blistered. But no matter. I found I was eager to go down, to do something rather than stand and watch.


Nymphidius would direct the firefighters and Tigellinus the soldiers. At the base of the hill the ballistae were lined up and waiting, along with the Praetorians. I beheld, in amazed admiration, the strength of these machines, put together by Roman expertise. They were instruments of destruction, but destruction could have its own spectacular beauty.


They worked by a wound spring, made of animal sinews, cranked back to high tension. I walked around the largest one, running my hands over it, marveling at its construction of wood and metal. A wagonload of stones waited to be loaded into the machines. Each stone would slide back along a trough, resting against a plate that would be released when the torsion was sprung.


“This can fling a boulder a third of a mile,” said Tigellinus, patting it as if it were a pet donkey. “But we won’t need to be that far back, if we can get closer to the houses and aim directly at them. Let’s go!” he ordered the men. Mules pulled the ballistae along on creaking wheels.


I fell in behind them, and soon we had selected our targets: a wide swath of houses and shops that bordered on the Gardens of Maecenas, several blocks deep.


“It’s a pity, yes?” said Subrius, standing beside me as the machines were hauled into place. “Rich people’s houses, filled with treasures, gardens with rare plants—all to be obliterated.”


“Warn everyone!” yelled Tigellinus. “Get everyone out!” Dozens of soldiers ran up and down the streets crying for people to evacuate.


Surely there was no one left inside. But to my amazement, people poured out of the doors. Were they blind and deaf? How could they have stayed here?


They flung themselves on the soldiers and catapults and screamed, “No, not my house! Not my house! My grandfather built it—” or “It’s my private property, you have no right to destroy it!”


Now I had to speak. I stepped forward and pulled off my helmet so they could know who addressed them. “We do have the authority,” I said. “You will lose your house in any case; this way the sacrifice can have some value. Otherwise it is just wasted. Let us build this firebreak to save other areas.”


“The emperor!” one man said. “What would you know about the loss of a house?”


“My own house has just burned, with everything in it, everything I treasured. And for nothing. It is gone, and all it served to do was feed this fire and the horror of it along to what was next.”


“You can build another!” he cried. “What of us?”


“You will be recompensed. You can build again, too.”


“I won’t move!”


“Enough of this!” said Tigellinus. He motioned to his soldiers, who took out their swords. “We are losing precious time. Your house is going to be knocked down. So run inside and take what you can in the next few minutes, then go out the Via Praenestina east and wait in the fields.”


“We will be coming to the fields, providing relief, food, and shelter,” I said.


The argument was repeated up and down the line of houses, and they were quickly cleared and the demolition began.


The ballistae were swiveled into place ready to launch at the houses, and at a signal, one at a time, they released their stones from a safe distance. The impact as they hit was explosive. The bricks and wood crumpled like paper; the stones penetrated inside, and it took only four or five to complete each job. The houses turned into mere heaps of rubble.


We then advanced to the next block and repeated the process. By midafternoon a wide band of debris encircled the base of the Esquiline, a mile long and a quarter mile wide. Then we soaked the debris with vinegared water.


“Good work, men,” said Tigellinus, raising his arm in a salute. “Now go back to the camp and get a good rest.” The Praetorian camp, outside the city on high ground, was surely in a safe area.


The rest of us climbed back up the Esquiline. And waited.


And got drunk. It began with Nymphidius bringing out amphoras and assuring us not to stint ourselves, there was more, we had earned it. Exhaustion and fear and tension had already debilitated us. Now Bacchus marched in and took command. Soon we were all sitting on the ground, swigging wine, some singing, some weeping, some muttering incoherently.


I kept staring at the fire below us. Even with my poor eyesight, I could see the different intensities of the fire, some places burning with a bright flame, others a deeper red flame, and still others with flames tinged with blue. It was a collection of gems, rubies and carnelian and citrine and topaz, lit from within.


It was hard to think. All I could do was stare at the conflagration, but my mind could not form words. I did not want words to rush in and fill the empty space. No words. Without them, I could keep fear at bay.


I was walking through cool fields, stalks of poppies swaying on either side. Above me a hawk soared, cutting the sky with its wings. “Caesar! Caesar!” someone was calling. I looked but saw no one, only the lone hawk.


“Caesar, Caesar!” The voice was outside the dream; it was by my ears. I opened my eyes and the poppy field melted away and I was staring into the face of Tigellinus. The real world was back, and I was in it.


“Yes?” I said. What now? What dreadful new thing had happened?


“It worked!” he said. “The fire has stopped. Overnight it reached our cleared ground and could advance no farther. And it is dying down in the rest of the city, too. It has run out of fuel!”


I swung my legs out of bed. “Because it has burned everything to a cinder?” I said. Not a victory.


“Not everything is gone,” he insisted. “But it would have been without the firebreak.”


I pulled on my clothes and ventured out of the tent, eager to see what had happened.


The hilltop was abuzz with activity. Everyone was staring out at the city, which showed only a few spurts of flame and great volumes of smoke. People were cheering and laughing—some hysterically. I saw many faces that belonged to neither the Praetorians nor the Vigiles; these people must have gathered here seeking a safe place.


They were not the rabble but the more refined sort. Possibly aristocrats who had hurried up to the city from their seaside villas when they heard about the fire, eager to know if their property had been spared. Some also looked like local well-to-do merchants.


“Caesar!” A hearty voice called behind me, and I turned to see Epaphroditus, my principal secretary. “The tide has turned!” he said.


“Thank the gods you are safe. Where have you been?” I had been frantic with worry not knowing where my staff had been during the fire.


“I’ve been staying with Phaon. He has a villa four miles out near the Via Nomentana, far from all this.”


What a relief. Phaon, my minister of accounts and revenues, was safe as well. “What of your property?”


“I don’t know. It was in Region Two.” He shrugged. “I heard about your relief efforts. The emperor, putting on firefighter’s gear and going out with the Vigiles,” he said. “I don’t think Claudius would have done that.” He laughed.


“He wasn’t able,” I said. Claudius had done the best he could, which was all the gods can ask of us. “Caligula was, but he wouldn’t have done anything but watch with amusement.”


“Well, we have a fighting emperor!” His dark eyes were warm with approval. Epaphroditus was a freedman who had the build of a bull but an affable nature. Nearly all my administrators were freedmen, who were unpretentious and willing to work, unlike the senators. Epaphroditus had just proved the point, having come back into the city to search for me. I had no doubt that once restitution efforts were under way, he would be an invaluable help.


“More of the warrior in me than I thought,” I said, smiling. “What did you see on your way in?” I asked.


“I was coming from the northeast,” he said. “There were hordes of people in the fields and sheltering in the tombs. They were dazed, some wandering aimlessly. And I heard some calling for death, crying that they had lost everything and begging for someone to put them out of their misery. They called for a dagger, for poison, for a kind soul to strangle them.”


“I hope no one answered their calls?”


“Better hope they did,” he said. “These people long for death. There is nothing left in life for them.”


“But there is always something left in life.” Death lasts so long. Why hasten to it? Someone, a poet somewhere, had said, Someday you will be dead, and then as time passes you will have been dead for a very long time.


“For an emperor, yes,” said Epaphroditus. “For others, not always so.”


“Caesar!” I turned to see Calpurnius Piso standing before me, elegantly dressed, looking out of place among the soot-smudged firefighters around us. Epaphroditus diplomatically melted away. “I praise all the gods you are safe! Someone started a foolish rumor that you had rushed out to fight the fire and even climbed the Palatine when it was blazing.”


“It was true,” I said.


He just stared at me. I knew what he was thinking. His handsome face gave it away. The emperor, who loves luxury and sings and writes poetry? He would not dare.


But the grandson of Germanicus would dare. The great-grandson of Marc Antony would dare. “Yes, true,” I repeated. I thrust out my burned forearm, a badge of honor I prized. “Here is the proof.”


“I would not have such courage,” he admitted. “In fact, I have just come up from Baiae. I think my property in the city has been spared. But until it is safe to go there, I cannot know.”


I had always liked Piso and spent time at his elaborate seaside villa in Baiae. But that he was a spoiled, soft aristocrat there was no hiding. He dabbled in the arts, acting and writing, but lacked the focus to dedicate himself to them. He was mediocre in every way except his pedigree, but like many mediocre people, he compensated for it by a charming manner.


“What of the others in our literary group? Have you heard anything?”


He tilted his head, thinking. “Petronius is down at his villa near Cumae. Lucan probably is with his father, Mela, and his uncle Seneca at Seneca’s country estate outside Rome.”


Seneca. The old philosopher who had been my tutor and councilor for so many years, now retired to write. I missed him in many ways, but our parting had been strained. He wanted me to continue following the path of Augustus and behaving in strict Roman fashion, but I determined to follow my own path—the path of Nero, a path that no other emperor had trod. To add to the family disagreements, his young nephew Lucan, a talented poet and eager member of my literary group at court, admired me and wrote paeans in praise of me. And Gallio, his brother, still served me occasionally as an adviser on Judean matters, as he had been a proconsul in Greece some years earlier and had run afoul of local Jewish sectarian quarrels there.


“I predict that Petronius, the voluptuary, will not return to Rome until the banqueting rooms are ready again in the palace,” I said. “Did you know my palace burned?”


“Where we used to gather for our literary discussions? The new, lower part?”


“The very same,” I said. It hurt to say it, to picture it.


“You will have to build a new one, bigger and better,” he said.


“I can’t imagine such a dwelling,” I said. “And for now I must worry about building simple shelters for all the displaced people.”


“Oh, the people!” he said, with a dismissive gesture. “Aren’t they used to doing without?”
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All that evening we celebrated, boisterously, loudly, unbalanced by the strain of the past six days. By the time the waning moon rose—had all this really happened only in the space of the moon going from full to half?—we collapsed, exhausted but dizzy with relief.


But the next morning the dreaded red had flared up again in the city. The fire had not died; it had merely rested.


“Like the beast we knew it was,” said Nymphidius. “It slept in its cave, living embers under the ash, and now has roared back.”


“It looks farther away,” I said, straining to see it.


“It’s down near the Capitoline,” he said. “Near your estates, Tigellinus,” he called to the prefect, who strode over, adjusting his sleeves.


“Gods!” he cried.


“Send men down to rescue the state records from the Tabularium archives on the Capitoline,” I said. All the history of Rome was in those records. “And get any historic treasures you can reach. They are irreplaceable. Augustus’s gold Triumphal chariot, if you can.”


Quickly the men left, while there was still clear passage. The rekindled fire rapidly leapt to places spared the first time, roaring through open spaces around the Forum, then sent arms north and south, as if to show us it had only held back by its own decision earlier. Later I was to learn it almost reached my family tomb, outside the city to the north. And to the south, almost to the Servilian Gardens.


It burned another three days, until finally it died away. But no one trusted that it was actually over, and we waited another two days before venturing down from the safety of the hill. Smoking vents in the ash, still hot, made us suspect there were more sleeping fires waiting to roar to life.


“Don’t touch it for another two days,” Nymphidius warned his men. “Give it four days without a flare-up.” In the meantime, Tigellinus assigned soldiers to keep civilians—both honest people and treasure hunters—out. No one was to enter the city until I allowed them to.


“After it cools and is safe, we must remove the bodies. We must not allow them to lie there to greet the returning people,” I ordered.


“A ghoulish task,” said Faenius.


“A grim but necessary one.”


“They won’t stink, at least. There will not be much left of them. Just bones,” Faenius said.


“There may not be much left of anything,” I said.


And so it proved. When it was finally safe to inspect, the damage was overwhelming. Wearing high boots, I waded through heaps of ash in fields, for the buildings had disappeared and the streets no longer existed. An ugly odor permeated the air, compounded of smoke and stone and charcoal and flesh. The desolate landscape spread out all around. What had been the center of the city was a vast empty space, filled with debris and ash. Plumes of curling smoke rose here and there, tendrils trailing off into the air, light fluffy ash dancing in the breeze. Sometimes there was a charred massive beam, too large to have burned completely. There were metal railings, twisted and curled, or merely melted into a hard disc. The surviving stones that poked through the ash were blackened and split from the heat.


I stood in the ruins, knee deep in ashes, ashes that spread all around me like the Phlegraean Fields, that hellish volcanic terrain I had ridden through near Naples. The place I had had to traverse to get to the sibyl at Cumae.


The sibyl who had prophesied Fire will be your undoing and Flames will consume your dreams, and your dreams are yourself.


Defiant, I surveyed what was left of my city. The flames would not consume my dreams. They would give shape to them. I would rebuild Rome and dazzle the world. I would whisper the secret name of Rome, and it would be reborn.


It was time to measure the destruction and its extent and locate the displaced population. My order that no one enter the city until the preliminary cleanup was completed was still in effect. Unlike with earlier fires—and there had been many—we would not build anew on top of the ashes. They would be cleared away, hauled down the Tiber to the Ostian marshes. In addition to giving us a clean platform to rebuild on, it would ensure that there was no hidden smoldering debris left.


A week after the Fire, I set out with Epaphroditus, Tigellinus, and Faenius to see first the inner city, then the outlying areas. It quickly became apparent that it would be easier to count the areas that had survived than to list the ones that had not. Of the Fourteen Regions, only four remained intact. Regio One, below the Circus Maximus where the fire had begun, had escaped because the wind was blowing in the opposite direction. Regio Fourteen lay across the Tiber, near the Gardens of Caesar. It was where Crispus’s villa had been, so my old boyhood home still stood. Regio Five, the Esquiline, and Regio Six, farther out, were untouched. But other than that, nearly all the central part of the city was destroyed. The saved areas had lain on the margins.


There was no trace of the Domus Transitoria where it had snaked through the land between the Palatine and the Esquiline. In the Forum, the Temple of Vesta was destroyed, along with the State Household gods, and so was the Regia, the ancient house of the Pontifex Maximus next to it.


The list went on and on. The Temple of Romulus, mansions of the great with their trophies from the wars against Hannibal and of the Gauls—gone.


Strangely, some things survived. Most of the Forum, the western slope of the Palatine, and, as it turned out, several buildings on the Palatine itself remained. The Temple of Palatine Apollo was only partially damaged, and the original palace of Tiberius, Caligula, and Claudius escaped total destruction. Augustus’s chariot had been rescued, under great danger, from its place on the Palatine and was now safe across the river. Likewise the Capitoline Hill had only been lightly damaged, and the transfer of the precious archives had been successful.


The wall built by Servius Tullius around Rome five hundred years ago had saved most of the Campus Martius, keeping the fire at bay, as it could not leap the thirty-foot height and twelve-foot width—although it had elsewhere—and I was thankful to see that the public buildings, where I intended to house displaced people, were in good condition, if dirty and ash-covered. There was much open ground there, as well as the large buildings for shelter. The only casualty of the area was the Amphitheater of Taurus, which lay in a heap of rubble and tumbled stones.


The ashes were still warm as we waded through them. Teams of slaves were clearing them, loading them onto wagons to be hauled down to the docks. It was a race against the weather, for if the rain I had longed for earlier were to strike now, the whole area would turn into a sea of sludge, and when the muck dried, Rome would be encased in a shell of ash. The sky looked clear, but we were in the season of hard thunderstorms.


“I hope old Jupiter doesn’t decide to send his lightning bolts,” said Epaphroditus, reading my mind.


“If he did, people would say he was punishing us,” said Tigellinus. “So he’d better control himself.”


“Isn’t it clear already that he is punishing us?” said Faenius, no playfulness in his voice.


“Who can know the mind of the gods?” said Epaphroditus with a laugh as he kicked ash before him.


I would not let it pass. “What do you mean, Faenius?” I asked.


He stopped and looked at me. “Something like this does not happen for no reason,” he said. “It is too monumental for it not to have been ordered by the gods.”


“It was an accident,” I said. “Unless an arsonist started it, and to what end?”


“No matter how it started, the gods were sending a message when they allowed it to continue,” said Faenius. “They could have stopped it at any point. But they chose not to.”


“We cannot know how they think or how they behave,” I said. “All we can do is proceed as if they did not exist. Do the tasks that are set before us. Fight the fire, even if it was sponsored by the gods. Rebuild, whether they bless it or not.”


“Are you an atheist, Caesar?” asked Faenius. “For you certainly sound like one.”


“In practical terms, yes. By that I mean since we cannot know their thoughts, it is best to admit that and proceed in the dark, unlike ignorant people who think they know and make stupid interpretations.”


He glared at me—was he assuming I meant it personally? Then he turned and kept wading through the ashes.


But he was wrong in his accusation. I did believe in the gods; I just did not claim to know their motives. And I believed I pleased them best when I followed my conscience and brought my best efforts to whatever I did. That was what they required of mortals; it was very simple.


I had moved back into my residence in the Vatican Fields, which bore no marks of the fire, other than the dust and soot that had blown in. Workers were readying rows of shelters on the grounds that surrounded the racetrack Caligula had built and gifted with an obelisk straight from Egypt, a great engineering feat. I had driven chariots there, had trained to compete there soon. But now everything had changed, and my efforts must go toward recovery from the catastrophe. These grounds could house thousands of people, and if that was not enough, I would open the other imperial gardens—the Gardens of Caesar, the Gardens of Sallust, the Gardens of Servilius.


At last I could send a message to Poppaea, explaining briefly what had happened and telling her it was safe to join me but stressing that I would be preoccupied with the problems of the fire and that although the palace was intact, she should decide if she would rather stay at Antium for a while longer.




For although I long to see you, it is enough that I know you are safe and will return in due time, when we can be together without care and hardship.





I sealed the letter and sent it off. This was an example of what I believed: that Poppaea herself would decide what to do, and no god would sway her mind, or keep us apart.


I needed to make an inspection trip to the outlying fields. This time only Epaphroditus and Tigellinus came with me. I commented on Faenius’s seeming disaffection, but Tigellinus laughed it off. “He’s moody,” he said. “Haven’t you noticed that before?”


“No,” I said, thinking that I would not have missed it. Something had changed.


The areas lying north of the city were seas of misery. Clumps of people crouched in the tombs, mausoleums built by wealthy Romans lining the roads leading out of the city. Some had porticoes and shrines that afforded roofs and marble floors to sleep on, protected from scurrying rodents. But they did not have water or food. Hollow-eyed children sat on the lids of sarcophagi, staring out in misery. In the outlying fields, hordes of people dressed in rags wandered the grounds. Some huddled together around cookfires; others lay motionless on the ground. I walked through them, disguised, for I did not dare risk being mobbed by the frantic people. I looked around, trying to take it all in, to grasp the extent of it. First I had to take measure of the problem; then I would solve it. As soon as possible, I would send messengers here to announce a plan to take care of them, to escort them to their temporary location.


All the while there was a lowing, continuous moaning and wailing from the destitute. Some were calling, feebly. A tall figure was walking among them, bending down and listening.


“As I told you, some are calling for deliverance,” said Epaphroditus.


“They will soon get their deliverance,” I said.


“They want a different sort of deliverance,” he said. “They want death.”


I looked around, searching for unscrupulous soldiers who might be willing to grant the pleas. But all I saw was the tall figure.


The tall figure . . . the way she moved . . . suddenly I knew her. And I knew why she was there.


“Stay here,” I ordered my men. I made my way over to the woman. Her back was to me. She was not a refugee, as she was well dressed.


“Locusta,” I said, and she turned.


“Caesar,” she said, bowing. Then she straightened and smiled. “It has been a long time.”


“An odd place to meet,” I said. “I do not need to ask why you are here.”


“People need me,” she said. “I do not refuse those who ask.”


I had once needed her, and she had responded. Without her, I would have been dead. To say I was ungrateful would be hypocritical. To say I hoped I would not need her again was also true. For Locusta was a professional poisoner, much in demand by the royal family in past times, and such was her fame that common people, like these suffering here, knew of her. She was a woman of integrity, which in her chosen field may be a contradiction in terms. But she had chosen to side with me when I had been marked for extermination, and saved me.


“They might not feel the same way tomorrow, or the next day.”


“For them, there is no tomorrow. They do not wish to live with what they have lost. It is irreparable.”


“I assume you mean people they loved? For no one would kill himself over a house or furniture or even the most precious artwork.”


“Yes, that is what I mean. The pain of losing their child is too much.”


But it wasn’t. I had lost my daughter, and although it felt as if I had died, I had not, and I had gone on. The sting had subsided, although the ache never left.


“If they would only wait—”


“They do not wish to, and is it our right to hinder them in their hurry to cross the Styx and lose their pain?”


I shook my head. I did not know.


“I have missed seeing you, Caesar,” she said, adroitly steering away from the subject. “You promised to visit my farm, but you never do.”


Ah, yes. After her last completed assignment, I had furloughed her to a farm where she could set up her academy and teach others her skill. She was renowned not only for her poisoning expertise but for her knowledge of medicinal pharmacology, and soon her fame had spread so wide she was overwhelmed with applicants.


“I have meant to, but—” I spread my hands, helplessly.


“I work on antidotes, too, you know,” she said. “It isn’t all killing. I can reverse the effects as well. Do not assume I am an expert in only one area.”


“Oh, Locusta, I would never assume that.” It was almost impossible to overestimate her skills. “You know, I have a physician who claims he has an antidote for animal poisons. You should have a duel sometime. On a goat, that is. But then, you don’t specialize in animal poisons, do you?”


“Too unstable, they don’t keep, and they are hard to collect. But yes, I have them, although plants are my forte.”


“Good. Then I promise, I will introduce you. But for now, please—refrain from your work here.”


She bowed again. “You are Caesar, and I am bound to obey.”
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LOCUSTA


But not willingly, I thought. If only he had not seen me. I was peacefully ministering relief to these suffering souls, and now he has interfered. I dare not disobey, for if I am caught the penalty would be dire. Even from this emperor, whom I have known since he was a child. I cannot presume on our friendship. Does an emperor have any friends? Can he afford to have any friends?


Someone was calling to me. I went over to her, bent down to listen. She wanted to die. She had seen her house collapse and trap her entire family inside. The neighbors had pulled her back to save her.


“If only they had let me in,” she moaned. “That would have been the kindness.” She grabbed my sleeve. “Help me. Help me. I know you can.”


“I could. Now I can’t,” I said. The emperor was nearby, waist deep in the weeds, watching.


“Give me a gentle death,” she begged. “Dark and sweet, not the agony of fire.”


I stood up. I hated being cruel. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”


I needed to leave this place, since now there was nothing I could do.


I lived some miles outside Rome, in the countryside where the emperor had granted me land. That was several years ago, following a bargain I had made with him. It seemed fair—in exchange for one of my services, he let me set up a school of pharmacology where I could grow my medicinal plants openly and teach others my arts. I would be officially recognized and licensed—no more jail sentences, to be rescinded only when one emperor or another needed my help. I had worked for Tiberius, for Caligula, for Agrippina, and my professional name, Locusta, was known far and wide. But strictures had meant that my real name be secret. And my trade be practiced in secret. Now I was a free woman.


I had over twenty pupils and more graduates. I was careful not to teach them everything I knew; I wanted to retain supremacy in my field. I was the best, and everyone knew it.


But some people are stubborn. The emperor, for example. Instead of calling on me in his hour of need in sending his mother to her reward, he took matters into his own hands. The result was a bungled mess, filled with typical amateurish mistakes. Well. I hope he has learned his lesson.


I was once employed to eliminate him, employed by Agrippina and Britannicus. But then I was persuaded to change sides, and it was Britannicus who perished with the poison meant for Nero. I was especially proud of my skill in that, since Britannicus’s tasters were vigilant. But tasters are overrated as a method of protection.


And so young Nero and I had a bond. But as I said, he did not call for me again. It has been eight years since I’d helped him, and I have watched him grow into his command. He was a promising youth when I first knew him; now he is becoming a true emperor.


His behavior during the fire was heroic. But as I have walked up and down the fields, I have heard mutterings from people. Some blame him for being away from Rome when the fire started. Others go further and accuse him of starting the fire himself. And most fantastic, some claim they saw him singing about the Fall of Troy as he watched the flames, treating it as a backdrop for his concert. They said he was on a stage, or in a tower, or on the roof of his palace. Obviously he could not have been in any of those places. His stage was across the river where no one could have seen him; the roof of his city palace was on fire; and there is no tower he could have ascended.


That these rumors are impossible does not make them any less dangerous. I fear for him. Let him act soon to smother them. Or they will grow, like the fire itself, and consume him.
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NERO


Quickly the fields were cleared and the people relocated in shelters across the river and in the Campus Martius. Since they were some third of the entire population of the city, I was proud of our efficiency in providing for them. The barges were busy bringing grain up from Ostia, where it was distributed on makeshift docks that replaced the destroyed ones downstream. Other supplies were gathered from neighboring towns. The rubble and dust were still being cleared from the city, but soon it should be finished. My next move was to execute a rebuilding plan for the city, carefully planned and engineered, to prevent any such fires in the future. And at the same time, to change the city’s layout. We had a blank slate to start all over; why replicate the mistakes of the past?


I received an odd invitation from Petronius—an old friend who labeled himself my “arbiter of elegance”—but most of his invitations were odd. This one read,




Let us return to the haunts of Pan, to hear the echoes of Nature and lift a cup to the bounty of Life. At the edge of the woods of Aelia, past the turnstile and over the stream. Bring panpipes.





Where was he? Where had he been during the fire—which was now formally called the Great Fire of Rome? How typical of him to issue an invitation with no reference to anything else. I would find out when I got there. I was surprisingly eager to go. It had been a long time since I had done anything, seen anyone, not directly connected with the Fire. I needed an escape.


When the day arrived, I set out for this mysterious place with several attendant slaves. The woods of Aelia were known for inexplicable nocturnal sounds, and local people stayed away from them. They bordered on open fields now planted with wheat and barley, fields that ended abruptly at the stream that flowed at the edge of the woods. As Petronius had said, there was an old turnstile I had to pass through before stepping across the stream.


I stood before the tall forest, a mixture of pines and oaks, dark within. There was a path leading into it, faint but there. Gingerly we walked along it, stirring up clouds of fireflies just beginning to glow. They twinkled ahead of us in the forest. The wind sighed in the tops of the trees, and from somewhere I heard the sound of water tumbling over stones. Then, rounding a bend in the path, voices. A glen opened before me, with an array of couches and a makeshift altar grouped together. Lanterns hung from low branches, like huge moths.


Petronius rose and came over to me. He was wearing a black goatskin and artificial horns. “Welcome, Caesar, in the name of Pan.”


I just stared at him, wondering if this was a dream. I had had many odd ones lately.


“Did you bring your panpipes?” he asked, as if it were the most normal question in the world.


“Yes, yes.” I held them aloft. They were a simple reed instrument, more difficult to play than one would think.


“Good,” he said. “We will call Pan himself to join us.” He led me over to the rustic couches, made of boughs and leaves. Lounging on them were several of our old literary group and others less well known to me.


“The place of honor,” said Petronius, gesturing to the proper place on the middle couch. “Our last and most exalted guest joins us, to rejoice that we have all escaped unscathed by the Fire. And to celebrate our bond of fellowship, which will endure. We are all Friends of Caesar, are we not?” He alluded to a formal political designation, now endowing it with a deeper personal meaning. He took the position of host at the head of the couch on my right.


I stretched out and looked up and down. On the left-hand couch was young Lucan; next to him was Claudius Senecio; then Aulus Vitellius, just sliding into place. He was obviously the oldest man present and did not seem to mind being in the lowest-ranked place. Besides, there was more room for his dangling limbs that way. He had hip problems, having been run over by Caligula’s chariot once. In fact, he had served ignominious appetites of emperors most of his life. As a boy he had been Tiberius’s plaything on Capri; he had driven chariots with Caligula and played dice with Claudius. I had had no such use for him, other than as a companion in my early night wanderings and at feasts and drinking parties. He had recently returned from serving an appointment as proconsul of Africa and had executed his responsibility there admirably. His personal proclivities did not taint his professional skills.


Beside me was a louche senator named Flavius Scaevinus, and next to him lay an enormous senator, Plautius Lateranus, whose giant arms and legs hung off the couch. On the right-hand couch with Petronius lay Piso, next a senator named Afranius Quintianus.


I greeted those I knew heartily, delighted to see them unharmed. “Where were you during the Fire?” I asked everyone.


“With Uncle Seneca,” said Lucan. “At his estate about four miles from Rome. We saw the smoke and the night sky lit up, but we did not venture closer.” He had an open, handsome face and the sort of clear blue eyes that made you believe he was honest. But like all poets, what was truly in his mind was much deeper. “Uncle Gallio sheltered there, too. His town house in Rome may be destroyed. It was on the Caelian Hill.”


“Mine, too,” said Lateranus. “But I think it survived.” His deep bass voice rumbled out of his huge chest. “We can’t return to see for ourselves yet.” He turned and looked at me for confirmation.


“Not yet,” I said. “We are still clearing out the debris, so the rebuilding can begin. Some of the Caelian Hill survived, though. You are lucky.”


“We fled my house in Rome,” said Scaevinus. “And took refuge in our country villa in the mountains.” He had a hawk nose and a large scar above his lip, making his mouth pucker.


“I stayed in Baiae, as you know,” said Piso, turning to me. “But returned to Rome while the Fire was still burning.” He smiled his charming smile, as if it had been a pleasurable excursion.


“I was also in Baiae,” said Senecio, a sly grin on his face. He preferred the attractions of Baiae, that resort area Seneca had called “the inn of all vices,” where Senecio felt most at home.


“Ah, the Fire gave you an excuse to spend more time there,” said Scaevinus beside me.


“He doesn’t need an excuse,” said Petronius. “Like all libertines, he openly embraces his true nature.”


“We envy you, Senecio,” said Vitellius.


“Yours is hardly hidden, Vitellius,” said Afranius Quintianus, with a wink.


“We need not advertise it,” said Vitellius.


Quintianus laughed. “No, since everyone knows.” He smoothed his hair, studded with gems and wildflowers, also advertising his true nature.


“I stayed in Cumae,” said Petronius, returning to the subject. “I prayed my property in Rome on the Aventine would survive.”


“It may have,” I said. “Little pockets in that area were spared. That part was hit in the second flare-up of the Fire.” But in truth there was little hope his property still stood.


“The suspicious flare-up,” said Petronius.


“Why do you say that?” I asked.


“It started near the property of Tigellinus,” he said. “There are rumors he started it.”


For a moment I was speechless, remembering the exhaustion and dedication of Tigellinus and his men combating the Fire. Finally I said, “That’s absurd. No, worse, a calumny.”


Petronius shrugged, as if the serious slander was of no moment.


“Don’t pass it off,” I said. “Where did this rumor start?”


He leaned forward on his elbows. “Where does any rumor start? We never know. They are untraceable; they just appear.”


“It’s a vile defamation!” I said.


“There may be worse before long,” said Senecio. “People always want to fasten blame, always look for a villain.”


“In that case they will have to blame the gods,” I said.


“Ah, yes, the gods,” said Petronius, taking elegant command. “That is why we are here. Let us put all troublesome thought behind, all anguish or concern over the recent disaster.” He got off the makeshift rustic couch and took his place in the middle of our little glen. His eyes, beneath the headdress with the horns, glinted in the lantern light.


He held up his hands for silence. We stayed very still, and as we quieted, the sounds of the forest around us became audible. First the creak of tall trees swaying in the breeze; then the sweet piercing calls of night birds; then, from far away in the glen, a faint croaking of frogs. I also became aware of the dry scent of pine needles, a dusty, spicy smell.


“Pan is the god of wooded glens, of groves, of forests of fir.” He brought out his panpipes. “This is his instrument. He plays it exquisitely, not like children who see it as a plaything.” He blew into his, coaxing sweet notes from it. “Now you,” he said, and one by one we held our pipes and played them, some of us clumsily, others skillfully.


“This is how we call him,” said Petronius. “We lure him out of the cave where he is resting.”


“Why are we calling him?” asked Quintianus. “Why would we want him here?”


“Because he was declared dead!” said Petronius. “And we must not allow that.”


“How can a god die?” asked Vitellius.


“They die when we stop believing in them. And Pan was declared dead back in the reign of Tiberius. Someone on the island of Paxi shouted out “Great god Pan is dead!” to the pilot of a passing boat. But I know better. He is my favorite god, and we will honor him here. I believe he has taken his last refuge in this enchanted forest.”


Like most of the entertainments of Petronius, this was exceedingly peculiar. Perhaps he just wanted to dress up in a goatskin and play the panpipes. How very odd for someone who was recently a consul.


He recited the story of Pan, and his companions in the woods, and his affinity for goats, being half goat himself. It was true he tripped about in the woods, dancing and playing the pipes, but he was best known for a voracious sexual appetite, favoring nymphs and nanny goats. That must account for Petronius’s fondness for him.


He approached the crude altar and laid the panpipes on it, along with an offering of cut fir branches and a libation of dark wine. Then he stepped back.


“He’s here!” he announced. “Can’t you see him?”


Playing the game, we all nodded. Then we drank a toast to him, recited flattering poems to him, and bid him good-bye. By that point we could almost see the shrubs part, rustling to let him pass.


We settled back into our places, munching on the tidbits Petronius had provided, washing them down with various wines—all rare vintages, of course. Even in the woods, Petronius remained urbane.


There was no more conversation about the Fire. We all wanted to look elsewhere, see beyond it. Perhaps that had been Petronius’s real mission for the gathering. There would come a day when we would assemble again, not in a forest but in shining new halls, in the New Rome I would build.


The woods around me embraced me. Perhaps, in the New Rome, rural and city would meet and marry, no longer separate beings. It was a moment of inspiration in which I envisioned a new kind of city. Pan had brought me this gift.


Flames, far from consuming my dreams, would enable me to dream larger than I could have ever imagined.
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VIII
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It was growing light before I returned to the Vatican residence after the strange interlude in the woods. Nymphs and moths would be fluttering to their rest, and creatures of the night seeking dark places to creep into. It had been restorative to see a piece of nature unharmed, to know my friends had survived. But the smell of ashes was still in the air as I passed north of the city, and the devastation there was almost beyond comprehension.


From the window of my room I looked over the sea of tents on the grounds, housing the displaced. Those were the lucky ones; others simply lay on the grass, using cloaks as blankets. My gardens were at full capacity for housing people and could take no more. Farther downstream I had set up aid stations where food and clothing could be distributed and boards where announcements or concerns could be posted. I had appointed Epaphroditus to oversee all the refugee work. He was indefatigable and trustworthy; most important, he was a man of common sense, an absolute necessity in making the endless decisions he needed to address.


My city, my people! We stood at a crossroads. Rome would survive, but in what manner? Faenius had hinted darkly that the gods had punished us—but for what? If that was so, then we could not begin anew until the gods were appeased, until sacrifices had been made and accepted. And as Pontifex Maximus, as head of the Roman state, I was the designated one to carry out those rites.


I shook my head and rubbed my bleary eyes. If I did not know our transgression, how could I atone for it? And if I did not atone for it, the gods would continue to punish us.


I lay down on the untouched bed, its smooth silk coverings a caress. What could it have been? How could I know? The gods were mischievous and elusive; often they punished for whimsical reasons. But such a devastating punishment for a small infringement? It would not be possible. Even they were not so cruel. It had to be something enormous, something grand, an unforgivable effrontery. And I was utterly ignorant of what that might have been.


But there had been murmurs of arson. And I myself had seen men throwing lighted brands into houses and heard the strange praise of the Fire from the men just before the house collapsed on them.


But people say and do wild and bizarre things in danger; they lose their heads. I remembered the people who would not leave their houses, and even worse, ran back into them. And then the looters, for evil people always appear like magic at a crisis.


What could it be? What could it be? Desperate, I begged the gods to give me a sign, to reveal the answer to me in a dream.


But my dreams in the predawn were vague and murky, and when I opened my eyes midmorning I was no more enlightened. The day was well on and I needed to shoulder my duties, visiting the refuge stations farther down the river in the Gardens of Caesar and meeting with some of my former advisers from the Consilium—not all had returned to Rome, many having lost their homes, so they were staying in the their villas elsewhere. But enough were here for a quorum as we explored the massive undertaking of rebuilding the city.


Do not think of the scale of it, just attend to each task lying before you; keep your eyes on that. Focus only on what you know, on what you can do, on what you can command.


The day was fair and promised to be searingly hot. I chose my lightest toga—for although I normally hated wearing the uncomfortable garment, I knew the people needed to see me as emperor in one now—and knew it would be soaked with sweat and ruined by the end of the day. Even so, I felt embarrassed at having an intact garment when the people I would be consoling were in rags.


The field with aid stations was past the old naumachia water theater of Augustus, just across from the warehouses of Rome proper. Those had been reduced to smoldering blackened piles, and now ships from Ostia were docking farther downstream to unload their food and take on the cleared debris from the fire. A sea of people swarmed in the field, knots gathered around flags indicating food stations, medical stations, clothing stations, legal stations with property advice, and secretarial stations where information about missing persons and announcements were posted.


Flanked by my guards—for I had taken to heart the assassination warning—I made my way through the crowds. They seemed overwhelmingly joyous to see me; it was hard to believe they would wish me harm. But as Nymphidius had said, it took only one. And there were a lot of people here.


“Caesar, Caesar!” they cried, surging toward me, yelling their petitions.


“My house gone—”


“My son is injured”—holding a child with bandaged legs aloft.


“I have lost my livelihood—my hand crippled, I cannot work copper—”


“See my agents at the appropriate stations,” I told them, pointing elsewhere. “They will help, in my name.”


But they wanted me to help them directly, as if by magic I could heal their child, their hand. Their houses I could restore, but some things were gone forever. And lives lost were beyond help.


I will restore to you the years that the locust has eaten. Where had that come from? Something Poppaea had quoted once. Probably from those Hebrew writings she fancied. She had liked it, she said, because it promised that not only the grain would be restored but the very years wasted as well.


“Only God can restore time itself,” she said.


But which god? And would the Hebrew God want to undo what the Roman ones had visited on us?


Time . . . the Roman gods had robbed us of that as well, for it would take months and years to rebuild what they had destroyed in nine days.


I will restore to you the years . . .


“Caesar, you are here!” Epaphroditus welcomed me to his headquarter station. He gestured to show me the tables set up, the files, the lists, the busy secretaries overseeing it all.


“We are assessing the damages and filing the losses,” he said. “Many claims, of course.”


“Can you restore time?” I asked. “Where is the station for that?”


He looked at me quizzically. “Caesar?”


“Names, property, food, all that can be addressed. But time—and life, of course,” I said. “Those losses are the ones that sting and wound.”


“Caesar, we are not gods,” he said. “We cannot restore what only they have ultimate power over and what lives only once. A house has many lives, a man only one.”


“True,” I said. “And we must admit the limit of our power, although the people here want to grant us more than we have.”


“It is their wishes speaking, not their knowledge,” he said. “But we are doing what lies in our power to do, and we can rest our consciences with that. No one man can exceed his own limits.”


“My, you sound like a philosopher,” I said. “And here I thought you were merely my head secretary and administrator.”


“To be an able officer, one needs to be a bit of a philosopher as well.” He laughed.


“Spoken like both,” I said. “Take me to see the other stations, if you will.”


The nearest one was one of many distributing food. Several men and women were overseeing the distribution of grain that had been brought in from neighboring towns. The lines were long.


“Many people have come in from the country to help in the aid stations,” said Epaphroditus. “They have been invaluable.”


The medical station had several physicians attending to patients; tables of ointments, bandages, and instruments were set up, and there were several camp cots for people to lie on, as well as piles of crutches. The head physician told me, “We are seeing many burns, of course, but also broken limbs and wounds. The wounds are festering; we pour wine and oil into them, but about half do not heal, and the people either die or lose their limb to amputation. Then, some will die from the shock of the amputation.” He shook his head. “It is a tragic business. It goes on day after day, and still I see no end to this yet.”
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