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In AD 79 the emperor Vespasian was dying and some prophetess was announcing the end of the world. Meanwhile Desiderata had to deal with a fresh criminal plot from her old enemy Numa. You’d think that things couldn’t get any worse, but that was counting without Mount Vesuvius literally blowing its top above Pompeii.

	 

	What on earth were our blind ‘seeker of justice’, her deaf husband Simplex, and uncle Balbus doing there that summer, a true case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time? It’s a complicated story, but as it happened, they had not one, but three equally compelling reasons to visit Campania and pursue their investigations in this small, provincial, but nevertheless fashionable town. Little did they know what surprises awaited them.

	 

	Not only did they have to face their arch-enemy in a blood-curdling showdown, but they had to confront the horrors of a natural disaster of unprecedented proportions. Both events would take them to the brink of their instincts for survival, and ultimately turn some of their assumptions upside down.

	 

	 

	“There’s no greater puzzle for an author writing about ancient Rome than to place his protagonist in Pompeii just before the eruption of the Vesuvius… and make her survive. But we already know that Nick Aaron likes a challenge.” — The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 78k novel is the fifth of the Desiderata series:

	 

	1964/AD 64: The Desiderata Stone

	1992/AD 64-65: The Desiderata Gold

	1964/AD 67-68: The Desiderata Riddle

	AD 76: Desiderata’s Lost Cause

	AD 79: August in Pompeii

	 

	 


 

	 

	Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven; and he overthrew those cities, and all the plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities.

	Genesis 19:24-25
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Prologue

	 

	AD 79 was an exceptionally eventful year in Roman history. To start with, at the end of June (on the ninth day before the kalends of July) the Emperor Vespasian died quite unexpectedly at the age of 69, after ten years of a productive and successful reign. His eldest son Titus succeeded him without a hitch, quite an accomplishment too for the budding Flavian dynasty.

	But then, in the autumn of that same year, Mount Vesuvius suddenly erupted in the province of Campania, not only destroying and burying the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum, but also wreaking havoc in the whole region around the famous bay of Neapolis. Such destruction, on such a scale, was an unprecedented event, or so it appeared. This kind of catastrophe only occurs once or twice in a thousand years, at any rate too rarely to fully register in the collective memory of the human race.

	Just try to picture this: a volcanic eruption that lasted two days, packing the total power of a hundred thousand Hiroshima atomic explosions. That much energy is needed to bury, practically overnight, two cities and their wide surroundings under a layer of up to twenty feet of airborne sediment.

	The people of Campania were completely taken by surprise, because they had no idea that they were living in the vicinity of a volcano. There had been a severe earthquake seventeen years before, in 62, but no one had ever suspected that this could have anything to do with the placid mountain looming large in the background of their daily lives.

	On the 24th of August (or thereabouts, the date is contested) around noon the earth shook, there was a tremendous bang, and the mountain blew its top, spewing a dark column up into the sky, straight to the stratosphere where a huge black cloud rapidly spread sideways. From a distance it looked as if a giant parasol pine had instantly grown from the top of the mountain. People ran out of their houses and into the streets, fearing an earthquake, afraid that buildings would start collapsing again. But soon ashes and stones began to rain down from the frightening black cloud that rushed forward at them and obliterated the sun, turning daylight into the darkest night. People had to flee back inside for shelter. It was raining pumice stones, like in the most violent hailstorm, and flocks of choking ashes whirled down. But the hailstones and snowflakes were scalding hot.

	This went on for hours and hours. The heat became unbearable and one roof after the other caved in under the accumulated weight of the ashfall from the sky. People started planning their escape. They grabbed their most cherished possessions and took advantage of the slightest lull in the downpour to make a run for it, wading knee-deep through thick drifts of hot pumice. For a while the stricken town must have looked like a stirred-up ant heap, teeming with scuffling little creatures, the swarming panic fleetingly revealed when flashes of blood-red lightning illuminated the night. Some managed to make their escape, but many floundered and fell.

	And that wasn’t the end of it. The next phase of the eruption wiped out all human and animal life. Waves of red-hot gases and ashes comparable to sandstorms or avalanches swept down the slopes of the volcano with a velocity of 60 mph or more and hit the lower-lying countryside and cities. People died instantly. Most of the victims whose ghostly shapes were uncovered almost two thousand years later were burned alive by these ‘pyroclastic surges’, frozen into the contortions of their death throws right on the spot, caught in the act of fleeing or huddling in corners that did not shelter them from the searing blasts. Those who were trying to make their escape over the drifts were found many feet above the street level, many centuries later. In the absence of oxygen inside the surges, they had not burned to ashes, but their cooked bodies were preserved under a thick layer of volcanic sediments that settled over their remains in the wake of the blazing tsunamis.

	After two days the eruption had finally spent itself and petered out. Thousands had died, not a soul was alive in Pompeii, but not a single body was to be found on the ground either. All that remained was a desolate moonscape of blackened ash drifts in a vast desert where not a single sprig of vegetation could be seen. When the refugees, the people who’d managed to flee on time, came back from the neighbouring cities, they couldn’t believe their eyes: nothing was left of their bustling hometown, not even ruins. Within forty-eight hours Pompeii and Herculaneum had been wiped from the face of the earth; it was as if they’d never existed. Those who tried to dig their way down to their homes had to renounce quickly: the soil was just too brittle, the remains of their houses lay too deep, and it was impossible to pinpoint where individual streets or buildings had been. The survivors drifted off, powerless, mourning their loved ones and their own past lives. The new coastal plain had become the unmarked grave of thousands; the living could only honour them in their thoughts and in their hearts.

	Progressively the fertile volcanic ground was reoccupied and farmed, the memories of the lost cities faded, and today, almost two thousand years later, we can only marvel at the well-preserved ruins that archaeologists have dug up since the middle of the eighteenth century. We visit the remains of Pompeii in droves, and wonder about the lively Roman city that thrived at the foot of Mount Vesuvius, completely oblivious to the danger. We commiserate with all those who were caught unawares by such an unfathomable cataclysm…

	In particular, what were Desiderata, her husband Simplex and her uncle Balbus doing in Pompeii when the volcano erupted? Well, that’s another story, and it started in Rome around the ides of June of that same year…

	 


 

	I   When in Rome, don’t do as the Romans do

	 

	— 1 —

	 

	Every morning, when old Flora woke up, she would silently praise Venus. The goddess of love had done her a good turn. Here she was, lying in her bed while the first light of dawn illuminated a modest flat she could call her own, every stick of furniture in it, every utensil or piece of crockery her personal property, although it didn’t amount to much. Near the middle of June, close to the longest day, the sun rose quite early, but she didn’t mind. The first thing she did after she got up was to empty her chamber pot through the open window into the street below. It was only a deserted alley anyway. And after washing perfunctorily she poured the water left in the washbasin over the potted plants on the window sill. The sickly flowers peeping out from the insula’s flaking facade were her pride and joy.

	But unfortunately she couldn’t just stay in her charming little abode and loaf about all day long. She had to go to work. Without bothering with breakfast Flora went out, locked her door with a wooden wedge, took two flights of stairs down to the street, and set off. It was only a few hundred passi to the house of her mistress, Desiderata Porsennae, so she trundled unhurriedly through the winding streets, still rather empty at this early hour. She was born and bred in this neighbourhood, the Subura, just like Desi herself, only she, Flora, had not enjoyed it as much as her mistress. From her early girlhood on she’d been set to work as a lupa, a prostitute, submitted to the numbing tedium of brothel life. You didn’t choose that, it just happened to you, and the only thing that had kept her going was the thought that at least she was a free woman, not a slave. In theory she could have walked away whenever she wanted.

	Easier said than done. Until that strange woman had turned up at The Red Roses, the lupanarium where Flora had worked as a housekeeper and caretaker, once she’d become too old to turn tricks. That was when she was offered her present job, on condition that she help Desiderata smuggle a little girl, Priscilla, out of the brothel where the same fate was awaiting her as Flora when she’d been a mere child. “Music to my ears!” the old woman muttered to herself as she turned into her current employer’s alley. Desi had ‘arranged’ a little flat for Flora, her father was a well-known building contractor and developer, so they didn’t even need to pay any rent. And although she was finding it harder and harder to drag herself over to her mistress’s place every morning and run her household for her all day long, she was grateful to have a decent job now, and Desiderata had promised to take care of her when she’d be too old to work. “I need your help now, as long as the children are young, but as soon as they’ll be able to look after themselves, I’ll make sure you can retire with enough to live on.” That at least was something. And didn’t it show that Venus herself had done her a good turn? On the other hand, Desiderata and her little family were Christians, as it happened… Oh well, you can’t always get what you want, beggars can’t be choosers and all that.

	Lost in thought, Flora almost bumped into a young woman loitering in a doorway just across from Desi’s insula. “Careful, girl!” she muttered, as the creature cowered away from her. Must be a slave, Flora reflected as she walked on past a tavern named The White Boar and turned around the corner to the back, where the insula’s entrance was situated. Moments later she’d ascended a flight of stairs, and after knocking perfunctorily, she entered her mistress’s home.

	“Ah, dear Flora,” Desi cried, “there you are at last!”

	The poor creature was always glad to see her, or rather to hear that she’d finally arrived. Because she was totally blind. Her eyes were empty slits and the old housekeeper always avoided looking at them as much as possible. But for that reason her employer was rather ineffectual at running her household. Every morning when Flora entered the large first floor flat, the place had the feel of a battlefield just before the final rout: the lively children were squealing and dancing, and they left their clothes and toys strewn all over the place. The mistress couldn’t even see the disarray her brood left in its wake every morning. And cooking something or even boiling water on the open range in the small kitchen was beyond the matrona’s powers, understandably. Before Flora had started working for her it had been her husband who took care of such things, quite competently for a man. This hubby, Simplex, and his ten-year-old son Felix happened to be deaf and mute. Both were not present that morning, which was not unusual, the father probably starting early at some building site again, the son running wild in the streets with his chums before attending the classes of a local schoolteacher in the shade of an arcade nearby. Desi’s natural daughter, eight-year-old Ligeia, was the only one that could see and hear normally. And then there was Priscilla, seven now, the ‘baby lupa’ the mistress had saved from a tragic fate and adopted as her own. Also ‘normal’, and always delighted to see her old ‘Gran’. As soon as Flora had crossed the threshold, on that particular day, the girl rushed forward and threw herself in her arms.

	“Hullo, baby, what’s all the excitement about, so early in the morning?”

	“Granny! Ligeia and me, we cooked the oatmeal porridge today, and it didn’t get burnt! Do you want some?”

	“Sure, I’m starving, how clever you are!”

	The poor girl hardly remembered her real mother, a young prostitute who’d been murdered by a deranged punter, and it was a relief to see how she’d been fully adopted by the Porsenna household, how she was now thriving in her new home. But she hadn’t forgotten her special bond with Flora. The mistress smiled and said, “For the first time you can enjoy your breakfast without having to prepare it for the whole family first! Didn’t I tell you that the children would be able to look after themselves soon enough?”

	“Hmm… wait and see how fast they’ll get fed up with cooking! We’re not out of the woods yet.”

	“Dear Flora, always the optimist!”

	Ligeia was already pouring a very sticky-looking broth into a bowl, and Priscilla took her Gran’s hand and wanted to pull her along towards the table, but the old woman stopped her with a gesture and a stare: she could still command the girl without saying a word. Flora wanted to take a look outside before she sat down, and she stepped over to the open window facing the street, one story down. The windows were just plain openings in the insula’s thick walls, with wooden shutters that were removed in the summer to let in the air and the light. Peering down, Flora muttered, “The girl is still there! Listen, Domina, there’s a slave girl waiting outside, just across from The White Boar, and something tells me she’s dying to talk to you.”

	“Really?” Desi said, “how do you know she’s a slave?”

	“I can tell: you can always see it in their eyes.”

	“Well, why don’t you go and fetch her, then? Ask her to come in, Flora, let’s hear what she wants!”

	“Seriously? But my porridge is getting cold!”

	“You’re the one who noticed her presence, and you know that I won’t be able to locate her if I go down myself.”

	“Being blind has never stopped you before!”

	The two daughters, who were now standing at the window too, peering into the street, exchanged knowing glances: Ma and Flora bickering, they always found that very entertaining. Then Ligeia piped up: “Ma, listen, I can go and fetch her if you want.”

	“What an excellent idea, pumpkin! Flora might frighten her off anyway. Take Priscilla with you.”

	“Of course, that was the plan all along!”

	The two young girls rushed out and down the stairs with excited squeals, Flora sat down at the table and immediately started spooning up her oatmeal, and Desiderata, by the window, tried to follow what was happening in the street below, but although she could tell apart her daughters’ twittering voices from the slave girl’s shy mumbling, she couldn’t make out what exactly was being said. Was the unknown girl really a slave? She reflected wistfully that this was one of those instances when her blindness really put her at a disadvantage.

	Everybody seemed to know at once who was a slave and who wasn’t, or at least they thought they did. But if she understood correctly, there were no distinctive signs or marks. Only those who’d actually tried to flee were sometimes branded with red-hot irons, or forced to go through life with an iron band around their neck. Slaves were said to be badly dressed, wearing the cheapest clothes or their owners’ tattered hand-me-downs, but if they belonged to a wealthy household they could still be better attired than the poorest free citizens… Slave children didn’t have a bulla or a lunula hanging on their chest, no lucky charms from their parents to provide some protection against the vagaries of life, but surely that was not always directly apparent either? Anyway, Desiderata tended to consider slaves as people first and foremost, no different from herself. That was normal for a Christian, but it had already started with Felicitas, the deaf slave girl she’d had since they’d both been infants, and whom she’d cherished like a twin sister… And when she’d fallen in love with Simplex, Feli’s elder brother, he’d been a slave too.

	Already the girls were coming back, pulling their mysterious visitor up the stairs, encouraging her with panting entreaties, you could hear them approaching through the open door.

	“Ma, this is Modesta, and she really has some important things to tell you! You must help her, do you hear?”

	“Of course, darling, isn’t it what we always do?”

	Well, Desi thought, there you are: Modesta, like Simplex, is a typical slave name, so Flora must be right.

	“Come here, Modesta, let me touch your face. What can I do for you?”

	“Salvē, Desiderata Porsennae,” the girl said in a soft and tense voice, “I’m a slave from the household of Vitus Albucius and I need your help urgently.”

	She sounded very young and frightened, and under her fingertips Desi could feel the softness of her skin, the roundness of her cheeks, almost like a child’s, although her normal height suggested she was already a young woman.

	“Would that be Vitus Albucius Senior? I think I know him, not personally, but I heard a lot about him a few years ago… How’s he doing? Still going strong, the cantankerous old gentleman? Speak up without fear!”

	Desi let go of Modesta’s head and motioned her to sit down right next to her at the kitchen table. Flora and the girls lingered on in a corner, not wanting to miss a word. The slave girl gulped, and sighed: “Well… the thing is… the master was murdered last night… or rather… no… the night before last of course.”

	“What!? Murdered? Oh no!”

	In a flash Desi thought: Numa! Has he finally killed his adoptive father?

	“Tell me what happened! Were you there? Did you see it?”

	“Yes, someone slit his throat, I saw him, the oil lamp was burning… and there was another man as well…”

	The poor young woman’s voice wobbled and cracked, then she burst out sobbing. Desi discreetly raised her hands sideways, and with minimal movements of her fingers and wrists she asked Ligeia to leave them alone. Without saying a word her daughter motioned the two others to follow her, and they filed out of the kitchen, after Flora had quickly refilled her bowl with porridge at the stove, so she could take it along. Dear Ligeia could always be counted on for interpreting between the members of the household, the deaf, the blind, and those who didn’t master sign language.

	“Now start from the beginning, Modesta, you must tell me exactly what happened… Or do you want some porridge first? Have you eaten anything yet?”

	“No. No thank you, I’m not hungry.”

	“Now, the night before last, the oil lamp was burning… was this in your master’s room? Were you sleeping there, on the floor perhaps?”

	It was not unusual for a wealthy Roman to ask a slave to sleep on the floor just outside the bedroom, but normally this was the task of a strong young man who could defend his master against intruders.

	“I was in the master’s bed,” Modesta whispered.

	That was not unusual either, normally the fate of a pretty young girl like this one. Desi waited for her to go on, and there was a short silence.

	“It’s not what you think,” the girl said at length, “a few years ago the master was attacked in the middle of the night, and that’s why he wants a slave girl to ‘grace his bed’ when he goes to sleep. He doesn’t do anything, you know, he just doesn’t want to be alone, so it’s all right, really.”

	What a gullible creature, Desi thought, how lucky for her that old Albucius probably wasn’t capable of molesting a slave girl anymore. The events slowly emerged from Modesta’s halting account. For the same reason he didn’t want to be alone at night, the old man always left an oil lamp burning on a high shelf in his bedroom. The girl who ‘graced his bed’ was quite used to this as well, and always slept soundly. But that night she woke up with a start to find an unknown man bent over her master with a dangerous-looking knife in his hand.

	“He made me jump out of my skin, Matrona, and I think he was just as surprised to see me as I was to see him! The master was making strange sounds, trying to cry, but gurgling instead… and I screamed.”

	“But you saw the killer plainly, yes? You didn’t know who he was but you would be able to recognize him if you saw him again?”

	“Yes, I will never forget his face for as long as I live.”

	“What did he look like? Can you describe him?”

	“He looked… ferocious… like an animal. He looked more like a huge guard dog than like a man. He had a bent nose and his face was out of shape. He must be incredibly strong and I was afraid of him… yes, and that’s why I came here this morning.”

	“All right. Now tell me what happened next. So when you woke up with a start, the man had already slit your master’s throat? Was there a lot of blood?”

	“Yes, yes, I was coming to that.”

	She now explained how she always slept at the very edge of the bed, and that she’d been hidden under the sheet, so her master’s attacker hadn’t noticed her presence. When she suddenly jumped up he’d already struck, there was blood on the knife and everywhere. Then when she yelled another man suddenly pressed his hand on her mouth from behind to silence her.

	“I could hardly breathe, Matrona, and just as I thought the second man was going to choke me to death, I heard footsteps approaching, someone running on the wooden floor of the gallery outside the bedroom. The two men rushed off at once and disappeared through the doorway curtain.”

	“So you didn’t see the second man’s face, he was either behind you or fleeing with his back to you?”

	“Exactly… but I did see the real murderer’s face, and I can assure you it wasn’t Piger, my master’s old barber, who’s being accused of killing him.”

	This was the man whose footfalls she’d heard, she explained, but he’d irrupted on the scene just after the intruders had made their escape. He always slept on a mat at the end of the first-floor gallery, he needed to be close at hand because he was the first one to attend to the master when he woke up. A dear old slave who’d served his master for many years, who was a valet as well as a barber, helping him to get dressed every morning, after shaving him.

	“He didn’t kill him, I swear… He only had some blood on his tunic because he took the master in his arms, he tried to pull him up and to revive him. He had no idea what was going on.”

	But just at that moment the master’s adoptive son entered the room and thought he was catching poor Piger red-handed in the act of killing his father.

	“I told him at once that he was wrong, that it only looked that way, but he didn’t want to listen, he pointed his finger at me and said, ‘Speak only when spoken to, girl!’ Then the other slaves and servants arrived and he ordered them to grab Piger, because he’d just killed their master.”

	“So you recognized the son? Do you know him?”

	“Yes: Numa. That’s how his father addresses him; I don’t know his full name, but he often comes to our master’s house for dinner or just to pay his respects… Like all the girls, I’m a bit afraid of him.”

	“Can’t keep his hands to himself, eh? But does he often stay over?”

	“No, never. Now that you say so, it’s a bit strange that he was there in the middle of the night.”

	“All right, go on, what happened next?”

	“Master Numa gave orders to lock Piger up and guard him closely, then he sent the rest of us away, back to the slave quarters, he ordered us to stay there… Only a couple of freedmen and servants remained with him to take care of the master’s dead body.”

	And the next morning, instead of rising at the crack of dawn and getting busy with household chores, they had to stay in their cubicles until the “Magistrate” arrived. The way Modesta pronounced the word, you could hear that she was not familiar with the title, but she and her fellow-slaves found out soon enough what this gentleman’s presence entailed. They were told that as the master of the house had been murdered by a slave, all the slaves of the household were going to be put to death by crucifixion. “That’s the law,” the Magistrate announced.

	“Good Lord in the sky!” Desi exclaimed.

	So that was how Numa intended to get away with slitting the old man’s throat! Just wait until the first slave showed up on the scene of his crime and blame him. End of story. No magistrate would dream of looking any further once a free citizen had levelled such an accusation against a mere slave. And never mind the consequences for the rest of his father’s human chattel, losing them all was a small price to pay for getting away with patricide and inheriting his vast estate.

	“The Magistrate had some ‘Urbans’ with him, and he ordered a couple of these soldiers to take Piger away ‘for interrogation’… We all know what that means… they say that a slave’s testimony is worthless in a court of law if it hasn’t been ‘obtained by torture’, right? They always tell us that to keep us from snooping on the masters… and tattling.”

	“That’s right, although snooping and tattling is not the same thing as testifying before a magistrate. But what happened with you and the rest of the household?”

	“I was coming to that… The magistrate left a small platoon of Urbans behind to guard us. We had to stay in the slave quarters and they kept an eye on us all the time. We were told that we would join the next batch of convicts to be crucified near the city gates, but that it could take a while yet.”

	“Oh no! They don’t let any grass grow under their feet, do they? But you managed to escape, and here you are.”

	“Yes. I felt terrible, of course, and I kept thinking that it’s not true, old Piger didn’t kill the master, I saw who did it, and he was a complete stranger, not a member of the household at all!”

	But poor Modesta also kept thinking that if she wanted to testify she would be tortured straightaway, if anyone accepted to listen to her in the first place. So she decided to play dumb, and after a few hours she politely asked permission to go to the slaves’ latrines in an outlying backcourt. One of the Urbans escorted her, and as soon as he turned his back to let her do her business, she slipped away.

	“I was born and bred in that domus,” she told Desi. “I’ve cleaned those latrines a thousand times, and I knew about a manhole above the tiny lean-to. It’s hardly visible from the outside and gives access to the water cistern of the master’s baths. I quickly climbed on the roof of the latrines and crept inside. I felt bad about tricking a soldier who was decent enough to turn his back, but it couldn’t be helped.”

	“On the other hand, it isn’t very decent of them to want to torture and crucify slaves who’ve done absolutely nothing wrong.”

	“Exactly!”

	Soon enough the whole platoon was looking for her, the other slaves were pressed into helping them, under threat of terrible punishments if they failed to find her, but she stayed put in that cistern, sitting with her knees drawn up, the water coming up to her shoulders. It was a tight fit, she sat perfectly still to avoid any sloshing or splashing, hardly breathing. Nobody found her. She stayed there all day, the sun beating down on the backcourt, the water around her lukewarm, therefore not too cold to bear for many hours. She didn’t come out until after the sparse daylight shining through the manhole above her head went dark, and even then she waited for a very long time. Still based on her intimate knowledge of the domus, she managed to leave it unseen in the middle of the night.

	“I made straight for the Subura, Matrona, because I knew that you live here. I know my way around town, too, and I stayed out of sight, hiding behind each pillar. When dawn broke, I had to ask some slaves in the streets if they knew a tavern called The White Boar, and that’s how I found your place.”

	“And how did you know about me? How did you know my address?”

	“There’s a freedman called Postumus, who used to be the master’s head steward… Sometimes he still visits us, he likes to talk to the slaves he used to manage, just to say hello, and he told us about you. I never forgot what he said: you’re Desiderata Porsennae, the ‘seeker of justice’, you’ll even help slaves, and he mentioned that you live above The White Boar, in the Subura.”

	“That’s right, dear Modesta, it’s all you needed to know, and you’re a clever girl. You were incredibly brave, too; from now on we should call you Audacia… But you haven’t had anything to eat for two nights and all of yesterday! Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

	“Yes, I’m sure. I don’t think I could keep a thing inside me, Matrona, because I’m so scared. What’s going to happen to me? I’ve just run away, I’m a runaway slave now!”

	“Well, being a runaway is not as bad as getting tortured or crucified! But you’ve come to the right place, don’t worry, I’m going to help you.”

	They stopped talking and Desi realised that they were alone in the flat. Flora must have gone out with the girls and taken them over to their own teacher’s spot under the arcade, then she would be going to the shops and markets to buy some provisions. She hadn’t bothered to let the girls kiss their mother goodbye, but on the other hand, she must have concluded that her mistress’s interview with the unknown visitor sounded too important to be interrupted.

	“Just give me a moment to think,” Desi muttered, puffing out her cheeks, “I need to sort my thoughts.”

	Bad luck that Simplex was on a job just when she needed him most. She was burning to discuss this case with him, to hear wat he would suggest, but it couldn’t be helped, they’d run out of money and he’d gone back to work for her father. He always hired his son-in-law when needed, knowing he was a hard worker and a quick study, only he would never make a good foreman because he couldn’t order people around. Anyway, Simplex was now working hard at a low-level job to provide for his little family, the poor darling… And as if the slave girl could read Desi’s thoughts she asked shyly, “Do you think you can do anything for me, Matrona? Do I have to pay you for that?”

	“Oh, don’t worry, sweetness, I only ask a fee from those who can afford it.”

	“Well, I have something here… if you’ll raise your hand.”

	The girl placed what was clearly a thin bracelet in the blind woman’s palm, and said, “I stole it from my master’s house so I could pay you.”

	“Oh darling, you shouldn’t have done that! But I’ll hold on to it for safekeeping; no one should be able to trace it back to you.”

	Fingering the trinket, Desi recognized it immediately from the letters engraved on the inside, although they were too small for her to decipher with her fingertips. But she knew that they spelled the name flavia albvcia.

	“I know this, it’s gold, isn’t it? Your master must have received it from his daughter-in-law Julia as a memento. It belonged to his granddaughter, who died three years ago, when she was nine years old.”

	“Yes, I took it from her shrine in the atrium on my way out. I thought it didn’t matter as the master is dead now.”

	Without another word Desi put the trinket away in the purse hanging from her belt. Although it was made of gold it was rather flimsy and not worth more than a few dozen sesterces, she knew. Highly compromising for Modesta all the same. Enough said.

	“Now the first thing we need to do is to bring you to a place where you’ll be safe. You can’t stay here because everyone knows me and a new guest in my home would attract too much attention and get too many tongues wagging… not a good idea.”

	She went to her bedroom, took a pair of shears from a chest full of miscellaneous belongings, and slipped it in her purse as well. Observing her through the door opening, Modesta wondered what she shears were for, and she marvelled at how easily the blind woman had found them and how she seemed to know her way around her own home. Then Desiderata led the way to the flat’s front door, where a stola and a non-descript old cloak were hanging on wooden pegs. She took the stola and draped it around her own shoulders, handed the cloak to the girl, and announced, “We’re going out. Are you up to it? Cover your head with this mantle’s hood.”

	The slave girl nodded and obeyed without a word, which her companion couldn’t see, but she considered her silence as consent. “You’ll have to guide me, Modesta, although I will be telling you exactly where to go.”

	And that’s how they proceeded: as they progressed slowly through the winding streets, Desi held on to the girl and gave her instructions about the route to follow. She could feel how tense the poor creature still was, probably quite exhausted as well, and in a soft voice, so as not to be overheard by passers-by, she tried to reassure her.

	“Don’t worry, you won’t be swallowed by a gaping hole that suddenly opens up under your feet! If anyone is paying any attention to us at all, the only thing they’ll see is a reasonably well-to-do blind woman and her slave guide, nothing out of the ordinary.”

	“Erm… and may I ask where we are going?”

	“Oh, of course, sorry! I’m taking you to a safe house run by Christian women especially for people in your situation, you know, on the run. It’s up on the Quirinal, near the Porta Collina. You’ll be in good hands with them.”

	“Christians!” the girl whispered, “are you one of them?”

	“Yes. Didn’t you know? Don’t sound so frightened, dear girl, all the horrible stories you hear about us are simply not true… And what’s more, no one will ask you to become one of us if you don’t want to.”

	“It’s not only that, Matrona, but the thing is, I don’t want to become a runaway slave at all!”

	“I’m awfully sorry, darling, but you have little choice! Do you want to go back to your master’s house and face a horrible death?”

	“No! No… but what about the others? You’re helping me, but isn’t there anything you can do for them? I mean, they could be taken away to be crucified at any moment now!”

	“Well it’s really sweet of you to worry about your fellow-slaves! See, I think you would make a good Christian already… But to answer your question, as soon as you’re safe I’m going to do everything I can to at least delay what’s going on at your master’s house. I’ll go straight to the authorities. As I’m a free citizen they’ll have to hear me out. I can give you no guarantees about the outcome, though.”

	“I understand, Matrona, but at least they’ll listen to you, yes?”

	“Yes, Audacia, I won’t let them ignore me! Which reminds me, about what happened the night before last: the man behind you, the one who covered your mouth with his hand, could that have been Numa himself?”

	“It’s funny, I asked myself the same thing. When I was sitting in the cistern for hours I kept thinking back to what had happened the night before. I racked my brains about it, but I just couldn’t decide if it had been the master’s son or not. I never got a chance to see him!”

	“Yes, but how about a smell, a sound? That rich young man must wear some fancy perfume… and didn’t he utter a single word, not even a whisper?”

	“No… no, Matrona, he stayed quiet all the time, and even if I’d smelled anything, I’m not familiar with Master Numa’s odour, with the perfume he uses, so I wouldn’t be able to tell if it was him.”

	“Very clever observation, that, but it’s a pity, because although you didn’t witness that the man was present, he could have been.”

	“Yes, that’s true, and I’m sorry I can’t help you more.”

	 

	— 2 —

	 

	This whole case was very disturbing. Numa had been biding his time, it seemed, plotting his next move, and he’d hit on a brilliant scheme to exploit the contradictions of the Roman slave system to his own advantage. There were too many slaves, they were everywhere, and without admitting it their masters were afraid of them. That was why slaves didn’t carry any distinctive marks or uniforms, as a rule. Legislators
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