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“Are you actually going to go through with this, Stephanus?” I asked. “Do you realize how dangerous it is? He will surely kill you if your attempt fails. Please Stephanus! Don’t do this!”


Stephanus shook his head decisively. “I’m going to do it, Calceus, so stop trying to dissuade me. You are too young to understand such matters.”


“I am thirteen! That is more than old enough to understand! You are planning to kill someone who hasn’t even done anything to you! I work in the palace, and I see the Emperor often! Why would you want to bother endangering yourself to kill him?”


“Shhh! Don’t talk so loudly or everything will be ruined!” Stephanus inspected the other people drinking and eating in the crowded tavern. I thought he was being as paranoid as the Emperor himself, because it was so noisy in Corvus’s tavern that no one could possibly have overheard our conversation. I had a hard time hearing his next words because he spoke as quietly as he could.


“I must succeed tomorrow, little brother. All of the Senate and Domitia Longina herself are depending on me. You may not understand, but I will be doing our country a great favor tomorrow.”


“If you think I don’t understand, then explain to me why you must kill him, Stephanus. Why put yourself in danger simply because some senators and Domitian’s wife ask you to?”


“Domitia Longina is no longer Domitian’s wife. Domitian found out about her lover Paris and had him executed. After the Emperor divorced Domitia and exiled her, he married the daughter of his brother Emperor Titus, Julia Flavia. It was only after her death that he allowed Domitia Longina to return as empress, but he has never remarried her. She does not deserve to be treated this way! I will bring you to meet her one day, Calceus. She is an extraordinary woman. There are rumors circulating that she will be the next person paranoid Domitian will accuse of treason. She begged me to kill Domitian to save her life. ”


“It sounds to me like you are killing the emperor because you have a crush on this lady, Stephanus.”


My older brother’s face flushed, and he scowled at me. “Little brother, you suggest the most ridiculous things! You know nothing about the world that you live in! You and I are mere freedmen, and our social status is far below the Domitia’s. Besides, the empress is much older than me.


Also, remember that you and I have personal reasons to hate the leader of Rome. It was only six years ago that Domitian killed Flavius Clemens and banished his wife Flavia Domitilla. Our former master, the Emporer’s own nephew and cousin by marriage, and our former mistress suffered these fates simply because they were Jewish sympathizers! The Emperor hates all Christians and Jews alike, and he persecutes them mercilessly.”


“Perhaps he is not the noblest or kindest man, Stephanus, but that is no reason for you to put yourself in danger trying to kill him,” I said, trying to make my brother see reason, but Stephanus was no longer paying attention to me. He was suddenly staring past me towards the door. I turned to see an elderly man stepping out of the muggy night and into the tavern. The man surveyed the other patrons of the tavern, obviously searching for someone among the crowd. His eyes came to rest on our little table in the back, and I was surprised when he began to maneuver through the crowd toward us. 


“Stephanus, who is that man?”


For the first time that evening Stephanus smiled at me. “His name is Marcus Cocceius Nerva and tomorrow, after I carry out my job, that man will be declared emperor by the senate.”


“Your job! Stephanus, you can’t kill…”


“Hush, Calceus! Don’t talk that way in front of Nerva!” he hissed at me. He stood up and greeted Nerva, who had just reached our table. “Welcome, Nerva! How are you this evening?”


“Just fine, my young friend. I am glad you could meet me here. I just wanted to make sure that you were still confident about tomorrow. I…” he paused as he saw me.


“Don’t worry. You can speak freely in front of my little brother. His name is…”


“You must pick someone else to carry out your assassination, sir,” I interrupted. “My brother isn’t going to do it.”


“Calceus! This man is going to be emperor! Apologize for your rudeness!” Stephanus growled at me. 


But Nerva held up a hand to quite Stephanus. “Young man, do you know why Domitian must be put to death? Do you know what he has done to Rome these past fifteen years? Surely you must know, working in the palace yourself! He has done nothing to further the boundaries of Rome, because he knows nothing of military matters. He has been fighting in the Danube region for years, but he has still not conquered them. He actually signed a treaty and agreed to pay King Decebalus money in order to stop fighting in Dacia! Can you imagine a Roman Emperor doing such a thing?”


I opened my mouth to reply, but Nerva was already on another topic. “He declared himself perpetual censor of all Roman morals and conduct so he could impose cruel punishments on those who have done wrong in his eyes. Perhaps you heard of the case of the three Vestal Virgins whom he put to death for immoral behavior! Such a sentence is much too harsh. This man has no respect for the government of Rome, young man. He even executes senators at the slightest provocation! He must be stopped for the good of Rome.”


“I still worry about my brother…sir,” I added because of the harsh glance Stephanus aimed at me.  


“There is nothing for you to be concerned about. Many of the palace staff and most of the senators are involved in this movement. If anything goes wrong, many people will be there to aid Stephanus. You should look up to your older brother, because tomorrow he will be a hero to us all. Once this is over we will watch out for him. I have full confidence in him, as does Domitia who remembered him from her meetings with Flavius Clemens and his wife. She thought of him at once when it was suggested that Domitian be… removed.”


Nerva obviously thought that had convinced me and turned to my brother instead. “Now tell me what you will do tomorrow, Stephanus, just to make sure that there is no confusion.”


“I will report to the palace at noon tomorrow, and the guards will let me in to see Domitian. I will tell him that I have discovered a plot against his life and that I have come to deliver to him a list of the conspirators’ names. He is very suspicious of every stranger, so I shall wear a sling on my arm in order to conceal a dagger. When Domitian is occupied with the list, I will strike. ”


“Excellent,” Nerva said beaming. “All of Rome will remember the 18th of September 96 as a great day in history because of you! Have a glass of wine with me!”


“It would be a great honor, sir,” said my brother, “but I am afraid that I must get this young one home to his mother. She will certainly be worrying by now.”


My brother stood up and shook hands with Nerva before leading me out of the tavern. As we walked down the street headed for home, I said, “Stephanus, can’t I say anything to convince you not to do this?”


“You heard Nerva in there, Calceus. It is the best thing for Rome. Now this is the last time that we talk about this. Do you understand? I regret telling you about it now. I was foolish to think that you were old enough for that kind of talk.”


So I said nothing else to my older sibling walking home that night, and I said nothing to my mother when we reached home. I prayed for an hour before bed to Minerva, goddess of wisdom and war, to send me a plan, but the morning of the 18th dawned, and I still had thought of nothing to say to convince my brother to change his mind about assassinating the Emperor. I headed for my work in the palace, knowing that a little before noon my brother would arrive at the palace with the intention of killing the Emperor.


I heard not a word anyone said to me that morning for I found it hard to concentrate on anything, and I worried constantly for my brother’s safety. When midday finally came, I was busy cleaning in the Emperor’s bedroom, and as I performed my duties, he arrived. Domitian was used to the sight of me, so he ignored me completely as he prepared to take his usual afternoon nap. Suddenly, someone knocked on the door, and when Domitian called for them to come in, my brother entered the room wearing a sling on his arm.

 As my brother began to tell the Emperor of a fictional plot to assassinate him, I watched the events Nerva had outlined the night before unfold like a terrible dream. When he was distracted, my brother fetched the dagger from its hiding place and stabbed Domitian! The blow was not fatal, and Domitian began to wrestle with my brother for the dagger on the floor. As the Emperor cried for help, two men entered the room and attempted to aid Stephanus, but the paranoid Domitian was facing his worst fear, and he wasn’t about to give up without a fight. As the men struggled on the floor, Domitian lunged at my brother and grabbed his throat. My brother’s face began to turn a terrible shade of red as he choked.


I hesitated no longer, but instead I glanced hurriedly about the room to find something to save my brother. There was a bed, a chair, a desk, wax tablets, and styluses: Nothing to use as a weapon. I even checked under Domitian’s pillow for the knife he kept there, but the conspirators had removed the blade. Then I saw it!


My brother let out a gasp of air as there was a crash of breaking ceramic, and Domitian released his grip on Stephanus’s throat. The Emperor fell heavily to the floor with a thud. As the other men checked that Domitian was truly dead, my brother, who was soaked in Domitian’s blood, looked at me. “What did you hit him with?” he asked.


I just grinned and said, “A statue of Minerva.”
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