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This is the world of Cthulhu Invictus,  
horror roleplaying in the first century CE,  

the time of the Roman Empire.

Roman children tremble 
in their beds as their mothers tell them stories of 
Medusa, the Hundred-Handed Ones, and the War 
of the Titans. They pray that the Fates have woven 
a long skein for them, free from encounters with 
the Minotaur and Cerberus. Little do they know 
that things more horrible than the creatures of myth 
and legend inhabit the world. A dark god stalks the 
streets of Rome stealing the souls of the rich and the 
poor, the young and the old, to populate his empire 
on the other side of the wall of sleep.

Thousands of miles away, on the coast of a 
freshly invaded island, Roman centurions huddle 
around campfires entertaining themselves with dice 
and ghost stories. They trust their fortifications to 
keep the barbarians at bay. But the barbarians are 
the least of their concerns. Outside the ramparts, 
small shapes scuttle through the darkness, looking 
for new hosts.

In the midst of the largest sea the world knows, 
an Egyptian merchant scans the horizon looking 
for land—and safety. Pirates prowl the sea, avoid-
ing the Roman navy and preying on merchant ves-
sels. The merchant’s men are well-armed to fend 
off any pirates, but he won’t relax until the coast is 
in sight. He doesn’t notice the forms swirling under 

the waves, reaching up with their claws to pull the 
boat down. His men are ill-prepared to fight them.

Greek scholars in Athens are ecstatic when they 
uncover scrolls relating to an African god from the 
deepest interior of that dark continent. They’re ea-
ger to read all they can in the cause of science. Their 
education hasn’t prepared them for the fact that the 
god is already in Athens, and they fail to notice that 
the city hasn’t changed for hundreds of years.

Young women scurry through the streets of 
Herculaneum to the Temple of Vesta, shunning the 
advances of lecherous old men and soldiers who’ve 
returned from the front looking to spend their coin. 
Only these women know that their chastity protects 
the world from an unspeakable horror. Should they 
fail in their mission, all of Rome is doomed to fall 
under a depraved god’s whim.

Sweat and grime cover a young Persian woman 
as she pulls her sword out of yet another monster 
that’s risen from the sand. As she glances around, 
several more unbury themselves and charge to-
ward her. She casts one last look over her shoul-
der to make sure the families that were ambushed 
have escaped before she raises her sword and 
charges the monsters, her battle cry echoing over 
the dunes.
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I n 50 CE, Rome is a bustling city of over one 
million inhabitants. People flow into it from 
the provinces every day in the hopes of strik-
ing it rich, or at least earning a decent wage. 

Some succeed, but more often they end up destitute 
in the slums. 

Once in Rome, new arrivals note that the city is 
built on seven hills, although some would be more 
aptly described as ridges, formed by tributaries to 
the Tiber River. At times, these ridges merge, mak-
ing it difficult to tell where one hill ends and the 
next begins. 

The Palatine Hill is the central hill, the site of 
Rome’s legendary founding by Romulus. During 
the Republic, wealthy Patricians made their home 
there, where its height allowed them to avoid the 
mephitis that pervaded much of the valleys below. 
In the Imperial Age, the Emperor and his family 
claimed the Palatine as their home. 

The Capitoline Hill, the steepest of the hills, has 
served as a fortress since the earliest days of Rome. 
When the Gauls invaded in 309 BCE, it alone did 
not fall. The citadel is built on one spur, called the 
Arx, while the other end, known as the Capitoline 
Proper, houses the Tabularium, the storehouse for 
state archives. A ridge stretching between the Arx 
and the Capitoline Proper contains the Asylum; the 
persecuted find protection from violence there. The 

southern face of the hill is known as the Tarpeian 
Rock, from which convicted traitors are hurled to 
their deaths. The Capitoline is also home to the 
Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, one of the largest 
temples in Rome.

The northernmost hill is the Quirinal Hill, which 
overlooks the Campus Martius. It was originally 
home to the Sabines, a tribe Romulus raided for 
women.

The Viminal Hill connects the Quirinal Hill to 
the Esquiline Hill. The smallest of the hills, the 
Viminal Hill boasts few monuments, and traffic 

The Hills 
of Rome
Palatine Hill (Palatium)
Capitoline Hill (Capitolium)
Quirinal Hill (Quirinalis)
Viminal Hill (Viminalis)
Esquiline Hill (Esquiliae)
Caelian Hill (Caelius)
Aventine Hill (Aventinus)

Sa
m

pl
e 

file



Capital of the Known World 

7

tends to pass on either side rather than across it. It’s 
used primarily for the growth of osiers, a willow 
tree that provides wood for basketry and furniture.

The Esquiline Hill is the largest of the hills. 
Originally used as a cemetery for the poor, villas 
for the wealthy were later built over the graves so 
the rich wouldn’t have to live so close to the hustle 
and bustle of the Forum.

The Caelian Hill is the southernmost hill. It con-
tains gardens, grottoes, and grazing areas for cattle, 
an escape from the city for the wealthy without their 
ever having to leave Rome.

The Aventine Hill is detached from the other six 
hills. Many temples and festivals important to the 
lower classes, particularly those honoring Minerva 
and Ceres, call the Aventine home. 

The Servian Wall encompasses all seven hills, 
a massive tufa structure built in the fourth century 
BCE but attributed to a sixth-century BCE king. 
The wall stands more than ten meters in height 
and stretches from the Tiber, around the hills, and 
back to the Tiber for a distance of 11 kilometers. 
By the Imperial Age, the wall has lost its defensive 

importance; the city spreads beyond it, and many of 
the gates that once restricted access now serve only 
as honorary arches.

The first stop for many visitors is the Forum 
Romanum, the religious, political, and economic 
center of Rome and the Empire. A large, paved pla-
za fronted by numerous buildings, it’s located in a 
valley between the Capitoline Hill on the west, the 
Quirinal and Esquiline Hills to the north, and the 
Palatine Hill to the south. Temples to Saturn, Vesta, 
Castor and Pollux, and the Divine Julius Caesar 
are all located in the Forum Romanum. In addi-
tion, it houses the Curia, where the Roman Senate 
meets. The Comitim and Rostra, two public meet-
ing places, are there, also. Juries hear court cases 
in the Basilicas Aemila and Julia, although visi-
tors interested in shopping prefer the small stores 
that front the two large structures. Numerous small 
stalls located on street corners in the Forum offer a 
variety of lamb, beef, and vegetable dishes for hun-
gry travelers. 

The Forum Boarium, a second forum sandwiched 
between the Tiber and the Palatine Hill, serves as a 

See pages 166-167 for a larger 
2-page version of this map.
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large, open-air fish and cattle market. Ships anchor 
in the Tiber to unload their livestock and fish for 
shoppers to peruse. Closely connected to the Cult 
of Hercules, several small, round temples dedicated 
to the god can be found here.

Romans in search of entertainment need look 
no further than the Circus Maximus. The largest of 
the circuses in Rome, it seats 250,000 spectators for 
chariot races and other special festivals. Situated in 
a valley between the Palatine and Aventine Hills, 
the Circus Maximus provides free entertainment 
for Roman citizens.

Another option is the Theater of Marcellus. 
This massive, semicircular structure situated on 
the banks of the Tiber just west of the Capitoline 
Hill seats 15,000 spectators. In addition to watching 
plays on festival days, spectators can see gladiato-
rial contests here. Like all theaters in Rome, it pro-
vides amenities such as latrines and food vendors.

The Theater of Pompey is older and smaller 
than the Theater of Marcellus, but still hosts many 
plays and gladiatorial fetes. It’s located between the 
Campus Martius and the Theater of Marcellus.

Known as thermae, Roman bathhouses can be 
found throughout the city. Each is centered on a 
tepidarium, a large, vaulted room kept mildly heat-
ed, while side rooms feature a calidarium with a 
heated pool and a fridiarium with a chilled bathing 
pool. Men, women, and children of all ages visit the 
baths, regardless of class. Although they’re a place 
of relaxation, the baths aren’t just for leisure. Many 

political and business deals are sealed in the baths, 
and most bathhouses contain shops selling food, 
clothing, and lotions. 

Just north of the city, travelers find the Campus 
Martius, or Field of Mars. This large, open field is 
bordered on the north and west by the Tiber and on 
the east by the Capitoline, Esquiline, and Pincian 
Hills. Since no military activities are allowed with-
in the city proper, troops assemble here for war and 
to elect their commanders. 

The Legions are garrisoned outside the walls in 
the Praetorian Camp. Located to the northeast of 
the city, the camp is situated on the Esquiline Hill 
to provide a commanding view of the roads leading 

Roman 
Street 
Vendors
Close to ten thousand street vendors, or 
thermopolii, operate in Rome at any given 
time. They sell hot sausages, cheese, bread, 
figs, nuts, dates, cakes, and wine from their 
wheeled carts. In addition, while wealthy 
Romans have their food prepared in their 
houses by slaves, those who live in apart-
ments must bring their wheat and other food-
stuffs to thermopolii, taverns, and bakers to 
be cooked.

Public 
Safety
In a city of a million people that lacks street 
lighting, a few quarrelsome troublemakers 
are bound to come out at night. Recognizing 
the need for safety, most wealthy Romans 
hire bodyguards. Lacking funds, the poor rely 
on the cohortes urbanae and the vigiles, two 
forms of urban security created by Augustus 
and commanded by the Prefect of Rome. 
The cohortes urbanae, or city cohorts, are 
comprised of three cohorts of 500 men who 
patrol public places, protecting shopkeepers 
and ferreting out ne’er-do-wells. The vig-
iles, initially recruited from freedmen, serve 
as firefighters. Seven brigades of 1,000 men 
patrol at night, carrying buckets and pumps 
in case of fire. In a city this large, the 1,500 
police officers and 7,000 firefighters are of-
ten overwhelmed. As backup, they call on the 
Praetorian Guard, the elite Imperial Guard 
consisting entirely of Roman citizens born 
on the peninsula. Stationed in a large camp 
northeast of the city, they earn twice as much 
as the other legionaries and are commanded 
by the Praetorian Prefect, the pinnacle of 
equestrian advancement. The Praetorians 
aren’t called upon for day-to-day troubles, 
however; they’re reserved for riots, conspira-
cies, and other large-scale social upheavals.
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into Rome from the north and east. Built in typical 
military fashion, it is 440 meters long and 380 me-
ters wide, with rounded corners. The longer axis, 
the cardo maximus, runs nearly north and south. 
At its ends, in the middle of the shorter sides, are 
the porta praetoria and the porta decumana. The 
walls surrounding the Praetorian Camp are made of 
brick-faced concrete and measure almost five me-
ters high. Battlements and turreted gates provide 
additional protection.

Despite the best efforts of the Prefect, or gover-
nor, of Rome, a seedier side also exists. The Suburra, 
or Great Slum, is located between the Esquiline 
and Caelian Hills, not too far from the Forum 
Romanum. In fact, only one street, the Argiletum, 
stands between the Forum and the Suburra. In ad-
dition to the Great Market, which is home to food 
vendors, barbershops, and other stores, the Suburra 
is also home to prostitutes, the dispossessed, and 
thieves. Narrow cobblestone streets wind between 
tenements forming one of the most densely popu-
lated regions of the city. In addition, the Suburra is 
home to the office of the public executioner and the 
barracks of foreign troops stationed in Rome. It’s 
not without reason that Julius Caesar always sent 
his troops here for relaxation after battle.

Regardless of where travelers walk in Rome, 
aqueducts arch overhead, rushing fresh water 
throughout the city. Another engineering marvel is 
the Cloaca Maxima, a massive drainage and sewer 
system. It begins in the Argiletum, where it collects 
the waters of the Esquiline, Viminal, and Quirinal 
Hills, and flows through the Forum Romanum and 
the Velabrum to the Tiber.

However, people, wagons, and animals pack 
the streets, so travelers can’t afford to focus too in-
tently on the city’s towering statuary while walking 
through Rome. Construction crews haul limestone, 
marble, tufa, and wood without concern for pedes-
trians. Senators’ slaves clear the way for litters, 
and if people don’t move, they’re run over. Even 
the hobnail boots of legionaries have broken many 
civilian toes.

Things aren’t any easier at night. Because only 
construction wagons are allowed to travel on the 
congested streets during the day, merchants, ven-
dors, and porters transport their goods at night. In 
addition, brigands and prostitutes waylay unwary 
passersby. Even when people bring candles and 
lanterns to illuminate the unlit streets, plenty of 
shadows remain for thieves to hide in. 

A Day in Rome
The Roman day is divided into twelve hours from 
dawn to sunset and twelve hours from sunset to 
dawn. The length of each hour changes, however, 
depending on the time of year. On the summer sol-
stice, when daylight is at its longest, an hour is 75 
minutes long. On the winter solstice, the daylight 
hour is 45 minutes long. Lacking precise clocks, 
Romans don’t have a concept of minutes. To tell 
time, they observe the sun and the shadows it casts. 
A horologium, or sundial, has been in the Forum 
since 264 BCE, and Augustus erected a large obe-
lisk to serve as a sundial in the Campus Martius in 
10 BCE. On cloudy days or at night, when a sun-
dial is useless, many Romans consult a Greek water 
clock, or clepsydra, if they need to know the time.

Regardless of the length of an hour, the Roman 
day begins at dawn. Romans spend the first two 
hours of the day in a ritual called the salutatio. 
Lower class clients visit their upper class pa-
trons to acknowledge their dependency. In return, 

The Writing 
on the 
Walls
Romans love to write, although most don’t 
produce literature that compares to the works 
of Virgil or Seneca. Instead, they litter pub-
lic and private walls with whatever thoughts 
come to mind, such as searing reviews of the 
latest gladiatorial spectacle. No wall is safe. 
Knives etch phrases and good luck charms 
into marble and paint while ink scribbles cov-
er wood and plaster walls. Advertisements for 
upcoming gladiator bouts, current wagers on 
chariot teams, and notices of shops and rooms 
for rent can also be found on the walls, lost 
amongst the writings of the many.

Even when Romans vacation in Egypt or 
Syria, their graffiti tools accompany them. 
When in foreign lands, they prefer to extol 
the greatness of Rome or simply comment on 
the fact that so-and-so was there. 
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the patrons provide their clients with a basket of 
food or, in some cases, a small stipend of money. 
During this same period, boys go to their tutors and 
girls assist their mothers with administering the 
household. 

After the salutatio and through to the end of the 
seventh hour, Roman nobles go to the Forum to 
plead cases or work in the political realm. During 
the same time frame, the lower classes work at day 
jobs. Since many lack permanent employment, they 
travel from job site to job site looking for work. 

During the hottest part of the day, work stops 
and both the upper and lower classes take a siesta, 
visiting the baths to rest, gossip, and exercise. Both 
men and women attend the baths, but only in the 
largest bathhouses—which have separate facilities 
for men and women—can they bathe at the same 
time. Normally men and women visit the bath in 
shifts, with men having the first and longest shift. 
Classes end for upper class boys at this time, and 
they return home.

Between the ninth and twelfth hours, Romans 
eat dinner, visit friends and associates, and retire 
to bed.

Roman 
Society
Although Rome is a highly stratified and class-con-
scious society, some room exists for advancement 
between the classes. At its simplest, two classes 
comprise Imperial Rome: the upper and the lower. 
There is no middle class, and the gulf between the 
upper and lower classes is immense. In almost all 
cases, a woman’s place in society is determined by 
her father’s place if she isn’t married, or by her hus-
band’s place if she is. The most notable exception 
are the Vestal Virgins.

The emperor and his immediate family are at the 
very top of the upper class. Entry into this strata is 
prohibitively difficult. 

The senatorial class, known as the senatores, 
falls below the emperor and includes all men elect-
ed to the senate or magistracy, and their families. 
Under the Republic, the senatores wielded power, 
but under the Empire they serve primarily at the 
whim of the emperor. Men of the senatorial class 
wear tunics with broad stripes and must prove they 

own property valued at one million or more ses-
tertii. Senators aren’t paid a salary, and are legally 
forbidden to engage in non-agricultural business, 
public contracts, or trade. 

The equestrian class is the lowest of the upper 
classes. Known as the equites, a man and his fam-
ily can gain entry if he proves that he has at least 
400,000 sestertii. An equestrian isn’t prohibited 
from engaging in the types of business that senators 
are. If an equestrian is later elected to office, he’s 
elevated to the senatorial class. Anyone capable of 
earning the requisite fortune has the possibility of 
entering the equestrian class. Men of the equestrian 
class wear tunics with narrow stripes. 

The lower class in the Roman Empire is much 
more varied than the upper, and consists of five sub-
groups, each with progressively fewer rights and 
less legal protection. 

At the top of the lower class, the commons, also 
known as plebs or vulgus, are freeborn Roman citi-
zens. They have the right to marry other freeborn 
citizens, and their children are legitimate Roman 
citizens. Men of the commons class wear togas.

The latins fall below the plebs and are freeborn 
residents of Roman municipalities. They possess 
some legal rights, but not all those of a full citizen. 
A special category of latins, the Junian Latins, are 

Roman 
Emperors
A brief timeline of the first century Roman 
emperors and when they reigned.

Augustus (27 BCE–14 CE) ▪
Tiberius (14–37) ▪
Gaius Caligula (37–41) ▪
Claudius (41–54) ▪
Nero (54–68) ▪
Galba (68–69) ▪
Otho (69) ▪
Vitellius (69) ▪
Vespasian (69–79) ▪
Titus (79–81) ▪
Domitian (81–96) ▪
Nerva (96–98) ▪
Trajan (98–117) ▪
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informally freed slaves.
Foreigners, also know as the peregrini, are free-

born people born and living in Roman territories. 
Freedpeople are slaves who have purchased 

their freedom, or whose masters have manumitted 
them. Known as the liberti or libertini, they aren’t 
completely free because each must become a client 
of his former master and work for him an agreed 
amount of time throughout the year. The liberti also 
can’t hold public office. Children of freedpeople 
become full citizens, however, and can enter the 
equestrian class if they amass the necessary wealth. 
The name of a liberti indicates his status, as does 
the Phrygian cap he wears. 

Slaves are either born into slavery or sold into 
it. These servi are their owner’s property and enjoy 
no legal rights. Custom dictates that some slaves, 
particularly urban slaves, are allowed to earn an 
income they can later use to buy their freedom. A 
slave can rise from this class by either buying his 
freedom or being manumitted by his master. Slaves 
have no special dress, but those with a tendency to 
run away are often forced to wear collars that read, 
“I have run away. Capture me. My master will re-
ward you for returning me.”

Roman Family
The Roman family, whatever its rank, is a patriar-
chal group. The eldest male in the family, the pater-
familias, holds complete control over those in his 
household, by virtue of Roman laws. If a child dis-
pleases him, he can disown the child, sell the child 
into slavery, or have the child killed. In addition, the 
father has the choice of whether a newborn is kept 
or exposed. After a baby is born, the midwife places 
it on the ground and the entire family waits for the 
paterfamilias. If he picks the baby up, it’s accepted 
into the family. If the father ignores the baby, it’s left 
to the elements. A father usually leaves an infant if 
it’s obviously deformed, or the family can’t afford 
to feed another mouth. Passersby usually pick up 
exposed babies and sell them as slaves. 

The wife of a paterfamilias is the materfamilias. 
She’s typically much younger than her husband. 
A man usually marries in his mid-twenties, but 
women are married in their early teens. Regardless 
of social class, a wife oversees the management 
of the household. In the upper classes, such as the 

senatorial and equestrian, she’s expected to behave 
modestly and conduct herself in ways that reflect 
well on her husband and family.

Roman 
Housing
Houses in Rome run the gamut from large, sprawling 
residences to cramped tenements. The homes of the 
wealthy are single-family structures, although that 
single family includes the entire extended family. 
The buildings are typically made of bricks and have 
red-tiled roofs. The rooms are all arranged around a 
central courtyard, with windows and balconies fac-
ing it—instead of the street—to offer a measure of 
security against burglars. Frescos adorn the walls 
and mosaics cover the floors, to add a touch of art. 
Some mosaics also provide information to guests, 
such as one in Pompeii that says “Cave Canem” 
(“Beware of the Dog”) and shows a picture of a 
fierce dog. Furniture is sparse, and carpeting is non-
existent. Most villas contain an atrium for greeting 
and entertaining guests, as well as bedrooms, of-
fices, a kitchen, a dining room, a garden, a temple, 
a toilet, and a private bath. A spacious villa with all 
the amenities, including running water, can run the 
Roman citizen upwards of 600,000 sestertii.

Some wealthy citizens choose to live in an apart-
ment, often above their shop. These apartments are 
spacious and sanitary, sometimes with running 
water. They contain bedrooms, a dining room, a 
kitchen, a small shrine for venerating ancestors, and 
sometimes toilets. If a tenant owns the building, he 
often rents other floors to families for extra income. 
An apartment of this nature costs 40,000 sestertii to 
buy or 5,000 sestertii a month to rent.

The poor live in tenements, tiny, squalid af-
fairs without running water. Residents haul water 
up from public reservoirs and use public latrines. 
Many tenements are wooden structures reaching six 
stories in height and are prone to fire and collapse, 
often resulting in hundreds of deaths. Investigators 
can rent a tenement for as little as 200 sestertii a 
month. 
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