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      Praise for the Romanitas series

      
      ‘A fast moving, compelling story, brilliantly imagined’
      

      
      Conn Iggulden

      
      ‘A thoroughly good read … vividly imagined … elegant, lively writing’

      
      Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘Epic in undertaking, Romanitas creates a fascinating world that is both contemporary in tone, and yet about as far removed from the world we live in as
         it is possible to imagine. McDougall’s writing style is fresh and light and the involving story ensures you’ll gobble up the
         400 pages in no time, staying eager to find out how the remainder of the trilogy unfolds’
      

      
      Dreamwatch

      
      ‘An intriguing debut novel … the plot of Romanitas gripped me and kept the pages turning. McDougall’s setting is original … her alternate history feels well researched and
         believable’
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      For Maisie

   
      
      
      This is the second of three books set in a Roman Empire which never fell but spread to take in half the world.
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      CHARACTER LIST

      
      (All characters named in the text. All dates are in A.U.C – e.g, 2757 = 2004 AD.)

      
      A

      
      ACCHAN A slave in the palace longdictor exchange.
      

      
      ‘AMARYLLIS’ A name for a slave-girl owned by DRUSUS.
      

      
      ANANIAS A slave.
      

      
      ANNA A slave.
      

      
      AOI A senior concubine at the Nionian court.
      

      
      ATRONIUS A slave supervisor at Veii Imperial Arms factory, formerly a vigile officer.
      

      
      AULUS A doctor working at the slave clinic in Transtiberina.
      

      
      B

      
      BARO A slave.
      

      
      BUPE A slave from Veii Imperial Arms factory.
      

      
      C

      
      CLEOMENES A vigile commander.
      

      
      CLODIA AURELIA Mother of MARCUS, wife of LEO, supporter of the abolition of slavery. Murdered in 2757 along with her husband.
      

      
      COSMAS A slave.
      

      
      D

      
      DAMA A slave, crucified for murder in 2753, but taken down from the cross alive by DELIR. Instrumental in establishing the slave-refuge in the Pyrenees. Involved in the rescue of MARCUS from the Galenian Sanctuary in 2757. Unaccounted for since.
      

      
      DELIR A former merchant from Persia, subsequently a fugitive. Established a slave refuge camp in the Holzarta gorge in the Pyrenees,
         after rescuing the slave DAMA from crucifixion. Roman citizenship revoked.
      

      
      DRUSILLA TERENTIA Divorced wife of LUCIUS, mother of DRUSUS.

      
      DRUSUS see NOVII.

      
      E

      
      EDDA A slave owned by EPIMACHUS.
      

      
      EPIMACHUS Divorced husband of TANCORIX, living in Novomagius, Germany.
      

      
      ERASTUS A slave.
      

      
      EUDOXIUS A Senator.
      

      
      F

      
      FALX A Roman intelligence specialist on Nionia.
      

      
      FAUSTUS See NOVII.
      

      
      FENIUS A member of the Praetorian Guard.
      

      
      FLORENS See SING-JI

      
      G

      
      GABINIUS A construction magnate, involved in the pro-slavery conspiracy that killed LEO, CLODIA and GEMELLA. Illegally detained VARIUS at his house for some weeks after the disappearance of MARCUS. Killed attempting to flee by boat in 2757.
      

      
      GALLA A gladiatrix in the same troop as ZIYE.
      

      
      GEMELLA Wife of VARIUS, poisoned in mistake for MARCUS by TULLIOLA in 2757.
      

      
      GENG A peasant farmer in the Jiangsu region of Sina. Son of MRS SU.

      
      GLYCON Faustus’ cubicularius, or private secretary.
      

      
      GO-NATOKU Regnal name of the current Nionian Emperor.
      

      
      H

      
      HELENA A fugitive slave, formerly resident at the Holzarta refuge camp
      

      
      HUANG A trader exporting Sinoan slaves into the Roman Empire.
      

      
      HYPATIA A friend of MAKARIA living on Siphnos.
      

      
      J

      
      JUN SHEN also (to the Romans) JUNOSENA Dowager Empress of Sina.
      

      
      K

      
      KATO-NO-MASARU also (to the Romans) MASARUS CATO Lord of Tokogane.
      

      
      KIYOWARA-NO-SANETOMO Lord of Goshu.
      

      
      L

      
      LAL Daughter of DELIR, also a fugitive. Roman citizenship revoked.
      

      
      LAUREUS A young Roman aristocrat.
      

      
      LEO See NOVII.

      
      LIUYIN Son of an official, living in Jiangning.
      

      
      LUCIUS See NOVII.

      
      M

      
      MAECILII, THE A Senatorial family.
      

      
      MAKARIA See NOVII.

      
      MARCUS See NOVII.

      
      MARINUS A fugitive slave, formerly resident at the Holzarta refuge camp.
      

      
      MATHO A fugitive Roman slave, working as a shopkeeper in Jiangning.
      

      
      MAZATL?

      
      MEI Purchased as a child along with ZIYE by HUANG.

      
      MIMANA-NO-FUSAHIRA Lord of Corea.
      

      
      MIZUKI A lady-in-waiting at the Nionian court.
      

      
      MOULI A contact of DELIR living in a village near Wuhu, has assisted fugitive Roman slaves travelling through Sina in the past.
      

      
      N

      
      NORIKO?
      

      
      NOVII, THE The Roman Imperial family.
      

      
      NOVIA FAUSTINA, nicknamed MAKARIA – only child of FAUSTUS.

      
      DRUSUS NOVIUS FAUSTUS Son of LUCIUS and DRUSILLA TERENTIA, cousin of MAKARIA and MARCUS.

      
      LUCIUS NOVIUS FAUSTUS Brother of FAUSTUS and LEO, father of DRUSUS, uncle of MARCUS and MAKARIA. Suffers from the ‘Novian curse’ – excluded from succession.
      

      
      MARCUS NOVIUS FAUSTUS LEO Son of LEO and CLODIA, nephew of FAUSTUS and LUCIUS, cousin of MAKARIA and DRUSUS. Heir apparent to the Roman throne.
      

      
      OPPIUS NOVIUS FAUSTUS The first member of the NOVII to become Emperor in 2509.
      

      
      TERTIUS NOVIUS FAUSTUS LEO Youngest brother of FAUSTUS and LUCIUS, father of MARCUS. Heir presumptive to the Roman throne, supporter of the abolition of slavery, murdered along with his wife CLODIA AURELIA in 2757.
      

      
      TITUS NOVIUS FAUSTUS AUGUSTUS Emperor of Rome.
      

      
      O

      
      OCTAVIA A divorcée living in the same block of flats as VARIUS.
      

      
      OPPIUS See NOVII.

      
      P

      
      PACCIA A slave.
      

      
      PROBUS A Senator acting as minister for Terranova.
      

      
      PROCULUS Manager of Veii Imperial Arms Factory.
      

      
      Q

      
      QUENTIN, MEMMIUS, an advisor to Faustus.
      

      
      R

      
      RONG Purchased as a child along with ZIYE by HUANG.

      
      S

      
      SAKURA A lady-in-waiting at the Nionian court.
      

      
      SALVIUS General of the Legions of the Roman Empire.
      

      
      SIBYL, THE The Pythia at Delphi.
      

      
      SING-JI The Sinoan Emperor, son of the Dowager Empress JUN SHEN. Also (to the Romans) FLORENS. [[image: image], in Pinyin: Xing Zhi?
      

      
      SOHAKU A retainer to KATO-NO-MASARU.

      
      SU, MRS. A peasant farmer, mother of GENG.

      
      SULIEN Brother of UNA. A former slave with strange abilities born in London. Sentenced to crucifixion for rape in 2757, but rescued by Una and later exonerated by the testimony of TANCORIX.

      
      T

      
      TADAHITO also (to the Romans) TADASIUS The Nionian Crown Prince, eldest son of the GO-NATOKU EMPEROR.
      

      
      TAIRA A Nionian Lord.
      

      
      TANCORIX The daughter of the London family that owned SULIEN. Formerly married to EPIMACHUS, disgraced by admission of an affair with a slave. Now living as a singer in Rome.
      

      
      TIRO A fugitive slave, formerly resident at the Holzarta refuge camp.
      

      
      TOMOE A lady-in-waiting at the Nionian court.
      

      
      TULLIOLA (TULLIA MARCIANA) Former wife of FAUSTUS. Arrested for involvement in the pro-slavery conspiracy that killed LEO, CLODIA and GEMELLA. Died in custody, apparently by suicide, in 2757.
      

      
      U

      
      ULPIA Nurse to LUCIUS.
      

      
      UNA Sister of SULIEN. A former slave with strange abilities born in London.
      

      
      V

      
      VARIUS, CAIUS Director of a free clinic for slaves in Transtiberine Rome. Former private secretary to LEO, widower of GEMELLA. Charged with murder and treason in 2757, but later exonerated.
      

      
      W

      
      WEIGI An interpreter at the Sinoan court.
      

      
      X

      
      XANTHE Daughter of TANCORIX.
      

      
      Y

      
      YANISEN, MARCUS VESNIUS Head Governor of Terranova.
      

      
      Z

      
      ZIYE A former gladiatrix of Sinoan origin. Escaped to the Holzarta refuge camp in 2754, now a fugitive.
      

   
      
      
THE NOVIAN DYNASTY
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      How is it that a mortal can wish for another mortal the annihilation of his body, or of his soul, or death for his children
         or for his cattle, if he has sense enough to know that he himself is mortal?
      

      
      For he is pitiless to himself, and none of the others shall pity him.


AVESTA, FRAGMENTS 48–49 
TR. JAMES DARMESTETER


   
      
      [ I ]

      
      YELLOW FIRE

      
      She had barely slept. The single damp sheet that lay over her was smothering, a heavy pelt, but when she pushed it off she
         felt exposed, a little panting grey animal, curled up in the heat. The windows were all open, but when the air moved it made
         no difference, it was like moist wool brushing over her. Summers had not always been like this, had they? She thought she
         could feel the bricks of the house, the trees outside and the miles of dry ground, hurt with heat, straining and creaking.
      

      
      But after all she must have been more than half-asleep, for she was very late noticing the sound, or the scent.

      
      She thought that perhaps something had moved in the corner of the room, near the door: an animal, or a person. She blinked
         heavily and pressed her cheek to the pillow, not afraid; it did not really occur to her to believe there was anything there.
         She lay, possibly asleep, eyes open or shut, she could not tell. The heat puffed and crept.
      

      
      Then again she had the impression of motion, in the air above her this time – a dark ripple – and she smelt it now.

      
      She sat up, and the gasp she made brought the bitterness in the air far more sharply into her throat. She had seen smoke moving,
         and there were flames like small creatures skittering on the floor.
      

      
      She ran shuffling across the room. The door led into her sitting room, the stairs down into the rest of the house were beyond
         it. The little flames by the door were not, in themselves, terrifying, but when she pushed the door open, the room was bright
         with yellow fire, and a thick hovering flood of hot gas and dust struck her face.
      

      
      She choked and cried out, backing away into the bedroom. She groped towards the window, at first only for the air that now seemed clean and cool. Then she looked down and saw the
         thick red flames, gushing like a liquid, like blood, upwards out of the lower windows. Her brother and sister-in-law, and
         their children – they were out, weren’t they? She could see dim figures in the garden, but there was no light except that
         of the fire.
      

      
      She could not climb down or jump. Her rooms were on the third floor, out of the family’s way. She had not meant to end up
         surviving on goodwill like this, but she’d always lived in this house, and now, even as she leant out, calling for help, she
         wanted to weep with grief for it, for the things, furniture her parents had bought, pictures—
      

      
      A rich fountain of black smoke, fast and bloated, rolled up to her window from below and forced her back into her bedroom.

      
      The vigiles, surely, must be nearly here.

      
      She stood for a moment, coughing, clasping her hands near her face, and then plunged through the burning doorway into the
         other room. Down near the floor there was still some air, though her palms and knees were seared at once. She crawled into
         the cavern of heat, whimpering with pain and horror, and at the sight of her possessions blazing – hidden in the drawers of
         the burning writing-desk – her bundles of letters. Some of them thirty years old, some of them she could almost never bear to read over, but they were terribly important,
         necessary.
      

      
      She could not understand how the familiarity of the room’s shape could be burning away with everything else, how hard it was
         even to remember the way to the door, but she saw in despair that even if she reached it, it would be no good; of course the
         stairs would be impassable with flame. And she could not breathe; the fire encroached towards her from all sides, it steered
         her, so that she had to scramble backwards again, and could barely make it into the bedroom once more, in pain, her hair already
         singed and eaten to rags by the fire.
      

      
      But this room too was soaking with heat and poison; she could not even try to get near the window again: the curtains were
         moving murderously and dropping away in flakes as they burned. Flame was beginning to pool on the ceiling.
      

      
      ‘If there is ever a fire, don’t hide, children die in fires because they hide from them.’ Her parents had told her this. She
         crept under her bed. It was decades since she had been a child, and there was nowhere else to go. She lay there on her stomach
         and saw the carpet steam or smoke. She could feel that she would probably lose consciousness soon, and was afraid that even
         if the vigiles came in now they wouldn’t find her; they wouldn’t know she was there.
      

      
      But nothing was ever found of her. She was dead before the orange flame burst from the floor, from the bed, before the roof
         fell through, crushing the shell of her body into black crumbs of bone that later could not be told from those of the slaves,
         or even, at first, from the scorched chips of plaster and wood.
      

   
      
      [ II ]

      
      TOKOGANE

      
      The heat exhausted Faustus, heaped viscously over his body, gripped his head, a bottling, fermenting feeling. It was hard
         to think clearly, but the month’s meetings kept multiplying, swelling: there were forest fires, more this year and worse than
         any he could remember, huge red flotillas, crescent-shaped on Terranova, advancing on tall sails of smoke towards the cities
         on the west coast. And also in Gaul, and even in Italy itself, to the north. And Nionia – how serious the threat was, how
         fast it was growing – just for an hour he should be allowed to forget it all. But he could not, and at nights he could not
         sleep.
      

      
      His eyes pulsed redly against his shut lids.

      
      The woman trying to rub the ache out of his shoulders was young, with long dark hair which sometimes he felt whisk against
         his skin. Not really like Tulliola, except in that. A slight pleasure glowed in his scalp as her fingers moved up into his
         hair, but the tiredness had only retreated from her a little, she could not do more than touch the surface of it.
      

      
      He felt a very faint, very perfunctory excitement, mingled with a stronger boredom at the knowledge that, if he wanted, he
         could turn over, reach for her. He was the Emperor, she would have to …
      

      
      But he did not want to. Because of Tulliola, and because he was so tired.

      
      There was a slight noise, a tap, a warning, recognisable clearing of the throat at the door to which Faustus uttered a vague
         grunt of mingled assent and protest, knowing at once that it was Glycon, his cubicularius or private secretary. The girl draped
         a towel over him, and he raised himself, embarrassed, not by his nakedness, but by the slowness with which he did it, the little groan that escaped him, a creaking
         ‘mmm …’ His eyes were still shut.
      

      
      ‘Sir.’

      
      Faustus opened his eyes, knowing the tone of voice. He had of course heard it several times, but worst of all and most repeatedly
         during the terrible summer and autumn of three years before, beginning with the news that his youngest brother was dead. Then
         everything with his nephew Marcus, and finally that they had found Tulliola, dead under house arrest.
      

      
      How should he think of Tulliola now? As little as possible, and not, if he could, as having been his wife. He was so ashamed
         of her. He did not know why she had done such terrible things, and he never wanted to find out, and she had been so beautiful.
         He was almost grateful to her for having killed herself. It was better than having to have her executed.
      

      
      So, his first thought was that, again, he was going to hear that something had happened to one of his family. Marcus, who
         was his heir now. Or even worse, his daughter Makaria – no, please, not her. Or it could be both of them, they were both in
         Greece.
      

      
      ‘We need you downstairs,’ said Glycon. ‘There has been a massacre.’

      
      Oh, thank goodness for that, thought Faustus, disgracefully, glad that no one would ever know. He sat up and punitive pain
         flowed back into his head.
      

      
      It eased off. ‘What do you mean by a massacre? How many people?’

      
      He felt sorry for Glycon, knowing he would hate giving a straight answer. He saw Glycon flinch, resist the urge to dodge the
         question altogether and settle on saying softly, ‘The lowest figure I’ve heard was a hundred, the highest was four hundred.
         Yanisen can tell you more.’
      

      
      ‘This is on the Wall, then, of course?’ Yanisen was the Governor of Roman Terranova.

      
      ‘The Wall has been breached,’ said Glycon, just as gently.

      
      Faustus felt a sharp twang of real shock for the first time. ‘The Wall has been breached? Are you telling me about an invasion?’
      

      
      Again Glycon recoiled a little. ‘It’s a matter of the last few hours. It’s very unclear. I wouldn’t like to speculate. But
         you will need the military options before you: I have General Salvius waiting with Probus, and Memmius Quentin, because obviously
         the impact on the public will become important very soon.’
      

      
      ‘Good,’ said Faustus heavily. ‘You’d better get, ah …’ For an odd moment he could not get the name to form, either in his
         brain or on his tongue. ‘Falx,’ he said finally. Falx was an intelligence specialist on Nionia.
      

      
      ‘He’s on his way.’

      
      He walked with Glycon through the Palace. The massage seemed to have done no good at all. He was as sluggish as before. He
         felt oily under his clothes.
      

      
      ‘We can talk to Nionia through Sina or our trade contacts,’ said Glycon. For eighteen months and more there had been, officially,
         only bitter silence between Nionia and Rome. The last Nionian ambassadors had been spies, or at least, the danger that they
         were spies had been too strong to take chances.
      

      
      ‘Sina,’ answered Faustus dully. The light through the gold-tinted glass hurt his eyes.

      
      In the private office the doors were almost invisible when closed: carved leaves obscuring the edges, even the hinges and
         little handles concealed among the unbroken ivy and clematis painted in fresco round the walls, so that once inside you seemed
         to be within a large, cool, motionless garden, beautiful, with no way out. But there was a bright flat aperture now in the
         green wall opposite Faustus’ desk, where the shutters that covered the longvision were folded back, displaying Yanisen.
      

      
      Yanisen was Navaho, but looked – was – as essentially Roman as the men in the room: dressed in crisp white, his stiff, lead-coloured
         hair cut short and square above his elegant long face. Terranova was one of the few regions left in the Empire where languages
         other than Latin still had much currency, but the Governor’s full name was Marcus Vesnius Yanisen, and he would probably have
         dropped or altered even the Navaho cognomen, if it had not run easily enough off tongues used only to Latin.
      

      
      He and Probus should have been preparing what they would say to Faustus; instead they were in passionate argument: ‘If you
         had given me the resources—’
      

      
      ‘Do you – think – this is – an appropriate time – to be scoring points?’ said Probus, in a series of low, dry, furious gulps.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s a time to remember that I’ve been warning about this for years!’

      
      ‘Yes, we are all very aware of that, you’ve spent less time …’ he swallowed again, ‘actually doing anything about it.’
      

      
      Probus was thirty-six, a short but upright man with dark hair and a square face. He was precociously high-ranking, the youngest
         person in the room, and the most afraid for himself – for it was true Yanisen had often complained to him, as the tension
         on the Wall grew and the skirmishes got worse. It was also true that Salvius and Faustus himself were just as responsible
         for refusing Yanisen everything he had wanted, but Probus must know he would be the easiest to blame, if it came to that.
      

      
      Yanisen opened his mouth, incensed, but cut himself short, seeing Probus react as Faustus entered. The appalled, argumentative
         look of them brought the ache and the weariness to a peak again in Faustus. The lovely green room felt inexplicably stuffy.
      

      
      Salvius made him tired too; he was sitting on one of the green couches, scowling at the argument but taking no part in it.
         He sprang up to greet Faustus with the energy of a charge going off. He was white-haired, but the hair was still thick, and
         combed to a snowy gloss, and he was as muscular and handsome as he had been at twenty-five. Leo, Faustus’ dead brother, had
         been similarly careful of his appearance, and yet Faustus did not believe Salvius was really vain at all, as Leo certainly
         had been. Salvius had simply realised at some stage that to look this way helped him extract respect. He certainly had none
         of Leo’s loucheness – he seemed to have been happily faithful to his wife for thirty years. Oddly, even though politically
         they must have violently disapproved of each other, Leo and Salvius had got on quite well, out of military fellow-feeling, and the conscious shared possession of a certain kind of strength.
      

      
      Salvius bowed. Faustus took his hand, and felt that though it gripped firmly on his own, it trembled too, but not with fear
         like Probus’. Faustus looked into Salvius’ face and saw the spontaneous, wounded outrage there, and was surprised. Again he
         felt rather ashamed of himself; he just did not feel as if he personally had been attacked, when presumably of all people
         he ought to.
      

      
      Salvius burst out, ‘That’s the last shred of Mixigana gone, Your Majesty, and frankly it’s been a farce for years anyway:
         we’ve got no choice but to show we won’t tolerate this.’ Mixigana was the peace treaty that had established the Roman–Nionian
         border more than three hundred years before.
      

      
      ‘That’s probably the best way to let this out, it makes it clear you’re still in control,’ agreed Quentin, although Salvius
         did not seem to relish the advisor’s support and glanced at him with minor distaste. Quentin was in his forties but plumply
         boyish-looking, round-faced, with smooth chestnut hair. He did not look particularly shocked by what had happened.
      

      
      ‘Quiet,’ said Faustus. ‘You may think you know what this is all about, but I don’t. Yanisen?’ It was principally for Salvius’
         benefit that he tried to sound forceful, pulled his protesting body up as straight as he could. You’ve got to watch people
         like that, he felt, deeply and instinctively. The Novii might have ruled in Rome for two hundred years now, but it would never
         be long enough to be completely certain they were safe; not for any Emperor.
      

      
      Salvius looked at him broodingly, and he and Quentin subsided. Probus stood and clenched his teeth.

      
      Yanisen nodded. ‘Sir. Our troops came under the kind of attack they’ve experienced many times, especially in the last four
         years.’
      

      
      Probus grimaced, longing to interrupt.

      
      ‘Where?’ said Faustus.

      
      ‘This was in – that is, it began near Vinciana.’

      
      ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

      
      ‘No, there’s no reason you would have done. But it’s in Arcansa, very near the Wall, close to where it intersects the Emissourita. Of course, our troops retaliated. I think we lost
         four or five men at this point, sir. You must understand that with all of this – because of the way things escalated, it’s
         hard to be precise. A detail in armoured vehicles advanced a little way into Nionian territory to disperse the enemy. It appeared
         they had done so successfully. But on the return they were attacked again. Sir, the Nionians must have reinforced at some
         point in the last month; it was much more sustained, the numbers were such that the Roman soldiers were all but wiped out.
         We haven’t been able to recover the bodies.’
      

      
      ‘But that can’t have been a hundred people?’ asked Faustus.

      
      ‘No. The Nionians pursued the remnants back. And this is when they fired explosives at the Wall itself. Of course, by this
         time our surviving troops had called for support, but it didn’t come in time, there was no way they could hold the breach.
         The fighting spilled into Vinciana. And then, I think they – the Nionians – must have begun simply killing people indiscriminately.’
      

      
      Faustus exhaled heavily; he hadn’t realised so many of the deaths were civilian. He understood Salvius’ indignation better
         now, but he still couldn’t share it, not really; he felt more depressed than anything.
      

      
      ‘But they were driven back or killed after that? They’re not still there?’

      
      ‘No. The back-up from the next fort arrived; it doesn’t seem there’s been any more gunfire.’

      
      ‘And the breach itself?’

      
      ‘They’ve got it contained for the moment.’

      
      ‘But how big is it? What does the town look like now?’ ‘Well, it’s – the damage must be – I’m not there.’

      
      ‘Then go there. But first find me someone who’s there already. And decent pictures. And some idea of where these numbers are
         coming from.’
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ said Yanisen, his voice strained. Then, seemingly trying in vain to stop himself, he continued through his teeth.
         ‘The town is still vulnerable, of course, and will continue to be. I am sorry, Your Majesty, I feel I have to say, this could have been prevented—’
      

      
      ‘Yes, you could have prevented it,’ exclaimed Probus savagely. ‘Don’t you try and lay the blame here because we weren’t prepared to
         throw good money after bad.’
      

      
      ‘Stop,’ barked Faustus, acting fury easily enough; after all these years he could produce the right voice and expression on
         demand. ‘You can continue this in person. Probus, you should be out there too.’ Probus nodded shakily, but Faustus added,
         ‘Now, go now,’ and felt – vague as his desire for the girl in the bath-suite – a pang of pleasure at being able to flick Probus
         across the globe. Infantile, really. Probus left, still swallowing dryly; Faustus thought, with mingled scorn and pity, that
         he might even burst into tears.
      

      
      He gestured at the screen and a slave turned it off. An aide had entered and whispered something to Glycon.

      
      ‘What are we hearing from Cynoto?’ Faustus asked.

      
      Glycon looked disconsolate. He was training a quietly tormented, imploring expression on a cherry tree painted on the wall,
         and he had to lower his hand from his mouth to speak; unconsciously, he’d been biting the flesh of his index finger. ‘It’s
         taking time,’ he replied.
      

      
      ‘They’re not refusing to speak to us?’

      
      ‘No. Possibly keeping us waiting to make a point.’ He slipped out of the room.

      
      Faustus and Salvius exchanged a silent look now, not quite of guilt, but both were aware that for years they had considered
         quietly, why lavish money on the Wall when a war with Nionia might be coming, after which the Wall would be pointless? Yanisen
         must have known as much.
      

      
      ‘All right, now you can talk.’

      
      ‘We have almost the numbers on the Wall to head north already; we can reinforce them within weeks. I don’t believe it would
         take more than four months to take control of the territory.’
      

      
      Faustus nodded. Glycon re-entered to interject. ‘Falx is here.’

      
      ‘In a minute. But could we keep the war contained in Terranova?’

      
      ‘Obviously we would attack Cynoto from the air at the same time,’ said Salvius.
      

      
      ‘And their bases in Edo?’

      
      ‘It goes without saying.’

      
      Faustus nodded again, but he looked at Quentin. ‘Are you sure this looks like being in control? Because you could equally
         well say the opposite.’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Quentin, ‘people will want to feel something is being done.’
      

      
      ‘But – not to belittle what’s happened today – we don’t need to overstress it to the public, do we? People are used to hearing
         about skirmishes.’
      

      
      Quentin looked thoughtful. ‘It’s true that it’s a long way away for most people. But it’s not as easy to keep things quiet
         these days; and even if we were successful, they might then find it harder to accept if you did decide war was necessary.’
      

      
      Salvius by this time was looking overtly disgusted. ‘What?’ demanded Faustus loudly, finding with some surprise that he was contemplating Salvius almost with hatred. Oh, you think
         you’d do so much better, he thought sourly.
      

      
      Salvius hesitated, bristling warily. ‘I suppose it seems like a question of right or wrong to me. A question of the interests
         of Rome, at the least. I’m a little surprised it’s being considered in these terms.’
      

      
      ‘We’re considering everything, I hope,’ Faustus snarled.

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Salvius, trying to sound dispassionate.

      
      Faustus wanted Salvius out of the room so he could release his body from the straight posture he’d hauled it into, knead his
         face with hands. He said, ‘You talk with Falx. Come back and tell me what we can expect from the Nionians, and what we need to do to be ready.’
      

      
      Salvius was even a little appeased by this. When he and Quentin were gone, Faustus let himself sag, as he’d wanted to. He
         rubbed at the back of his neck and head, trying to mimic what the girl had been doing, but holding his arm aloft like that
         only seemed to make the muscles stiffen even more painfully and he let it drop.
      

      
      He noticed Glycon, who had retreated diffidently into a chair at the edge of the room. As the conversation had gone on, he had wound himself by subtle degrees into a position that looked agonising: his legs twisted round each other, his shoulders
         skewed, his hands up to his face with the interlaced and steepled fingers spikily protecting the lower half of his nose, his
         thumbs under his chin, jutting into his neck. He might be unaware he was doing it, but Faustus was sure Glycon wanted him
         to say, as he did now, ‘You’re looking very gloomy.’
      

      
      Glycon separated his hands to hold them splayed in midair. ‘Of course,’ he murmured. ‘The situation …’

      
      ‘No, don’t give me that,’ said Faustus, tersely gentle. He dragged a chair into place to sit opposite Glycon.

      
      Glycon unknotted himself fully, sighing. ‘I think the general reaches decisions so fast,’ he confessed. ‘I think it … it’s
         possible he underestimates the cost – financially, apart from anything else. And in – destruction.’
      

      
      This was an unusually strong word for Glycon: having said it he blinked and made a mute gesture, as if to rub it out of the
         air.
      

      
      ‘Of course, he may very well be right,’ he added quickly, which almost made Faustus want to laugh, but Glycon went on again
         gravely, his eyes distant. ‘But if Nionia is stronger than he thinks, then this would be something we’ve never seen before.
         A world conflict. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t decided anything yet,’ Faustus said quietly.
      

      
      As the afternoon wore on, however, he became increasingly angry with Nionia, for still all they heard through Sina were imprecise
         promises that the Nionian Emperor would be ready to speak with them soon. Faustus found himself roaring at Glycon, as if it
         were his fault: ‘Make sure they know they’re taking a damn stupid risk playing this game! Blind gods! He should be glad I’m
         willing to talk to him at all!’
      

      
      Glycon only nodded, unflinching. At last he came into the private office again to tell Faustus, ‘The Nionian Prince will speak
         with you, if you want.’
      

      
      ‘Which one?’ asked Faustus. He found the workings of the Nionian court confusing; he knew the Emperor had a lot of children.
         Faustus felt envious. It was curious and regrettable that he and his two brothers had only managed to produce one child each. He thought again of his daughter Makaria,
         and of Marcus. If Makaria had been a son – if she had married and had children like a normal woman … how much easier everything
         would have been. Of course, it was still not impossible, though she was thirty-six now. But he no longer seriously expected
         it to happen.
      

      
      If he had had a son with Tulliola – a child of six, at the oldest, now …? Briefly, he imagined such a boy, with black hair
         and a crooked Novian mouth. But the idea of Tulliola jabbed at his head again, and in honesty, did he remember what you were
         supposed to do with a child that young? A grandchild would have been different. Very occasionally he heard rumours that Makaria
         had a lover out on Siphnos; if so, he wished she would produce him, Faustus would really not care who it was.
      

      
      ‘Tadasius, the Crown Prince,’ answered Glycon. But of course the Prince did not call himself Tadasius, that was only the Latin
         rendering of it. His name was Tadahito.
      

      
      Faustus exhaled at length again, trying to puff the anger out of himself so that he could think clearly. ‘Suppose that’ll
         do,’ he muttered.
      

      
      The aides adjusted the longdictor and Faustus took it. ‘Your Majesty,’ said a voice.

      
      For a moment Faustus thought this must be some Roman intermediary, for the Prince’s Latin was disconcertingly flawless. Faustus
         was thrown, not only by this, but by the Prince’s age, older than Marcus, true, but what – twenty-two, twenty-four? ‘Your
         Highness,’ Faustus said, ‘can I not speak to your father?’ and realised too late that this sounded, absurdly and offensively,
         like something one might say to a child – ‘Is your daddy there?’
      

      
      In response he heard a quiet, sharp intake of breath. ‘My father trusts me to represent him accurately; I hope and believe
         he is right to do so. May I pass on to him your condolences for the murders of our people today? Shall I say Rome feels at
         last some degree of remorse for her actions?’
      

      
      ‘Flawless’ was almost an inadequate word for the Prince’s fluency. And yet Faustus no longer thought he would have mistaken
         him for a native speaker: though the accent was exhaustively correct, it was somehow clearly not intended as a pretence or disguise of being Roman. The structure of each
         sentence, the resonance of the voice were all deliberately, even insultingly perfect. Faustus felt uncomfortably aware of
         the very few, very faltering words of Nionian that had survived in his memory through the fifty or fifty-five years since
         his schooldays.
      

      
      ‘Oh, come on,’ he said, irked. ‘Your troops attacked the Wall. Did you authorise that or not?’

      
      ‘Our soldiers are authorised at all times to respond to Rome’s persistent incursions into Tokogane,’ replied the Prince. To
         Faustus’ ears the sudden, soft foreign syllables, spoken so naturally, sounded bizarre, resting incongruously on the familiar
         frame of his own language. There was no established Latin interpretation or taming of the Nionian name for the land north
         of the Wall. Romans would only speak, grudgingly, of ‘Nionian Terranova’, But he still remembered – Tokogane, the Land of
         Gold. That was what the Nionian name meant.
      

      
      ‘Yes, and you’ve sent in more. Even aside from what happened today, they are in violation of Mixigana simply by being there.’

      
      ‘We see Rome violate the treaty daily. We see infringement on Nionian territory, kidnappings, murders, rapes committed by
         your soldiers, or by your citizens with their protection.’
      

      
      ‘All that’s rubbish.’

      
      ‘It is possible,’ suggested the Prince, with pointed, forbearing courtesy, ‘that your subordinates prefer to keep these things
         from you, in which case your reaction is understandable. But I can give you specific instances.’
      

      
      ‘If I’m not supposed to believe my people, why should I believe yours? Look, the point is that explosives were used on the
         Wall, I assume you don’t dispute that much? Did this happen spontaneously, in which case we will expect the men concerned
         to be punished, or was this an intentional act of war?’
      

      
      ‘They were repelling your army’s assault. They were responding to the destruction of a village. The murders of children. Did
         you authorise that?’
      

      
      Faustus hesitated. His head beat. He began, ‘Deaths in a battle provoked by your troops—’
      

      
      ‘A village ten miles away,’ cried the Prince.
      

      
      Faustus was silent, blinking, thinking first, ‘I don’t have to believe that.’ Then: ‘but he believes it, that much is obvious.’ He pulled at his neck-cloth, which had begun to feel smothering, finally unpinned it
         and took it off altogether. He said quietly, ‘Tell me what your intentions are.’
      

      
      ‘The Emperor’s intentions have always been to protect and uphold Nionia’s side of the Mixigana treaty, despite Rome’s evident
         contempt for it; after today, of course, he may be forced to reconsider,’ said the Prince, performing the sentence with a
         restrained, hostile flourish, and so beautifully that he was almost singing.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t helping anyone,’ snapped Faustus. ‘My generals are fully prepared to respond. I thought you would appreciate the
         chance to give me your side of it.’ He glowered, angry with himself, and with the Prince for goading him into this. He had
         not meant to sound so schoolmasterly. It would not have come out so if the Prince had been older.
      

      
      There was a silence, which he thought he could hear ringing with both rage and satisfaction. The Prince said finally, politely,
         ‘Thank you. I have appreciated it. Goodbye.’
      

      
      ‘Sir, are you all right?’ asked Glycon, watching him.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Faustus thickly. Shouldn’t have drunk so much, he thought. But what was that supposed to mean? He hadn’t had a
         drink since the night before – he shouldn’t still be feeling that, should he? How much had it been? He couldn’t remember.
         ‘Get Salvius in here again.’
      

      
      Salvius listened impassively while Faustus told him what the Prince had said. ‘I think it’s a good sign he felt the need to
         justify it. It shows they know they’re in the weaker position.’ Talking with Falx had made him calmer, more confident that
         the right thing would be done.
      

      
      ‘You don’t think there’s any truth in the story about the village?’

      
      ‘Well,’ Salvius did lower his eyes briefly, ‘I might not go as far as that, but you can’t trust his account of it.’

      
      ‘No, I suppose not,’ said Faustus bleakly.

      
      ‘In any case it hardly makes a difference. However today began, the fact is that the Nionians have proved themselves a threat, and neither the Wall nor the treaty is strong enough
         to protect us. And this is not just a matter of our territory in the West, sir, it’s a question of whether we’re willing to
         let Nionia overtake us as an Imperial power. Because if not, this could be our last chance to stop it.’
      

      
      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Faustus—and could see that something had gone wrong; he hadn’t said it properly. He rose from his seat
         and tried again. ‘Just wait.’ He made for the hidden door because he felt it was the room that was wrong: the beautiful green
         room was so full of detail, and of the past, a minute or two anywhere else and he would be all right again. He reached the
         door, but fumbled at the familiar handles among the painted foliage.
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ Glycon was saying, coming towards him, his voice full of concern

      
      Then abruptly the door opened, and before his foot could fall in the doorway the impact came; a huge, soundless thud, a detonation
         so total that he could not immediately tell that it was within the walls of his own skull, for it knocked half the floor away,
         so that he stepped off the remaining ground into dark air, and fell.
      

   
      
      [ III ]

      
      AXE AND RODS

      
      Una could bear the sun here, where the sea blunted it a little. She was sitting with her legs drawn up protectively into the
         square of shade under a paper parasol on the stones, the folds of her white swimming dress stiffening around her with salt
         water. The dark island dropped straight down into the water with no softening of its slope. Here beneath the water it hollowed
         into a deep bowl, green and purple-red with floating leaves, and also there were spherical dark anemones, blood- or jewel-like
         and faintly sinister, fixed to the rock. Sometimes she lifted one of the books beside her, although even in the shadow the
         sunlight turned the pages dazzling, sometimes she watched Marcus swimming. Her pale skin had not burnt, nor did it turn a
         clear brown as Marcus’ had; it only, very slowly, picked up what looked to her like a faint tinge of dust.
      

      
      Marcus’ usually muted blond hair had been warmed to gold and amber-yellow, near the temples especially; the hair on his body
         had turned paler and brighter still. She knew that when he left the water, as his skin dried, it would look as if there was
         thin gold sand near this shore, instead of only rock.
      

      
      They would probably never again be closer to being alone together than this: at a tactful distance out there were a few Praetorian
         boats buzzing in circles round the island, more at the tiny port, and Marcus’ cousin Makaria would have her own bodyguards
         at the vineyard, although Una was not planning to go there.
      

      
      She looked out and everything shone, the water, Marcus’ wet hair and skin, and, subtle as smoke, a little silver drift of
         narrow fish, only visible when they turned and caught the light. It was as if she were watching them fly; it hardly seemed natural to her that water could be so transparent – it
         looked less substantial almost than air, not dense enough to support either a fish or a man, and if it could it was barely
         within reason, almost a cheat, a joke, that she should be there to see it.
      

      
      They were not far from the slave market at Delos.

      
      The books scattered around her were history books, Cossus’ Rome and Nionia, and the older works, the Livy and Plutarch that Marcus wanted her to read, hoping that they might make her a little more
         forgiving of Rome. She could read as fast as anyone else now, though always with a furtive, defiant tension somewhere under
         her ribs, a sullen fear that there was too much lost time to make up. Marcus and the other students in Athens were reading
         new things all the time. Knowing she felt like this Marcus had persuaded one of his own tutors from the Academy to visit her
         every week, but although he tried to hide it Una knew the tutor didn’t really understand what he was doing there, what the
         point was. And she had turned stiff, inarticulate, moody, so that he had not even thought her intelligent. She wasn’t preparing
         for anything, as Marcus was. She had told the tutor he might as well stop coming.
      

      
      When she had been freed she had not, until it was done, paid much attention to the fact that her name was being altered. Someone,
         drawing up her freedwoman’s papers, had cobbled together a bit of Marcus’ name with her own to make up a citizen’s name: Noviana
         Una. She had never been Marcus’ slave, or a slave of any member of his family, but it sounded rather like that. She tried
         not to let this bother her. Of course it was much better than living with the name of anyone who had actually owned her, as
         would have been more usual, and, she told herself, she need not think of it as more than an official detail, not really a
         name at all. But she found she had to use it more often than she would have expected.
      

      
      She knew that to look at her, it was not obvious, at least not at first, that she had ever been a slave. She was still very
         lean, but without the unhealthy look she realised she must have had once. She almost never curled her hair or wound it up in plaited coils, she let it hang, as she always had, pale, rabbit’s-fur-coloured, straight over her shoulders; but it
         had been cut so that it always fell smoothly, and there was more of a shine on it now. She had good clothes, like the white
         dress lying now on the rocks, plain and narrow but graceful. She had jewellery, even. Marcus had given her some of these things:
         the necklace of pale green stones now in the pocket of her small bag (she kept checking it was safe there), but she had her
         own money. She was very stingy with it, partly because she had worked out that it would not be so very much if it had to last
         her whole life. And really the money was not all hers or her brother’s. Dama had done as much; if he was alive they should
         share it with him. Keeping a part of it for him was complicated; it comforted her fear that he was dead, but it held her in
         an odd state of suspense, missing him, but as much afraid as hopeful that she would have to see him again. But sometimes,
         as time passed and he was not found, saving the money for him began to feel more like an act of memorial than anything else.
         No one had found his body in the woods near the Sanctuary, but the guards there could have buried or dumped it before they
         either vanished or were arrested. Sometimes she thought it would be better to spend the money on something he would have liked.
      

      
      But she had another, deeper-rooted motive for thrift. Even after three years, she had never relaxed completely: the paperwork
         that said no one could touch her, the physical ease of her life now – they were only to be trusted so far. She might suddenly
         need to escape, hide.
      

      
      On the Aventine hill in Rome, not too far from the Palace or the shadowy streets in Transtiberina where her brother lived,
         she’d noticed a particular bath-house, an ineffective and fallow place, just popular enough for its clients to come and go
         anonymously, where the staff would be uninterested and unconcerned by a slightly strange request. Una had come here, eighteen
         months before, driven by fierce, compelling impulse – and yet, could it really be called an impulse when it had made her act
         so carefully? Inside the locker that she’d used a false name to rent, under innocent towels and a strigil, under a pile of
         nondescript clothes, tidily rolled up and hidden in opaque little bottles meant for scented bathing-oil, were thick sheaves of cash: enough to
         get two or three people out of the country quickly. After Una had placed them there, she felt humiliated by what she had done.
         It seemed so furtive, so graceless, the dirty habit of a feral animal. She was, she thought, more like an urban fox, gnawing
         on rubbish out of a London bin, than a civilised woman. And she was ashamed of herself for keeping it secret from Marcus;
         it was unjust, when there was so little he could really hide from her. And yet she could not bring herself to tell him, or
         anyone, or to empty the locker; all this time later the stash was still there. Sometimes, without warning she would be struck
         by a lash of panic that it had been discovered, or that she had forgotten the code needed to retrieve it. Sometimes at night
         – but not often, not often at all – she lay in bed smoothing the sequence over, like a short string of Indian prayer-beads.
         She was glad there was nothing visible, no key that had to be hidden or could have been lost: only the code, shameful but
         safe, folded tightly in her brain, as if in silk.
      

      
      No, she was not altogether a Roman citizen, in spite of the name. It was not only these guilty slave’s fixations; it was a
         matter of law too, although most of the differences were subtle enough. She could not vote, or stand for public office, but
         she was a woman and could not have done that anyway.
      

      
      She could not marry a member of the aristocracy.

      
      Marcus hovered easily in the water below her. Una looked at him with clear, brooding happiness and leant down, grasped his
         wet hand and dragged him upwards, giving needless help as he pulled himself out onto the rock beside her. He flicked open
         one of the books and Una said, ‘A lot of men killing each other.’
      

      
      ‘No, sometimes they stop and make speeches.’ He draped himself across her lap; the sun was drying his skin so fast that she
         didn’t mind the brief film of water he spread over hers. He smiled up and coaxed her: ‘Don’t go back to the house tonight.
         Don’t make me go on my own.’
      

      
      The night before they’d slept in a little house Makaria owned near the harbour, but Marcus was visiting his cousin at the
         vineyard that evening.
      

      
      ‘It’s much better that I’m not there,’ said Una, with flat certainty. ‘I would make her uncomfortable.’
      

      
      ‘She should be grateful to you.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘All right, but that wouldn’t last very long. A few minutes. Isn’t it worth it? I think she’d like you, if you actually talked.
         It might …’ He played diffidently with her fingers. ‘It might help.’
      

      
      It was not exactly that Makaria or Faustus disapproved, or were particularly troubled by Marcus’ loving Una. On the contrary,
         they extended an easy, unspoken indulgence towards the two of them, based entirely on the assumption that, at an appropriate
         time, Marcus would get rid of her.
      

      
      Una sighed. ‘But I don’t want to meet her. You know why. How can I be there? There are slaves.’
      

      
      ‘Not many,’ said Marcus, and went on hesitantly, unhappily, embarrassed by the argument before he offered it. ‘She doesn’t
         … They probably hardly even think of themselves as slaves.’
      

      
      Una widened her eyes slightly, a strict, ascetic look. ‘Well, Sulien thought that. They’ll change their minds if they’re ever
         accused of a crime, or if your cousin dies or loses her money and they’re sold on.’
      

      
      Marcus sat up beside her. ‘I know, you know I know. You could talk to her – maybe we could explain it to her.’
      

      
      ‘You want to take me to meet your cousin, and say, you remember this little vagrant I picked up, she’s going to explain why
         she doesn’t approve of your life – and then we will all sit down and have dinner.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ groaned Marcus, dropping his head against her shoulder in defeat. ‘Stop it, don’t talk like that.’ He kissed the shoulder
         blade, ran his lips across her back to the base of her neck.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Una, letting her body loosen, resting her head against his.

      
      ‘I’d like you to be there, that’s all.’

      
      ‘I know.’ She turned to kiss him. ‘It’s only a night.’ But it was one of the last nights before she left Greece.

      
      She was sometimes with Marcus in Athens at the flat near the Academy, sometimes with her brother Sulien in Rome. She did not exactly live anywhere.
      

      
      She looked again across the lovely water and thought maybe Dama would want her to do something like go to Delos and see how
         many slaves she could buy. But it would be almost impossible to free them legally – should she just tell them to go wherever
         they liked, without any identity papers, with no certainty that they could live, that they wouldn’t be caught and punished?
         There was no longer anywhere that she knew of to send them; she didn’t know where Delir and the others had gone.
      

      
      Was this only an excuse for doing nothing?

      
      Her legs brushed against Marcus’, entangled idly. They watched a Praetorian boat drone by, the round-backed wave it carved
         lolling into the cove below them. When it had passed they folded together more greedily and regretfully, for if they had really
         been alone they could have climbed up the slope to find shade and smoother ground, to lie down and make love.
      

      
      Then, out of its rhythm, they heard the noise of the boat again, scraping through the water, growing louder. They looked up
         to see the Praetorians closing on them and both tensed. It was not only Una who privately nursed the possibility of catastrophe
         and flight.
      

      
      The boat turned to jog up and down in its own wake alongside the cove. The Praetorian lieutenant standing up in it, looking
         at Marcus, called out to him, ‘Sir, we’ve got to get you to Lady Novia’s house immediately.’
      

      
      Marcus got to his feet. Una remained huddled, feeling exposed in the pale swimming dress, but the Praetorian officers were
         trying to gloss over her presence by pretending she was not there.
      

      
      ‘Why? Are you expecting something to happen here?’

      
      ‘No, sir. Rome needs to talk to you on the longdictor in twenty minutes, that’s all I know.’

      
      Marcus nodded, silent at first, feeling apprehensive sickness gathering. ‘Let us get changed.’

      
      The Praetorian pilot drove the boat obediently around the headland. Marcus stood still on the rock and Una said, ‘Of course
         I’ll come with you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Marcus turned shut eyes to the blue bay. ‘Either it’s an attack on Rome, or it’s my uncle, isn’t it?’
      

      
      They dressed silently.

      
      Una, sitting in the boat, stringing the green chain around her throat, felt a mess, at a disadvantage; the grace of the white
         dress was gone from lying crumpled on the rocks and from being thrown on so hastily. Picking at her damp and salty hair with
         a comb did it no good. She did not want to be in Makaria’s house at all, but especially not feeling that she looked anomalously
         shabby or cheap. But thinking this made her jab the comb back into her bag with a defensive shrug, deciding crossly that there
         would have been no point in dressing up, even if it had been possible. But she kept touching and pivoting the smooth green
         stones, which had lost their coolness and heated faint humid discs on her skin.
      

      
      Beside her Marcus was motionless, his eyes fixed sightlessly on the water. She put her arm round him and he looked at her,
         but he didn’t speak, all the short journey round the little coast.
      

      
      A twist of white steps led up from a small quay. Stepping into the coolness of the low house at the base of the vineyard and
         from the white-and-blue glare outside, Una and Marcus were, for a little while, almost blind. Una’s self-consciousness was
         slightly eased by the fact that Makaria, out on the hill somewhere, had not yet been retrieved, but the woman who let them
         in was a slave, and yes, it was true, she did not seem at all unhappy, and Una did not know how to look at her or what to
         say. Almost immediately she and Marcus were separated; the Praetorians hurried him into Makaria’s study and shut the door
         before Marcus could protest that this was not what he wanted, and once inside, he was fixed, staring at the longdictor, and
         could not bring himself to order them to let her in, or to do it himself.
      

      
      They were a few horrible minutes early.

      
      Outside, Una stood on the white tiles, as aware of him behind the door as if she could see him, and yet she felt she could
         not force herself through into the room, although she wanted to, although she knew he wanted her there.
      

      
      The house was so plain inside that she was surprised it could belong to an Emperor’s daughter. There were no frescoes, the small tiles formed no pattern or picture; the atrium
         was stark, handsome, and slightly dirty from the scuffing of boots. She was nagged by the fear that Makaria, still innocent
         of what was happening, would come back and find her lingering there, alone.
      

      
      She heard Marcus beginning to speak, and could not make out the words – but she felt the stroke of shock that fell on him.
         It happened to her too, at the same moment.
      

      
      Then he walked out of the room towards her, pale – the tan did not show how pale – and she asked at once, ‘Is he dead?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Marcus. ‘No, he’s not dead. But he can’t do anything. It was a stroke. He might never – I’ve got to go back and—’
         There was a plain black-painted chair against the wall, he dropped onto it suddenly.
      

      
      He wanted to be Emperor, both for the sake of what he meant to do, and – inseparable from that – an amoral, secret and contained
         desire for the power itself, which frightened him a little. If the waiting had gone on for twenty years or more, as it might
         have done – and perhaps it still could – he must have come to prickly impatience in the end, as Leo had, however fond he was of Faustus. But so soon as this—
      

      
      He was trying so hard, as he sat there, not even to admit the risk that one way or another this was going to cost him Una.
         He was afraid to look at her and see her fearing this, suspecting that he feared it, or knowing that he did.
      

      
      He was afraid to let himself moan, even once, ‘I can’t do this.’
      

      
      Una, still immobile, suggested, ‘They should get Sulien.’

      
      ‘It’s all right, they have,’ he said blankly. He stared downward. ‘I just – I thought we’d have more time.’ And he looked
         up at her and began fervently, ‘I mean, more time in Greece, time before anything like this, not—’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ she interrupted quickly. But she wished he would not look at her like that, as if she were relentlessly receding
         from him. She went and enclosed his head in her arms.
      

      
      ‘There could be a war,’ he said. ‘The Wall’s been broken through. It happened today. I’m going to have to decide what to do. Or let Salvius decide. Of course he knows more than I do. But I can’t do that – he’d kill so many people.’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ murmured Una sternly into his hair, ‘of course I’m not glad for you, or for your uncle, but I am glad for everyone
         else that you’ll be the one accountable; because you’re good.’
      

      
      Marcus blinked and embraced her in a kind of spasm, pressing a hard imprecise kiss onto her face, then clutched her thinking,
         no. No. No.
      

      
      At that moment Makaria trudged in, sunburnt and gawky and far shabbier than Una, and yet over her unkempt clothes she wore
         an unconscious garment of Novian confidence, and so still looked like the aristocrat she was. She saw Una and Marcus locked
         in each other’s arms, felt a moment’s faint and unpleasant surprise that Una was there, and then said, ‘It’s Daddy,’ and rushed
         into the room Marcus had left.
      

      
      *

      
      It was as if an invisible mechanism that had been held forcibly still was suddenly released and began to move with merciless
         speed. Makaria wept, and ran upstairs to pack clothes, and came down, looking half-tamed in a city dress. There was no need,
         and no time, for Marcus to pack or change the Palace had already dispatched a squad of Praetorians to empty the Athens flat,
         the trunks they filled would be in Rome within days, and there was nothing in the meantime Marcus could need that the Palace
         could not instantly acquire for him. Una and Marcus thought of the flat ransacked, and felt at once invaded and guilty, as
         though the rooms were full of secrets and evidence of crimes. Una offered to go and see to it, but Marcus said, ‘No, they’re
         only things. Don’t go.’
      

      
      She was afraid that they would be whisked apart again, and after what had happened before, Marcus was staying stubbornly close
         to her to prevent it; but in fact the rush was, just in this, kind to them: it was too fast for anyone to try to decide she
         should be somewhere else. Makaria, hurrying out into the vineyard and back, instructing her staff, ignored her without malice
         or intention – having genuinely forgotten about her. Only when they went outside did she become aware of Una again, and looked at her with wet-eyed bewilderment and a polite, reflexive smile.
      

      
      The little island was helpless under an attacking sky full of aircraft, large and shining and inexorable. On the flanks of
         each, the image of an eagle spread triumphant metallic wings, blinding in this sharp light, above the letters S.P.Q.R: The
         Senate and the People of Rome. They roared down, like huge locusts, churning the hot air, so that birds panicked up from the
         trees and the seagulls fled crying, over the sea.
      

      
      Una and Marcus both felt their breath catch.

      
      The machines hung, roaring. There was no room for more than one to land, so men plunged out of them on ropes, surrounding
         the place – surrounding Marcus. It might have been an invasion, the lightning assassination of some foreign potentate or rebel
         warlord.
      

      
      Una murmured, trying to joke, ‘We could still run.’

      
      Marcus laughed, but said grimly, ‘No.’ He set his shoulders, as the central volucer lowered, and their hair rose and streamed.

      
      The volucer’s harsh grandeur diminished slightly as it settled, a little awkwardly, on the dusty yard behind Makaria’s house.
         Although Makaria could have had a landing bay on the island, she hadn’t wanted one. She too winced at the sight of this military
         influx, but because of the damage she feared the blast from the wings had done to her plants. She muttered sourly, ‘Stupid
         thugs. No one thinks.’
      

      
      Glycon was standing in the hatchway, strained and ruffled by the journey, his limp fair hair fluttering. ‘Glycon,’ said Marcus,
         while he was still climbing the steps, Una following him in the continuing torrent of lashed air. ‘Are there decisions I have
         to make at once?’
      

      
      Inside, the volucer was lined with fat, cream-coloured seats, and there were gold crests embossed on the internal doors; yet
         the attempt to translate the magnificence of a Palace room to a narrow and airborne space had not been perfectly successful.
         The large furniture looked cramped, and almost cheap, although of course it was not.
      

      
      To Marcus’ surprise, Salvius was also there, at the far end of the chamber. Marcus assumed he must be going to tell him more
         about what had happened on the Wall. But Glycon was looking at Marcus with anxious pity, handing him a sheet of paper. ‘There is something that has to be done, even
         before that.’
      

      
      Marcus stopped with the page in his hand and, for a moment, could not seem to take in what it was: the text was hastily printed
         in plain, smudgy black, although the edges of the paper were rimmed with gold. It was a short script. He realised now what
         Salvius was stiffly holding: a polished wooden box and, on top of it, a bundle of rods around an axe, or rather the bronze
         replica of such a thing: the rods inseparable, the curved axehead small and ornamented and useless. And yet it looked dangerous
         – because it could have looked slightly absurd, because it was a symbol rather than a tool. Marcus knew why Salvius was here now –
         what he could say about Nionia was incidental: he was representing the army.
      

      
      A quiet vertigo touched Marcus, as the volucer lifted.

      
      ‘Sit down,’ said Salvius.

      
      Marcus obeyed, warily: Salvius affected the same defensive instinct in him as in Faustus, it was only that it urged Marcus
         to look older, not younger. He could guess how Salvius would regret giving up what he held.
      

      
      Una watched Salvius, also feeling a prickle of threat, as the green island dropped away from beneath her. As they entered
         the volucer Salvius had stared at Marcus with mixed feelings that resolved into near-disgust when he saw that Marcus had his
         little girlfriend along with him. He had noticed her retreating into one of the seats at the rear, with what he thought of
         as a kind of demure shiftiness. She was looking at him.
      

      
      Una sat by the window, masked her face with guarded blankness and, mechanically, worked a quick, cold-blooded calculation.
         Glycon had met her before, and did not mind her presence; Marcus, of course, wanted her here; Makaria might have sided with
         Salvius but was, for now at least, subdued with anxiety about Faustus. So you are outnumbered, thought Una to Salvius, and
         relaxed a little.
      

      
      But Salvius was teeming painfully with frustration and smothered power, the little devious-looking girl was the smallest part
         of the problem. Marcus’ face made him remember Leo with affection and sorrow, and smart at the thought of what a disaster Leo would have been as Emperor. He knew
         that he could, almost certainly, stop this from happening – and he must not, he was not a traitor. Or was he? What if it were
         treachery not to act, to hand Rome over to a boy at such a moment? Would they, afterwards, say, ‘If Salvius had moved, then …’? Or would
         the ruin be so comprehensive that he would be drowned in it, and barely remembered at all?
      

      
      He and Marcus sat facing each other across a polished shelf of table and Salvius demanded, as if he were interrogating Marcus,
         ‘Do you promise to govern Rome and her Empire, on behalf of the People and the Senate?’
      

      
      ‘I promise this,’ replied Marcus, as the script said he should.

      
      Salvius picked up the bronze fasces, weighed it unhappily, and put it into Marcus’ hands.

      
      ‘Do you promise to uphold the rights and privileges of the Roman people established in custom and law?’

      
      ‘I will uphold them.’

      
      After glancing across it, Marcus didn’t really need the script any longer; his part was simple enough and he felt safer and
         stronger when he was able to look Salvius in the eyes. Laying it down, he looked up and saw that for the first time the expression
         of distress or of distrustful blankness had left Una’s face and she was staring – at Salvius, at himself, at the items that
         passed between them – with a curiosity so disconcertingly avid that she looked almost ecstatic.
      

      
      Salvius nodded and removed from the box a smaller, more ornate ebony chest which he opened, swivelled to face Marcus, and
         pushed to him across the table.
      

      
      Inside were packed rows of wooden tubes or cylinders, some plainly labelled, some darkly painted with gods, or hunting scenes,
         or with an enthroned Emperor. They were cases of rolled documents. Most were probably defunct and meaningless, only there
         because their presence had become traditional – the texts of religious rites, old prophecies – but some of the newer ones
         must be real and important secrets: the military codes to be used if, for example, an Emperor ever needed to order an attack on part of the Empire itself.
      

      
      Marcus touched them lightly, as if they might give off electric shocks.

      
      ‘Do you promise, as far as lies within you, to execute the law with justice, compassion and truth?’ said Salvius, quietly
         appealing now, for it was far too late to go back.
      

      
      ‘I promise to do this,’ repeated Marcus.

      
      From the box, Salvius lifted a square of gold-fringed cloth. He undid the folding carefully, a layer at a time, until the
         Imperial seal-ring was visible, resting on his palm.
      

      
      Somehow, despite the script, despite the fact that he could have predicted all of this, Marcus was genuinely startled by every
         new phase of the ritual, as though he were watching a developing magic trick done with knives. The appearance of the ring
         almost made him jump. ‘I will perform what I have promised, in the name of the gods,’ he said, calmly enough.
      

      
      He took the ring. The gold was dark, sullen-coloured. It seemed huge and unwieldy: both the drum-shaped boss, with the stern
         Eagle and laurel impressed upon it, and the band itself, widened for a heavy man’s finger, so that putting it on he felt shamefully
         slight, almost childlike. He curled his right hand into a fist; only so, or by holding his hand out flat and balancing it,
         could he keep the ring from swinging upside down, or sliding off altogether. This way it was almost like a small piece of
         armour for the hand, or a weapon, to reinforce a punch.
      

      
      ‘The Roman army acclaims you as Caesar and Regent, and implores the gods to grant you health and victory,’ said Salvius tersely.
         He bowed; an uncomfortable forward jerk of the shoulders, and sat back.
      

      
      Glycon also bowed, and there was silence. Marcus sat, trying not to submit to the threatening dazed feeling, wondering what
         he was supposed to do with the box of scrolls and the fasces. Except where Salvius had said ‘Regent’ and not ‘Emperor’, the
         words were exactly those of a coronation, although that would never have happened in such furtive, pared-down haste. The gold
         laurel wreath was not there.
      

      
      ‘It will be altered later this evening,’ said Glycon, of the ring. ‘It’s important that you do a broadcast quickly; you’ll need it to fit for that.’
      

      
      ‘Is it necessary that he wear it?’ asked Salvius, discontentedly. ‘He’s not taking the wreath. This is supposed to be temporary,
         isn’t it? Nominally at least.’
      

      
      Marcus, again, suppressed a small jolt of shock.

      
      ‘It can be altered back again,’ said Glycon mildly.

      
      Marcus did not want them to continue discussing him like another item of the insignia. He said, ‘Tell me about Nionia.’

      
      *

      
      Later, during a lull for food and wine, he slid into the seat beside Una, and they linked fingertips, covertly. But the captivated
         way she’d watched the ceremony had unsettled him a little. She said, ‘I couldn’t help it.’ Then, stealthily, afraid that she
         might be forbidden to touch it, she made a quick move to the table and seized upon the script of the oath with the same predatory
         fascination with which she’d listened to it. ‘I was thinking about agreement,’ she told him.
      

      
      ‘Agreement?’ echoed Marcus. He felt tired.

      
      ‘What changed when you said that? What do those words do? That man, Salvius, it’s as if he expected it to be a spell. But
         …’ She tapped the paper. ‘Nothing’s any different. Anyone could say this. We aren’t even in Rome. There’s hardly anyone here
         to hear you.’ Very softly, so that Salvius, Glycon and Makaria would not hear her, she recited: ‘I promise to govern Rome
         and her Empire.’ And she raised her face, faintly sardonic, as if waiting for something to happen. ‘It doesn’t mean anything
         when I say it. Why does it when you do? Only because it’s agreed to mean something. But who agreed to it, then? On one hand, very few people. But if consent is having the power to prevent
         it but allowing it to happen, then everyone …’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Marcus. ‘I hope they give me a week before they start the revolution, this is enough for today.’ He too had wondered,
         what is this doing to me, what am I doing to myself?
      

      
      ‘And then there’s the army,’ added Una, looking at Salvius.
      

      
      ‘Don’t put ideas in his head,’ protested Marcus, with a forced laugh.

      
      ‘It will be all right. It will,’ she said. If she kissed him, she knew that Salvius would think him weak. She closed her hand
         over the finger that wore the loose gold ring, as if smoothing a small burn.
      

      
      *

      
      For a long time Marcus listened to Salvius neutrally, almost without speaking. But after only a few seconds of this quiet,
         Salvius was sure that if Marcus had any instinctive feeling of what was necessary, then there must have been some sign of
         it by now. He overheard Glycon giving Marcus the gist of Faustus’ conversation with Tadahito – as it were behind Salvius’
         back – and felt conspired against. He found he was trying to pound agreement out of Marcus, or at least provoke him into declaring
         his own folly. His voice rose helplessly louder. It was like shouting into a ravine for a non-existent echo.
      

      
      And the girl kept eavesdropping. Aside from his disapproval of her presence, he found the sense of a second, unacknowledged
         audience simply disconcerting. She and Marcus had separated strategically again, but they were still palpably in silent league
         and Salvius could not keep his eyes both on her and on Marcus at once. If, as of course he must, he ignored the girl and focused
         on Marcus, he could not conquer the feeling that he was exposed on the other flank. He almost felt that if he looked around
         at her quickly he would catch her with a pen in her hand, taking down critical notes, like some kind of inspector.
      

      
      Marcus waited until the hard spots of light on the Golden House and the Colosseum became visible, and the patterns of Rome
         spread beneath them, in intricate grids like fanning columns of Sinoan characters. Then he said, ‘Salvius, I know what you
         want done. And I can see you’ve already guessed that I don’t agree with you; so that might as well be said. I’m not going
         to order any attack. I want to meet the Nionians. I think it could happen in Sina.’
      

      
      He had spent a minute or two constructing this speech. He was fairly sure his voice balanced the warning that Salvius must
         not hector him any more with enough sorrow that they could not agree, but he hoped it did not sound absurd to use such a tone
         on someone so much older than him – and taller also, and not dressed, as Marcus still was, in loose informal clothes meant
         for hanging around by the sea.
      

      
      Salvius swivelled his head, jaw-first, from side to side, stretching the neck muscles, as if preparing to shoulder his way
         through a hostile crowd or break down a door. He explained, carefully, heavily, ‘Of course you’re reluctant to take such a
         step – but so am I, I promise you. No one with any experience of war would ever want to start one without reason. But we have
         let them go too far already. If we don’t stop them now they are certain to go further. It’s unfortunate that we weren’t more
         decisive about this in the past, then perhaps you wouldn’t be in this position now. But you are.’ But he felt a kind of release
         that Marcus had spoken at last.
      

      
      ‘We’ve got the whole of the future to fight them,’ answered Marcus.

      
      ‘No,’ said Salvius categorically, but did not elaborate, so Marcus went on.
      

      
      ‘But we could never get back to here. Or even if we could, there’d be so many dead already.’

      
      ‘There are four hundred dead today,’ said Salvius desperately. ‘And if we hesitate after this, it won’t be forgotten. It isn’t
         only Nionia. Provinces could revolt. Think of what happened in Mexica; there’s always India. We are only strong if they know
         we’re strong, we’ve always relied on that.’
      

      
      ‘You make it sound as if we’ve always fought every possible war,’ said Marcus. ‘You know we haven’t. This is what I’m going
         to do.’
      

      
      Salvius muttered, trying to make the best of it, ‘At least it gives us more time to prepare.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Marcus. ‘That is, of course you must do what you need to protect the people in the territory, but no more than
         that, not huge numbers of troops moving in.’
      

      
      This time Salvius just stared at him, appalled.
      

      
      ‘Otherwise meeting them would be meaningless. They would mirror what we did. There’d be two armies looking at each other across
         the Wall, waiting. How could either we or Nionia believe they would walk away again? It would become inevitable. I’ve studied
         this …’
      

      
      But no, he shouldn’t have said that, thought Una, and Marcus realised it himself at the same moment, and they couldn’t prevent
         their eyes from meeting, both of them knowing that he shouldn’t have justified himself at all, shouldn’t have reminded Salvius
         of the Athens Academy where Marcus had been only days before. Of course he didn’t have any experience of war, as Salvius had
         already implied. He was not even twenty years old.
      

      
      Nevertheless, Salvius said nothing.

      
      *

      
      Una and Sulien watched Marcus’ broadcast together, sitting on the floor, ignoring their surroundings while the heavily beautiful
         apartments that would be Marcus’ opened out around them like a rich flower.
      

      
      They’d locked themselves in, they didn’t exactly know why.

      
      ‘He looks different,’ said Sulien.

      
      Una’s shoulders shifted upwards in a taut shrug, and didn’t lower again. ‘He knows what he’s doing. He’s all right.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ agreed Sulien, glancing at her cautiously and then back at the longvision. As casually as he could, he added, ‘How
         about you?’
      

      
      Una’s gaze at the screen turned warningly blank, fixed. She said levelly, ‘Knew it was coming eventually.’

      
      ‘But not so soon. Not like this.’ He knew it was stupid to feel responsible. ‘I’m just … sorry.’

      
      Una twitched her head and gave no answer beyond a faintly disapproving grunt.

      
      ‘What?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Your voice,’ she answered unexpectedly. ‘What are they doing to you here?’
      

      
      ‘There’s nothing wrong with my voice,’ said Sulien.

      
      ‘Yes there is. When I was last here you still sounded a little bit like you might be my brother. I come back and you’ve turned
         into a born and bred Roman.’
      

      
      ‘No I haven’t,’ he protested, the British note suddenly pushing to the surface of his voice. Una looked at him and felt her
         face slipping into a grin. He hardly thought about having grown up in a different country. If he remembered any other place
         as mattering to him it wouldn’t be London – it would be the camp in the Pyrenees, and the journey there. His accent had begun
         to change very early, the vowels and stresses moulding to the shape of the sounds around him as pliantly as wax, before he’d
         been in Rome even a year. But she knew two weeks spent talking to no one except her would have colonised his voice as completely
         as rennet in milk, except that the process would be entirely reversible.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, I can’t help it.’ Though it did seem embarrassing to be so malleable. ‘So what if I do sound Roman? I like it here.’

      
      And yet it was almost not a question of liking Rome; he fitted it as easily as into air, so that it no longer really occurred
         to him whether he liked it or not.
      

      
      Una considered him affectionately, but with mild wonder. ‘You’d like it anywhere.’

      
      Travelling in or out of Rome, on the Appian or Ostian Way, the crosses by the roadside would still turn him sick and shaky,
         and his fingers would move involuntarily to the vulnerable skin of his wrist. But he wouldn’t have been safe from that in
         any Roman city.
      

      
      Her own accent was the same as ever, although only out of a kind of tone-deafness, she thought, rather than any deliberate
         effort to keep it. But she was sometimes confused by a furtive nostalgia for Britain, for London, where she’d suffered so
         much. It was not that she’d ever been fond of the feel of the air there – different from anything she’d found on the European
         mainland – or the shape of the ground under the city; only that they’d imprinted themselves on her as being the essential
         state of things. There was no reason ever to go back. She and Sulien had no family except each other. (Although this was not
         true, their mother was presumably still alive, but Una never wanted to think of her, would have dug the very idea of such a person out of her own memory if she could.)
      

      
      And whenever she went into Rome she always drew herself up a little, combatively, as if wanting to remind the place that she
         was working under a truce with it, that was all.
      

      
      They fell quiet again, watching the screen. Marcus alluded lightly to his parents, who had been loved. Una knew that there
         was very little he could say, nothing firm about Nionia because there was nothing certain yet. He could only look and talk
         and act as if it was all right, as if it was right that he should be there, making wordless promises with the rhythm of his
         voice and the expression on his face. He could not have been more than a few hundred yards away, but watching him on the screen,
         that was hard to believe. The ring, hastily narrowed as Glycon had promised, was steady and visible on his hand, and the purple
         robe that had been hung over the new formal clothes was very dark, almost black, made of rough dense silk that stood around
         him in carved folds, constructing his body into extra, illusionary height and breadth. His hair had been trimmed and smoothed.
         He could have been five or six years older than he really was, or else of no specific age – young in a burnished, lacquered-over
         way, not raw or susceptible. He was not wearing the gold wreath, but it lay symmetrically on the desk in front of him, in
         the very centre, so that his body rose above it, in a column.
      

      
      Of course they had known Marcus’ face long before they met him. They could remember staring at him while he was asleep, that
         first night after finding him, that longvision face intruding into real life.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Sulien quietly. ‘This is what he was brought up for.’

      
      But the difference in Marcus alarmed him. He felt almost as if it were something he had inflicted upon him

      
      When he’d first gone into the room where Faustus lay, the gilded space had been crowded with what seemed to Sulien’s tired
         eyes a welter of important men, although some in fact were slaves, indistinguishable for a moment in the general shock from
         the secretaries, Palace doctors, and even senators. More or less all of them were shouting at or around Sulien as he tried to concentrate, and they didn’t all
         obey him at once when he told them to leave; one he even pushed physically from the room. Once he was alone with Faustus,
         lying with his face slack, still uttering a long rustling snarl, Sulien had emptied his mind of everything but his job: salvage
         work, trying to save a life. But when that was done he’d felt as if he had a decision to make, as if he were about to do something
         terrible to Marcus – and to his sister.
      

      
      Really it was no choice of his, all he had to do was report how things were: that Faustus was alive, but that if Glycon –
         who had brought him there – had thought that Sulien could immediately wipe the injury out of Faustus’ brain as if it had never
         been there, then he was wrong. But he had waited for a minute, as if hoping something else would happen, something to stop
         him, and he had watched Faustus with an attack of the too-acute pity that he often thought was a bad and amateurish feeling
         in any kind of physician. It was no good to get so bleeding-heart about things. In this case, for example, the pity for Faustus
         had become as intense and as indistinguishable from the idea of Marcus as if they were both mortally ill. He had left the
         room and said, ‘Yes, get him.’
      

      
      He rubbed his eyes and complained, ‘I’m wiped out.’ He’d been awake since before dawn, and when the peremptory call from the
         Golden House came – followed within minutes by a Palace car – he’d been about to walk the little way to his flat in Transtiberina
         and fall for a while onto his bed. His friends – students, apprentices, other young doctors, actresses, and, perhaps, Tancorix
         – would be in a wine bar somewhere, wondering where he was, but he was too tired now to worry about it much.
      

      
      ‘Then go to sleep. They’ll give you a room,’ said Una.

      
      ‘No.’ He had left Faustus barely two hours before, before there had been time for Marcus to visit his uncle, so Sulien had
         not seen him. ‘I want to see Marcus. Keep me awake.’ But by now he had sunk from a sitting position to sprawl limply on the
         carpet, eyes half-closed, and he grumbled when she obediently prodded his arm.
      

      
      ‘Today I took an oath—’ said Marcus, on the screen.
      

      
      ‘Sulien,’ asked Una, softly. ‘How long is this going to last?’

      
      Sulien pulled himself up onto his elbows, slowly. He did not answer at once. ‘The Emperor will get tired very fast, much too
         tired to work,’ he said. ‘He’s lucky in that he doesn’t seem to have lost any speech as such, but ordering his thoughts as
         he wants – he’ll find that difficult. It’s hard to explain. And he can recover. But it’s hard for me to know how much, or how fast, and it’s always possible it could happen again.’ He recited
         this off pat; he’d been saying it all day.
      

      
      Una frowned at the lack of a clearer answer, even though she hadn’t really expected one, but she nodded silently. She knew
         Sulien wasn’t keeping anything back. And even that wary suggestion of an indefinite amount of time meant something, she told
         herself. It meant no less than a year. But the upper limit …?
      

      
      Marcus’ face vanished.

      
      A grating little cry of anger and grief scraped through her teeth. She stood up, abruptly, and muttered, ‘Oh, damn him.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘The Emperor. Why can’t he die properly?’

      
      ‘Don’t talk like that,’ said Sulien, dismayed.

      
      ‘All right, why can’t he die or get better and leave us in peace? Either way would be better than this. For everyone.’

      
      ‘Poor man,’ demurred Sulien, uncomfortably, looking away from her. He was pretty sure Faustus would be dead if not for him.

      
      ‘“ Poor man,”’ echoed Una, half with scoffing irony, half with a kind of experimental openness to contrition at what she’d said. She
         drooped a little, wearily. She conceded, ‘Yes, I suppose so.’
      

      
      Sulien also got to his feet. They weren’t children in a hiding place. The soft carpet under them glowed darkly with silks.
         Across the walls spread the coppery fresco of an orchard, the falling russet leaves touched here and there with real gold.
         Tending golden apples on a fragile bronze tree, the Hesperides crouched: gilded, secretive nymphs guarded by the low muscular length of a coiling dragon, rippling and cramped in its gold and auburn scales. Quite inconspicuous on a
         peak far in the background, Atlas could just be seen, bowed beneath the weight of the sunset sky. Two London slaves should
         have no right to be here. And even if Sulien had little capacity to feel out of place anywhere, he knew his sister did.
      

      
      He asked, ‘Will you stay here, with Marcus?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Una, her voice suddenly flat. ‘At least as long as I can.’

      
      ‘As long as you can? What do you mean?’

      
      For a second her face seemed to flicker open, painfully and involuntarily, as she met his eyes, but then she looked away,
         at the room, and ran her finger over the arched back of a chair, trying to pinch a sardonic smile onto her lips. ‘Well, I’ll
         manage. At least they keep it clean. They obviously know where to buy decent slaves.’ She held out the dustless finger, dropped
         it, then scrubbed at her face. ‘Hundreds and hundreds of them.’
      

      
      Sulien approached her, quietly. ‘I just talk to them. Tell them where you come from. It’s better that way.’

      
      ‘But you have something to say because you’re doing something. You can tell them about the clinic. What can I say to them? “Hold out, it’s all going to change”?’
      

      
      ‘Why not? When you were in London, when you were working in those places – if someone who’d been a slave had said that to
         you—’
      

      
      ‘I’d have thought she could stick it. I’d have thought, you’re out of it and I’m not, fine, but shut up and leave me to it.’

      
      Sulien sighed. ‘Is that what people think when I talk to them?’

      
      Una looked at him quickly, suddenly remorseful. ‘No. You’re different.’ Then Marcus came and had to knock on the locked door;
         they let him in, apologising, and saw that he looked exactly as he had on the longvision screen, which startled them, although
         of course they should have expected it.
      

      
      Just before the broadcast Marcus had gone at last to see his uncle. He came in thinking that he had to tell Una and Sulien what Faustus had said, quickly, because Una would know in a minute, anyway. He’d forgotten what he looked like until
         he saw the flicker of surprise on their faces. He pulled the gown off and threw it messily onto a chair, hugged Sulien – but
         he kept on the ring because despite its weight he’d already forgotten it was there.
      

      
      *

      
      Faustus had fallen asleep even before Marcus had left the room. When he woke he made Makaria show him a few minutes of Marcus’
         speech before the longvision screen somehow dazzled him and he was knocked unwillingly again into sleep. But later he eased
         open his eyes slowly and peered into the hushed room. Half his body lay beside him, a weighty jumble of aching wood, the wreck
         of trees after a hurricane.
      

      
      Marcus, sitting by his bed, had asked him, ‘How do you feel?’ and Faustus repeated sourly, ‘How do you feel?’ He was disgusted by the altered sound of his own voice; his tongue seemed to push against a dry barrier in his mouth,
         expecting every moment to clear it, but failing.
      

      
      Marcus had looked confused and concerned, perhaps suspecting Faustus was parroting him mindlessly. ‘I mean,’ said Faustus,
         rankling at the idea, ‘how are you taking to it? They’ve given you the axe and rods and everything, the ring, all of it haven’t
         they – are you enjoying it?’
      

      
      ‘No, of course not,’ said Marcus.

      
      ‘Have to enjoy it a bit, or you go under,’ remarked Faustus, although he knew he was wasting time; he could feel that he had
         perhaps fifteen minutes to get anything serious said, before the obliterating exhaustion overtook him again. ‘Oh, you’ll be
         all right.’
      

      
      ‘I hope so.’

      
      ‘Too young though. I want Makaria and Drusus to help you.’ Makaria gave an exclamation of surprise at this, but Faustus ignored
         it. ‘And that’s only fair. Got to try and be fair to Drusus, considering everything.’ Because of course he knew how hurt Drusus
         must have been, when he named Marcus as his heir.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ agreed Marcus, though he felt a little stir of trepidation at the mention of Drusus. Marcus had barely seen his other cousin in the three years since the end of his time
         in hiding: a strained conversation on the long-dictor – both of them pointedly skirting the fact of Faustus’ decision – Drusus
         congratulating Marcus that his health was no longer in question after the horrible days he’d spent in the Galenian Sanctuary;
         an exchange of greetings at one of Faustus’ birthday parties, that was all. Drusus was almost never in Rome now.
      

      
      ‘And I know you’ve got all these plans, like Leo,’ burst out Faustus suddenly. ‘But you’d better remember this is a, this
         is a, this time is – what with the war …’
      

      
      ‘There isn’t a war yet.’

      
      ‘I know,’ said Faustus, in almost a hoarse cry, and lay for a few seconds, glowering mutely. ‘But you can’t – knock it all sideways,
         not when things are like this.’
      

      
      Marcus was silent for a while. ‘You mean slavery, don’t you, Uncle?’

      
      ‘It’s all very well. I don’t want to get back and have to deal with the mess,’ said Faustus, as bullishly as his crooked voice
         would allow. ‘Do what you like when you’re Emperor, but you’re not yet.’
      

      
      ‘I know I’m not,’ Marcus assured him quietly, though he was feeling more and more anxious. The truth of it was he thought
         Faustus was right. Rome could not bear the pressure of a possible war and the huge changes he wanted to make at the same time.
         He weighed what Faustus had just said and decided it was, intentionally or not, a warning: ‘I don’t want to get back and have
         to deal with the mess’. If Marcus outlawed slavery and if, during the aftershock, Faustus did indeed take power again, he
         might simply permit it once more. And then – Marcus wasn’t even sure he could imagine becoming Emperor after such a failure,
         but if it did happen, how could you begin again, how would Rome tolerate it?
      

      
      But he remembered himself asking Varius, ‘How do I know I’d ever do the things I think I would? Perhaps it would always seem
         too difficult.’
      

      
      *

      
      Thinking stiffly over all this, it occurred to Faustus that he could just have given it up. ‘Even when I get better, I won’t
         take back the ring or the rest of it.’ That would make things easier for Marcus.
      

      
      Why, when he was so desperately tired, when so much of him would be so relieved to let it go, could he not bear the thought?
         In fact he was furious; he could have hit someone. He lay there and swore wrathfully, aloud, into the darkness. No, he did
         not want to! It was too bad! He wouldn’t do it! He had been nearly forty when he became Emperor, but suddenly it seemed to
         him that between childhood and his accession, he couldn’t remember much. He concentrated, alarmed that perhaps his memory
         had been damaged, maybe a whole third of his life was gone and he’d never get it back. Makaria’s birth. Disappointment that
         she was a girl. Her little feet – yes, he could remember it, but it was hard work; he stopped and let his head fall back on
         the pillow with a sigh, and for some minutes had no choice but to lie waiting, empty, in the quiet dark.
      

      
      Suppose he’d said he’d stay out of the way. Put out to grass. What then? He sneered at the idea of pottering around in a garden,
         like poor Lucius – but really all he saw when he tried to imagine a life outside the Golden House was another assault of nothing.
      

      
      He pictured his nephew, and instead of the worried boy who’d been at his bedside a few hours before, he saw Marcus framed
         again on a screen with the ring on his hand – and despite himself, Faustus found he was overcome with dislike. A nasty little
         upstart; a young crook who’d done him out of his power and his health too, somehow. He knew distantly that this was cruel
         and unfair, that really he loved Marcus, but it didn’t stop him: in his mind he shrieked viciously, ‘Sorry to disappoint you,
         I’m still here! I’m not dying just because it’s convenient!’ – forgetting that he had been thinking about abdicating, not
         about death.
      

   
      
      [ IV ]

      
      DELPHI

      
      At first the fact that his uncle was still alive seemed only a technicality to Drusus; all he understood from the message
         was that it had happened, his cousin would be Emperor, not him, not even – for he knew what the will said – if Marcus died.
         He said the expected things and then, when he had turned off the longdictor, smashed the first thing that came to hand, which
         was a blue glass jug of wine, and he felt a moment of peace at the violence of the sound. There must be something that could be done, he wanted to plead. He crouched over the wet fragments, sobbed.
      

      
      There was no one he could tell how wrong this was; not, above all, the one person – ‘Oh, Tulliola,’ he said, and pain dragged
         on his chest at the sound of her name, for he hardly ever dared utter it.
      

      
      He stood up and destroyed the glass from which he’d been drinking as well, but it was too deliberate, there was no more relief
         to be had that way. There was a mirror over the mantel, and as he turned with another smothered cry, he was arrested by the
         sight of his own face, knotted in grief, and stared, the expression freezing there. So that is what you look like when you
         are suffering, he said to himself from far off as if watching through a telescope, as the face untwisted slowly, dully curious,
         gazed back.
      

      
      He knew he would have to go back to Rome, but he assumed all that was required of him was a quick, dutiful visit, which would
         be painful. With Marcus victorious there and the memory of Tulliola, Rome was ruined for him.
      

      
      He was in Byzantium, staying in a tall, rented mansion. He had always grown bored of houses quickly; he’d never settled anywhere even in Rome. But there the whole city had been his house, there he’d felt that there was no more need to
         confine himself in any one part of it than to shut himself up now, in a single room, for ever. He’d moved as he might cross
         the corridor or mount the stairs. It was true that Rome had a mark, a puncture at the centre of it – the shameful and ridiculous
         presence of his father, nestled in the Caelian house with Ulpia, coddling the stupid secret that had been inflicted also on
         Drusus himself. But it was Rome he loved. Now he felt driven wearily from place to place, because nowhere was right; almost
         every city was an imitation of Rome, but never a satisfying one. So he’d tried peace – beautiful places: the Istrian coast,
         Gomant in India – and he could see the beauty clearly enough; it would even lift him a little way, but what were you supposed
         to do in places like that? Within days he would be bored to death and lonely.
      

      
      Of course he could easily surround himself with people anywhere – other young aristocrats and their lovers or slaves – but
         they circulated more naturally in a city, they did not turn as stagnant.
      

      
      He tried calling his mother, but the slave who came to the longdictor told him she was busy and could it not wait until the
         usual time? For she only expected to hear from her son twice a month, on the ides and the calends. Drusus blurted bitterly,
         ‘Tell her I’ve got to come back to Rome and I thought she might want to see me, for appearances’ sake.’ But turning the longdictor
         off he felt angry for having forgotten himself so much – what was the use? And perhaps it was even true, perhaps she really
         was busy.
      

      
      It was not that he did not have friends, not exactly that. But even if he really began to feel close to someone – Laureus,
         for instance, half-asleep on his sofa among the wreckage of a party, admitting drunkenly that he couldn’t think about anything
         except the woman his brother had married and managing to make it sound funny. Drusus had laughed at him, but without wanting
         to, because for that moment he was delighted by how fond he felt of Laureus. And he had wanted intensely to offer the confidence
         back, almost just for the sake of fair exchange. Of course he could not. He must not say why and how much he missed his home, what he’d wanted, whom he’d loved.
      

      
      He had a girl, too: ‘Amaryllis’ was the name she’d come with, though that was probably only a marketing gambit. He did not
         know what she called herself, and never used any name for her, or told her anything. As always when loss and panic hit him,
         he wanted her now, but he told himself, as he always did, that he wouldn’t go to her, because he knew she did him no good.
         She was a vice, a habit. For most of the time he didn’t want her in sight; she barely saw him except when he was most angry
         and distraught, so naturally she was afraid of him. But she wasn’t so badly off, he considered. Most of the time she had only
         to take care of herself. He even kept away from her as much as he could. And he – he wasn’t ugly, was he?
      

      
      Of course, now, he did go and find her in the study, where, for all the time he didn’t need her, he kept her looking busy,
         tending needlessly to unimportant papers. He pulled her up the stairs and to her room, paced outside her door while she got
         ready, shoved through the door while she was still pinning up her hair, pushed her down on the bed. They did not speak.
      

      
      Afterwards he fell asleep, with her awake in his arms for a little while, but when he woke he felt worse, as he had known
         he would. ‘You’re really disgusting. You really are,’ he kept repeating to himself silently, puzzled, wondering.
      

      
      It had not been easy to find her. It had taken months, repeated trips to all the markets – Delos, Sardis, Side – endless agitation
         and disappointment. Of course, the chances of finding something even adequate were small enough in themselves, for what he
         wanted was so singular, but it was harder because he didn’t dare to explain very clearly. A clear, sweet, calm face, with
         cream-coloured skin. Darkly-fringed eyes. Black hair long and thick enough to be wound up into a high peak, and then pulled
         down again.
      

      
      But she scared him, in some ways. For one thing, wherever he was and whatever he was doing, part of him was always rubbing
         anxiously at the idea of her, terrified that someone would see her and guess from her face and hair what had happened, what
         he had done. He was afraid someone else would see the clothes that he wanted her – just briefly, occasionally – to wear. He would have liked to believe she was slightly
         slow-witted and incapable of guessing herself. That was another reason that he didn’t want her to talk.
      

      
      For he did not want the substitution to go any further than looks, he didn’t want her to do anything to imitate Tulliola, not even – especially not – to say ‘I love you’. For one thing her voice was nothing like Tulliola’s.
         And every time he slept with her, afterwards the resemblance would be more sickening than anything; he would realise how all
         the time he had been noticing all the many other things that were wrong, his body involuntarily measuring the texture and
         contours of hers – hips, waist, ribs, breasts, collarbone, the distribution of hard bone and soft flesh. She was slightly
         too tall. She was younger, yes, very young and fresh and all the things the trader had said she was, when Tulliola had been
         a little older than he was. There was a faint olive note to her skin – because after all, how rare to be as milk-skinned as
         Tulliola but with such dark hair. And Tulliola’s hair had not been quite so straight. ‘Amaryllis’ might perhaps be partly
         Terranovan, though the plaited spiral he made her twist her hair into would leave an acceptable wave. Her jaw, the bridge
         of her nose – of course really there was not a single feature that was actually the same.
      

      
      And even if she had been a perfect replica, what a strange thing to do, how horrible really. What would Tulliola think of
         him if she knew? But he could only manage to ration himself, he couldn’t stop.
      

      
      But this time, abruptly letting go of Amaryllis and standing up, he knew whom he could tell.

      
      On the magnetway it would have been possible, though exhausting, to reach Rome in a single day. But, unlike Marcus, he had
         no one hurrying him back – there was no practical reason, he thought bitterly, for him to go at all. So there was no reason
         why he should not stop in Greece overnight, cross into Italy through the tunnel under the Hydruntum Strait the next morning.
      

      
      It was a sweaty climb in the heat, up past the treasuries of Delphi, but he did not feel his journey at all.

      
      Far out on the sea, the sun had just thawed into a slick of fluid red, and Delphi was lighting up like a thick crust of many-coloured
         lava poured down to the sea. There were huge inns, and – for those who could not afford the true oracle but wanted some version
         of the experience – fortune-telling complexes, where one could play an electronic version of the Sinoan Book of Change, or
         consult crystal-gazers. Drusus could hear faint screams of excitement from the stadium above, invisible from here except for
         its lights, where perhaps a horse race was going on. And, from the slopes below, some of the sprawling bath houses projected
         great water slides, winding down the mountain side and decked, in the evening, with coloured lamps, so the pilgrims to Delphi
         could speed deliriously past the city’s sights, all the way down to the bay. Above Drusus – beyond the treasuries and the
         sudden stillness of the temple of Apollo itself, above the stadium – the mountainside was dark and pure for a little way,
         where it rose too steeply for human business to cling on. But right on the ridge of Paranassus itself, a line of hidden boilers
         suddenly disgorged a great screen of steam high into the dark blue air, and upon it a huge row of floating letters of light
         appeared, and pulsed, and changed colour – beaming the command out across the Gulf of Corinth: VISITATE ORACULAM PERPETUAM.
      

      
      He should have made an appointment, waited for days or even weeks, as he had done meekly enough before; but this time his
         name and his money were enough to let him bulldoze through all that. Naturally he had a few bodyguards with him, and a pair
         of pilgrims, picking their way down the steps, recognised him and took his picture, though they would have got no more than
         a resentfully twisted pair of shoulders, a lowered dark head.
      

      
      So close to the shrine itself, the relentlessness of Delphi softened a little – there were more temples, and no more places
         to buy holy water in bottles shaped like Apollo’s lyre. Nevertheless the way was nearly choked with self-promotion: outside
         the treasuries statues of athletes, politicians, magnates – and Drusus had met many of them– jostled close to the road, quite
         without order or design, grand as each work was. Some of the most recent were sculpted in chemical resin, with gleaming moist eyes and hair that stirred in the warm wind, and were shockingly lifelike, except that Drusus knew
         that paunches had been evaporated and jowls ignored. Images of his own ancestors should be here somewhere, near the top. Not
         all the figures were human; some were tributes from cities and provinces. Drusus passed between a pair of rampant bronze lions,
         snarling at each other across the path – nearly mythical beasts now. Drusus didn’t know how much lions had really looked like
         that, or how big they had been, for the arenas had swallowed the last of them, and tigers too, two centuries ago or more.
         But Drusus had seen wonderful things done with Arctic bears, and of course with arena hounds. And once in a flooded arena
         he had seen men on flimsy little rafts, armed with spears and pitched against sharks.
      

      
      He was supposed to tell the attendant priest his single question in advance, but all he’d say was, belligerently, ‘I want
         to know what’s going to happen.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing more specific than that?’

      
      ‘No. If there’s anything in all this, then she’ll know what I need to know.’

      
      ‘I can interpret what she says for you. If you want it can be taken down, it can even be put into verse for you to keep.’

      
      ‘No,’ cried Drusus through his teeth, recoiling. He was already so impatient and overwrought that the priest’s offer seemed like
         a deliberate insult or attack. ‘Either I’m alone in there with her, or I go now. If you want my money you’ll stop pestering
         me.’
      

      
      The priest subsided obediently and Drusus watched with distaste while the man cut the throat of a shivering kid, averted his
         eye as it kicked, tapped his foot fiercely until they had finished with it and let him stride down into the chamber under
         the temple.
      

      
      ‘You were wrong,’ he said violently, at once. ‘You remember what you told me? You got it wrong or you lied. You lied, didn’t
         you? Do you realise what you’ve done? Really it’s because of you …’ He stopped, shocked at himself. He’d been about to accuse
         her of Tulliola’s death – and he could have gone on and blamed the others’ on her as well, Leo and Clodia, Gabinius, and that woman – he couldn’t remember her name – Varius’ wife. Usually, if he thought of these deaths
         at all, he considered them as immutable as if they had always already happened: acts of history, moving like a god, above
         human power or responsibility. It was only Tulliola who had been lost – sacrificed. The Sibyl could repeat what she’d heard,
         like anyone else, couldn’t she? And at that it seemed ridiculous to think that she could know anything about the future, that
         she had ever made him believe anything.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ said the Sibyl. She had gained weight. She had been heavy before, but her disorderly body now bulged through a shapeless
         pale-blue dress, somehow unabashedly naked under the cloth. The flesh on her bare legs hung in irregular mottled billows,
         her skin and dress visibly damp, because the day had been as sweltering as the weeks before it, and the braziers of burning
         laurel leaves kept the heat alive in the half-light. Her hair stood around her face in a muddy blonde frizz, but the features
         were harsh, hawkish, proud, an arrogantly curved mouth under vacant eyes that seemed almost the same colour as her skin and
         hair – a greenish, murky yellow ochre. She was pacing about, ambling barefoot in the dark. She yawned.
      

      
      Drusus did not see why he was to wait; she did not seem to be doing anything. ‘Do you even remember?’ he demanded. ‘Do you
         know who I am?’
      

      
      ‘Emperor of Rome,’ she answered loudly and thickly, and cleared her throat.

      
      Drusus, despite himself, despite the cynical disgust at her and at himself that he’d felt a moment before, shuddered with
         relieved joy. For a second a wonderful warm relaxation flowed through all his limbs, and he could almost have sunk to the
         dark marble floor and fallen asleep at her feet. Then he reminded himself. It must all be a sham. The priests could have told
         her he was coming; they could have done so even more easily the last time. He was the Emperor’s nephew, it was hardly difficult
         to guess that he must have had some hope of being Emperor himself. That was why he was always so afraid that someone would
         see what he had seen, in his girl Amaryllis. He objected, but in a whisper, ‘No, I’m not.’
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ insisted the Sibyl, forcefully, suddenly marching forward and making him start. For several minutes he was obediently silent,
         but so was she; she climbed heftily onto the tripod, a thin, flimsy-looking thing underneath her, and sat there, looking at
         him and did not speak. Her head seemed to roll a little on her neck; she blinked, her tawny-sallow face slackening.
      

      
      ‘You mean – wait and it will happen? Still?’ he ventured, at last. ‘Not wait now for you to tell me? You mean – wait?’

      
      ‘There’s glass on the ground,’ she remarked finally, her voice changing and rasping as she spoke.

      
      Drusus felt another shock, trying to think if anyone could have told her that he’d smashed the jug and the wine glass earlier
         that day – one of his slaves, his bodyguards? ‘The glass?’
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ she repeated, and then, on one breath, dying away to a garbled mutter, ‘What you want it will be you the last one Novius it will come Emperor of Rome you.’
      

      
      It was like listening to a recording, it was almost four years since she had said that to him before. Then he thought she
         was beginning to say his name again: ‘Novius’. And she did say it, many times, but she no longer seemed to mean it as a name,
         novii, novissimi – newer, newest.
      

      
      ‘The new,’ she said, a loud voice droning from deep within her chest. ‘The newer newest. The newly come, no Novian but one. The newer branch of Novian stem. No Novian but another comes to ruin
            you. Save yourself from that, if you think you can.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ he pressed. ‘Is this someone who stops me from being Emperor? Because it’s already happened.’ He said
         this sardonically, as if it were too late even to care, but then asked, much more tentatively, afraid of being heard even
         by her, ‘Do you mean I can still do something – I can still stop him? My cousin?’
      

      
      ‘Your cousin, yes. Against you, afterwards—’

      
      ‘You told me there’d be no one else!’ protested Drusus.

      
      ‘No one else left to take what you want,’ she agreed, her voice sounding higher and softer, further off, and almost pitying.
      

      
      Drusus shook his head. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘Are you warning me about something? My cousin won’t stop me but he
         will?’ He deliberated, and then observed coldly, ‘Whether this is you, or if it’s something else, a god talking – if you really
         know what’s going to happen, why should that be the clearest you can put it? But I can see another explanation. You could
         just be trying to convince me you weren’t wrong before. All this could be – a distraction. Perhaps you’re afraid of what I’ll
         do to punish you for what happened. Perhaps you should be.’
      

      
      She sat passively, solid, unperturbed by this. She let her shoulders slump and her back round. The trance, if that had been
         real, seemed to be fading, leaving a peaceful apathy behind. She swung one large bare foot. ‘What was the question?’ she asked
         at length, sleepily.
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t a question at all, I wanted to make you answer for last time,’ snapped Drusus, and then, thinking uneasily of what
         she’d said about the glass, ‘Oh, I suppose I told the man outside, “I want to know what’s going to happen.”’
      

      
      The Sibyl nodded vaguely, but didn’t seem to have listened. She scratched her thigh and watched her moving foot.

      
      ‘It was, “Will I be Emperor? Still?”’ he admitted at last, softly.

      
      She sat up, jerking her foot still against the tripod, and looked at him again. ‘And what have I said?’ she demanded.

      
      He couldn’t tell whether or not she knew the answer, whether she was only trying to prompt him. ‘“Yes,”’ whispered Drusus.

      
      She shrugged, as if to say, there you are, then.

      
      Drusus hesitated, opened his lips to speak, but did not. She had said that, hadn’t she? He tried to think if she could have mistaken him for Marcus, if there was any other way he could have
         misunderstood her. Certainly it remained possible that she’d only ever been playing some kind of unfathomable game or joke.
         But it was only now that he really understood that Faustus was still alive, that his cousin was not Emperor but Regent, that there was a difference. Perhaps Faustus would still change his mind – perhaps something more
         than that would have to happen –
      

      
      She climbed down onto the ground, and yawned again. Drusus felt at a loss, seasick both with elation and with the suspicion
         that he was being practised upon. He did not want to leave yet, he wanted her to reassure him, clearly, lovingly. And he still
         felt a little like hurting her. But he’d had one question answered, and that was all he was allowed. But as he moved up the
         steps, something else occurred to him, and he turned back.
      

      
      ‘How am I going to die?’ he asked her, abruptly.

      
      She blinked again and the emptiness cleared in her pale, dirty-coloured eyes; she raised her eyebrows and tilted her head,
         a faintly disapproving look, as if he should know it was wrong to ask her that. But she answered him anyway, quite normally
         and conversationally now: ‘In your sleep. Of old age.’
      

      
      *

      
      The train sliced through the heart of the Empire, like a flexing bullet, piercing the olive-clothed mountains, or lashing
         around their flanks like a whip. Drusus sat, eyes unfocused, lips slightly parted, and did not see Greece and Illyricum vanish
         behind him. In Delphi he had commandeered three of the best-appointed carriages; his guards and the few slaves he had brought
         with him were divided between the front and rear, but in the centre Drusus was alone, and he barely even noticed the windows
         turn black when the train slid beneath the Adriatic Sea. No part of him moved except the hand that lay on the oak table, which
         kept drumming and tapping insistently. Several times, and almost without his knowledge, his forefinger drew out the word ‘Yes’
         on the table top, as if in a dry and intangible ink.
      

      
      Unmistakably she had said ‘Yes’.

      
      But I am not stupid, he thought grimly, as if giving an opponent fair warning. He remembered the stories: Nero, still young,
         being told, ‘Beware the seventy-third year’ and duly expecting a long successful life, when in fact … What else could Nero
         possibly have thought? It was Galba’s seventy-third year that was meant, but there had been nothing in what was said to let Nero deduce that. So perhaps the warning
         the Sibyl had given Drusus was equally pointless. But if there is any way I will find it, he promised himself. And at least
         Nero had been Emperor first. Please, let me, he thought passionately. I don’t care what happens in the end, I don’t care if I die, just please.
      

      
      But she had said he would not die.

      
      So he meditated on the words of the warning for a while, but at last, with a little frustrated sigh, he decided that it was
         impossible that he should solve it now; the main thing was only to remember it. She had said, unmistakably, ‘Emperor of Rome’.
         For the moment it was enough to try to think whether it could be true.
      

      
      There was Faustus’ will. But if Marcus were to die in a way that was beyond suspicion – that could not possibly be blamed
         on himself or any Roman – surely that would be different. But – it was so unjust – even an unassisted accident would be no
         good to him now. And anyway, he had never been able to think of any such unimpeachable way, not after what had happened before,
         not now so much was known about Leo’s and Clodia’s deaths.
      

      
      He blinked with another start of shocked inspiration – Nionia! When the war came, as it was bound to, and if Marcus died that
         way, surely no one would blame him for a thing like that! He saw himself standing haunted and noble amid the cracked pillars
         in the Forum, mourning his young cousin, promising to shoulder the burden, urging the people not to be afraid.
      

      
      Drusus chuckled a little, guiltily. It was funny because it was shocking, treacherous – to be summoning a rain of Nionian
         bombs over his home, even in his imagination. Rome in flames, the Golden House shattered! Really it was so terrible that he
         giggled at himself for wishing it. Oh, no, really I would do anything to keep Rome safe, he thought, although it occurred
         to him in the same moment – with a bright, indistinct vision of huge unprecedented domes and arches – what I could build,
         afterwards!
      

      
      He kept indulging himself furtively in the daydream and with each repetition, a warm swell of confidence burgeoned through him a little higher, as if he were becoming drunk. Involuntarily he added extra touches; in snatches he could hear
         the words he would say, the tone of voice he would say them in: ‘We will always remember, but we will also …’ And less clearly
         – or equally clearly, perhaps, but very quietly – he allowed little swift, creeping notions of encouraging this to happen.
         If someone were to speak, just once, to the Nionians – if a body, dead already, were placed in a bombed building? It did not
         seem to him that he was contemplating having Marcus killed, or ever had – it seemed that it would still all be the actions
         of others or of chance; he would have done nothing but place a slight pressure upon events, correcting them. At the moment
         he was merely trying to judge his own chances of becoming Emperor, counting the ways it could come. All this desolate, heartbroken
         time, when he could barely stagger from a day’s beginning to its end – suppose it had all been needless, suppose he’d been
         only too early.
      

      
      He blinked as the light reappeared outside the glass. He was in Italy, and nearly home. For the moment his head was completely
         empty of Tulliola and bliss flowed freely into the space. It grew so strong that even the secret ideas about Marcus were silenced.
         It was as if he had removed restrictive clothes that he’d been wearing for years, had stepped into clean water.
      

      
      And of course, Marcus need not die. Perhaps the fact that he was Regent now was a good thing, the best thing that could have
         happened. Faustus was still alive to see that he had made the wrong choice, and change his mind.
      

      
      That morning, before he went to the temple, Drusus had called the Palace and learned that his uncle wanted him to ‘help’ Marcus,
         somehow or other. At the time it had seemed insulting, a shabby consolation prize that made him want to shout his disgust
         into the longdictor. But now he thought, work! That’s what I’ve been needing all this time! For of course there was so much
         to do, the whole Empire to keep steady – the war – and Marcus was so young. He could not really be more than a figurehead
         anyway; everything of substance would have to be done for him. He would, perhaps, even be grateful.
      

      
      Drusus actually began to feel rather affectionate toward Marcus; the indulgent patience appropriate to a younger relative,
         a harmless person.
      

      
      He stepped out of the metal tube onto the platform at Vatican Field, whose mane of slim columns looked too slight and graceful
         to support the distant ceiling. The vast clarity of the largest magnetway station in the world was enough, already, to bring
         tears into his eyes. The Tiber was only yards ahead; in a moment he would see it.
      

      
      A car from his father’s house – his own house, really – picked him up, but Drusus did not feel like seeing his father yet;
         he wanted to get on with things. He told the driver to take him straight to the Golden House. A pleasant blast of cool air
         brushed his face as he got in, but he wouldn’t have minded the natural heat, not here. He could stay in the Palace, but unless
         – until – it was his, he would rather have space of his own. He would have to order the place in Byzantium to be packed up.
         Suddenly he thought of the girl travelling to Rome with everything else, installed in his lodgings, and the image of her,
         the nearness of the thought of Tulliola swayed his happiness. The risk of someone interpreting the coded confession of Amaryllis’
         face would be so much worse in Rome. It would be safest to get rid of her altogether – sell her, free her even. But though
         the craving for her was not there now, he couldn’t fool himself that it wouldn’t come back. No, he couldn’t give her up. She
         must never leave the house or the garden, he decided. She must never wear her hair up when he was not there.
      

      
      But as they drove over the Neronian Bridge, even though it was only an unattractive bundle of roads over the river, boiling
         with cars from the station, the feeling of joyous expectation settled over him again. He leant forward in his seat.
      

      
      And the Golden House raised its glass towers above the Circus Maximus. The Praetorians let him through the carved façade and
         he bounded up the steps into the blue space behind the high windows. He went to the outer office.
      

      
      ‘Tell my cousin I’m here – no, don’t,’ he said to the aides in the same breath. ‘Take me to where he is.’

      
      He found to his surprise that he was being led downstairs again. And once they were past the hectic administrative stir on the first floor, there was a strangeness in the passages
         that he couldn’t identify; a stillness. He walked into the banqueting hall, but the tables and couches had been pushed back
         against the walls, and the room was full of people. For a second Drusus did not recognise them – but they were the Palace
         slaves, all of them. There must be four hundred at least. That was what he had missed in the corridors; not so much the presence
         of the slaves, but the subconscious sense that they had just darted out of sight. Drusus drew back a little. He felt suddenly
         vulnerable, outnumbered. Of course there had to be hundreds of slaves in the Palace, but not all gathered in one place like
         this.
      

      
      Marcus stood at the far end of the room, still – as Drusus thought of it – dressed up as Emperor, with Makaria and Glycon
         and a few other people who did not interest him. Marcus noticed Drusus come in and managed a quick, minimal nod, without disrupting
         what he was saying.
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to decide now. The Palace works very well because of you, so I hope you’ll choose to stay. But if you don’t
         want to work as paid servants – if you’ve never wanted that, then from this minute you are free to leave, whether to look
         for other work, or for any family from whom you’ve been separated. We will give as much help as possible, whatever you decide.’
      

      
      ‘Good heavens,’ said Drusus ringingly from the back of the hall. ‘What are you doing?’
      

      
      Marcus frowned slightly, but did not look at Drusus again. He said straight into the crowd, ‘And I apologise to each of you.
         I’m sorry you’ve had no choice but to stay here so long.’
      

      
      In another mood, Drusus might have been outraged, but for now, although he was incredulous, he was amused too. It was so fantastic,
         so brazen as to be quite entertaining. At the same time he felt a little apprehensive, because what might the slaves do now
         that Marcus had said that, now they were all gathered in one place? They might riot. But even the danger seemed thrilling.
         He shook his head and beamed.
      

      
      The slaves did not erupt into joy, as Drusus expected; they stared, nonplussed and sceptical, as if they suspected it was a joke. Then painful exhilaration did break from a few,
         who began to clap and hug each other and weep, and the rest picked up the applause, but more dutifully and doubtfully, and
         they were interrupted by Drusus striding through them to the head of the room, forcing them to fall aside and leave a path,
         instinctively.
      

      
      ‘Drusus—’ began Marcus, prepared to defend what he had done, but Drusus was already speaking loudly.

      
      ‘You’ve got a nerve,’ he said, laughing. ‘They’re not exactly yours to give away, are they? It’s a bit – it’s a bit sly! What do you think about this, Makaria?’
      

      
      Makaria shrugged uncomfortably and said, ‘I don’t know.’ She was looking at the slaves; not the hesitant or guarded ones,
         who were beginning to file out, but the others, the few ecstatic ones, who stood in small, breathless, oblivious circles.
         There was a woman in her thirties who no longer looked happy at all, but had buried her face in one palm, sobbing, and wrapped
         the other arm around her stomach, as if she were in pain there. A dark teenage girl soothed her uncertainly. Makaria muttered,
         ‘It’s going to be expensive, I know that. We’d better hope at least a tenth of them do leave.’
      

      
      ‘Never mind!’ exclaimed Drusus, and he enclosed Marcus in his arms.

      
      Una was sitting on one of the dining chairs, watching. For three years she had been waiting with a predator’s patience to
         see Drusus in person. Though he must have appeared in countless pictures, he was rarely the focus of the cameras which always
         sought out Faustus, or Leo and Clodia, or Marcus himself, so she had no strong sense of his face. But now she saw it, it was
         familiar. She was not prepared for how much he would look like Marcus.
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