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MAJOR ROUTES IN THE RHA REGION
(Venedia, Sarmatia, Armenia and Persia)





[ RECENT HISTORY ]






	CE


	AUC


	 







	1943


	2697


	Titus Novius Faustus born in Rome.







	1949


	2702


	Lucius Novius Faustus born in Rome.







	 


	 


	Prince Atsuhito, later the Go-natoku Emperor, born in Cynoto.







	1957


	2710


	Delir born in Aspadana, Persia.







	1958


	2711


	Tertius Novius Faustus, later ‘Leo’, born in Rome.







	1962


	2715


	Ziye born in Shandong province, Sina.







	1969


	2722


	Titus marries Julia Sabina.







	1971


	2724


	Novia Faustina (‘Makaria’) born to Titus Novius Faustus and Julia Sabina.







	 


	 


	Ziye is sold into slavery, and begins intensive training in martial arts.







	1975


	2728


	Prince Atsuhito succeeds to the Chrysanthemum Throne of the Nionian Empire.







	1977


	2730


	Lucius marries Drusilla Terentia.







	 


	 


	Caius Varius Ischyrion born in Rome.







	1979


	2732


	Drusus Novius Faustus born to Lucius Novius Faustus and Drusilla Terentia.







	 


	 


	Ziye debuts as a gladiatrix in the Roman Empire.







	1981


	2734


	Lucius succumbs to hereditary madness – the Novian Curse.







	1982


	2735


	Gaius Novius Faustus Rixa dies. Titus succeeds as Emperor of Rome.







	 


	 


	Tertius Novius posted to central Terranova.







	 


	 


	He quells an Aztec uprising and his courage gains him the agnomen ‘Leo’. He is hailed as hero, but sees hundreds of previously free Aztecs enslaved and is shocked by the experience.







	1983


	2736


	Faustus divorces Julia.







	 


	 


	Princess Noriko born to the Go-natoku Emperor and Empress Reishi in Cynoto.







	1984


	2738


	Leo marries Clodia Aurelia.







	 


	 


	With Senatorial approval, Faustus names Leo as Caesar and Imperial heir.







	 


	 


	Dama born to unknown slave parents in Rome.







	 


	 


	Clodia’s disgust at slavery crystallises Leo’s own doubts, and he plans to abolish slavery on succeeding to the throne.







	1985


	2739


	Prince Tadahito born to the Go-natoku Emperor and Lady Akiyama.







	1988


	2741


	Marcus Novius Faustus Leo born to Leo and Clodia in Tusculum.







	 


	 


	Sulien born to a slave mother and free father in London.







	1989


	2742


	Una born to a slave mother and free father in London.







	 


	 


	Princes Kaneharu and Takanari born to Empress Reishi and Lady Himura respectively.







	1990


	2743


	Lal born to Delir and his wife in Aspadana.







	1996


	2749


	Sulien and Una’s father dies. Under the terms of his will, they and their mother are freed. She, however, is unable to support herself or adjust to freedom and allows her children to be sold again to Rufius, the owner of an eating house.







	1997


	2750


	The children are separated when Rufius sells Una off. Little is known about her history between this point and the autumn of 2757 AUC.







	1998


	2751


	Sulien’s healing ability manifests and he is sold to a wealthy London doctor called Catavignus. Catavignus treats Sulien almost as a son, but attempts to locate his sister are unsuccessful.







	2000


	2753


	Faustus marries Tullia ‘Tulliola’ Marciana.







	 


	 


	Varius begins working for Leo as a cubicularius, or private secretary.







	 


	 


	Dama murders three citizens he held responsible for the death of a fellow-slave, and is crucified.







	 


	 


	Delir, a Persian merchant travelling through Rome, sees the dying boy from his car and rescues him. Dama survives, though he is left with disabilities and continuing pain.







	 


	 


	Now a fugitive, his own citizenship and that of his daughter Lal having been rescinded, Delir establishes a secret refuge for fugitive slaves in the gorge of Holzarta, near the Vascone village of Athabia in the Pyrenees. Ziye escapes slavery and arrives at the slave refuge.







	2002


	2755


	Varius marries Gemella, a cousin of Clodia’s.







	 


	 


	Drusus visits the Sibyl at Delphi.







	2003


	2756


	Leo and Clodia make contact with Delir and donate money to his slave refuge.







	2004


	2757


	Sulien begins an affair with Catavignus’ daughter, Tancorix. Her mother catches them in bed together. Sulien is convicted of raping a citizen’s daughter and sentenced to crucifixion.







	 


	 


	Leo and Clodia secretly visit Delir in the Pyrenees. Leo and Clodia are killed in a car crash in the Gallic Alps.







	 


	 


	On the day of the state funeral, Una escapes her owners and sets off to rescue her brother from a prison ferry on the Thames. The pair flee into Gaul. Using her ability to perceive the thoughts of others, Una supports them by working as a fortune-teller. Varius and Gemella tell Marcus their suspicions concerning his parents’ deaths – and their belief that his life, too, is in danger from an anti-abolitionist conspiracy.







	 


	 


	Gemella dies by poisoning in an assassination attempt on Marcus. Varius sends Marcus into hiding, instructing him to make his way to Delir’s refuge in the Pyrenees.







	 


	 


	Varius attempts to reach Emperor Faustus to tell him of the conspiracy and the reasons for Marcus’ disappearance. However before he can do so the conspirators realise the threat he poses; he is intercepted by Cleomenes, attempting suicide during the arrest.







	 


	 


	Agents of the conspiracy attempt to force him to reveal Marcus’ location. Gabinius, a construction magnate, eventually succeeds after threatening to kill Gemella’s younger sister.







	 


	 


	Una and Sulien meet Marcus in Tolosa, and decide to turn him in and claim the reward, and freedom. Realising their intentions, he persuades them to accompany him to the Pyrenees instead. Once there, Sulien is able to reduce Dama’s disabilities and pain. After attempts to penetrate Holzarta and kill Marcus fail, Gabinius and the other conspirators decide to draw him out of Holzarta by charging Varius with Marcus’ and Gemella’s murders. Marcus successfully avoids the agents sent to kill him and reaches Rome. He reveals himself and the existence of the conspiracy in public, but, before the Emperor can speak with him privately, the conspirators drug him in order to convince Faustus that his nephew has succumbed to the family curse of madness. Una and Sulien follow Marcus to Rome. Dama and Cleomenes assist them in rescuing Marcus from the Galenian Sanctuary, but Dama disappears afterwards.







	 


	 


	Una, Sulien and Cleomenes take Marcus to the Palace where Una identifies Tulliola as a member of the conspiracy.







	 


	 


	Marcus is named as Faustus’ heir.







	 


	 


	Gabinius is shot dead attempting to escape arrest. The inhabitants of Holzarta have been forced to flee after conspiracy agents raid the camp.







	 


	 


	Sulien and Una are granted freedom by Emperor Faustus. Their new citizens’ names are adapted from the Imperial nomen: Noviana and Novianus.







	 


	 


	Tancorix has been married to a much older man and is pregnant by him; however she comes to Rome in order to exonerate Sulien and then stays there.







	 


	 


	Drusus meets Tulliola in custody – the pair were lovers in secret for years. He kills her to prevent her revealing his involvement in the conspiracy.







	2005


	2758


	Varius establishes the slave clinic planned by Leo and Clodia in Transtiberina, and Sulien begins working there.







	 


	 


	Tancorix gives birth to a daughter, Xanthe.







	 


	 


	Marcus begins studies at the Academy in Athens.







	 


	 


	Delir, Lal and Ziye settle in Jiangning, Sina.







	2006


	2759


	Tensions increase between Rome and Nionia.







	 


	 


	Nionian Ambassadors are expelled from Rome.







	2007


	2760


	A series of unexplained fires cause damage across the Roman Empire. A skirmish between Nionian and Roman troops over the Great Wall of Terranova escalates into a massacre and the two Empires are pushed to the brink of war. Emperor Faustus suffers an incapacitating stroke.







	 


	 


	Marcus and Una, now lovers, return from Greece to Rome, so that Marcus can take over as Regent.







	 


	 


	Drusus visits the Sibyl at Delphi for a second time, receiving a repetition and elaboration of the original prophecy. Faustus asks him to assist Marcus as an advisor, but on his return to Rome, Una identifies him as a member of the conspiracy against Marcus and Tulliola’s murderer. Drusus attempts to kill Una before she can reveal this, but fails.







	 


	 


	Varius, now working as Marcus’ advisor, and Una travel with Marcus to Sina for peace talks with Prince Tadahito and other Nionian nobles.







	 


	 


	General Salvius, persuaded that Drusus has been unjustly accused, has him released from prison.







	 


	 


	Drusus convinces Faustus too that he is the victim of a plot by Una and Varius, who he claims are manipulating Marcus for their own ends.







	 


	 


	Faustus summons Marcus home and Drusus arrives in Sina to take his place as Regent. Fearing that Drusus will have Una and Varius tortured or killed, Marcus persuades Tadahito to take them into Nionian custody. At the same time, Kato Masaru, Lord of Tokogane, is assassinated.







	 


	 


	From Nionian custody, Una and Varius work to avoid an immediate outbreak of war, with assistance from Noriko and the Sinoan Empress Jun Shen.







	 


	 


	Empress Jun Shen orders a crackdown on Roman immigrants in Sina, forcing Delir, Ziye and Lal to flee. Delir and Ziye are nevertheless arrested, leaving Lal behind.







	 


	 


	Drusus learns of Lal’s presence in Sina through a letter to Una; he hopes to be able to extract testimony from a former resident of the inherently criminal slave refuge to discredit Una and, through her, Marcus. His agents search for Lal and eventually capture her; however, she is rescued by Dama, who conveys her to Una.







	 


	 


	Unable to decide which of his nephews to believe, Faustus orders them to share power between them. Marcus, however, returns to Bianjing, attacks Drusus, almost kills him, and then marginalises him by sending him to govern Canaria.







	 


	 


	Marcus is now under pressure to marry Noriko to rescue the peace negotiations. Una leaves him, taking Lal with her.







	 


	 


	On the day of Marcus and Noriko’s wedding, Dama appears on Una’s doorstep and invites her to join him in a campaign of rescues of slaves and rebellion against slave-holding Rome. She joins him at a farm near Rome, actually a revolutionary base.







	 


	 


	She contacts her brother from the farm. Sulien, however, has recognised that Dama is behind the fires, many of which were mass-rescues of slaves. He also had Lord Kato assassinated and stole explosives from Veii Arms Factory – he is trying to foment a world war.







	 


	 


	Realising what Una now knows, Dama imprisons her at the farm and abducts Sulien and Lal. Sulien and Lal eventually escape, revealing Dama’s role in events – but not before Dama has perpetrated another attack in Tokogane, this time killing seventeen hundred people. Again, war seems inevitable, but Marcus and Noriko just succeed in preventing it. Dama allows Una to leave, and disappears.







	 


	 


	Distraught at what Dama has become, but unable to bear the possibility that, on arrest, he will be handed over to the Nionians and crucified, Delir finds him at Holzarta and convinces him to accompany him into voluntary imprisonment on a remote island off the coast of Caledonia. His plans in ruins, Dama tolerates captivity and penance for some months, but eventually wades away into the sea. He barely survives, but is picked up by fishermen and once again vanishes.







	2008


	2761


	Now largely recovered, Faustus resumes his duties as Emperor. Games are held to celebrate. All the Imperial Family are in attendance.







	 


	 


	Una sees Dama in the street nearby but is unable to stop him; Dama attacks the Colosseum setting off an explosion right over the Imperial Box, before falling to his death.










For what do we see that is so wretched, so lonely, that one would not think it worse to live always trembling in fear of fires and falling houses, and all the thousand perils of the savage city . . .?


Juvenal, Satire 3


‘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.’


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.’


The Sibyl at Delphi, to Drusus Novius, Summer 2760 AUC





[ I ]


CORONATION


It might have been falling rather than running. Una didn’t feel the ground under her feet, her body was loose and tumbling, as if some force other than her own will hurled it forward through the rain, past oncoming cars she didn’t see. The gash on the back of her head seeped blood, warm under her cold hair.


Then the sound came: the grey sky rattled like a metal door slammed shut. The glass roof of the Colosseum cracked open like a shell, hatching fire and smoke into the wet air. For a second the belt of screens above the arches showed what was inside – flame, and debris falling – then they went dark. Una lurched forward on the wet paving, putting down one hand to keep from falling, and ran on, as if there were still time to stop it.


The noise collapsed into voices screaming, and the mass of people jostling around the Colosseum began to hurtle apart, skidding across the ground like drops of water on heated metal. At first Una, running the wrong way, towards the scattering glass and the flag of smoke overhead, scarcely noticed them. Then the shouts of horror began to hit her like flung stones and she realised she was charging against an oncoming riot, the front line of a panicked army sixty thousand strong.


Head down, she threaded and dodged, then collided hard and fought to keep her balance as she was carried backwards a few paces. She heard her own cry of shock loud and strange, as if it came from somewhere else, beside or behind her.


Closer to the arena, the crowd was thicker still; the narrow, wavering ways forward closing up ahead of her as more people spilled from the eighty gates. So many, each one of them too solid and real, stamping themselves on her in jarring, colourful focus: plump lips stretched wide in horror; two brown moles on a flushed wet cheek; a long-haired little boy, wailing, astride a man’s shoulders. Gritting her teeth, Una tried to tack sideways across the flow, battering herself against straining ribs and elbows, until she was able to stretch out and grasp the counter of a deserted souvenir stall. No way of getting any further yet.


Other people’s fright and shock roared through her brain like a landslide, until something gave way beneath it and left her in throbbing silence as if her eardrums had ruptured.


She clutched the stand, anchoring herself against the current, feeling the frame of the stall buffeted by the weight of people behind. She looked down at the fallen plaster figurines around her feet, promising Dama in her head: I’ll kill you.


No. Dama had not survived this, or would not by long. She’d known that as soon as she’d seen him in the street. And what did she care what happened to him now? What did anything matter, as long as she could force her way inside to find that Marcus was not dead in there, under that dark wing of smoke.


Inside the Colosseum, something else broke away and fell. There was another gush of screaming. Una’s vision blurred again as faintness flooded her injured head and the hand she tried to lift to the wound on her scalp sank limply to her side. She doubled over the counter, staring at an ink mark on its surface, mouthing, ‘Marcus—’


Cold rain, scattering over his face, falling for a long time. He shivered, but it didn’t occur to him to move, or that there was anything to do but wait – no, not wait, for he had no sense of any end to this – remain, then, on the edge of the cold and weight, and something else—


‘Marcus.’


The fact that he badly wanted that to be Una’s voice, and knew it was not, caused panic to shrill somewhere in him. Why was it so important that she should be here? He turned his head, facing the sky. Raindrops slid into his hair as noise swept over him, cars crashing, lightning splitting old trees.


His voice came out careful, shallow, saving the breath: ‘Makaria.’


‘It’s all right. It’ll be all right.’


Some of the weight on him was lifted away and streaks of pain came rolling up from waist to throat – not too bad yet, slow and secondhand, like echoes. They had been in an accident, then. ‘What happened?’


‘I— I don’t know— There was an explosion on the roof.’


It was strange, because he had the impression that he was looking up the blank sides of steep cliffs from the dry base of a ravine, but he realised his eyes were still shut. He opened them with a long, sleepy effort and saw the smoke-stained sky, wavering above a jagged rim of blackened glass.


‘I remember now,’ he said.


He was lying on the wet stone at the base of the marble seat, near the front of the Imperial box; the silk carpet had been scraped back by his fall. The enclosure had been smashed into a caved-in heap; several of the columns around the box were down, the bullet-proof screens between them crushed inwards. Stained glass dust and lumps of charred metal and masonry were strewn all round him.


The dust had powdered Makaria’s hair grey, aging her. There was a scattering of little cuts on her dirt-streaked face, and she was pressing a hand to her shoulder, grimacing; otherwise she didn’t seem seriously hurt. Marcus could hear cries, sense heaving motion outside the box, but he couldn’t see anyone else.


He thought, Dama must have done this, and tried to pull himself up.


Makaria said hurriedly, ‘No, don’t move,’ but it was too late: he’d barely lifted his head, barely glimpsed more than the flood of red he was lying in, when the pain sprang, astonishingly, crouched on him like an animal and held him pinned down and rigid so that not even a cry could get free. His head dropped back, but the pain hung onto him, obliterating so much that he could not even have said where he was hurt – he scarcely remembered who it was lying here in its grip, helplessly imploring it to stop. Broken edges of glass or bone, cutting in— Stop, oh please, stop . . .


Makaria was holding his hand, and even that, to be touched at all, lent the pain its small weight. Everything roiled, and a chilly flush of sweat filmed over his skin; his body couldn’t bear any more feeling. He couldn’t speak to tell her to let go.


It retreated grudgingly, and not far enough. Struggling against the need to gasp down air, he rationed himself to small, inadequate wisps of breath, stolen from the top of his lungs, trying to stir whatever was piercing him as little as possible. Makaria went on thumbing the back of his hand and that was better, too. The roaring in his head had subsided, and he became aware that she was shouting for help, and he thought dizzily: Is anyone else alive in here?


Yes, there was a groan from somewhere to his right, and someone else was pushing his way through the wreckage behind him. It occurred to Marcus that he couldn’t hear Drusus, or his uncle, or his wife.


He whispered Noriko’s name, and Makaria soothed him, ‘No, no, she went out just before, do you remember?’


He didn’t, not really, but he couldn’t think about that any further, for now he realised what he had seen. A great broken strut from the roof had fallen into the box and was lying precariously propped against the low wall at the base of the ruined screens, pointing away into space. And the twisted end of it was resting on his legs, his knees and shins must be crushed under the weight. Sickness kneaded into him just at the thought of it. But below the waist, the pain blurred into a dull electric tingling, and he couldn’t feel it.


He thought that perhaps he should be grateful for that, but his heart sped unsteadily, and he shivered again.


He heard the short buzz of a radio, and someone muttering a low stream of instructions into it. The Praetorian drew closer slowly and, with a grunt of pain, lowered himself awkwardly to kneel beside Makaria.


‘Help is coming, my Lady.’


‘No, you must do something to help him now,’ ordered Makaria, and Marcus could hear the shrill quiver in her voice that she hadn’t allowed herself when talking to him. He had closed his eyes against the wheeling air; he heaved them open again now in slow, irritable protest. They should remember he was still conscious, still there.


The Praetorian’s face swung over Marcus, large and blurred and, when it shifted into abrupt focus, briefly frightened. Then the hesitation passed and he placed dispassionate, courteous fingers over the pulse in Marcus’ throat, showing no reaction to whatever it told him, and began carefully sweeping the shale of glass and metal off his body.


Marcus spent a little while collecting his strength to make the words clear, and to bear the pain in his chest, then he announced, ‘I think my back’s broken.’ He felt distantly pleased at how calmly he had said it, but Makaria’s face twisted in anguish, and his mind began a horrified, uncontrolled babbling: if I can’t walk, if I can’t . . .


Better that than dying, he thought, as another flux of cold pulsed through him and into the shadowed air. The man was slicing open his tunic, the wet cloth snagging on points of glass lodged in wounds he couldn’t see. Sparks of pain shot through the dark and the chill, and he remembered thinking, in that first onslaught, not only please stop, but please let me die. A detached wonder at the memory came over him: did it take so little, was it so easy to come to that?


The fear changed, oddly. It was like the numb half of his body, still there, pressing evidence of how hurt he was, yet somehow separated from him.


Now he could feel the bloodied rain trickling over his exposed skin. He looked away from Makaria and murmured, ‘Maybe Sulien—?’


Makaria seized on this with too much eagerness. ‘Yes! Tell them to find Novianus Sulien.’


The Praetorian relayed this into his radio. He had stripped off his uniform jacket and began hacking out the lining. Marcus felt him holding the bunched fabric against a gash under his ribs, trying not to press something sharp fixed there, but pain gripped again. Marcus bucked involuntarily against it, and this time as the muscles tightened and edges shifted again, it rushed him away into the dark, almost before he had time to feel the shock of it.


Come on. Wake up. Don’t be so lazy. You know what’ll happen if you don’t. Come on, do it.


‘Marcus!’ Makaria’s stern, raw-edged voice was just short of a shout. ‘Come on, Marcus. You’ve got to talk to us, wake up.’


It was only what he was already telling himself. Sleep lapped at him with such soft insistence that he was really not sure he had any choice in the matter, while his mind screamed incredulously at him: Aren’t you even going to try? Are you going to give in as easily as that? He thought of Una again with another stirring of desperation, and now it began to sound like her voice in his head, loud and furious. Wake up, wake up.


He struggled to find a way of responding and thought at last, she wouldn’t do this. Una would open her eyes.


He prised up his eyelids, stiff as rusted hinges. It took another effort to see anything, to search for Makaria’s face, even with them open. He was surprised by the soft weight of damp fabric lying over him now, carefully wadded in around him. A different Praetorian, this one with blood in his hair and a glassy look in his eyes, was crouched over him, holding his jacket over his head as a rough awning to keep the rain off Marcus’ face. He couldn’t see the first man. He was so grateful not to be so cold.


He could feel Makaria was still holding the bundle of cloth against the wound below his ribs. He grimaced up at the dark tent of the Praetorian’s jacket. He didn’t think the improvised dressing could be making much difference, and it felt strange, his cousin’s hand on his wet, bloody skin – too intimate, wrong.


‘Marcus. Marcus,’ repeated Makaria.


His mouth was dry; he parted his lips as a string of water drops slipped onto them from the small canopy above. He moved them, realised he hadn’t produced any sound, and tried again: ‘I’m here.’


Makaria sighed and grinned at him, her mouth tight. ‘They’re coming. They can’t . . . they can’t get through yet. The stairs down to the passage are blocked. But they’re coming. And they’re looking for Sulien; they’ll bring him here. It won’t be long, don’t worry.’


‘I’m not,’ he said.


It crossed his mind that he didn’t want Sulien to see him like this, so weak, and needing his help so badly. They did not know each other as well as they once had, but Sulien would forget that when he saw him. He would be too fervently sorry to do anything else, Marcus knew that. It wasn’t the way it should be.


He heard the first Praetorian saying, ‘Madam, even if we could move this by ourselves—’


He must be kneeling by the beam that was lying on his legs. ‘Talk to me,’ said Marcus, breathless, trying to get a little more strength into his voice.


There was a pause and the Praetorian shuffled slowly closer. ‘I’m sorry, Sir,’ he began.


‘Your Majesty,’ corrected Makaria, in an odd, blunt voice.


Marcus blinked through a suspended second of incomprehension. Then, instinctively, he tried to tip his head back to see where Faustus was. Dizziness swayed his vision again, but he managed, ‘He’s dead?’


Makaria’s free hand found his again and gripped, and her eyes flicked down to his face, then back to the Praetorian. ‘Your Majesty,’ she repeated. ‘You are addressing the Emperor.’


Sulien sprawled peevishly for a little while after Lal had gone, then pulled himself up with a sigh. ‘We’re not married,’ she’d said. ‘It’s wrong.’ Closing the door on the rumpled bedroom, it occurred to him sourly that if this had only struck her while already in his arms and in his bed, her sudden principles shouldn’t be impossible to undermine. But that thought discomfited him somehow, and all at once he wanted to stop thinking about her at all. He went into the living room and tried to see his belongings as if she had never been here, as if he didn’t even know her.


It was summer, and a holiday, and it was depressing to be suddenly alone in a silent flat with the rain beating against the windows. Sulien tried to remember what each of his friends was doing, working out how long it would take him to get to somewhere better. He felt a brief, defiant desire to go in immediate search of a more accommodating girl— But no, he didn’t want to think about that yet either.


He turned on the longvision, to make a bit of noise, and remembered as he did it that there would be nothing on but the Games. His hand hovered over the button, caught between aversion and fascination: Marcus would be there, of course.


Nothing appeared on the screen but the Imperial Eagle and motto against a background of dark blue. A vapidly solemn piece of horn music sounded, and after a moment a slow male voice, sonorous and faintly sing-song, promised more information as soon as it was available; meanwhile the people of Rome were to remain calm and keep inside and away from the windows.


For a minute or two, Sulien stood where he was, staring obediently at the longvision and waiting for an explanation. The music came to an end and was replaced by another dully martial tune, and the message was replayed, exactly as before. After a little while, five-year-old footage of a rally in celebration of Faustus’ sixtieth birthday began to roll under the continuing music. Sulien had already strayed in frustration to the prohibited windows. He dug his fingers into the skin of his left wrist as he looked for smoke in the sky.


Finally he turned back to the longvision, scoffing aloud, ‘Why don’t you just tell us?’


His stupid keys slowed him down – they’d fallen under a backpack. He was halfway down the stairs when he realised that he didn’t need anyone to tell him what had happened, not really . . . it was only a question of where, and how bad it was, and whether anyone he knew—


He began to think: Where’s Una—? But he snapped off the thought as soon as it sprouted: No. Out of all the millions of people in Rome, why should anything have happened to her?


He remembered smoke, dry and velvety in his lungs, and a column of noise burning in the air, and then he couldn’t get it out of his head – Dama. He closed his eyes, unable to think anything beyond, Oh no.


There was a man with a dog going past the steps of his building, but he couldn’t tell Sulien anything – didn’t even know something had happened. ‘There’s a warning on the longvision,’ explained Sulien hurriedly, running downhill towards the little forum around the Temple of Minerva.


The order to stay inside carried enough weight to make him feel exposed now, and unpleasantly conscious of noticing places to take cover, glancing from time to time at the windows overhead and at the empty clouds. He shook his head at himself in annoyance – this was Transtiberina, just creepers and lame dogs and graffiti – what was there to attack?


There was a small, speechless crowd of twenty or so in the forum, sheltering under awnings and staring, appalled, at the public longvision over the temple. Sulien looked up to see if anything had changed, but no, the same dreary music was playing and the message, a little distorted here, began again.


He asked, ‘What’s happened?’ He was vaguely aware of having directed the question towards a girl he liked the look of: a shawl draped over her heaped, curly hair, full breasts, and arms showing brown and rounded where her sleeves fell away. Her small hands were cupped around her mouth in shock.


She turned to him. ‘They’ve bombed the Colosseum!’ she said, her voice sounding loud and outraged in the shared silence.


The way she phrased it made him ask automatically, ‘Who?’


‘I don’t know— The Nionians!’


No, he knew, not them. ‘When?’


‘You shouldn’t be out here, love,’ someone said to the girl, ‘that’s what it says.’


She shook her head, almost crossly. ‘We haven’t got a longvision at home.’ Her eyes had already returned to the impassive screen. No one else had looked away.


Sulien’s shoulders moved in a kind of tense, angry shrug as impatience and fear hummed through him, beginning to warm his chilled blood. ‘Were you watching the Games? When was this?’


‘Only about ten minutes ago,’ said the man who’d warned the girl, quietly. ‘Something blew up – we saw that. Then it went black. Then this started.’


Involuntarily, Sulien looked at the marching people on the screen for some kind of assistance, and then the opposite way, towards the Colosseum. ‘My friend’s there,’ he said to the little crowd, not knowing why he needed to tell them that; it wasn’t as if they could help him. He turned and sprinted back towards his building, coming up with almost as many reasons why this might not be that bad as it took him strides to reach it. He was composing the announcements on longvision and in the newssheets while driving his long body as fast as it could go. A miracle, he thought, grimly; it looked bad, but in the end no one was seriously hurt. Marcus Novius Faustus Leo said . . . No, that felt like bad luck; he wouldn’t go as far as imagining that part.


But in any case, even failing that, he could help, he knew he could.


He was glad it had never been worth having a car in Rome, with its trams and dense traffic and work only a short walk away. But he had a fast electric trirota, good for the narrow streets of Transtiberina and for slicing through Roman gridlocks, and it was heavily chained up by his apartment block. Sulien’s hands trembled a little as he dragged the chain free and let it fall; he noticed that, promised it to himself as a memory for later, when this was all safely over. I was so worried, he thought, practising the past tense. Maybe he’d even tell Marcus that: You had me scared, you bastard. He hauled the machine upright, headed it east.


The deluge of people had begun to thin out a little. Una pushed off like a swimmer, heading towards the walls. She could see vigiles and medics now, cutting through the crowd, and she tried to shove her way through towards them, to get into their wake. For a moment she was held almost motionless and trapped, a few feet from the nearest archway, then at last the pressure broke and she was able to duck inside.


The passage was crammed and heaving. Una reached the wall and flattened herself against it, her arms spread against the posters covering the stone, her stomach pulled taut, her breath held rigid in her chest. She inched along sideways: the air tasted soiled. Crushed between bodies too close to see, she could hardly breathe. She swallowed, feeling sweat on her face and that faintness gathering dangerously in her head again. For a while the physical discomfort and effort of remaining conscious and moving required so much of her attention that it was almost a relief: there was no space to think of Marcus.


Then she scraped out of the bottleneck into the inner causeway. The Colosseum was full of voices, warped in the curved space: weeping, and calls for help, and cries to different gods. The crowd was still dense, but fluctuating, and Una ran, shoving her way blindly and ruthlessly into the stands.


At first the amphitheatre looked almost empty of people. The bare slopes of seating were startlingly decked with colour: red and yellow cartons, and wrappers everywhere, like petals on a hillside. But in reality there were still hundreds of people – thousands even, limping down the staircases, clinging together, stretched out on the seats and in the walkways. And there were bodies lying where they had been trampled or heaped in the aisles nearest to the arena, faces red, mouths dragged open.


And the black wound gouged into the roof gaped over the remains of the Imperial box, hardly recognisable in the wreckage that spread around it down into the arena. Sheets and flakes of glass, long spars of metal and slabs of broken stone scattered everywhere. And the vigiles were coursing in now, carrying ladders and stretchers.


Already running, climbing, Una called, ‘Marcus.’ The space swallowed up her cry. And it was such an ordinary name, anyone here might have called it to any of the injured or dead men and boys.


*


Cautiously, Makaria let go of the wad of cloth she’d been pressing against Marcus’ side. The warm trickle of blood under her fingers seemed to have stopped, but his breath was coming in sharp, quiet gasps now, and his lips were turning a deep bruise-blue under dried-out skin. His eyes were fixed somewhere on the grey distance. Makaria touched his cold forehead, began stroking the dust and crumbs of glass out of his hair.


Marcus looked quickly at her, at her moving hand as it slid over his temple into his hair, and the muscles of his face tensed strangely, eyes suddenly alive and keen, as if somehow catching her out. Then they drifted out of focus again and he whispered, ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Why?’ Makaria crooned, still smoothing the fair hair, mindlessly gentle, hearing her voice soft and high and scarcely like her own at all.


‘Your father.’


Self-conscious now, she fumbled for something to say. ‘I’m glad that . . . that you’re Emperor now, and—’


Marcus’ eyes squeezed suddenly shut and Makaria leaned forward apprehensively, knowing she must not let him fall asleep – but before she could say anything, his face twitched sharply, a humourless, sardonic jerk, and he repeated indistinctly, ‘Emperor.’


Makaria stared down at him letting her fingers trail over his hair for another moment, then lifted her hand, rising onto her knees. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said, ‘I’m coming back.’


Marcus gasped thinly at the wet sky.


‘I’m coming back, I’m coming back,’ she promised. It was a relief to turn away from him for a second, not to look at that face. The wound she’d staunched was only one of several, and the Praetorian had said he was probably bleeding inside. A coil of effort, knotted from throat to gut, spiralled loose through her and Makaria stumbled back through the detritus towards her father’s body, shaking as she absently wiped the tears and grimy rain from her face.


Faustus was still sitting slumped heavily on the high seat, his head hanging forward, the hunk of masonry that had killed him lying harmlessly at his feet. The gold wreath had dragged his hair askew when it had been struck off onto the cushions beside him. Makaria released a quiet breath as she stood and looked at him. He looked at once pitifully frail and solid, hard to shift. She was glad he hadn’t been knocked to the ground.


She picked up the wreath and muttered, ‘Sorry, Daddy.’


His dust-covered hand, when she lifted it and slid off the Imperial ring, was warmer than Marcus’ had been.


*


Marcus had no sense of how long she was gone; he almost forgot that she had been beside him. The men went on dutifully talking to him, keeping him from letting his eyes close, but the patch of stone he was lying on was speeding through space, and the pain mattered less now; it had been a while since he’d thought of trying to stave it off. And he was aware of his heart, a knot in a rope cold hands were pulling, running taut into the distance, every beat a long tug.


Before, under the intact roof, he had been waiting to see Una, willing the hours to pass, the day to end. It was not Una’s name, or her image, or any one memory of her that possessed him now, but a terrible intensification of waiting for her.


No, no, he thought, trying to find some different way of trying. He should be doing something, not just lying here.


Then Makaria was there again, taking his hand and talking urgently, not to him but to the Praetorian. ‘You’re a witness, you’re representing the Roman Army, all right? I need you to say what I tell you.’


He knew it was important to pay attention, not to wish for quiet and rest, but it was so hard to bother himself with whatever she was doing. He tried, and moaned, more with exhaustion than with pain.


‘Marcus! Listen to me, Marcus. Do you promise to govern Rome and her Empire, on behalf of the People and the Senate?’


The thing she was trying to prop against his head – that must be the Imperial wreath. He panted a laugh, or as near to it as was bearable. ‘Doesn’t count,’ he said.


‘Yes, it does,’ she insisted quietly. ‘It does.’


Marcus was silent. The cold deepened. Now he did remember and wished for the warmth of Una’s body against his, her breath against his cheek, her weight, held briefly off the ground in his arms, so close to tangible it might have been the beginning of a dream, or really happening. ‘All right,’ he answered, finally. ‘All right, yes, I promise.’


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


He’d heard these words once before, a year ago, flying back over the sea towards Rome. Makaria might not be word-perfect, and sometimes he couldn’t keep his mind from sliding away from what she was saying, but her tone and the pressure on his hand prompted him to murmur, each time, ‘Yes.’ If this was anything more than a macabre game they were playing, it was near enough, probably; it was clear what was meant. And if it wasn’t, then it didn’t matter.


‘Now, you must say, “The Roman Army—”’


‘The Roman Army acclaims you as Caesar and Emperor, and implores the gods to grant you health and victory,’ finished the Praetorian, soberly. Makaria pushed the ring onto Marcus’ finger, then clasped his hand again, holding it there.


‘I will . . .’ What was it he was supposed to say? He sighed, searching for it, slowly mumbling out the words, ‘I will perform what I have promised . . . in the name of the gods.’


‘There,’ breathed Makaria, bowing her head.


The ring of office was loose, as it had been the first time he’d worn it as Regent, not like the months afterwards when it had fitted his index finger so closely he scarcely felt its weight as separate from his body, grafting authority onto him, and still there had been so much he couldn’t do. And now?


‘Then I say that . . . Then I . . .’ How had he imagined this happening when the time finally came? What words had he been going to use? For of course he had thought about it, over the years, weighing different phrases that had sounded good, enough to string something simple together, at least . . . ‘Slavery is to be abolished,’ he said, ‘everywhere in the Empire.’


Makaria nodded. ‘All right.’


He didn’t quite like the way that sounded, too mild and soft, as if she were only humouring him and it didn’t matter what he said. He urged, ‘Write it, write it down.’


Makaria looked anxiously round at the ruins, letting out a small grunt of powerlessness, but the Praetorian felt in the ragged remains of the jacket he’d laid over Marcus and handed her a little pad and a pen.


‘From now,’ Marcus rasped out as she wrote. ‘From right now.’


She folded his fingers around the pen and guided it through the shapes of his long name.


Marcus felt a thin flow of relief, and with it, some slight remaining strength suddenly spilling out of him. What little force of his own had been in the hand that held the pen lapsed away.


Makaria bent closer, pale stripes of tears on her face. ‘Look, Marcus— Don’t just— I can hear them coming, I can see them. Just keep listening to me, just wait a little longer, you’ll be fine . . .’


Marcus said, ‘You wouldn’t have done this if you thought that,’ and then realised dimly that he hadn’t said it, hadn’t spoken at all. It didn’t seem worth the effort of trying again, only to say that.


He turned slow eyes up to the punctured roof again. The Colosseum had been built for people to die in. That thought should have been chilling, but somehow it was not, it almost comforted him in the solitude that crept through him inch by inch, for all that Makaria hadn’t let go of his hand.


Then the medics did climb in, on ladders propped against the walls of the box, over the wreckage of the screens. The colours of their uniforms flashed around Marcus indistinctly, like wings. Then there were fingers on his throat again, and pain and cold hollowing him out. So many people, so much noise and movement filling the place, piling over him, that Marcus felt himself recede, helplessly, to make room for them.


Something he should have made sure of, something forgotten and terrible scratched like a rat in a wall at the edge of his mind, requiring him to try, reluctantly, to remember.


Makaria, further away from him now, repeated his name: ‘Marcus. Marcus.’


From this approach, the Colosseum looked unscathed, but he’d seen ambulances and vigile vehicles swerving through cross-currents of a loose, complex mass of people spreading down the broad street, under the mirrory surfaces of the courts and temples of the Sacred Way, limping and pushing along in the rain.


They were turning back cars on the Sublician Bridge, but Sulien, half-guiltily, slid the trirota out of the choked traffic and between the tight-faced officers before they could decide it was worth stopping him. He swung straight from the saddle into a run, leaving the trirota by a Praetorian car at the end of the Sacred Way.


There was already a short, tidy line of corpses under plastic sheeting outside the Colosseum, and a rough cordon of vigile officers around it. Sulien ran up, feeling hastily in his pockets for identity papers, wishing he’d brought his pass from the clinic.


‘Move back, move back.’


‘My name’s Novianus Sulien; I—’


‘Move back,’ repeated the nearest officer, in a kind of blank, droned-out bark, not hearing anything.


‘No, I can help, my name’s Novianus Sulien. I’m a friend of Marcus Novius a—’


Under the helmet, the man’s face flinched into alertness, becoming individual and, briefly, naked with feeling. ‘Novianus Sulien?’ He let out his breath in a tense sigh that made Sulien’s stomach clench in apprehension. ‘Come with me.’ He seized Sulien’s arm and pulled him past the line, hurrying him towards the Colosseum as if he’d proposed running away rather than entering.


An aching quiver throbbed up through his bones, shaking the pain awake. Marcus couldn’t understand it for a while, then, distantly, he connected the vibration to the sound of metal grinding and realised they had begun cutting through the beam pinning down his deadened legs. They’d fixed a tube in his arm and there was something cold pouring in. It was strange how intrusively close yet separate from him all this activity seemed, like hammering or laughter in an adjoining room.


And they were moving through the rubble behind him, lifting someone on a stretcher, carrying him away—


Horror raked into Marcus, almost indistinguishable from the physical pain. He stiffened and tried instinctively to brace a hand against the ground and lift himself, but everything was failing, his mouth was opening and failing to make a sound . . .


‘Give him something, he’s in pain,’ ordered Makaria wretchedly.


That was true enough, but it was worse, terrifying, that he couldn’t make himself understood. He rolled his head, trying to swallow, to get his throat to work, and managed to choke out some mangled approximation of the syllables he wanted, then, clearer, ‘Drusus. Drusus – is he alive?’


Makaria looked over her shoulder. Drusus had been lying under a crumpled panel of bullet-proof glass, but he had been irrelevant to her. She could not see him now, hidden between the men who were passing the stretcher down into the excavated passage, out of sight, but they were not moving as if they were handling a corpse.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘yes, I think maybe—’


Marcus tried to twist again, fighting uselessly against his unresponsive body. ‘Not him— Don’t let— Not Drusus.’


Makaria leant in between the medics, trying to hear. ‘What? What is it, Marcus?’


‘Succession.’


‘Oh, Marcus—’


He struggled to find a clear place in the pain and murkiness to think clearly, just for a few seconds. Varius, he wanted to say, and the thought of how shocked Varius would be, hearing that, made his lips twitch with bleak amusement. He thought, but you’d make a good Emperor, Varius. Except that he wouldn’t have the chance. Anyone Marcus named outside the remnants of the dynasty would need an existing stock of power and prominence to have any chance of holding the throne. Drusus had his name, and the nominal status as joint regent Faustus had given him. Salvius had the army. Varius had neither of these things, and Marcus would guarantee his murder just by saying his name.


He had scarcely any choice. It would be Drusus or Salvius.


‘Salvius,’ he croaked roughly. ‘Has to be.’


He wasn’t sure if Makaria answered that. His breathing sounded startlingly loud now, and he had no control over it any more; the pain from his broken ribs pulled through him with every breath, still violent and yet dissolving, splintering apart. So recognisable, this tug, like a word whose meaning he’d only briefly forgotten.


The dull juddering ground on. He wanted to curl up on his side, hiding from it, and he didn’t want Una to think he hadn’t resisted, that he wouldn’t have given anything or borne anything to see her again, if there had been any way, any strength left in him. He made another long effort to speak, and heard his voice stutter unexpectedly into motion, though he didn’t seem to have chosen the words: ‘I can’t— I’m sorry—’


‘You have nothing to be sorry for.’


Makaria’s voice, falling in from somewhere as remote as snow-flakes, but it wasn’t her he was talking to. He said, surprised at hearing himself again, ‘I tried.’ He could feel the hectic motion of the people crowding over him, their hands on him, and yet it was as if they were beating against an impenetrable surface to reach him, as if he’d slipped through the marble floor and they hadn’t realised it.


The pale oval of sky darkened, pulsed white, spread. An intense sweetness of relief overwhelmed him as even the pain finally shivered into nothing. He couldn’t breathe, and he was aware of his body straining desperately for the unreachable air, but oh, mercifully, the struggle barely touched him, did not hold him, although he was glad when it stopped. He couldn’t feel anyone near him any longer; no one else was there.


The world held, transparent as ice for another instant, before it thawed and broke – so easily, with such simplicity, that if any words had remained he would have called it beautiful.


No one noticed Una on the medics’ ladder until she had almost reached the top, scaling it in one breathless rush. Then the vigiles closed ranks at the parapet of the box, shouting, ‘Get down, get down!’ Two of them below rushed for her, one aiming a gun – and Una couldn’t take that in, it was just a little thing in the man’s hand. She clung onto the ladder, unable to explain herself, only stammering, ‘Please, please—’


Then Makaria appeared, filthy and exhausted, at the wall of the box. She raised a hand and ordered, ‘Let her through.’


Una didn’t know how she came to be on her hands and knees, bending over Marcus as if she’d been dropped there. Between the ladder and here had been nothing except a kind of dazzled afterimage of Marcus on the far side of the ruined box, dead on the ground – but she hadn’t seen that, she didn’t remember it.


She said his name again, and the claw-sharp catch of expectation was the same each time she repeated it; she couldn’t stop. She ran a hand up over his face, not gently, as if there were something there that could be wiped away. The sweep of her palm tipped his head back a little, and though she knew she’d caused the movement, it was stupidly arresting to her: it looked like a drowsy stirring out of sleep, as if his eyes were about to blink open. She took his face in both hands, shook it. Absurd. She did it again.


No one was doing anything; even the men who had been cutting away the terrible length of steel that lay on Marcus’ legs were just standing there looking at her. Una turned on them, shaken by how furious she was. ‘Why have you stopped?’ She heard her voice as it would sound to another person, loud and raw and irrational; she tried to make it more controlled, but the mad voice babbled, ‘Please don’t stop, please do something, oh God—’


They didn’t move. Someone said something.


She made a sound that horrified her, because she had no warning it was coming, and because the meaning of it was unmistakable. Her hands moved over Marcus’ throat, chest, searching for something to put right. ‘Marcus, come on, you can’t— Marcus . . .’


Then time crumpled in on itself again and now she was lying half-across him, her face buried into his neck. But this wasn’t an embrace, that wasn’t the point: if there was any life left to be detected, however faint, she must be close enough to find it. But she couldn’t feel anything except his chilly blood soaking her clothes and his broken ribs shifting beneath her; the weight of her body would have caused him agony, if—


Sulien raced up the steps from the passage into the wet daylight and Una was lying among the wreckage covered in blood. So different – and so much worse than anything he’d expected – that cold crashed over him before the queasy slide from horror to relief to horror again as he understood.


And Una jolted upright, her face lit with dreadful hope, crying, ‘Sulien! Sulien, do something, please, please . . .’


‘Oh, no,’ murmured Sulien helplessly, closing his eyes and not wanting to open them. Something in him curled up, went into hiding. He began weakly, ‘Una, I—’


She had started crying raggedly, even as he opened his mouth, and before he could finish she was begging, almost in a scream, ‘Please try! Please just try!’


Don’t do it, anything except that, Sulien warned himself. For his own sake he wanted to go to Marcus, touch him, make himself understand what had happened. But it would be better not to go near him if doing so would let Una convince herself there was any doubt. To pretend to try – which was all it could be – would be horrible, a betrayal of all three of them.


But she kept pleading, and he couldn’t bear it, and a kind of shifty, two-faced optimism reared in his mind, that maybe he was somehow wrong, perhaps it wasn’t too late, even now . . .


He couldn’t help himself. He stepped forward and knelt down beside Marcus, and at once Una sprang to her feet and stood back, out of his way, and it was easier to look at Marcus’ still face than to look at her, so he did that with the first spasm of true self-revulsion he’d ever felt in his life.


Tears filled his eyes almost at once. He blinked and exhaled hard, laid a hand on Marcus’ chest for scarcely a second and pulled it back to drag his fist across his eyes.


All right, he told himself, not realising he was mouthing the words, and closed his eyes. He rested his hand over Marcus’ heart again. Nothing, nothing. Sulien tried to make himself believe that if an electric flicker could only stir it – for the first time in what must be several minutes – there was enough blood left in its hollows or in the quiet veins to start flowing again . . .


But there was not, and nothing happened, and he thought of pressing down brutally on Marcus’ chest just for the sake of doing something. The ribs were too badly broken, so, quickly, before he could think about it, he bent his head over Marcus and breathed into his mouth.


The air sighed out passively, and he saw now that Marcus’ eyes were not quite closed; a motionless crescent of white and slate-blue showed under the eyelashes: a cold, faintly critical stare.


One of the medics said quietly, ‘We’ve tried that.’


Sulien knew that, and he tried again anyway, though he could barely manage a steady breath himself. The tears spilled out again and he lifted his face, letting his hand fall onto Marcus’ cheek in a glancing caress, and blurted, ‘Una, please, I’m sorry.’


Una gasped in a scraping breath and Sulien braced himself to hear her pleading, or crying again. Instead, her body stiffened and her lips closed without releasing anything. She stopped crying, and her face emptied, slowly and utterly. Her eyes lowered slowly from Sulien’s face to Marcus’. Her hands, knotted in tight fists, fell slack. She turned away.


Sulien sagged, shuddering, feeling a brief, desolate relief. For the first time he noticed the Imperial wreath lying beside Marcus’ head where it had fallen, and the ring loose on his finger. He turned to Makaria, slumped on one of the incongruously intact marble seats, her forehead resting on her hand, and she met his eyes in numb confirmation.


Sulien looked back at Marcus and those gold things, and his throat burned; he pressed the heel of his hand into each eye. The wreath shouldn’t just lie there, he thought, and reached for it, first meaning to put it back on Marcus’ head – but it would have slipped off again when they lifted him. So instead he laid it on Marcus’ breast, and, as he let it go, he felt how strange it was that he should ever have touched it. It was heavier than he had expected.


He stood up, wondering how he could be so tired after having done nothing at all.


Makaria gestured, and the men began cutting through the metal rods again. She stopped Sulien as he started to pick his way towards Una and held something out.


‘Look,’ she said. She handed him a folded sheet of notepaper, dimpled with rainwater and coloured with blood.


Sulien read disjointedly down to the pitiful scrawled signature, which made him shut his eyes and moan, ‘Oh, gods.’


Una took it from him silently and stared at it for a few seconds, as if trying to make sense of a foreign language. Then she began to shake breathlessly and sob again, pressing one hand over the name for a second as if trying to feel Marcus in the writing. Then Sulien was reaching for her, imploring, ‘Don’t, please don’t—’ as she darted past him, back towards Marcus’ body.


Una pulled roughly free of his hand as he caught at her shoulder, but came to a standstill a few feet from Marcus. ‘I wanted to look at him, that’s all,’ she said, in a flat, almost normal voice.


She looked down to the paper in her hands and began straightening out the creases she had made. Stiffly she handed it back to Makaria. ‘Is this going to happen?’ she demanded. ‘Who’ll make this happen?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Makaria. ‘I’ll try. I will try.’


Una’s mouth quirked bitterly, then her face went blank again.


Sulien stammered, reluctantly, ‘Who’s—? Who’s going to be . . .?’


‘Salvius,’ said Makaria. ‘He said Salvius.’


Sulien found that though he’d asked, for now he barely cared who the Emperor would be – except that to think of Marcus, lying there in agony and knowing what was coming, and still planning, for afterwards . . .


There was a sharp whirr and a clang of metal as at last the vigiles finished cutting through the beam. Sulien watched as two of them strained to lift the remaining section and let it fall on the paving beside the body, the sound loud and ugly as it struck the stone. Una did not look, but flinched, hard.


Makaria suggested quietly, ‘Perhaps you should go home.’ She added, ‘Thank you.’


‘Don’t say that,’ muttered Sulien, reaching to put his arm round Una, who started moving briskly before he could touch her.


He hurried after her. The cut-glass lamps in the passage had gone out, leaving dim emergency lighting coating the frescoed walls like disinfectant. Ahead, Una was a colourless shadow, walking unsteadily but very fast, her head down and her hair hanging forward. Even when Sulien caught up with her he couldn’t see her face.


Without looking up she murmured, very quietly, ‘You ought to stay.’


‘What?’


Una gestured blankly at the wall. ‘Could help people.’


‘Oh . . .’ Sulien slowed, hampered by a moment of tired, half-incredulous guilt, then shook his head and strode on. ‘I’m not going to leave you alone.’


‘I’m better on my own,’ said Una in a chilly, remote voice.


Sulien tried to stifle an unexpected and unreasoning sting of hurt.


Una sighed, and he could see the effort when she turned her face towards him. More softly, she said, ‘I’ll meet you later.’


‘No, Una—’


‘I’ll wait for you at the bridge.’


Sulien began to feel an urgent dread of letting her out of his sight. He was afraid to examine it too closely. ‘There are other doctors. Let’s just go home and—’ And what? he thought. What would they ever do?


‘You’re different. There’s too many people hurt.’


‘I don’t care.’


‘Yes, you do,’ Una said, still distant, but certain.


Sulien felt strangely unnerved by this, as automatic trust, that of course she must be right about him, jostled alongside a disconcerted conviction that no, he’d been telling the plain truth: he didn’t care. But he couldn’t muster any argument that would stand up.


‘An hour,’ he said, unhappily. ‘I’m not— I won’t stay any longer than that.’


Una said nothing, just walked even faster than before, and when they reached the gates and shuffled through the scrum of Praetorians and vigiles into the crowd beyond, he lost her immediately.


In the ambulance, Drusus kicked into consciousness as if out of a nightmare. A bright crest of pain burned on his head, and more studs of pain were scattered across his back and along his arm. Gasping, he asked, ‘What happened to me?’


Someone tried to hold him down, hushing him. ‘Try to keep still.’


‘I’m all right, somebody tell me—’


‘Let us make sure of that before we worry about anything else, all right, sir?’


‘No, I have to— I have to—’ He had a sense of electric urgency so strong it was almost terror, and it shouted in his throbbing head: Now, now! as he repeated, ‘What happened?’


But he began to remember: an explosion overhead, a cataract of glass pouring in, like the understanding that had struck the very moment before: glass on the ground . . .


He knew his left arm was broken, he recognised the sensation of bone grating on bone when he moved it. Something was wrong with his knee. His right hand came away from his face coated in half-clotted blood. His skin was cold. But he remembered the heat of the chamber beneath the temple, at Delphi.


It could have been worse. He’d known worse.


‘My family?’ he asked, tentatively, hearing his voice shake. He was afraid, of not being ready, and he could recognise this as a terrible day, even if it meant the resurrection of his hopes.


No one would tell him. But with this flood of adrenalin in his veins, Drusus began to think he already knew.





[ II ]


SUCCESSION


Salvius and his family were also at the Games. His son Decimus was sitting beside him and when the bomb went off Salvius hurled himself down on top of the boy as instantaneously as if he’d been expecting it. Noise bulldozed across the Colosseum; his daughters’ screams were the closest, spraying forward on the explosion’s surge, and Salvius had reacted so fast it took him a moment to remember the orange flash somewhere on the left of his field of vision. He heard the roof groan, then a sequence of heavy impacts pounding across the arena, and he tensed over his son as shrapnel rattled down into the seats. Decimus felt sparrow-fragile against him, his heart racing beneath ribs narrower than Salvius’ fingers. Salvius shouted, ‘Stay down,’ as sharp fragments bounced from marble and brick and sprayed like handfuls of pebbles on his back.


It slowed and stopped. Salvius raised himself, keeping Decimus down. His wife, curled on the paving next to him, was cautiously lifting her head, and Salvilla, their youngest girl, was clinging to her, beginning to cry. ‘Come on, you’re not hurt,’ he said gruffly, checking her over with a glance. Letting go of his son, he looked for his three elder daughters and their husbands, who had been seated behind him, calling, ‘Is anyone hurt?’


No one had worse than shallow cuts. Salvius looked across the arena – and saw the wreck of the Imperial box, the devastation around it. ‘Gods above,’ he whispered.


They were in the best seats, almost at the base of the terraces. Salvius looked back and up the slopes of seating to see the aisles over-flowing and a landslide of people bearing down on them. Around the shaft of rain that hung above the arena, the roof shuddered and strained. He pulled his wife and Salvilla to their feet and turned to his eldest son-in-law. ‘Into a line, quickly. Magnus, lead the women out, Fulvius and Albus on either side. I’ll be behind you.’


The pressure was building on all sides as nobles and senators pushed and shoved, and Salvius, aware of the weapon at his side but not yet reaching for it, turned and snarled, ‘Are you Romans? Will you disgrace yourselves? Keep steady.’ He realised with a swell of mingled pride and exasperation that little Decimus was trying to struggle towards the back of the column, to Salvius’ side, face alight with the desire to prove himself. Salvius shoved him forward, growling, ‘With your mother.’


The worst moment came when they were almost outside, the crowd oozing slowly through one of the archways, when he lost sight of Decimus beneath the heads of the mob, and he couldn’t hear any response above the din when he called his name. But when finally he reached the open air, the crowd pulsing around him, he saw the little column of his family, still moving ahead: all there, and together.


Salvius scanned the sky and rooftops as his family hurried through. To his relief the rank of Patrician cars was still waiting at the Sacred Way entrance, behind the gathering ambulances and vigile vans. Salvius could see his driver standing outside their vehicle, staring in horror at the oncoming crowd. His expression lifted a little when he saw Salvius.


Salvilla was still weeping and sniffing, but Salvia Prima already had an arm round her little sister and was murmuring, ‘Now, then, don’t give the swine the satisfaction. You’ll make everyone think it’s worse than it is.’


‘What about Philia and Lysander and Psyche?’ quavered Salvilla. The family had taken some of the household staff to the Games; of course they’d been seated in the uppermost tiers with the other slaves.


‘They’ll be fine,’ said Salvius firmly. ‘It will just take them a little longer to get out, that’s all.’


‘It was over the Imperial box,’ said Magnus, quietly.


Salvius turned to watch a convoy of ambulances and Praetorian cars slide through the crowd and round the Colosseum, towards the private entrance the Imperial family used. He felt an unbidden rush of hope, followed by an immediate backwash of guilt. May they all be safe, he thought conscientiously.


But he couldn’t believe that no one in that box had been hurt, and even at the best, there were steps that had to be taken at once, and it was clearly impossible the Emperor would be able to do so.


He kissed his daughters briskly. ‘Go home as fast as you can,’ he said. ‘I have to get to work.’


‘Will there have to be martial law?’ asked Decimus passionately, climbing into the car.


Salvius laughed. ‘In some form, probably. You be good.’



*


And minutes later, in the strategy room at the Palace, Salvius did indeed place all military units in the Empire on high alert, order curfews in all the major cities, cancel all public gatherings and start patrols in Rome’s streets and airspace. After he’d deployed infantry around the Palace, the Senate buildings and the various Fora, General Turnus asked uneasily, ‘Is it certain we have the authority for this?’


‘If the Emperor is unhappy with anything, of course he will countermand it,’ answered Salvius, ignoring a moment of uncomfortable disingenuousness.


From the other side of the room Memmius Quentin called out in a kind of frustrated howl, ‘Do we have any word on the Family yet?’


And Glycon was suddenly at Salvius’ elbow. Salvius hadn’t noticed him enter the room; the cubicularius always moved so unobtrusively, even amid all this noise and motion. But up close he was unexpectedly dramatic, his face pale and damp-skinned, his limp hair dishevelled, his eyes bloodshot and sunken.


He said thickly, without elaboration, ‘The Imperial Office.’


Makaria was standing beside her father’s desk. Her arm was in a sling, and though the dust from the Colosseum had been washed from her face, her hair was still thick with it, and it was hard to imagine what her filthy clothes must have looked like when she had first put them on. Salvius was not sure whom he’d expected to find in the painted garden. She looked startling and ominous here, like the spirit of someone walled up alive. But she stood as upright as a soldier, and Salvius felt an odd stirring of pride, a faint, vicarious echo of what he’d felt for Decimus and Salvia outside the Colosseum.


She cleared her throat, and said, ‘My father and my cousin— my cousin, Marcus, were killed today.’ And it was clear she was trying to keep her voice steady, but it twisted away from her and she had to catch her hand to her face.


‘Oh—!’ Salvius was simply and wholeheartedly horrified. He even had an immediate impulse to put his arms round her, which was unthinkable. ‘Madam, I’m so sorry—’


Makaria shook her head several times, and breathed deep before continuing, ‘My father was . . . he was killed outright. Marcus wasn’t. He— He . . . I put the ring and the wreath on him. He knew what was going on. He was Emperor. Marcus named you as his heir.’


No shock of battle, no unexpected success had ever robbed Salvius so completely of himself. At first it was almost a mercy that he did not know what to do or say, because that kept him in place, looking at her gravely and quite unable to stir, when otherwise he might have been – what? Lifted into the air, while this riot of incredulous excitement and bafflement pealed through him and bells deafened him?


It had reached and passed the point when he must respond and all he could manage was, cautiously, ‘You are quite sure . . . quite certain that was his intention?’


‘You don’t imagine I would hand away my family’s birthright if I were in any doubt?’


‘Were there other witnesses?’


‘Some of the guards. The medics. Yes.’


Salvius felt the continued pulse of delight, utterly unseemly in the circumstances, throbbing through the ringing of something he refused to name as fear. It was not that he had any sense that he was not fitted to be Emperor, nor that he’d never contemplated it. For a long time he had believed he would do better than Faustus or Leo, or, in recent years, Marcus himself. As the crisis with Nionia drew in, he had nursed something between hope and dread that one day it might be necessary – justified – to take power himself. Only if it were justified, he had always told himself, uneasily; only if Rome were in danger and someone had to act. But that Marcus, who had fair reason not to like or trust him, should have given this to him, in the last moments of his life . . . What was he supposed to do, right now, stranded so far outside the margins of what he’d considered possible?


And Faustus’ daughter was standing there in tears, and he thought of charming, ambitious, infuriating Leo, four years dead, and now his only son – the line gone, over.


He said, ‘I would never have wanted this.’


Makaria rolled her eyes and said with a damp, laughing snort somewhere in the back of her voice, ‘Salvius, spare me.’


‘Not like this,’ said Salvius softly.


She struggled visibly against another spasm of crying and remarked, ‘I’m not altogether certain what happens next.’


‘Everything must be done properly,’ he said in a firm, reassuring tone. But what did that mean? There had been no such transition in more than two hundred years. He added, pressing any note of experiment or hesitation out of his voice, ‘I shall call a session of the Senate for tomorrow.’


Makaria squared her shoulders. ‘Listen, Salvius. You know Marcus was no friend of yours; it must be obvious to you he named you only to keep my other cousin off the throne. And I don’t know yet how badly Drusus was hurt. I don’t think he’s dead. Marcus would want me to warn you: Drusus is very dangerous. You must secure your position. You must be careful.’


Salvius remembered Drusus bloodied and piteous on the floor at Marcus’ feet with a vague after-twinge of distaste and disappointment. No substance to that man, he thought. And if Drusus wasn’t the leader Salvius had once hoped for, surely he wasn’t the monster Marcus had made out either. Nevertheless, Salvius could see that Drusus might be a threat in the coming months, if he garnered much support in the Senate, or worse, the army. If Drusus’ injuries were not so serious as to keep him away from the Senate tomorrow, Salvius would have to let him speak, but he could make sure the army knew at once who was the legitimate Emperor.


He said, ‘Thank you.’


‘There’s something else,’ said Makaria, brusquely unfolding something and holding it out to him.


To be handed a crumpled, dirty sheet of notepaper seemed incongruous to Salvius, but he scanned it, and felt his eyebrows shift upwards as the words resolved themselves into outrageous sense. He said, entirely certain, ‘It’s impossible.’


Makaria lifted it curtly from his fingers, folded it up again and tucked it out of sight. ‘Then I shall keep it for now, if you don’t mind.’


‘Of course,’ said Salvius, at once relieved and mildly annoyed.


Her mouth pulled into a stretched, miserable smile, and her eyes started filling again. ‘I have to . . . to see to my father. I suppose we will have to talk more later. You . . . Well, you can do whatever you want now.’


Left alone, Salvius looked around at the calm splendour of the Imperial office and tried out the thought that it was his. He laid a hand cautiously on the desk and, breathlessly, guiltily, laughed. Decimus came into his mind again, this time as a future Emperor, and it brought another rush of elation and unease. Hastily he straightened his face and put the thought aside. Rome had been attacked, whether by Nionia, or by Roman anarchists, or some conspiracy of both; his first efforts must be to defend the Empire. He went back to the Strategy Room, and to work.


In the doorway behind the doctor, from whom Drusus had at last succeeded in extracting the truth, a nurse with no good reason to be there was standing and crying. Drusus looked at her curiously, and felt water suddenly sliding out of his own eyes. He was startled, because he hadn’t consciously made any decision to do that – although it was good, it would look right. And a moment later he knew that this feeling was not crude excitement, nor hypocritical grief, but awe, breaking across him like a sunrise.


‘Where are they? Are they here?’ he whispered.


‘No . . . I am afraid they had passed away before they could be moved. They were taken back to the Palace, I am sure,’ the doctor said.


‘I must go there,’ Drusus said, standing up, and cursed as the movement dragged at the lines of stitches. His knee burned under his weight. He gasped and waited the pain out. As soon as it began to fade he pulled off the sling they’d put on his arm. ‘You have to help me. The people will need to see the Emperor strong at such a time.’


The doctor blinked at the word ‘Emperor’ but said, ’You’re hurt, Sir, you’re not ready to leave.’


‘I’m not dying. It can wait.’ He ran his hand gingerly over his face and wished for a mirror. ‘You can put some kind of splint on my arm, so long as you can do it fast and it’s nothing that shows.’


He had them call for a car, a couple of slaves and a change of clothes – formal, he specified, something like what he’d worn to the Colosseum – from his house on the Caelian Hill. He supposed he had better speak to his father, to let him know he was alive, and was both amused and angry to find that Lucius had no idea anything had happened. He rejected the wheelchair they tried to insist he use to get him to the lobby and hobbled there resentfully, panting through clenched teeth.


The lobby was half-full of Praetorians. He had no idea where his own escort was, not that he was sorry to be away from them – they had all been Marcus’ spies. These soldiers looked awkward as Drusus came limping in among them, drawing up his wounded body to stand as tall as he could. As they shuffled uncomfortably, one of them, who must have been the squad leader, bowed and said softly, ‘Please accept our condolences, Sir.’


Drusus took a breath, bracing himself for this first test, and looked the soldier calmly in the face as he corrected him, ‘Your Majesty.’


There was a silence, and Drusus felt his heartbeat stammer in terror, and the man actually blushed and mumbled something inarticulate about Salvius before starting again, carefully, ‘We have been told that the late Emperor Marcus Novius chose General Salvius . . .’


They all looked apprehensive; they were watching him to see what he would do; he was watching himself for the same thing. And he found that that there was no need to be angry or alarmed at all. He said, quite mildly, ‘Really?’ and turned away from them, back the way he had come. He caught the wrist of the nearest nurse and smiled at her, earnestly and sadly. ‘I need to see a longvision.’


Part of Sulien was incredulous he’d stayed even this long, just because Una had told him to. Where was she? How could he have let her go off by herself? He pressed the torn edges of a wound together and thought, She won’t be there . . . She’s gone . . . she won’t be there. He could not seem to think anything else; sometimes the words came almost as a matter-of-fact observation, just one of those things; sometimes as a frantic shriek hurling against the walls of his skull. He forgot each injured person the moment he’d finished with them, wasn’t even sure how many there had been. Though he moved from one bleeding body to the next, and was dimly aware that for a moment at least he must have been able to concentrate on them, neither they nor their need of him seemed real. When he touched them, they were only solid enough to press the feel of Marcus’ cold skin deeper into his own.


And though it felt as if it had been so much longer, the hour still wasn’t up. He knew that, and ran out of the Colosseum anyway.


The rain had stopped and outside was a stunned, unnatural calm, the streets emptier than Sulien had ever seen them. Soldiers moved around quietly; a flight of pigeons scythed down over the street. He ran down the middle of the Sacred Way, past an oncoming Praetorian van that seemed to drift past slow as a pleasure-boat. He’d thought it would be better to find Una first and then go back for the trirota, but he was already too tired to sustain a good pace, instead pushing himself on breathlessly in painful fits and starts. For a moment he observed himself clinically, as if from a distance, as a living thing, warm and in motion and desperate. She’d said the bridge, and he’d assumed she meant the Sublician, but if she expected to go to her flat rather than his, then she would have gone to the Aemilian. The possibility of choosing the wrong one loomed like a disaster, though at no point did he name to himself what he feared might happen beyond repeating wretchedly, she won’t be there. Instead he found himself thinking of the door of the cell on the prison-ferry opening, Una’s impossible arrival, after seven years not knowing where she was. He didn’t like the idea of her waiting on a bridge at all.


Beyond the Praetorian cordon around the Colosseum the streets were crowded again, but there were no cars moving; people were all on foot, slowly walking home. Sulien ploughed through onto the bridge, plunged restlessly back and forth, his breath catching jaggedly in his throat. He could see over most people’s heads, but he couldn’t find her, and he wasn’t going to because she wasn’t there—



*


‘Sulien.’ Her voice was barely raised – she was just a few feet away, and lower than he’d thought to look.


She was sitting on the pavement, her knees loosely drawn up and her back against the parapet, like the beggars crouched further along the bridge. One hand rose in pallid greeting. Somehow he’d forgotten that she was painted in Marcus’ blood, clothed in it.


Sulien stared at her, feeling scoured, wiped blank with relief. He moved towards her and she levered herself up gracelessly and started walking away over the bridge.


‘There’s— The trirota’s back that way,’ said Sulien, apologetically.


Una turned obediently and came back without comment. She gathered speed as she approached, overtook him without looking at him. As she did so he saw the stripe of dark blood on the back of her head – he might not have noticed it, realised it was her own, except she stumbled slightly as he saw it, swayed dizzily, and propped herself against the low wall of the bridge.


‘You hit your head.’ He was almost relieved to see it – something reparable. He reached out towards her, saying ‘Let me see.’


Una swerved, throwing up one hand to bat away his, the motion strangely fluent, like a rehearsed dance step. ‘Leave it.’


‘You’re concussed,’ protested Sulien, after a moment’s baffled alarm, not managing to find a more helpful tone than exasperation.


‘Yes,’ said Una, a thin smear of sarcasm across a voice otherwise bare as a slab of metal, ‘and it’ll get better. What’s the point in . . .?’ But she let the sentence drop away unfinished, losing interest in it.


‘How’d it happen?’ Sulien insisted, thinking of the mass of people that had erupted out of the Colosseum over the hard ground.


They had reached the east bank again. Una’s rapid, irregular march shuddered to a halt. She looked up at him, not for long, but for the first time since she’d understood Marcus was dead, and so horribly unguarded that Sulien didn’t want to look back at her; it was as if a knife had been dragged across her face.


She said, ‘Dama.’


For a moment he thought she was telling him what he already knew – who was responsible for the bomb – then, inwardly pleading that the answer would be no, he asked, ‘You saw him? He did this?’


Una nodded jerkily, too hard, a slow, sticky spill of pain spreading through her head. She felt her arm rise, almost of its own accord, in a helpless gesture towards the Colosseum and heard herself beginning in a whimper, ‘I . . .’ I couldn’t stop him, she must have been going to say, and that struck her as the most redundant statement that could be imagined: as if her inability to stop Dama had not been amply demonstrated to everybody. Sulien clamped one enormously heavy hand on her shoulder, pivoting towards the Colosseum with a little gasp of rage.


She whispered, shivering, ‘I think he’s dead,’ because she knew Sulien wanted to kill Dama. She knew it from the look on his face and the way his free hand had squeezed into a fist, not because she could hear him thinking it. Her mind was still clenched up, containing no thoughts but her own. If she closed her eyes it might almost be as if Sulien wasn’t there, if he would only let go of her and stop breathing so loudly.


But instead Sulien dragged her off-balance against his chest, making her head ring and throb again. She thought, Haven’t I done enough for you already, can’t you just leave me alone? and said in a low, ugly rumble, ‘I said get off me, Sulien.’


Neither of them had said anything more. Riding back over the bridge later, he thought he could just feel the movement of her breath at his back, her arms round his waist light and loose as a circle sketched in pencil. He drove as slowly as he could.


As Drusus entered the Palace a group of servants hurried to meet him and tried to prop him up. His own slaves had done the same thing as he got out of the car, and as then, Drusus waved them all off, but he had to lean against the wall of the atrium to take the weight off his leg. He cradled his arm against his chest, anxious now that he looked vulnerable and there was nothing more he could do to disguise it. He gasped, ‘Where’s my cousin?’


One of them said, ‘Come in and rest while I send someone to find her.’


‘No,’ panted Drusus, somehow reluctant to voice clearly what he meant, ‘no. Please.’ The servant looked startled and Drusus himself didn’t know why he sounded so diffident; he knew his only chance was to act fast and decisively. ‘Marcus. I have to see Marcus.’


The room was dim, and incense was burning, the soft weight of amber and myrrh in the air sharpened by the resiny green scent of the branches of olive and laurel that lay around Marcus, over the robes of Imperial purple in which his body had been dressed. Of course there was no trace of blood or dust now. His pale hands were folded over the cloth-of-gold spread over his lower body. His smooth hair and the wreath resting on his breast gleamed dark gold in the half-light, and white roses and poppies shone like candle-flames against the dark silk and the green leaves. From this distance and in this light Drusus could not see the cuts on his cousin’s face; he could see only that Marcus looked tranquil, and Roman, and beautiful, and that feeling of reverence and rightness welled through him, pure and golden again. And yet the silent tableau looked strange to him too, for Marcus had not been laid on a bier but on a mat of pale silk on the floor, and Noriko was kneeling motionless beside him.


He had met her for the first time just that morning, and had been struck at how Roman she had looked with her dark hair heaped up in curls, almost like Tulliola. And now she looked absolutely foreign, folded into that odd, composed posture on the floor, her loose hair combed out straight and falling over the long square sleeves of the pale Nionian gown she wore to spread and pool behind her.


She said quietly, ‘I hope I have done right for him.’


‘Yes,’ said Drusus in a whisper from the doorway. He could not move into the room and disturb the depth of the hush, not yet, could not intrude the evidence of violence he carried in his own damaged body. ‘Everything is right.’


She looked up quickly and stared at him for a few seconds, her expression stiffening a little. Drusus watched her face, interested by the change, though unconcerned with what it meant.


‘You are hurt too.’


Drusus shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


Noriko accepted this without reply. She slumped very slightly, her hair trailing forward over Marcus’ wrist.


Drusus realised vaguely that the construction of this quiet, clean beauty must have been prolonged and difficult, and could only just have been finished. He asked, gently, ‘May I have a moment alone with him?’


Noriko tensed again, crouching forward over Marcus’ body, but she said, ‘Of course.’ Looking down at Marcus’ face she laid one hand over his and gripped, quickly, biting her lip.


Then she rose, and as she passed Drusus he said lightly, ‘You weren’t there, were you?’


Noriko answered only with a polite bow of the head. But her sleeve brushed against him. She was trembling.


Drusus did not move for a moment, letting the stillness flow back into the room. There was no one there to see him, but he had never been so conscious of what looked right. He advanced slowly, barely breathing, because it would have looked wrong to rush, to grab; he tried to suppress his limp, because it would have looked wrong to be awkward; he was solemn, because it would have looked wrong to be anything else. He was anxiously aware that he too would have to kneel down, and he was afraid he might not be able to do it without falling; certainly it would hurt.


At Marcus’ side, after staring down in fascination for a moment, he braced himself and tried to lower himself to the floor. Pain lashed up his body like a snake and for a moment he lost all awareness of anything but the blind effort of forcing himself through it. He would not relinquish control to it. And, as he’d feared, he couldn’t hold himself up; he stumbled and instinctively put down his left hand so the broken bones took his weight and he crumpled sideways, barely saving himself from falling onto Marcus’ body. He hissed in frustration and shame and pulled himself up awkwardly onto his knees. Curled protectively over his arm, he let his breathing steady and the echoes of the cry he hadn’t been able to suppress die away.


He’d knocked aside a spray of laurel. He put it back, carefully. Now he could see the clean, bloodless gashes. Drusus raised a hand to his own face and touched the stitched cuts, then ran a fingertip along the cold outline of a wound on Marcus’ cheek.


‘Marcus,’ he whispered finally, breathless, ‘Marcus, I’m sorry. Because the Sibyl told me this would happen, and if I’d understood I could have been patient, I could have let you be. I didn’t know.’ Still he didn’t stir, crouching low over Marcus, eyes fixed on his impassive face, knowing there was something else that needed saying. He flexed the hand Marcus had smashed, months ago. His bones cracked and ringing once again, it was easy to remember lying powerless at his cousin’s feet. At last he added, ‘And I forgive you.’


He lifted the wreath very slowly in both hands, and in a strange way he was glad his arm was broken, because it seemed right that this should hurt him, as he raised it to his own head. His eyes closed against the pain, and stayed shut as he felt the unfamiliar weight settle over his hair, the metal cool against his forehead. He released a long breath, almost a moan, as if something clenched in his lungs all his life could be expelled at last into the air. Then he took Marcus’ hand, finding the fingers chilly but not yet rigid, and the ring slid off easily. It was loose on his own finger too.


He laid Marcus’ hands back, one over the other, and clasped them both as a kind of farewell, because of how it had looked when Noriko had done it. As he did so he noticed something that didn’t belong: under the folds of the robe, where it closed at Marcus’ breast, there was something made of cheap-looking dark blue wool lying against his skin. It had been hidden by the wreath. It looked strange and unfitting to Drusus, but it must have been placed there with some meaning that did not concern him and he did not touch it.


He gritted his teeth, wincing as he got to his feet, but it was easier to rise than it had been to bend down.


Hesitantly, Sulien turned on the longvision. Of all things, they were showing a pink-and-white legion of girls performing some traditional dance in Fennia before smiling officials: a celebration in honour of Faustus’ recovery that was, apparently, still going on. Meanwhile a rolling subtitle across the bottom of the screen admitted that there had been an incident at the Colosseum, and that General Salvius had called a session of the Senate for early tomorrow, after which there would be a further announcement. Citizens in Rome should listen for instructions from the Praetorians or vigiles. Una lifted her head a little from the table-top and stared; the music jigged briskly and Sulien turned it off.


Una pressed her cheek back against the surface of the table. She was gripping the edge of it with both hands, as if she thought she could drive her fingers right through if she kept at it long enough. Her lips were pulled back a little, showing the teeth, her eyes wide and red, like a dead fox’s. The bloodstains all over her glared darker as the rainwater dried and Sulien suggested cautiously, ‘Do you want . . . Do you want to change your clothes?’


Una shrank back slightly in the chair and looked up, her expression changing slowly from uncomprehending to almost pleading. She whispered, ‘Later.’


Of course the feeling of Marcus’ blood against her skin was unbearable, of course she knew she would have to wash it away like so much dirt, put on clean clothes, equip herself to meet the advance of the next day, the next minute even— but oh, she could not begin yet. The time that had passed was so short that she could hardly believe it was not possible to smash a way back through to the moment she’d seen Dama in the street, to try again.


And now she couldn’t tear her attention from the blood, as horrifying as if she’d only just realised it was there. She stood up, the chair skidding back across the floor, and she could hardly tell if she was trying to breathe, or trying not to breathe. Either way she felt it might have been easier if she could have hurt something, and Sulien loomed there mournfully, his anxious face sweet and oppressive, he seemed to sway like a mast in front of her, as the whole room rolled indistinctly, as if at sea.


‘Don’t,’ she gasped pre-emptively, lurching away from him, out of the room.


Sulien went after her as far as the short flight of stairs up to the two bedrooms, moving carefully, placing his feet as quietly as he could. He sat there, a few steps down from the landing, his forehead pressed into his hands, hoping he wasn’t waiting for anything. He could hear her moving about restlessly. He flinched at the noises – the thud of something hitting the wall or floor, and at the dreadful sobbing, like a long, hitching attempt at a scream without enough breath for it – but forced himself to remain still, letting it go on and on. After some minutes he closed his eyes and made his thoughts diffuse, monitoring Una’s cries on the edge of his attention, falling into the forgiving blankness at the centre.
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