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      Once, when we were on our way to the place of prayer, we met a slave girl who was possessed by an oracular spirit, and brought
         large fortunes to her owners by telling fortunes.
      

      
      Acts, 16.16.

      
      Romulus will rule, and build the walls of Mars

      
      And he will give his people his own name:

      
      Romans. On them I lay no limits.

      
      I set them free from distance and from time,

      
      I have given them an Empire without end.

      
      Aeneid.I
      

   
      
      [I]

      
      EMBALMED

      
      Marcus’ parents had been embalmed for eight days, but though their eyes were closed and their injuries invisible, they did
         not look asleep, as they were presumably meant to. Their veins were plump with wax, and the clear light lit up a translucent
         yellowness under the heavy make-up on their skin. The air was syrupy with incense, which successfully masked the scent of
         the chemicals keeping their tissues moist. Still, Marcus knew the smell was there. The grey had vanished from his father’s
         brown hair, and his mother’s lips were painted a russet shade she had never worn in life, although one could now see it suited
         her. They looked as peaceful as artificial fruit.
      

      
      There were long black flags hanging between roofs and upper windows in all the streets, but above Leo and Clodia the light
         pulsed between the basilicas’ marble and mirrored walls and the silvered panels on the temple of Saturn, burned in the many
         lenses and leapt, piercingly, to the east, from the Colosseum’s glass roof. But the glaring buildings and statues seemed to
         be planted deep in a heavy soil of black-dressed people, weighted down. From above, the buildings and the people would look
         like one static mat, so densely were the streets filled. The Sacred Way, cleared for the procession to pass, closed inexorably
         behind it, like a syringe filling with black ink.
      

      
      The mourners were not all from Rome or even from Italy. From all across the Empire, they had come: from Mexica, India, Gothia,
         Gaetulia – so many thousands who must have had to struggle for time, and the cost of travel, and beds in Rome, so that they could cut themselves free to be sucked here as on an inward tide. Here, at the very centre of it,
         Leo and Clodia lay before the rostra in a kind of wide bay framed with people, and on the empty ground, the scattered rose
         petals still showed very white, like shells. From this bare core, held back by the Praetorians, the people brimmed outward
         a long way, around the Colosseum, into the other Forums, as far as the Pantheon, just to know they were close, although there
         was nothing to see there except longvision screens.
      

      
      From the rostra, Marcus Novius Faustus Leo looked down into the cameras. He was squinting because of the light, and he was
         enough of a Novian – and, therefore, enough of an actor – to hope for a guilty second that the effect might be mistaken for
         blinking back tears. He was instantly disgusted with himself, and tried to forget that he had thought it.
      

      
      He could not dispel an uneasy awareness of how badly he was handling the oration. It was by one of his uncle’s speechwriters,
         and he had scanned it over only once before. He had meant to do better, he had even told himself he would learn it off by
         heart, but the days had gone by and he had barely been able to bring himself to touch the thing. He could see now that a touching
         youthful inarticulacy had been written into it. He could feel places where he should stammer, where he shouldn’t be able to
         go on, where there ought to be a poignant tremble in his voice; but he kept reading blandly about his father’s selflessness
         and patriotism. He was delivering it badly because he was not delivering it badly enough.
      

      
      ‘My father loved three things more than his own life,’ he said. ‘My mother, myself, and above all his country.’

      
      There was a slow swell of applause and some sobbing, but Marcus simply read on through it. The mourners missed some of what
         he said next, which was anyway only more of the same. He was becoming faintly sickened by it, not least because his father
         would never have spoken so of himself or anyone else; he would have written the speech himself, and  every phrase he spoke would have been perfectly weighted with calculated and irresistible sincerity. Marcus went on, almost
         in a monotone now, marvelling to himself at how hurt the mourners looked, and how many of the people packed below him were
         in tears. There could not possibly be so many real tears for his parents, he decided. They had to be crying for themselves,
         even if they didn’t know it. Why were they all so unhappy then? There were two women straining against the cordon: a pretty
         girl not much older than himself resting her head on her mother’s shoulder. They held limp blue flowers, and they were clutching
         each other and shuddering with such sharp, raw sobs they could barely breathe. They bothered him somehow, and although he
         went on reading he kept forgetting the sense of what he was saying to look at them. He felt as if they were abusing his own
         lungs and eyes, as if they were weeping out any ability he might have had to cry himself.
      

      
      ‘Poor boy, poor boy!’ someone had called at him, as with his uncle and cousins he led the procession through the streets of
         Rome. He had provided no reason for anyone to shout that, he had been concentrating on keeping in step with his cousins, Drusus
         and Makaria, and his uncle. So far as he was thinking anything, he was listening to the choir of women and boys lamenting
         behind him, and looking at the white petals scattered on the road in front of him, the gold leaf on his parents’ bier. He
         was quietly amazed how much melancholy splendour had been conjured up in so little time – only eight days! Someone had been
         working very hard.
      

      
      He had braced himself a little when he came to the section of the speech about his mother, wondering half-excitedly if here
         the dull, drifting feeling would evaporate at last. As it turned out he had nothing to worry about. The writer had made his
         mother quite lovely, but even more unrecognisable than the placid figure lying in the Nionian silk dress in the centre of
         the Forum. In any case, the focus of the speech was squarely on his father. Of course, he knew it would be; his father was the most popular of the Novii, he was a war hero, and he would have been – but Marcus would not
         think about that yet. But he knew in a tired way that part of the reason it all seemed so unreal – all the tears and incense
         and flowers and music and the ridiculous archaic black togas he and his family were wearing – was that it was all for his
         father. And although he felt as if he had been knocked half out of consciousness, or suddenly gone deaf, he knew that sooner
         or later the feel of things would come back, and then it would be his mother’s death that would hurt him most.
      

      
      He rushed through to the end now, which was about how much his father loved and admired Titus Novius Faustus Augustus, who
         was Marcus’ uncle and the Emperor. Then there was something to do with the gods, and that, mercifully, was it. He took the
         pages of the oration with him off the podium, realising too late that it would have looked better to have left them there.
         He slid into place beside Drusus, who wordlessly pulled the speech out of Marcus’ hands – just the faintest contraction of
         disapproval on his forehead. It was not a moment for a member of the Imperial family to be clutching bits of paper. When Marcus
         looked again the speech had vanished. His cousin must have passed it backwards into the hands of a slave. He had done it as
         deftly as a conjuror. In any case, Marcus never saw it again.
      

      
      The Emperor was heading for the podium steps. He was a tall, ponderous man of sixty-one with soft heavy hair and handsome
         features blurred by fat. As he passed his nephews, he patted Marcus kindly on the shoulder, and then touched Drusus’ arm and
         whispered a word in his ear. A spasm of exasperation twisted Drusus’ face.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ whispered Marcus, barely moving his lips, as Faustus began his own speech with a promise to love Marcus like
         a son. Marcus found the words ‘I want to go home, I want to go home’ were repeating wretchedly in his head. He looked at Drusus.
         He didn’t know him well or like him much, but of all the Novii, his cousin was the closest to him in age, and it was strange to see the length and breadth of his own face there beside him, the same straightness and
         symmetry, except for the deep curve over the eyelids, the slight crookedness at the mouth which they all seemed to have on
         one side or the other. But Drusus’ hair was hazel and his eyes green, and Marcus’ colouring was his mother’s.
      

      
      ‘My father,’ answered Drusus in the same way, and ‘Don’t look, don’t draw attention,’ as Marcus turned curiously to see what
         Uncle Lucius was doing. But almost as he said it, someone pushed between them and ran right up to Leo and Clodia’s bier. Faustus
         stopped reading and looked unhappy and uncertain for a moment. He said ‘Lucius …’ almost imploringly, but then, after glancing
         a furtive command or plea at the attendants on either side of the rostra, he gave up, or decided to wait, composing his face
         and looking outward with grave authority, as if this was a pause he’d chosen to make.
      

      
      Leaning over the bier, Uncle Lucius was gnawing at his drooping lips and wringing his hands – something Marcus had never seen
         anyone do before. He was as tall as Faustus but somehow he didn’t look it – he looked shrunken and crouching and pitiful.
         His white hair stood up in tufts, as though he’d cut it himself. He laid a hand on Marcus’ father’s calm face and said ‘Leo!’
         once, in an awful splintered old voice.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ said Drusus. ‘It’ll look better if we do it.’ Marcus didn’t know how to say he didn’t want to get any closer either
         to Uncle Lucius or to his parents’ bodies, and already Drusus was leading him forward into the centre of the forum. He heard
         a kind of soft sighing from the crowd – and knew that it meant encouragement and approval.
      

      
      He felt that half the world had fallen respectfully still around this space. And although he had not felt so on the podium,
         he was horribly conscious of being looked at, not only by the hundreds packed into the forum of course, but by invisible millions;
         the funeral was the only thing showing on longvision.
      

      
      Drusus slid an arm round his father’s shoulders and said, ‘Come on, Dad’, as gently as he could, although there was a sawing
         note of resentment in his voice. ‘Yes, come on, Uncle Lucius,’ agreed Marcus miserably. Lucius would not even look at Drusus
         directly. Marcus tried to concentrate on the unusual sympathy and admiration he found himself feeling for his cousin, and
         half-shut his eyes so he wouldn’t have to look at a strand of his mother’s fair hair blowing unchecked across her mouth.
      

      
      Lucius’ weak green eyes were wavering and scared. If he didn’t recognise Marcus it wasn’t surprising; Marcus had seen him
         perhaps three times before in all his life.
      

      
      Of course, neither Faustus’ oration nor his own had mentioned Lucius, although this was the first time in years he’d been
         allowed out in public. He was supposed to be having a good spell, and Marcus’ father was his brother, after all, just as much
         as Faustus was.
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Uncle Lucius. ‘Leo!’

      
      Drusus nodded at Marcus and reluctantly he took hold of his uncle’s arm, and they tried to chivvy him away from the bier.
         Oh, I wish I were at home, thought Marcus, tugging at a fold of his uncle’s sleeve. Then Drusus must have pushed Lucius too
         hard, for he stumbled sideways, and leant heavily and unexpectedly against Marcus. Marcus staggered, uselessly put out a hand.
         He felt thin and futile with obscure shame. He was going to fall over like a little boy, there in front of everybody.
      

      
      Then, to his amazement, Uncle Lucius’ hand closed around his wrist and hauled him upright, so that for a moment after all
         the loose, weak-eyed face was turned to his, staring at him, the features, under the tremulous lines and the wavering expression,
         painfully more like his father’s face than Drusus’ was like his own, the blood of course being that much closer.
      

      
      Marcus could clearly remember a time before he had known about Uncle Lucius, before having to think about it. He could remember
         Leo explaining, but he was less sure of why and how it had begun – had he seen Uncle Lucius chewing his lip and refusing to look at people, and asked his father, ‘What’s wrong with him?’ No, he did not have that impression.
         It had been deliberate, his father had decided to tell him for his own reasons, without prompting and without warning.
      

      
      First of all, Tertius Novius Faustus Leo had told his son about the wars that slowly prised the southern half of Africa out
         of Rome’s hold, especially about the first and bloodiest phase. He said there was a besieged town, near the Congo. There was
         a Roman battalion sent to relieve it. This was more than two hundred years ago, and the family went into the Senate then,
         or into the army. They were not Emperors. One of them was there, in Africa, a general: Somebody Novius Something.
      

      
      So it began as a story, and Marcus thought he could remember listening with interest but also with politely masked strain,
         suspecting, already, that his father had some ulterior motive, that the story might be some sort of trap. Perhaps he thought
         it was going to turn suddenly into a test of history or geography. When Leo mentioned the Congo, Marcus nodded wisely, fumbling
         through his memory in silent agony to be sure he knew where that was. Had his father really forgotten the full name of this
         ancestor, or would he be asked to supply it? Was he supposed to work out why they’d lost southern Africa, how they could have
         kept it? He was eight. He felt ashamed that they hadn’t got to this war at school yet.
      

      
      Anyway, said Leo, the African mutineers had the Roman troops and a pack of civilians holed up in the town, starving and dying
         of one disease and another. Partly because he really cared for his men, and partly deliberately, to make them love him so
         that he could get more from them, this Novian had always lived as much like them as possible, eating the same food, taking
         more than the same risks. And all the time, except during the most acute moments of battle, he was as aware of Rome as if
         the Senate and the court and his family were ranked around him in a weightless auditorium, in which, at the centre, he was
         brave almost without remembering that he could really die. It didn’t matter; the soldiers did love him, because, as well as everything
         else, he knew what he was doing. They believed him when he told them they would break the siege quickly, and they did.
      

      
      Then he crucified as many of the mutineers as were still alive. He was only doing what anyone else would have done. Perhaps
         he could have spared some of the younger rebels, but Rome had been badly shocked by the siege and Novius knew he had to set
         an example. So he set rows of crucifixes on the banks of the Congo. Nailed to one of them – this was back when they still
         used hammers and nails – was a boy of twelve. If Novius thought about this, he might have told himself that the boy had been
         old enough to kill Roman citizens, or to help kill Roman citizens, or at least to be present when Romans were killed. Or,
         if someone had forced him really to imagine and understand it, he might have wept for pity and shame. He wasn’t a bad man.
         Or at least, he didn’t feel like a bad man to himself. He was kind to his own children. Most likely he didn’t think about
         it at all.
      

      
      Leo had said this all slowly and clearly. Often he would stop, almost at the end of every sentence, and look at Marcus, not
         merely to be sure he had understood it, but as if trying to push the words further.
      

      
      That night, Novius couldn’t sleep in the town he’d saved, but not because he was thinking about the boy – who was still alive,
         perhaps, dangling from his twisted arms out there in the dark. He was grieving for the soldiers he’d lost, he was homesick
         for Italy, and he could never get used to the African heat. He had a morbid terror of tropical illnesses, so although a mosquito
         net was draped over his bed, he couldn’t believe it would protect him. The slightest fluting of an insect went through his
         head like a shriek, and each time that happened he’d have to begin the terrible work of trying to get to sleep all over again.
      

      
      (Marcus knew his father must be making some of this up – he couldn’t know about the mosquitoes and not remember this Novian’s
         name.)
      

      
      The sound Novius heard next was far worse than the insects. At first it was easy to believe it was only in his aching brain,
         but soon he had to admit to himself he could really hear footsteps moving slowly across the wooden floor. It should have been
         impossible for anyone to get into his room, and he had not heard the door open. He should have been able to reach out for
         the pistol in the drawer of the table by his bed, but he couldn’t move. It was not that he was paralysed with terror – although
         he was more afraid than he could understand – he truly was physically powerless to make the least movement. Then suddenly
         there was silence again, except for the spiralling moan of the mosquitoes, and the silence went on so long that Novius might
         have dared to hope the footsteps had been a dream after all, except for the fact that he still couldn’t stir.
      

      
      Then there was a whisking sound that seemed to scrape the very breath out of him – and the mosquito net collapsed around him.
         The wooden hoop that had supported it crashed onto his chest. He lay there, the hoop framing his head and shoulders, his terrified
         breath sucking the white fabric in and out, and he felt the bed shift and the net tighten as someone lay down beside him.
      

      
      Through the milkiness of the net he could just make out a woman’s silhouette. And his heart clamoured with horror, because
         although he could not see her features, and although she had not yet spoken, he could feel somehow that she hated him with
         more force and intent than he had known was possible, and still he could not move.
      

      
      She was the boy’s mother.

      
      He waited for a knife to puncture his chest or to race across his throat, but instead she took his head in her hands, and
         it seemed that heat struck out from the ten points of her fingers, and swelled through his skull. And he heard a low, susurrating
         hiss as she began to whisper softly and steadily in his ear. At first he thought he understood the words, and then that he didn’t, and then he could no longer
         hear her because his head was flooding and bubbling with heat, and his pulse roared in his ears like the sea. And he forgot
         all about her as the bed began to tip and wheel and he was past understanding anything.
      

      
      In the morning Novius’ slaves found him still lying under the net, which was now heavy and transparent with his sweat, his
         body juddering and trembling underneath it. They found the woman on the floor. She had stabbed herself.
      

      
      After a day or two, his temperature went down and he explained what he could; he said a witch had put a curse on him in the
         night. He felt better, and he even laughed weakly about what had happened. But then the heat surged through him again, and
         his skin went yellow and he began to vomit blood. His doctors were sure he would die. Then suddenly the fever broke again,
         and this time his body recovered quickly. The jaundice faded from his skin and the hollow shadows between his ribs softened
         and disappeared. But he dribbled and cried like a child for no reason anyone could understand. Sometimes he attacked his attendants
         and sometimes he shouted obscenities and exposed himself. The illness had inflamed his brain and damaged it forever, they
         said. They sent him home to his wife, who looked after him for the rest of her life, poor thing, because every now and then
         he would get a little better and seem to recognise her.
      

      
      No one would remember this (said Leo), but then fifteen years later one of his sons fell ill, and when he recovered he was
         just the same as his father. Even that might have been a terrible coincidence, but nearly thirty years after that, the daughter
         of the other son went mad, too. Sometimes it seems to lie quiet for a generation or even longer. But it has always come back.
         Until he was thirty-five, your Uncle Lucius was all right – a shy man, perhaps, he used to say he’d been born into the wrong
         family. But there was nothing wrong with him. He had a wife and your cousin Drusus, who was just a baby back then. But seven years before you were
         born, he started to say odd things under his breath, and to look at the ground or the sky when people spoke to him. When one
         day he began to be ill, he locked himself up in his bedroom and for two days and nights his slaves and his family heard him
         chattering and laughing and screaming to himself. When at last they broke down the door they found he was as he is now. It
         all happened just as it has for the last two hundred years.
      

      
      The crucifixion of the boy and the suicide of his mother were horrible and frightening in a way Marcus could not understand
         at first, for, of course, he had heard of such things before. Slowly he realised that he was frightened simply because his
         father had intended him to be. He had not meant Marcus to be merely pleasurably chilled, he had wanted the story to grow indelibly
         into him, so that no amount of comforting could get it out again, and this was what happened. And over the next few nights,
         which Marcus had stopped sleeping through, Marcus decided his father had wanted him to feel not only frightened but guilty,
         and not only guilty but angry. But he didn’t see what he had done for his father to want him to feel like that. But the other
         part of the story was worse, because it wasn’t finished and it was to do with him. Soon Marcus began to turn his every thought
         over and over, looking for anything abnormal or misshapen. He started to force himself to stay awake at nights because he
         was afraid of his dreams. Dreams seemed real and weren’t, and Marcus could see that they were pretty close to madness.
      

      
      He still remembered the fight his parents had over this: his mother Clodia suddenly tipping a heap of papers onto the floor
         and shouting, ‘You want everyone around you to be miserable.’
      

      
      ‘I want him always to remember it,’ his father had said. ‘In any case, he had to know about Lucius at some point.’

      
      ‘In that way? At this age?’
      

      
      ‘It’s a warning. It is a metaphor for Rome,’ said Leo, with a grave, noble note in his voice.

      
      ‘Don’t you patronise me. You know I think the same as you. I don’t know why you have to force it on a little boy, that’s all.’

      
      ‘If you understood what I’m trying to do, you’d see why.’

      
      ‘I do understand it, and I can see that you’re trying to be self-righteous and sadistic. You always are.’

      
      Later Clodia had come to Marcus and hugged him so that he could feel her body was rigid with anger. She said, ‘Your Uncle
         Lucius is the first case of whatever-it-is anyone can remember. And you’re just as much my son as your father’s, and there’s
         no curse on my family.’
      

      
      Marcus let himself sleep again, but he knew, really, that this was no reassurance. He never quite lost the habit of watching
         his own thoughts and wondering how he would tell if there was anything wrong with them. It was an initiation; in the following
         years he realised gradually that everyone else in the family did the same thing, that his uncle and grandfather and all of
         them must have clung desperately to their power, in spite of it. And they all watched each other, too. To accuse someone,
         to hiss, ‘It’s you. It’s already happening to you. You will be next.’ – sometimes it hovered between them, unspeakable and
         tempting. His mother, not bound by the family contract, must surely have said it to his father at some point.
      

      
      Now Marcus was sixteen, and his parents’ car had ripped free of a road in the Gallic Alps, leaped like a fish and then slithered
         down sideways onto the rocks. But he could see them again, if he wanted. After Faustus’ speech, they would be carried to the
         tomb of the Novii and lie there in state and under glass. He could go there whenever he liked.
      

      
      Even when they got Uncle Lucius back to the ranks of the family, he wouldn’t let go of Marcus’ wrist, and evidently he did
         know him after all:
      

      
      ‘Do you want to be Emperor now?’ he said, or sobbed in his thin ruined voice.
      

      
      Tears stirred finally in Marcus’ eyes, and, as Faustus began to speak again, they would not stop coming.

   
      
      [II]

      
      GREEN THAMES

      
      Even Una saw a little of the funeral. A giant longvision screen had been fixed below the portico of the basilica in Julian
         Square, and Una stopped and arched back her neck like everyone else. The boy, Leo’s son, Marcus Novius, huge and tenuously
         composed of freckles of light, looked down unseeingly at her and said, ‘My father loved three things more than his own life:
         my mother, myself, and above all his country.’
      

      
      For a moment every muscle in Una’s body seemed ready to crack with contempt. There was no more sentimental and repulsive way
         of talking in the world. She hated the boy and everyone gawping at him so much that she felt her bones were going to break.
         London felt soft and clammy with unreal grief, people walked around exhaling damp gusts of feeling like marsh-gas that she
         had to walk through. She had a brief fantasy about cleanly killing them all, but she checked it, she imagined whiteness until
         she didn’t feel any of it any more and her face was blank. She examined the people around her to see if anyone had noticed
         anything strange in her expression, but no one had.
      

      
      A woman beside Una said, ‘He’s so good-looking. It’s the length of bone.’ Una looked critically at Marcus. Under his heavy
         lids his eyes were some indeterminate pale colour – one couldn’t tell from the screen. His hair was the woodish colour that
         only a few years before would have been bright, childish blond. She thought he looked tired and slightly bored. ‘Yes,’ she
         said. She decided it was broadly true, although Marcus still had a blurred, raw, adolescent look, as if his real face were underwater and only half-visible. She believed that she observed all this as coldly as if she were
         thirty years older than her real age, which was fifteen.
      

      
      Because she knew it was more or less what the woman was thinking, she added, ‘I hope he’s the heir. We need a handsome emperor.’

      
      The woman grinned and said, ‘I shouldn’t be thinking this way, should I? It’s all right for you. I’d be cradle-snatching.’

      
      Una gave her sweet false smile, but saw that she had done it badly and that the woman was beginning to think she was odd.
         She went away before the woman began to wonder what she was doing alone and why she was clutching a shopping bag on a day
         when everything was shut, or guessed from her crumpled clothes and unbrushed hair that she had not been under a roof that
         night. She did not see the little scuffle by the bier or Marcus’ tears.
      

      
      Afterwards, as she hurried towards London Bridge, she wondered why she had stopped. Of course, there was the need to be inconspicuous,
         but she could have crossed the square quietly, that was not much of a risk. Why hadn’t she done so? She clenched her teeth
         with sudden self-disgust. She was the last person who ought to be susceptible to Novian glamour.
      

      
      There was hardly anyone on the bridge. The shops lining it were shut, which was supposed to show respect and meant that the
         shopkeepers could go and lay flowers on the steps of the temple of Dea Roma. And what good, thought Una acidly, was that going
         to do anyone? Would it console Leo and his wife for being dead? She indulged herself in scorn so as to get across the bridge;
         she needed it because with each step she became more giddy with panic, and the near-impossibility of what she meant to do
         came closer to choking her. She had hated the people in Julian Square, but now she longed for a crowd to hide in. She felt
         huge and obvious as the boy on the screen had been.
      

      
      She scowled at herself. No one was particularly looking at her, and there was every reason to hope no one was after her yet: her little bedroom in the house in the Lupanarian District betrayed no signs of any intention. She had taken nothing
         with her, not even a coat, not even the handful of coins doled out to her two days before. It was all the money she was supposed
         to have.
      

      
      As for the difficulty of what she was going to do next, and the appalling consequences of likely failure, they were now irrelevant.
         There was no possibility of changing her mind.
      

      
      She didn’t look back until she got to the other side of the bridge. Then she turned once and let herself see the steel crosses
         ranked along the banks of the Thames. They were empty, as she had known they would be, that was supposed to be a mark of respect
         too. Their reflections shivered blackly in the rain.
      

      
      She imagined whiteness. It began as a single bright speck in her head, and spread until it bleached her out. It went on spreading
         until it bleached out everything.
      

      
      Now she followed the magnetway line pushing through London for the south and Dubris. She crossed an abandoned car park, struggled
         over a crumbling metal fence, and fell among nettles and blackening buddleias in a patch of waste ground under the magnetway
         viaduct. She did not stop. She stooped under a buddleia’s drooping stems and clawed determinedly at the place where the bricks
         had been loosened by the roots of weeds. She worked methodically to dispel the irrational certainty that what she was looking
         for would no longer be there.
      

      
      But it was. She drew it out slowly: a dusty bundle of plastic, folded over and tied and retied on itself with paranoid care.
         Una sat down suddenly, holding it loosely with gentle, unbelieving fingers. She was limp with relief and more than relief
         – a sudden excess of happiness. It was ridiculous because she had scarcely done anything yet, but still, things were going
         as well as she could have hoped. This was almost the last of her hiding places. As soon as she had begun to find ways of getting
         money of her own, she had seen that there would be less chance of losing all of it if she divided it into widely separate
         troves. All that morning she had been touring these places: the holes she had dug under a bench by the statue of Hadrian in Paullinus’ Park and in
         the overgrown forecourt of a derelict wrestling school; the space behind the cracked tiles of an abandoned bath-house. She
         was astonished that none of her stashes had been disturbed. In fact they had been hidden so carefully in places picked with
         such obsessive caution, that the only risk would have been if anyone had seen her burying the money, and she had been very
         sure that no one had.
      

      
      A train shot overhead. Una laughed weakly. There were hundreds of people just above her, and they didn’t know she was there.
         She could feel the dim chaotic hum of thought and feeling and memory, speeding unknowingly away from her. She lay back against
         the brick and looked up at the damp buddleia leaves. She remembered how painfully sweet the scent of the purple flowers had
         been in the early summer, when she had first hidden the pack of sesterces, how helpless the brown and red butterflies had
         been to free themselves from it. She had the idle thought that she would like to live there forever.
      

      
      She was very tired. There were hours before she could do much more and it would have been safe, indeed wise, to sleep through
         some of them. But she didn’t sleep, and it was not only that her clothes were still damp and she was cold. She had subdued
         the terrible vertigo she had felt on London Bridge, but it was not gone altogether.
      

      
      At last she stood up stiffly and found herself sad at the thought of leaving this invisible place, and at the fact that all
         the hiding places scattered over London whose preciousness had sustained her for years would soon mean nothing to her. She
         dropped the packet into her shopping bag with the others. She did not unpick it; she knew what was inside and she was still
         afraid of attracting the attention of thieves between here and the last cache. There she was going to have to break her habit
         and hide everything together for a little while. It had to be ready to collect quickly after she found Sulien; if she found
         him; if there was an after.
      

      
      She went east towards the Thames again. The funeral was over and a few shops and eating houses had begun to light up. Una
         ordered herself into one of them, bought lamb stew in a plastic bowl and made herself eat it. She was too possessed by anxiety
         and determination to feel hungry, but she knew that her stupid body was beginning to weaken, and it mustn’t.
      

      
      The pale London sky was darkening as she followed the long curve of the river towards the docks. She took the concrete walkway
         along the water, marching briskly into the wet, dirty little wind, her arms tightly folded. She saw a cormorant plunge suddenly
         from its nest on a mooring post into the dark green water. She found she was thinking about the house in the Lupanarian District
         again. They would know she was missing by now, but perhaps they would think she had had an accident or been murdered. It sometimes
         happened. Maybe they had already given up on finding her.
      

      
      She passed docks fat with spices, tea and oil. A siren blared somewhere up ahead: they were still unloading the ships. But
         the sunlight was getting very weak now and she was no longer afraid of being noticed. She pushed her thin body between the
         loose panels of a rusting mesh fence and stood for a moment looking out at the river. This was a dilapidated wharf, scattered
         with misshapen crates and empty barrels. The black husk of a warehouse squatted beside her. She crossed the yard and with
         some difficulty, hauled open the rotting door of a forlorn outbuilding. Inside it was crammed with rubbish; heaps of old rope,
         long coils of plastic tubing and sheeting, dried-up cans of paint and, for some reason, a bent door resting at an awkward
         slant on top of everything. She struggled through it all, finding her way by touch and the dim glow from ships on the river.
         There was a damp, mouldering smell and she heard a sudden skitter of claws behind her on the invisible concrete floor. This
         was her last and most recent hiding place, furthest from the Lupanarian District and established at the greatest risk. She’d
         had to be away from the house far longer than was allowed. The lies she’d had to tell that time had felt thin and fragile, and though they’d seemed to believe
         her she’d been knocked about all the same. But she felt no pleasure at reaching the shed. She pulled a heap of litter away
         from the cheap black travelling bag she had hidden at the back and stared blankly at it. She wondered how long it would be
         before anyone found it, and what they would think, if she did not come back.
      

      
      She put her head on her knees and perhaps this time she did sleep for a while; at any rate it was with a shock that she became
         aware again of the dark shapes around her and the odd sour smell.
      

      
      It was raining again when much later that night she darted along a little road, trying to look as if she were hurrying somewhere
         else. She had doubled back on herself and walked a mile or so west. Here the buildings rose right on the edge of the Thames,
         forcing the thin street around them and away from the water. The river military station was a brown dumpy little building
         perched with seeming precariousness on the embankment, its rump hanging out over the river. Una only lifted her eyes once
         towards the building: enough to take in the square, shut doors and the camera roosting above them. She kept straight ahead
         until she judged she was out of the invisible circle it cast into the street.
      

      
      Beyond the station the street was open to the river again. She turned towards it, sticking close to the station’s blank west
         wall, and peered back over the water. She saw that from the back of the building a long steel walkway led down to a broad
         landing stage, dimly lit, where snub patrol boats and long blunt custodial ferries were huddled. There were no cameras that
         she could see on the quay, which was not so very strange – the only obvious way to the boats was through the military station.
         Unless perhaps there was a camera on its back wall? She couldn’t tell at this angle. She took a breath and held it for a while.
         From this point on her plan had had to deal with unfamiliar things, it had had to become less precise exactly as it became more dangerous. She did not know which boat was the one she needed, or how to get on board without being caught.
      

      
      But there was something she could do which gave her a few more chances than she would otherwise have had. Inside the building
         the men must know which boat was scheduled to collect prisoners from the ship in the Thames estuary: if they knew it, so could
         she. She could filter through their thoughts and carry out the things she needed. What she was going to do was far more difficult
         than offering the woman in Julian Square back her own opinions – those scraps of nonsense about Marcus had lain so flimsily
         on the surface that almost anyone could have picked them up – but it was the same.
      

      
      Sometimes a stranger’s thought would fly at her, fully formed and as bright and sharp as a fierce bird.

      
      More usually it was like a long, soft buzz, a half-meaningless mutter endlessly falling apart and reforming, shot through
         with sharp threads of intention. That was tolerable and if she tried she could shut it out (but that was something she had
         not dared to do that day). But behind it always there were louder, more brutal noises: yelps and roars that belonged to pictures,
         lurid and ugly and bulging dangerously against the shame that contained them. She guessed these things were somehow necessary,
         or at least could not be helped; she knew, though she hated the thought of it, that her own wintry self was shored up on the
         same squalor. This made it no easier to quell a disgust that was sometimes almost overpowering. If she wanted to, and often
         when she didn’t, she could know people better than they could bear to know themselves.
      

      
      People were like clumps of brambles rustling in a high wind, indistinct and making a faint continuous noise and painful to
         touch. Sometimes – but it was so difficult and so horrible – she could nudge the wind one way or another, turn a leaf over,
         separate the thorned branches so their shape became clear.
      

      
      This was what she did now. She stood and pressed her cold cheek against the wall of the station and pretended her skin was growing into it. Her eyelids fell, so that she saw the
         flaws in the brick softened and doubled through the film of her own wet lashes. Odd points of mood snagged her already from
         inside. There was someone … yes, there was a man trying to remember the words of a song and wanting to go home. He couldn’t
         remember if the next word was ‘regret’ or ‘forget’ and without that he couldn’t get onto the next line at all, and though
         he kept trying not to think about it, the broken song kept rising up in his mind and humming itself over and over, like an
         insect.
      

      
      So Una shut her eyes and dropped invisibly through him like cold water into warm. She let herself spread out slowly, hesitantly,
         smoothing away her own shiver, until she as good as owned him. She was through and through him, and could see him as clear
         as if every piece of him were an eye of hers.
      

      
      The boats, she whispered outside, pressed against the damp wall, not knowing she was moving her lips. The crosses. The morning.

      
      The half-remembered song flickered away for a moment as the boats at the mooring stage rose suddenly in the man’s mind, but
         at once the thought veered off – he remembered a boat his family had owned when he was a child, and then a bad picnic they’d
         had on a cold beach when they’d all argued horribly, and then a kind of cake they’d eaten – could you still get it? – and
         then what food he had in the cupboards at home, and then how he wished he was in his kitchen, about to go to bed.
      

      
      Una waited patiently, letting the thread of thought spin itself out, hearing the song come back, and then she tried again.
         The boats. The executions.
      

      
      This time he followed the thought readily, away from the nag of the song. The executions. Una was startled and unnerved by
         a shaft of pity for the prisoners. She did not want to see such things, so she pushed it aside and pressed imperceptibly:
         Which boat, she insisted. Which boat was going? And there she saw what she thought she needed: he hovered between two numbers: three and four; and there was a name: ‘Nausicaa’. As soon as it formed the word fragmented and
         began to circle and reassemble itself meaninglessly: causi-naa, au-cis-san, cause, nausea.

      
      She did not wait to see where the pieces settled. She rushed back to herself, sighing and scrubbing her face with her hands,
         trying to shake the man’s personality off like dirty water. She felt soiled and sick. She hated doing what she had done, she
         hated the dilution of her own self, the residue of other people that clung to her, above all she hated the vile things which
         were always there and which she always saw. Unconsciously, she made a little raw noise in her throat like a sob and ran.
      

      
      But even the revulsion driving her forward was not enough to shake her merciless grip on her purpose. So she stopped suddenly,
         clasping hold of the railing holding her back from the river, anchoring herself on the wet metal under her palms. It was just
         as well to be some distance away from the military station. She looked down at the dark water glittering below her and before
         she had time to think she swung herself over the barrier. But then she did hesitate for a moment, with only her heels on the
         concrete and her grasp on the railing holding her upright. Already her body was battered and worn out; if she went into the
         water now she would have to spend what was left of the night soaked in water fouled with chemicals and effluence.
      

      
      Her flesh recoiled from what she was about to do. She thought of the cormorant dropping from the mooring post – the river
         had to be clean enough to keep fish alive. She kept the thought of the bird diving safely after its prey to nerve herself.
         Then she turned, adjusted her grip on the railing, and lowered herself softly into the Thames.
      

      
      She was already drenched from the rain, so the river wasn’t as cold on her skin as she’d feared. Worse was the thick velvetiness
         of the floating sludge billowing against her, and the stench that bloomed off the water; a fresher, more vivid version of
         the smell in the wharfside shed. She swam slowly, just a gathering of black in the black water, letting her limbs hang under the surface so as not to break it.
      

      
      When she reached the station she swam further out into the river, so that the landing stage was between her and the building.
         She reached up and hooked her fingertips over the edge of the platform and lifted her head and shoulders out of the water:
         from here the station looked huge and top-heavy, the walkway a strange thick arm pointing. As she had feared, there was a
         camera fixed over the station’s back door, but she thought she might be safe if she kept to the shadows of the boats: there
         was so little light.
      

      
      She let herself down into the water again and swam to the row of custodial ferries, pressing as close to them as she could
         to read the names and numbers painted on their sides. She hung for a while between two boats: yes, the boat numbered four
         had the name ‘Nausicaa’, but the man in the station had thought of the number three, too – perhaps it was the number that was important and the
         name had come up clinging to it like seaweed on a fishing line. She could do no better than guess, so she stretched up to
         catch hold of the gunwale, and hauled herself up onto the deck of the boat called Nausicaa, on the side furthest from the station and its camera. Without much hope she tried the door that led down to the cells. It
         was locked, as she’d expected. Keeping low against the bridge, she crept round to the stern of the boat. She sighed and closed
         her eyes for a second. She had expected no better, but the deck was stark and bare of places to hide. There was nothing except
         a large metal box about four feet high, built into the deck, which held gas cylinders and some low plastic tubs whose purpose
         she couldn’t guess.
      

      
      At last she ducked forward and wedged herself between the box and the bridge and sat there, coiled in an awkward knot, trying
         to still her shuddering body. The rain was easing, but now the air snatched the warmth off her wet skin.
      

      
      As a place to hide it was pitiful; all she could do was trust in her ability to flick aside threads of attention as they settled on her. But already she was almost sick with cold and weariness,
         soaked through with the man’s thoughts and the green Thames.
      

   
      
      [III]

      
      STEEL CROSS

      
      Sulien had lived five days longer as a result of the deaths of Marcus’ parents, but the morning after their funeral the guards
         led him out of his cell in the prison ship on the Thames estuary and put him on the low-slung army boat bound for London,
         and the crucifixes on the banks of the Thames.
      

      
      They would already know his height and the span of his arms; they would have adjusted the settings accordingly. They would
         fix his arms and legs in place with leather straps and tighten them until the backs of his wrists were flat on the metal and
         his feet pressed hard against each other. Then they would turn a switch on the side of the cross, and three spikes would leap
         upright as surely as three keys entering three locks, undoing the knots of veins, puncturing the thick nerve that carried
         the precious feeling in his fingers, splaying the bones of his feet, violating the darkness of the flesh and finding the light
         again beyond the soft skin. Then a hydraulic pump would slowly raise the steel cross up to face the river, tipping him gently
         forwards so that his weight was slung between his pierced wrists, tugging the bones of his arms from their sockets, trapping
         the breath in his lungs. He might hang there fighting the cross for days; watching the barges going back and forth on the
         Thames, carrying coal and sugar and wine.
      

      
      Sulien knew a lot about the body, and he could imagine intensely and accurately what was going to happen to him. He even thought
         that if he shut his eyes and concentrated on his own innocent nerves, he could imagine the pain. And yet he could not believe in it; it was impossible that sitting there, with all his flesh knowing it had decades ahead of it, he should really be dying more certainly than of any illness. His body was so convinced it could
         not happen that he was not even as afraid as he should be. He could hardly move or think, because he was so hypnotised by
         the certainty that this wasn’t true, that there was more before him than hours of torture and then nothing.
      

      
      Every half-hour one of the officers would open the little hatch in the door and look in to make sure he had not found the
         one escape from the steel cross, the way through the wall of his own muscle and skin. Every time this happened it reminded
         Sulien that he really ought to have a go at killing himself. But he could not believe in that either – it was just not the
         sort of thing he would ever do. He got up and turned in a pointless little half-circle – trying to work himself up to it,
         or trying to persuade the walls around him of the laughable implausibility of his being about to die. ‘Come on. Do it,’ he
         said sternly, aloud. He sat down again and looked speculatively at his wrists. At once, he shuddered and clenched his right
         hand protectively around his left wrist, clutching so hard that his fingers could just feel the groove between the two thin
         bones. Gathering himself again he began to pull clumsily at the hem of his shirt, pretending that he would tear off a strip
         and twist it into a noose, knowing that he wouldn’t. He could not think what to fix it to in any case; but people did kill
         themselves, even on suicide watch, so it must be possible. It was just somehow not possible for him.
      

      
      The hatch opened again – how could that have been half an hour? It had scarcely felt like time enough to cross the cell.

      
      Sulien had been owned all his life and scarcely noticed it. The word ‘slave’ was there, yes, but it had seemed to surround
         him painlessly, without touching him. Or that was not quite true – there were the years when he had still lived with his mother
         and sister; but they had become so shadowy to him. He saw his first years through a cold, bluish-grey haze – it was the colour of the attic bedroom he had shared
         with his sister, but he had forgotten that. There had been a white-haired old man – monstrously old he had seemed to Sulien
         – who owned the house and Sulien’s mother. He strode around and Sulien and his sister had to keep out of his way. His mother
         had shrunk to the impression of a moving pillar of quiet fretfulness – he remembered a voice, hissing anxiously, but scarcely
         anything it had said.
      

      
      Just occasionally, it struck him as strange that were it not for a handful of bright, painful memories of his sister, he might
         almost have believed that he had simply not existed until his tenth year, but had appeared, fully formed, on the day Catavignus
         had bought him. But he never understood that his childhood was vague because he had made it so; he had made himself so elastic
         and pliable that his past had flown over him like a fierce gale, leaving him intact and unmarked. He was springy and resilient
         as grass; he had a forceful talent for happiness – but he did not know that he had paid for these things with his memory.
      

      
      His sister, however, would not fade so tractably. It was not that her appearance had remained very clear to him – she had
         had long straight hair, he knew that much, and dark brown eyes, and of course she had been smaller than him – it was the memory
         of her presence, and how essential that had been even when she annoyed him, that was still sharp. For all these years the
         lack of her, and the wrongness of it, had lasted like a soft but incessant ache. He remembered – oh, what? Fighting with her
         on the attic stairs, they must have been perhaps seven and six. He had pushed her harder than he meant to, and watched appalled
         as she fell and fell, and landed ages later crying and bleeding. He rushed down to her, already agonised with guilt: ‘I’m
         sorry, I’m so sorry. Please don’t tell. Please forgive me.’ His remorse was intense and ridiculous: he was certain she would
         hate him for the rest of her life. It was a tragedy! She punched him, but he just went on apologising until he was crying
         harder than she was. ‘All right, I forgive you,’ she said at last, but he knew it was just to shut him up, so he kept on and on at
         her until she punched him again, hurting him this time. This seemed deeply unjust to Sulien, and his need for forgiveness
         diminished significantly. They had stamped upstairs together, silent and aggrieved. Then his memory blurred again, but he
         remembered trying to wash the blood out of her hair before his mother or the old man saw it, and looking at the edges of the
         wound on her scalp, and feeling an odd certainty that it ought to be possible for him to close it up, now, at once.
      

      
      It was not until much later, when he was living with Catavignus and his family, that Sulien realised that the old man must
         have been not only his mother’s owner, but probably his father too. He was faintly disgusted, because his mother was so young
         and the man so old – but he could summon up no stronger response. Although the old man had treated Sulien and his sister with
         indifference or impatience, it did not occur to Sulien to resent him; nor did he wonder, as another child might have done,
         whether the fact that he had not been loved meant that there was something wrong with him. He knew there wasn’t. And already
         that time had become remote and indistinct.
      

      
      What had happened then? He knew but he couldn’t remember. One morning the man, Sulien’s father (but the word meant nothing
         to him), had a stroke. He did not die at once, and at first their lives were scarcely any different, except that Sulien and
         his sister did not have to be so careful to keep out of sight, and that their mother was more anxious than ever. When he did
         die, they had stayed in the house for a while, cleaning it and packing things away, but now it – and they – belonged to someone
         else. But that was not to be for very long, because the family that was moving in had slaves of their own and could not afford
         three more. Besides, there would be no room for them. His mother drove Sulien and his sister to an eating house in Epidian
         Street and introduced them to a man called Rufius, who, in Sulien’s memory, consisted mainly of sweat and beard. Sulien had a feeling his mother had hung around for a few hours, while Rufius showed them their bedroom and the kitchen,
         and taught them how to load the dishwasher. But then she went. The new family must have decided to keep her after all.
      

      
      At first their mother visited them. Perhaps it had been quite often, although he did not remember it so; every week at first,
         maybe, later every month … Perhaps they cried and begged to be taken home every time she came, and in the end that was why
         she stopped coming. Sulien and his sister wiped tables and dried plates and were very unhappy. Sulien pictured these things
         happening, and could pity his younger self as he might have pitied a character in a story, but he could no longer distinguish
         the remembered pictures from imagined ones. And further on there were no images of any kind. There was an utter, pristine
         blankness, a glacier in the memory he made no attempt to cross. Somewhere in the whiteout was his sister – she went, she was
         sold off. Perhaps it was from the first day without her that Sulien began to flinch away from knowing how it had happened.
         There was no good in clinging to what she had been doing the last time he saw her, or the last thing she had said to him.
         He didn’t want to miss her, he wanted to get her back. One day he would be able to. Having decided this, he let layers of
         faith grow and harden around it until the certainty was luminous and perfect, like a religious thing, like a pearl.
      

      
      The first thing was to wait for a way of leaving the eating house. He did not exactly plan, but he prepared himself in other
         ways.
      

      
      Among them there was something that for Sulien was more like the memory of a memory than the real thing:

      
      Late one night, when he was almost ten years old, standing with his arms sunk up to his elbows in warm dishwater, he performed
         an experiment. Without thinking about it in the least, as if it were something he had always been going to do, he dragged
         a knife – a short, stubby thing they used for carrots – up out of the water, languidly placed its edge against the back of his hand and let it sink, scarcely pressing at all. Blood flowed riotously into the water, and a hot spark
         of pain lit itself on Sulien’s hand. The blood fascinated Sulien as if it was the first or most beautiful thing he had ever
         seen. But he was shocked at having done such a thing – it was as if his body had acted without his permission. He didn’t want
         to hurt himself. Indeed, though the cut was shallow, he was still a little boy, and the pain was enough to bring tears to
         his eyes. But almost at once the shock vanished, because after all it was quite obvious why he had done it. Of course the
         pain hadn’t been what he was aiming for. It was a test.
      

      
      Swiftly then, he took his hand out of the water and ruined a dishcloth by wiping the blood off with it. Then he laid his thumb
         over the cut, hiding it. Although a watery tendril of blood felt its way out from underneath, Sulien didn’t see it. His eyes
         were shut and he was already shrinking down inside his own body until all of him that mattered was knitted into the cut skin
         and the tissues underneath it. It was almost like being plunged suddenly into a strange hectic town, where everything was
         bright and loud and volatile – except not really like that because he knew its every inhabitant, its every street. He could
         see everything, exact and perfect: the tiny blood vessels indignant and betrayed, but still beautiful. Why shouldn’t it be
         easy to put it all right?
      

      
      When he took his thumb away, the cut hadn’t disapeared, of course. But it was only a neat seam of perfectly clotted blood,
         and it scarcely hurt at all any more. Sulien wasn’t surprised.
      

      
      So now he would wait for the right chance to do this again, in the right way. And one afternoon Rufius scalded himself dramatically,
         pouring boiling milk over his arm in front of all the customers. Before he could rush for cold water, almost before he could
         roar and swear, Sulien had begun to draw the heat out of the skin and calm the outraged nerves.
      

      
      He repeated his trick twice, three times – until the astonishment around him reached the right pitch and Rufius could sell him on for any price he chose. But while doctors and
         aristocrats and rich businessmen scrapped over him, Sulien knew that he would choose his new owner. When he did not like the
         look or the voice of the latest wealthy visitor to the eating house, he would simply refuse to perform. He would look at the
         bruise or blister or the grey sick face or whatever they presented to him, as if it were brick or concrete and nothing to
         do with him. Rufius would hit him, but somehow he could not hit him hard enough to make him change his mind.
      

      
      Sulien did not exactly forget, but neither did he quite confront the fact that this – the first, convenient burn – had not
         been purely accidental. He had been at Rufius’ side just before the hot milk surged out of the pan, and suddenly he had stumbled
         sideways, jostled, pushed. He kept the knowledge aside from himself, like something dangerously hot. He knew he had hated
         Rufius, and wouldn’t have blamed himself much for wanting to damage him, but he hadn’t acted out of hatred. He didn’t like
         to think of himself hurting someone so coolly, as part of a strategy. The thought of the injuries he’d refused to touch troubled
         him too.
      

      
      When Catavignus came to the eating house, he did not drag along some wretched patient and wait for Sulien to prove what he
         could do. Instead, he managed to get Rufius to leave them alone, which was a good start in itself. Sulien looked at him warily.
         Catavignus sat down at one of the long eating-house tables (the place had been closed to customers since the bidding war over
         Sulien began). Sulien saw that Catavignus wanted him to sit down opposite him, and his first impulse was to do so, but he
         stayed standing. He had learnt how to be cautious, even if it wasn’t entirely natural to him. Catavignus was a doctor – a
         famous surgeon, although Sulien did not know that at the time. He was just past fifty, short and burly, with very fair hair,
         whitening early to an ugly butter-yellow. Behind his elegant silver-framed glasses, his eyes were bright blue and huge like those of a baby.
      

      
      ‘How do you do it?’ asked Catavignus at last, simply.

      
      The hysteria Sulien’s talent provoked had been such that no one had quite asked that before. Rufius had told prospective buyers
         that Sulien was possessed by a benign but unpredictable demon (which explained the occasions when he wouldn’t exhibit his
         strange ability); sometimes he said that he was inspired by Apollo or Asclepius. Any of these explanations might have been
         true for all Sulien knew – because how could he tell what such things would feel like? But now he was taken aback by the strength
         of an unexpected desire to explain the strange, mesmeric process in which sight and touch seemed to merge into a single sense
         that drew him down into the midst of such intricate beauty.
      

      
      Catavignus listened intently and courteously, restraining his surprise to an occasional bob of his eyebrows above the silver
         glasses, and asked Sulien to describe, in detail, the veins and nerves and muscle he saw. Then he stood up, looked at Sulien
         almost ruefully for a moment and said, ‘What’s the highest offer on you so far?’
      

      
      Sulien told him, and added cheerfully, ‘but I think you’ll have to bid at least another third again, sir.’ He had decided
         both that Catavignus was rich enough to afford him, and that he was glad of it. And he rather liked the thought of being so
         expensive.
      

      
      Catavignus smiled, sighed at the cost, and went out. Sulien was happy. Already he was folding up the eating house – and the
         whole of his childhood – and packing it safely away.
      

      
      Catavignus’ house was beautiful. All of its many rooms glowed with colour and wealth, everything clean and elegant and tasteful
         under a thin film of friendly disorder. There were attic rooms for the other slaves, but Sulien was not to have one of these.
         His bedroom looked out onto the trees of Paullinus’ Park, and it was as warm and almost as well furnished as the rest of the
         house. If it was at first just faintly impersonal, that was only because it was so new to Sulien. Over the next few years he would fill it with his own things
         – pictures and music and books.
      

      
      If Catavignus became even richer and the house became more beautiful during the years Sulien lived there, and if this was
         because of Sulien himself and his gift, why should he have minded? He lived in the midst of beauty and affluence; he had almost
         everything he wanted. Catavignus gave him, if not a salary, regular gifts of money, and taught him, meticulously, to name
         every organ and bone his curious gift allowed him to see, and to recognise various diseases and injuries, and to understand
         their treatments. He poured his own learning into Sulien – and Sulien loved it all, both for the sake of the books and the
         comfort, and because of Catavignus himself.
      

      
      It was not exactly that he treated Sulien like a son; it was rather that the strain of not doing so was pitifully obvious.
         He never said or did anything that went beyond the polite friendliness a good assistant deserved, but when he appraised Sulien’s
         absorption of medical history and anatomy, his voice would grow raw with barely restrained affection. When Sulien grew unexpectedly
         tall, Catavignus blinked up at him, moved and proud, as if Sulien’s height somehow reflected well on him. If all this was
         obvious to Sulien, it must have been far more so to Tancorix, who was Catavignus’ daughter. It was for her sake Catavignus
         tried to pretend he felt nothing but kindly interest for Sulien, but his failure to disguise the daily betrayal of her was
         wretchedly clear. Both Sulien and Tancorix knew love when they saw it.
      

      
      Tancorix was a year and a half older than Sulien, and she disliked him as soon as Catavignus brought him home. No – probably
         it was even before that, for Catavignus showed an enthusiasm about the mere idea of Sulien that he had never quite mustered
         for Tancorix. When Sulien first saw her she was almost twelve, her father’s pale blond hair and blue eyes incongruous on a
         plump, awkward body and a face assaulted early by acne. She hated her appearance ferociously: she already had little breasts between her hunched shoulders and large stomach, her yellow eyebrows were square
         and menacing, her mouth was large, her nose seemed to have nothing to do with the rest of her blemished face. She hated these
         things so much that it was, perversely, a comfort to make herself look worse: she wore huge, tent-like dresses that must have
         been meant for someone three times her age; and when Sulien arrived she was in the middle of a long campaign of refusing to
         brush or wash her hair, so that it hung in lank ropes and bunches and smelt faintly rancid. Catavignus’ attempts on her hair,
         and his badly timed suggestion that he or Sulien do something about her spots, provoked violent outpourings of rage and grief.
         Sulien would slink tactfully from the room whenever this happened, but it made no difference. On one of these occasions he
         ran into Huctia, the housekeeper, on the stairs. They rolled their eyes at each other knowingly as Tancorix wailed and thundered.
      

      
      ‘You might as well have stayed in there,’ said Huctia. ‘She wants you to hear.’

      
      It was true. Tancorix dealt with her unhappiness as she did her ugliness – by making it violent and spectacular.

      
      ‘Oh,’ Tancorix was howling, ‘oh, why do you hate me so much?’

      
      Sulien and Huctia heard the sad murmur which was Catavignus saying that of course he didn’t hate her.

      
      ‘Yes, you do, you do!’ shrieked Tancorix. ‘You wish I’d never been born. Then you’d be happy and you wouldn’t have to look
         at my face!’
      

      
      Huctia grimaced and Sulien copied her. It was somehow easiest to get on with the other slaves when they were all hiding away
         together from Tancorix’s outbursts – there was a sense of companionship that was usually impossible. Sulien was aware that
         they must resent him at least a little – they knew he was a slave only in name. He had to be careful never to forget and order
         them to do something, as Tancorix or Catavignus might. He wore himself out being charming to them, so they wouldn’t hate him. He couldn’t stand to think of being hated.
      

      
      Now they heard Catavignus sighing gustily with mingled exasperation and guilt. He didn’t hate Tancorix, of course, but he
         could not persuade himself to love her very much either, and in any case it was hard to keep the impatience out of his voice
         when she was like this. ‘Do stop being absurd, Tancorix,’ he said weakly.
      

      
      Tancorix roared, ridiculously, ‘You are an intolerable human being!’ and banged out of the room. Sulien ran up the stairs to get out of her way, because Tancorix was quite likely to attack
         him on these occasions, and he didn’t like to fight back. He didn’t want more clamour. This time Tancorix only pushed him
         against the wall as she thudded past him and said, ‘And you are a horrible little rodent, I hate you.’ Her insults were always overblown and preposterous, like everything else about her.
      

      
      Sulien didn’t hate Tancorix. He felt too sorry for her and had not yet realised that was part of the reason she disliked him
         so much.
      

      
      But she was not always there. To Sulien’s and Catavignus’ guilty relief, she spent half her time with her mother in Gaul.
         This time, she went early, stepping tight-lipped into the car that would take her to Dubris, and staring rigidly ahead. But
         she broke her dignified silence to say bitterly to Catavignus, ‘You needn’t expect to see me again, so start celebrating.’
      

      
      They would see her again, of course; but the next time she appeared her hair would be short and wild-looking – her mother
         found the oily mats of hair were too far gone to be combed out, and cut them off.
      

      
      Released from her presence, Catavignus was free to find Sulien’s sister. Of course, Sulien had intended that he should from
         the minute he saw him, and Catavignus had been fairly quick to promise it, once the boy had made himself so indispensable.
         After all, with what Sulien had earned in patients’ fees, Catavignus could afford to buy him a dozen sisters.
      

      
      But this one seemed to have dropped out of sight and out of finding. Her name seemed to have been changed at least once, and
         no one had kept her long. Catavignus found only a number of places where she was said to have been; another eating house,
         a slave market, a family who had wanted a maid-of-all-work. ‘I don’t know what you want with that one,’ said the cook of this last household. ‘She didn’t last two weeks here. She just stopped one day, she wouldn’t so much as move a step – she wouldn’t even make her own bed, let alone anyone else’s. Wouldn’t explain
         herself. It didn’t matter what you did to her.’ An overseer at a textile plant said that on the contrary, she had been very
         biddable, they’d have kept her if the business hadn’t taken a turn for the worse. Catavignus began to think his inquiries
         had taken a wrong turning somewhere – surely the cook and the overseer weren’t talking about the same girl.
      

      
      He couldn’t help getting tired of the search. He was sick of fruitless treks across London, of handing over little wads of
         sesterces for information that got him nowhere; and though he wasn’t sure whether to believe the cook’s story, it had made
         him worry about the girl’s character. Suppose he found her, and realised he did not want such a person in the house? He should
         never have promised anything so rashly. He felt thoroughly tempted to give up the whole thing, and indeed he couldn’t bear
         to waste another hour on it – but it would be terrible to disappoint Sulien so. As a compromise, he handed responsibility
         over to Huctia, who wearily followed the lost girl’s erratic career until she traced her to a family who denied all knowledge
         of her, under any name. The spasm of relief Catavignus felt dispersed itself rapidly. He would have to tell Sulien.
      

      
      Now, in his gently rocking cell on the prison ferry, Sulien was on his feet again, his breath suddenly sharp in his throat,
         his heartbeat just a raw trembling against his ribs. His arms and shoulder were bruised. He had flung himself twice – stupidly
         – against the door almost without realising it. ‘Catavignus, please,’ he found he was saying, and he laughed, startling himself. That would have been no good, even if Catavignus had been there
         to hear him. But it was so hard to believe; he wanted so badly to be able to forgive him, as he had allowed himself to years
         before when his sister had not been found. Back then, feeling all his faith breaking down around him, he had wept and shouted
         as Tancorix would have done; but he let Catavignus comfort him, and he had made the bargain with himself that he always made:
         that’s all right, that can happen – because later …

      
      Later, when he was grown up, Catavignus promised him he would be freed, and then he knew he would find her. It would be different
         for him, almost easy, because it was meant to happen. The right thing might tease and hesitate, but must come in the end.
      

      
      So even now, he kept looking for and finding excuses for Catavignus’ failure to save him, because the idea of Catavignus as
         helpless as himself was far more bearable than believing he had made a real choice to let Sulien die – and like this, like this.
      

      
      He retreated, the steel cross suddenly bright on the inside of his eyes and lowered himself shuddering to the floor. He laid
         his cheek on the cool metal bench, and fitted his palm to his hurt shoulder. The ache there would have been easy to bear,
         but it was the last hurt he could undo, so he warmed it away. He said his sister’s name once or twice.
      

      
      Early that summer, Tancorix had left school for good. She had scarcely been to London in two years – when she had not been
         at school in Narbo, she had been in Rome with her mother, being introduced to people and trying to learn to be charming. But
         now she was seventeen and a half, and her parents, who otherwise did not see much of each other, had agreed to collaborate,
         briefly, to bring their daughter to general notice; and to begin to put out gentle feelers for a possible husband for her.
         Both Tancorix and her mother returned to Britain.
      

      
      Boxes and trunks of their possessions arrived before they did, making Sulien oddly uneasy. He dreaded the return of noise
         and shrill anguish, whirling and bouncing round the house after two years of peace. When the day came, Catavignus, almost
         equally apprehensive, gave him the afternoon free, and he loitered in the park with his friends as long as he could, putting
         off his return to the invaded house.
      

      
      Some of his friends were the sons and daughters of freedmen, but none were slaves. If he had been more self-conscious about
         his strange status this might have been impossible, but he simply expected friendship and attention, and got them. He spent
         some of the day wandering aimlessly under the trees chatting with dark-haired Paula, resting in the friendly warmth of their
         uncomplicated attraction to each other. Sometimes they kissed, because, they said, there was nothing else to do, and sometimes
         they lay on the grass in the sun together and Sulien would drape an experimental arm over her side, onto her breast or hip.
         Then she would wriggle away. He was pretty sure that she would stop wriggling away if he put his mind to it, but he had not
         quite decided whether he wanted to. Things were quite pleasant as they were.
      

      
      Eventually the afternoon grew colder, and Paula said she had better go home. Sulien delayed her a little while, but she went
         and there was nothing else to do in the cooling park. So at last he went back to the house and found Tancorix in the living
         room, lying curled in a shaft of late sunlight, like a golden Persian cat.
      

      
      He could not have said she was unrecognisable. Indeed, it was startling to see here and there, in certain curves and correspondences
         of feature, unmistakable traces of the ugly child she had been. But everything about her had suddenly, or so it seemed, resolved
         itself into order, and grace lay over her once raw features like a delicate and glittering veil. Her large mouth, very slightly
         reddened, no longer looked formless and sullen, but rich and sensual in the calm oval face. Her eyebrows had been plucked
         into fine bows. Her hair, clean and primrose-bright, fell from a kind of intricate crown of little plaits and curls, down into long spirals and helices of pale gold which lay gleaming on the sky-blue fabric
         of her dress, and on the warm skin of her rounded neck and breasts. When she stood up the dress, embroidered simply with ivy
         leaves at the sleeves and hem, would fall demurely to mid-calf, but now it lay in careless folds over her knees, displaying
         smooth legs crossed at the ankle. She was slimmer than she had been, but not thin; her body had a softness and pliancy and
         firmness, and a depth of colour that made the usual language for female beauty more than usually appropriate: fruit and roses,
         but also expensive materials, like silk, like velvet.
      

      
      If the light had been very harsh you would have seen the faint scattering of poignant little round scars on her cheeks and
         forehead, where the angry spots had once been. Even then, she would have been beautiful.
      

      
      She had not seen him yet – she was looking expressionlessly at a little book in her lap, her eyelids lowered. Sulien stood
         for a second in the doorway, stopped dead at the sight of her. He was delighted, and not only because of the little darts
         of pleasure and urgency she had set loose in his body. It would have been ridiculous to say ‘Well done!’, but he almost wanted
         to, he would have liked to congratulate her on the wonderful good fortune of coming to look like that. She sat there like
         proof of his faith in the benevolence of things.
      

      
      Then he stepped a little further into the room, and she looked up, so that he saw the always-startling blue of her unchanged
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘But you’re so tall!’ she said. She jumped up and came closer, so that he could have touched her. The top of her head barely
         reached his shoulder.
      

      
      ‘It’s terrible!’ she was smiling. ‘When did you get like that? And I’m such a dwarf. No one would ever think I was older than
         you.’
      

      
      It was true, and not only because he was tall. At fourteen he had briefly looked pitifully gangling and loose-strung, like
         a terribly stretched little boy, but he did not look that way any more. His body tapered neatly from shoulder to narrow hips, and he had been told he was handsome often enough to have
         to believe it.
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t want to be tall,’ he said. ‘I knock everything over. My feet stick out of my bed. My legs don’t fit under desks.’

      
      In fact, he loved being tall.

      
      ‘It’s good to see you,’ he said.

      
      ‘You needn’t sound so surprised,’ she answered, and they laughed.

      
      ‘I like your hair,’ he said, almost as another girl might have done, but not quite innocently.

      
      She plucked at a long coil of it. ‘Well, it took me forever to get it like this. It makes your arms hurt, doing all these
         plaits yourself. But mother says she’ll get me a girl for that sort of thing.’
      

      
      And then she glanced away, biting her lip, and Sulien realised she thought that by mentioning the buying of slaves, she had
         insulted him. He felt the prickle of incredulity and distaste he always felt when reminded that he was supposed to be a slave.
         But it passed quickly – the important thing was that she cared about offending him.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Catavignus and …’ he felt embarrassed about using her mother’s name, which was Prisca.

      
      Tancorix sighed elaborately and glanced up at the ceiling. ‘Deciding what’s to be done with me. Disposing of me. There’s this
         boy already …’
      

      
      Then they heard two pairs of feet on the stairs, and flew apart instinctively, without knowing why they should do so.

      
      He did not eat with the family that night, and accepted this as only to be expected.

      
      The next day whenever he saw Tancorix she would smile at him furtively from behind her parents’ backs. Already they felt like
         conspirators. In the surgery her face floated between him and his patients.
      

      
      He caught a brief glimpse of the family that evening, before Catavignus took his daughter out into the city. Prisca had a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, and her handsome face was lined with barely contained impatience. She sighed
         a lot. Catavignus kept looking at Tancorix with a mild and puzzled frown, as if he could not think who she was and what she
         was doing there. Tancorix’s face was a patient, pleasant blank, which would have been unthinkable a few years before. But
         she saw him through the crack of the surgery door and her lips twitched.
      

      
      He ate alone again and went back into the surgery. He spent some time pointlessly checking the arrangement of the little bright
         instruments in their trays. Then he settled himself on the patient’s couch and read. He couldn’t understand what he was doing.
         They had made no arrangement, but he was sure somehow Tancorix would come and find him there, sooner or later.
      

      
      Much later he heard the three of them return, and felt the house stir and clatter and then settle into silence again. Still
         he waited. And then the door handle turned stealthily and Tancorix stepped self-consciously into the surgery. They both laughed,
         and hushed each other. They came closer together and their eyes met for an embarrassingly long time. They laughed again, mock-guiltily.
         He knew the laughter was an acknowledgement of something, and thought about kissing her, but he hesitated and asked her, politely
         and boringly, if she’d had a good evening.
      

      
      ‘Theatre. So boring,’ said Tancorix, wincing. ‘I suppose you can’t blame the plays for being boring, when all the audience is looking at is each
         other.’ She was dressed for being looked at, in white. She hopped daintily onto the patient’s couch and then bounced off again
         saying, ‘Urgh. Ill people. How can you?’
      

      
      In the end they both sat down on the floor, like children, and again embarrassed themselves by looking at each other. He asked,
         ‘Are you glad you’ve left school?’
      

      
      Tancorix’s face grew still. Then she said softly, ‘Yes. Oh, yes. I hated it.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      She frowned, and went on slowly. ‘You remember me, when I was younger. I was bound to have a bad time, wasn’t I? Of course lately …’ she paused again and looked down modestly
         at her lovely body. ‘Since I began to see I could look all right, lots of the girls suddenly wanted to be nice to me … people
         who … never used to leave me alone.’ Her voice tightened to a stop. But she shook the sudden strain out of her face and smiled
         brightly.
      

      
      ‘What do you want to do now?’ said Sulien.

      
      ‘Well, that’s a silly question. What’s the good of wanting to do anything, there’s nothing I could do. I know what I will do, though: be paraded around the theatre and the Games, and then get married to some rich boring man. Get divorced later,
         I hope.’
      

      
      She stretched, exquisitely, and lay back on the carpet looking up at him. ‘Oh, so boring, the whole rest of my life is going to be so boring.’ She said this gently, humorously. ‘I think I would rather be a vestal virgin and have nothing to do with anything.’ Then
         she lowered her eyelids and said blandly, as if not to him: ‘Except I’m not really qualified, of course.’
      

      
      Sulien was shocked and fascinated, and could not think what he could politely say. She opened her eyes suddenly to see how
         he was taking it, and they smiled at each other. She said softly, ‘If I could just have one thing, one thing that wasn’t boring before …’
      

      
      So he leant over and kissed her.

      
      Her lips parted swiftly, her quick little tongue whetting the line of his teeth. He shivered. Her fingers went up and met
         in his hair, pulling down. He laid a tentative hand on her waist, suddenly uncertain, and she dragged it impatiently upwards
         onto her breast, rucking up her white dress as she did so. He felt her bare thigh under his clothed body, and her startled
         heart, unexpectedly violent under his fingers. She was not after all, perfectly self-assured.
      

      
      At length their hot faces parted a little, his head bowed against hers, their soft hair mingling, and they laughed again,
         very quietly, at the fact they were lying on the surgery floor, at everything. That night they crept back to their separate rooms and stayed there, but not the next.
      

      
      Sulien hovered, apprehensive, on the landing outside Tancorix’s door. It was childishly exciting, prowling around in the dark
         house. Tancorix came and placed her hands resolutely on either side of his thin waist, and blind with kissing, struggling
         awkwardly out of their clothes, they stumbled backwards together into the shadowy room and the soft bed. They were inept and
         bungling with each other, but their clumsiness struck them as funny, and throughout their blundering love-making they kept
         having to smother each other’s laughter. Sulien, afraid of looking – and being – artless and ignorant, was actually relieved
         to find that despite her advantage in age and the revelation of the night before, she was scarcely more skilful than he. Although
         he had a small store of contraceptives from the surgery, which Catavignus had tactfully begun leaving in his way six months
         before, he had not needed them until now. He was afraid she would notice or guess that this was new to him, but she said nothing.
      

      
      They fell heavily asleep, warm and entangled, her bright hair spilling over his chest. But it seemed almost at once that he
         woke to her shaking him and her frantic whisper in his ear: ‘Get out, quick, get out!’
      

      
      Sulien opened his eyes reluctantly. ‘What’s wrong? What time is it?’

      
      Tancorix was scarcely awake herself. She looked up dimly at the dawnless sky and dropped back on the pillow, sighing. ‘Sorry.
         I thought it was later. We shouldn’t have gone to sleep. Suppose my parents … oh …’ She hid her face against him and groaned.
         He stroked her hopefully, but she didn’t look up.
      

      
      ‘Do you wish … we hadn’t?’ he asked, after a while.

      
      She grinned up at him through her hair. ‘No. But it’s really bad, isn’t it? We really shouldn’t.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think it’s bad,’ he said cautiously.

      
      ‘Don’t you understand?’ She pulled herself up to look down at him curiously and then laughed. ‘No, you don’t, do you, poor innocent thing,’ she kissed him on the forehead as if she were a great deal older than him. He made a face, insulted,
         but she didn’t seem to notice. ‘I’ll be married in a year or two, probably. It’s bad enough that I’ve slept with anybody,
         you must see that. But … a slave …’ Her smile had vanished and she hesitated before going on. ‘Did you know that if they found
         out a free woman had a slave for her lover they used to kill them both? Then later, they used to just take the woman’s freedom
         away instead. That’s still the law. I don’t think they actually enforce it these days, but it doesn’t make any difference.
         Of course men can do whatever they want; but if you’re a girl it’s the worst thing you can do. If anyone knew … no one would
         touch me. They’d think I was … disgusting.’
      

      
      Sulien got silently out of the bed and began an undignified hunt for his clothes. Tancorix was pulling her night-dress on.
         ‘It’s just the way it is,’ she remarked flatly, ‘It’s not my fault.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said dully.

      
      She leant across the bed and reached out to touch his arm. ‘Tell you what,’ she said, flirtatious again now, ‘tomorrow night
         we won’t go to sleep.’
      

      
      And though he crept back to his room trying to shake free of what she’d said, he was back at her door the next night, and
         in those secret hours, it was easy to forget there was any threat, any danger at all. As the month drew on they grew more
         confident, cleverer with each other, and it was no longer laughter they had to stifle.
      

      
      But one night they met too early, and perhaps they were not cautious enough with the juddering bed, or their own soft cries
         – though they thought they were being as quiet as they always were. But whether it was because of the sound, or suspicion,
         or some other errand that was instantly forgotten, Prisca suddenly opened the door and brought the light crashing in on them.
      

      
      Light, and screaming. He would not have thought embarrassment could be so total and so appalling. It was like boiling water
         all over them, their skin scorched. They slithered apart and out of the bed, clutching at the sheets and their strayed clothes for cover as Prisca advanced. She aimed
         a floundering swipe at Sulien and stumbled as it didn’t connect, and as he backed away she clawed out for Tancorix. The room
         was lurid with noise – Prisca’s outraged yelling and their own stuttering appeals for her to stop.
      

      
      What he mainly remembered was Tancorix’s mouth opening and how all her new beauty puckered and trembled, like a curtain before
         an open window.
      

      
      Prisca caught Tancorix confusedly by the hair and hit her across the face, and the blanket dropped from Tancorix’s fingers,
         revealing her again. Tancorix crouched, sobbing, scrabbling for the cloth, but Prisca, grabbing blindly at hair and bare skin,
         pulled her up and dragged her from the room. The door slammed shut.
      

      
      Sulien stood there helplessly, naked and horrified, and quite failed to imagine what would happen next because he truly believed
         that nothing could be any worse. So the moment in which he might possibly have dashed out of the room and the house was lost,
         for a minute later he heard a scrape on the floor outside, and when it occurred to him to try the door he found it wouldn’t
         open – Prisca had wedged something under the door handle.
      

      
      He got dressed quickly, the feel of clothes on his shamed skin a very slight comfort. He could hear a continued babble of
         raised voices coming up from the floorboards, and more doors slamming. Then for a long while nothing happened, and time went
         from moving in bright dreadful jumps to a dead calm, in which it began almost to seem that he might stay locked in Tancorix’s
         pretty, little-girl bedroom forever.
      

      
      Then he heard a thudding on the stairs – two people, both too heavy to be Catavignus or Prisca, approaching the room. And
         as the chest outside the door was pushed aside, and the two uniformed vigiles rushed at him, Sulien began to realise how things
         were not standing still, they were accelerating relentlessly into the blank and incomprehensible future.
      

      
      Their hold on him was as tight as if he’d been fighting like a maniac. He wasn’t, although he tried instinctively to hang
         back. His arms were pinioned, and struggling was quite obviously useless, even if he hadn’t been too stunned. But as they
         forced him forward they kept jerking him off his feet, so that it was almost as hard to co-operate as to resist. ‘What—?’
         he kept saying. They dragged him painfully down the stairs, and there were Catavignus and Prisca in the hall. Catavignus was
         standing hunched in the surgery doorway, his head bowed, and at the sight of him Sulien’s shocked passivity disappeared and
         he began a useless pitching and wrenching towards him. ‘What—?’ he was still saying, as if he had a stammer. He thought he
         could hear Tancorix crying somewhere, but he couldn’t see her.
      

      
      Prisca, answering him but not looking at him, stated emptily: ‘He raped my daughter.’

      
      ‘Rape?’ said Sulien stupidly. Catavignus straightened a little, but did not lift his eyes.

      
      ‘Does she say so?’ Sulien said into a room that might as well have been empty. And as he said it, Sulien had a sudden jolting
         vision of Tancorix, twelve years old and wild with fury and despair. Could she …
      

      
      ‘Catavignus,’ he cried, really desperate now, but still sure that Catavignus must make some move, must try, at least. ‘Catavignus, you know I never would, you know—’
      

      
      And at last Catavignus looked up, and surely – surely, Sulien thought, imploring. But Catavignus just glanced at him with eyes full of inert misery, and looked away at once, and
         as the vigiles wrestled Sulien out of the house he was sure he had been right about one thing only: Catavignus did know. He
         knew, and neither then nor later when Sulien was sentenced, did he do anything.
      

      
      So Sulien had been owned all his life and never felt it, but if he had been anything other than a slave there would have been
         no lie and no arrest. And if he had been, as he had unconsciously considered himself, a Roman citizen, there would have been no question of crucifying him, no matter what he had done.
      

      
      The hatch in the door opened again. The half-hours were still tearing on obscenely. Sulien did not look up to see the brief
         slice of a human face, and scarcely heard the guard walk away. A little later there was a metallic thud somewhere outside.
         Someone in one of the other cells began screaming and swearing.
      

      
      A minute or two passed with amazing numb speed, and then there was a little noise, a click that was not the sound of the hatch
         opening. Sulien felt the muscles in his shoulders, already knotted, tighten even further, because it was a key, a key turning
         in the lock, so all the time must have gone and they were ready to take him out to the cross.
      

      
      And yet the boat was still moving …

      
      Then the door opened and closed softly, and in the little cell was a thin girl with long wet hair, whose white face turned
         to him and seemed to flicker through layers of strangeness, until the features of his sister swam up to the surface from seven
         years’ depth.
      

      
      Una was so tired now that her body felt like a heap of rusting machinery, and yet, as she huddled behind the gas case on the
         rear deck, she had to keep every sense stretched wide. When the cohort officers boarded the boat she had to stretch a finger
         of her mind out to rest on each one of them, ready to tap them gently away whenever they came too close to her meagre hiding
         place. Even once the officers were settled in the cockpit, there was still everyone else on the river to worry about; merchants
         and deckhands on the other barges, and, as the morning wore on, more and more people passing to and fro on the banks of the
         river. And all the time every exhausted shred of her was trying to pull her down into indifference; she almost thought she
         didn’t care what happened to Sulien or herself if only she could lie down on the deck and let her eyes shut and her flagging
         brain go slack. But still she sat, upright and aching, as the boat toiled along. At least she was no longer shivering much. The morning had brought a glaze of warmth to her chilled skin,
         though beneath it the night’s cold seemed to have pooled in her flesh and bones.
      

      
      At last the boat crawled out of London, and drew up alongside the huge black square of the prison ship. Una felt the boat
         shudder and stop, then shift a little in the brown water as a gangplank was fitted to it. Then she heard the clanking steps
         of the nine prisoners as they were herded down onto the ferry, and there was her brother. She hadn’t moved from behind the
         box, so she couldn’t see him; but there he was, there he was, unmistakable, like the right tune after a silence of seven years.
      

      
      Una found that for all her long-held certainty that she would find him again, she was quite unprepared for this. Harsh and
         unfamiliar tears rose in her hot eyes, and a maundering little voice in her mind began crooning weepily ‘seven years, seven years’, on and on to itself. She was never like this. Just sometimes from an unremembered nightmare she would wake to find her
         cheeks wet; otherwise she hadn’t cried in years. Disconcerted, she struck angrily at her eyes and scowled the resisting moisture
         down. But the tremor of feeling shook a little temporary strength into her, and as the boat turned and pushed back towards
         London she found she could think again.
      

      
      They were checking the prisoners every half-hour. That was bad, she had not thought of that. Still, half an hour – if the
         escape went unnoticed that long they might get some way. Outside London the river was calmer, so she stood cautiously, feeling
         her joints creak a protest as if they had aged fifty years in the night, and she crept around the bridge and looked into the
         cockpit. She was just slightly more confident now – the noise of the engine was almost enough to cover her light steps without
         the little pressure of her will on the officers’ minds.
      

      
      There were four of them and all had heavy guns at their sides. And behind them, on the cockpit wall, was a little key cabinet
         with an electronic lock. She bit her lip, hesitating. Then with a brief spasm of effort she plucked the combination from the memory of the nearest officer, and then
         fled back to the stern of the boat. She could see no way of getting the key except by stepping into a little space with four
         armed men.
      

      
      She felt a weak final stirring of panic, but really she was too tired and had come too far to pay much attention to it. But
         she could not act yet; she had to wait until the ferry was close to her run-down wharf.
      

      
      Beneath her in the cells, she could feel the steady swell of the prisoners’ terror. She tried to push it back or reduce it
         at least to an homogenous murmur; but she could not help picking out the distinct cadence of Sulien’s gradual drift from baffled
         disbelief into horror; and there was a particular little echo of pain when his memory of herself struck her, and she saw how
         it prompted a rush of despair. It was terrible to wait, with the crosses always getting closer.
      

      
      Then the old walls of London closed them in, and again the river was loud with barges and tugs. Through the riot of traffic,
         all the wharfs looked much alike. She watched, and sometimes her exhaustion stole up on her and her concentration would falter,
         and she would slip with it into a kind of passive emptiness. And then she would start back into alertness, afraid the ferry
         had already gone too far.
      

      
      But there – she recognised the particular red of a warehouse roof. The empty wharf was just ahead. In a minute or two it would
         be behind them. Now.
      

      
      She stood, and then dropped back just in time as one of the officers left the cockpit to check the prisoners. That was good
         – one less to deal with. How long would he be? Three minutes, perhaps?
      

      
      She ducked along the deck round to the cockpit, scraping together her last lees of energy to urge every pair of eyes around
         her to look anywhere but at the prison ferry. She knew she would have to keep that up while at the same time doing something
         immeasurably more difficult, with no strength left to spend and the fourth officer about to clatter up onto the deck.
      

      
      Kneeling beside the cockpit door, she poured herself in like smoke, hung in the air, made them breathe her into their blood
         and brains. Spread between the three of them she felt dangerously thin and half-dissolved, and outside the metal door her
         body felt dark and alien, like an arm lain on and gone numb in the night.
      

      
      It was the opposite of what she had done to the man in the military station: instead of trying to turn their thinking a particular
         way she was trying to disperse all thought, to lull them down, through the usual flotsam of trivia and casual wishes into
         an abstraction so deep not even a stranger’s step behind them would break it. She found she was helped by the rhythmic thrum
         of the engine, and the patterns of the water ahead. She heard the low hum of conversation ebb and stop. But she could not
         seem to draw them into the state she wanted without half entering it herself; she was split between gentle lassitude and her
         own desperate wakefulness. But she was so tired, she felt any second she might lose the balance and fall free of them, back
         into herself, happily half-asleep.
      

      
      Outside on the deck her body raised a heavy arm and pulled at the door handle. It was like aiming your movements by looking
         through a mirror. Her clumsy fingers misjudged, closed on nothing and dropped. She tried again, pulling a little of herself
         back into her own skull. The handle turned. She saw the officer steering the boat lift his head a little and froze, still
         gripping the handle. But he turned back to watch the river again, and she felt the little spark of wakefulness die out.
      

      
      She opened the door and stepped softly in. Part of her was, with the youngest soldier, vaguely intent upon the taste and density
         of the thumbnail he was probing between his teeth. No one stirred. She threaded her body through the narrow space behind the
         soldiers’ seats, and reached out with a sleepwalker’s laziness to the key cabinet. The steersman was unknowingly watching
         the ridges of the water split and join in perfect diamonds. She tapped in the combination, wincing at the tiny sounds it made.
         Again she felt a threatening stir of awareness from a man beside her, and stopped dead, trembling. Again the motion faded. She took the bundle
         of keys, closed the cupboard and, still slowly, still gently, drifted out of the cockpit.
      

      
      The guard was coming up the steps. The door opened just as Una, thrown violently back to herself again, dashed past to the
         stern, in full sight and unprotected. A bargeman saw someone run along the length of the low grey boat, but as he turned to
         look more closely his interest somehow seeped away, and a minute later he forgot it.
      

      
      The second the guard was inside the cockpit, Una shot through the door and down the steps. When she reached the bottom something
         happened to her sight and the floor at once darkened and shrank while swinging slowly upwards to strike her knees and slap
         the keys from her hands. It was a second before she understood that her legs had folded under her. She scrambled up, furious
         with herself, groping for the bunch of keys. Had anyone heard her fall? Yes, but only the prisoners. The air was naked now
         with fear. Someone, not Sulien, had begun screaming and sobbing, a horrible sound. But she folded her lips and pushed the
         din back as far as she could. Some of the prisoners were praying, which interested her a little.
      

      
      She went forward. Both the keys and cells were numbered, and she could have found her way to Sulien blindfold.

      
      She began speaking at once. ‘We’ve got twenty-five minutes,’ she said crisply, subduing the new shock of the sight of him:
         height and strange-familiar face, and stopping short the old images of him, all crowding up to have the faded colours of remembered
         hair and eye judged against him and corrected. Seven years. There was no time for all that.
      

      
      ‘Twenty-five minutes,’ she was saying. ‘You can swim, can’t you? We must go now.’ But Sulien had hardly heard her. ‘It can’t be you,’ he said, barely a whisper, barely a breath, as if a real sound would
         prove this wasn’t real. He wanted to hug her to make sure, but somehow could not. He placed his hands cautiously on her arms, which seemed to shrink back a little, but were real enough.
      

      
      She had known he would be dazed, she was herself really, and she had known or hoped that this would happen. Still, she could
         feel the precious seconds of her plan wasting and she wanted to shake him. ‘Sulien, now,’ she said.
      

      
      He followed her out of the cell. If he hadn’t been able to believe in pending death, this rescue was no more credible: both
         futures hung blurred, for the moment almost meaningless.
      

      
      But when they were halfway along the passage he stopped, helplessly imagining the pain of the cross again. The sobs from behind
         one of the doors had disintegrated into a long hopeless burbling.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Unlock all the doors.’

      
      She looked down at the keys in her hand and – he was appalled to see – hesitated.

      
      ‘I don’t want them to die!’ she snapped, although he had not spoken. ‘I can’t get them all away, can I? Not eleven people,
         it’s been hard enough …’ She broke off and started again in a controlled undertone. ‘I’ve planned it all. To save you, you see. I won’t do anything to risk it now.’
      

      
      There was a moan from the locked door beside them. A shudder went through her, and he saw how ill and tired she looked. Her
         lips were as white as the rest of her face. The river had left a silty tidemark round her neck and there was something strange
         on her skin – the watery remains of thick make-up over yellowing bruises on the left side of her face, still ringing her ruthless
         eye.
      

      
      He said gently, cautiously, ‘But the vigiles will look for us. If they’ve got more people to find, they won’t concentrate
         on us, will they? Doesn’t that give us a better chance?’
      

      
      She stood expressionless for a second, then abruptly slammed open the hatch in the nearest cell door and threw the keys inside.
         ‘There. Now,’ she insisted through her teeth.
      

      
      They ran up the steps and Una flung open the door. As the daylight hit them, for all her haste, Una stopped and staggered a little. Sulien too was unnerved by the noise and chaos of the river. There were so many people, so much light
         – how had she thought she could help him? It was impossible. Any second they would be caught, shot – he could not understand
         why it had not happened already. Better for him to be shot escaping than crucified, but that would mean Una uselessly dead,
         too. But somehow no one looked their way as Una led him to the rear of the boat. She was gasping with effort, but he didn’t
         know why.
      

      
      The wharf was just behind them. Una tried to explain where to swim, but it was too difficult, she had no concentration left
         to talk with. She pointed dumbly, climbed over the gunwale and dropped, too quickly, into the water.
      

      
      The water forced itself through her lips and fizzed up thickly past her as the surface closed a foot above her head. She came
         up floundering and spitting. Sulien was already beside her, pulling smoothly away, looking back anxiously.
      

      
      ‘Go on,’ she managed. Her head felt huge and ponderous, her neck too thin and frail to keep it out of the water. At least
         the passing boats kept screening them from the banks, but still there were so many people to hide from – twelve, thirteen,
         seventeen …
      

      
      A barge reared like a cliff – above, towards her; and Sulien was a long way ahead now. She strove forward, splashing. What
         she was doing was hardly swimming now, just a slow, clumsy grasping and kicking. She seemed scarcely to move in the water,
         there was no time – she would never get clear of the barge before it mowed her down into the water. She struggled back, choking
         – back towards the prison ferry and its guns, just as the barge drove between them. The wake rolled her under the surface
         again, as on the other side and unseen, Sulien was sliced beyond her power to hide him. Sulien looked back and saw the huge
         and rusting wall cut Una out of sight, and hung, treading water, willing the boat to pass by, not knowing what to do nor realising
         how unprotected he was. Una pushed brokenly up into the air again, her aching eyes and mind vainly casting about for Sulien.
      

      
      And as the barge passed, the first shout sounded from the ferry. Then a snarl of gunfire roared overhead and smashed the water
         behind them, and Una knew she must have failed. ‘There then,’ she thought, a distant, indifferent little murmur. ‘They’re
         firing at us. After all it was impossible.’ And then the bitter-smelling water fought down her uselessly jerking limbs, and
         clasped itself peacefully above her head.
      

   
      
      [IV]

      
      THE ORPHEUS MOSAIC

      
      The villa on the hill was beautiful, but Leo and Clodia had let it go. Half the farmland that had once belonged to the estate
         had been sold off, and there were nettles and ground-elder growing in what was left. The garden was still lovely, but almost
         by accident – Clodia had planted a voracious amber rose which had sprung up everywhere, swallowing the asphodels and marigolds.
         Inside, the colours were beginning to flatten on the frescoes on the wall; there were little grey scars in the pretty face
         of the Orpheus on the study floor, where mosaic tiles had come away to show the concrete underneath. There were too few servants
         to see to all these things.
      

      
      Varius and Gemella were in the colonnade. It was noon, and Varius, absentmindedly, was undoing Gemella’s brown hair from its
         loose knot, as she lay against him on the bench. ‘What have you done?’ she complained vaguely, when it was too late. He was
         moderately vain of his own hair, constricted into plaited stripes from brow to the base of the skull, but only of that; clothes,
         even expensive ones, tended to look sprawling and careless on bones that were long, flattish and square-cut, as if his body
         was a frame of hinges and planks. His face also was long and angular, with early lines around the eyes and mouth, his skin
         a warm red-brown. He was, by descent, Egypto-Nubian, though his family had lived in Rome for close to a century. He and Gemella
         were twenty-seven and twenty-five years old, and had been married almost two years. They had spent the morning going through
         Leo’s papers. Varius was the executor of Leo’s will now. He had been Leo’s private secretary.
      

      
      As she thought Gemella kept pulling at her lower lip, making her narrow pink face look ugly. Varius put his fingers over hers
         to stop her. She said, ‘What are we going to do?’ And when he did not answer at first, ‘If we hadn’t tried, and something
         happened …’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ he replied quietly. ‘We wouldn’t forgive ourselves.’

      
      ‘Well. When are we going to tell him?’

      
      ‘Can’t get him here yet. They wouldn’t let him go, or at the least they’d wonder what was going on.’

      
      ‘But it must be soon.’

      
      Varius hesitated. ‘Yes. But as for telling him … If we put him through that and it turned out we were wrong – did you see
         him at the funeral? He’s going around sleepwalking, the poor kid. It’s too much.’
      

      
      Gemella grimaced. ‘Well, I’m dreading doing it,’ she admitted.

      
      ‘It can’t be necessary yet.’

      
      But after a moment she shook her head. ‘How old is he, sixteen? We can’t keep an eye on him without his knowing why, not for
         any length of time.’
      

      
      Varius nodded, but he sighed. ‘He won’t believe it any more than Leo did. Maybe that’s the only sane way to react.’ He rubbed
         at the place between his eyebrows.
      

      
      Gemella pulled herself up firmly and kissed his mouth, his cheek, the corner of his eye. ‘If we’re wrong, that’s good. But
         I don’t think we are, and nor do you. I know that.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Varius, then, ‘I hate them, and we don’t even really know who they are.’

      
      ‘They could have left Clodia alone,’ she said bitterly. Varius stroked her back. Her eyes were still a little flushed from
         the morning. It was through Clodia that he and Gemella had come to meet. She and Clodia had been related: second cousins.
         Gemella remembered, at the age of seven, being in total awe of Clodia on her wedding day, not just of her beauty but because
         of something more intimidating, a kind of golden solidity, an invulnerable look. She had remained intimidating, but not wholly invulnerable.
         Gemella could remember also how embarrassingly and drolly withering about Leo she had grown during the last four years or
         so. Listening once, Varius had been both amused and dismayed enough to ask Gemella, ‘You don’t talk about me like that, do
         you?’
      

      
      ‘They wanted her gone, too,’ said Varius now, stroking her back, because in a way it was a compliment to Clodia, and a comfort,
         to think this was more than just bad luck.
      

      
      They waited two weeks, and then Varius wrote to the Palace.

      
      
         ‘His true character and achievements,’ wrote Marcus, ‘have been obscured by so many layers of prejudice that we may never
            be able to peel them all away. We can show, however, that the charge that he murdered his way into power rests on no firmer
            evidence than the word of his successors, who had reasons of their own for painting Nasennius as a villain.’
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