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PRESENT DAY

Betrayed. Gwyn felt betrayed.

Why had she thought it was a good idea to tell her mother and sister about her time travel? She had arrived back from Transylvania battered, heartsick and injured and the pressure had been too much. Now they were treating her like she was crazy. She could hear the whispers between her parents as they hastily discussed potential psychologists here in Rome.

“What about Dr Rose Tran? Wasn’t she having a sabbatical in the south of France? We could detour on our way to Spain.” Typical dad, trying not to upset the family holiday too much.

“Stephen, she needs to see someone now. I don’t know if she actually believes all this or if it’s just a cry for attention, but it’s serious. She’s been starving herself, I’m sure, and engaging in self-harm.”

Gwyn clenched her jaw but remained quiet as she listened at the door. She had lost weight but her body had toughened into muscle. Horse riding and walking every day—not to mention a far more restricted diet—would do that to a girl. But the self-harm comment upset her—her cuts, bruises, scrapes and wounds were proof of what she’d endured. Or so she had thought.

“Psst! Gwyn!”

Gwyn startled at being caught eavesdropping but then frowned. “Go away,” she hissed at her sister.

“I just want to talk to you.” Naomi’s whisper was urgent. Gwyn ignored the pleading, flapping her hand, trying to dismiss her sister. The younger girl refused. Gwyn stalked back to the bedroom she shared with her siblings, Naomi trailing behind her. Justin was asleep but the lamp beside his bed was still on, so the poky hotel room was lit in a warm orange glow.

“Please, Gwyn—”

Gwyn cut her sister off with a furious glare. “I don’t want to talk to you. Go to sleep. We’re going to be walking all day tomorrow.” She flopped onto her makeshift bed—blankets and pillow on the faded carpet—and shut her eyes.

* * *
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That was another thing, Gwyn realized with grim satisfaction as they trekked up and down the streets of Rome, she was fitter than she’d ever been. The cloudless blue sky offered a spectacular backdrop to the Spanish Steps and the Trevi Fountain, but by mid-afternoon the sun beat down and her parents called for a gelato break. Her brother and sister fanned themselves gratefully with paper serviettes. Gwyn slid into a hard plastic chair simply because it was in the shade. She could have kept walking, following the cheerful tour guide up and down the crowded streets of the Italian capital, losing herself in tales of history.

The gelato was good, if ridiculously overpriced. She shouted her family, wanting to make sure they hung around for the next tour. She didn’t want to go back to the cheap hotel near Termini and she knew they wouldn’t let her stay out by herself. Huh. I’ve faced far worse than a bit of street harassment and risk of pickpocketing. Her parents had been treating her like glass ever since they had left Romania a week ago.

“Well,” her father said brightly, “isn’t all this history interesting, Gwyn? Justin, Naomi—thank your sister for the ice cream.”

The twins mumbled thanks through lemon sorbet and double chocolate and Gwyn’s anger threatened to bubble out. Her parents were scientists, skeptical of wild tales, and rightly so. But the evidence she’d shown them—the stab wound in her shoulder, still healing, and the pocket-watch itself fused into her hand—should have been enough to make them believe her. This stupid pocket-watch only works when it wants to! She ground her teeth. She’d broken her word to the Time-Agent Michelle, telling her family about her time travel, and this was her reward.

Gwyn found her anger directed at Michelle. Interfering, arrogant cow! And where is she when I need her? Gwyn had brought herself back to her own time without the help of the Time-Space Agent but she expected the woman to show up and... fix things?

Instead she was trying to act normal when her family thought she was nuts. This was supposed to be a holiday to escape her boring life back home. She needed time alone to think, to sort through everything that had happened to her, to exorcise the demons of her nightmares: Joshua and Vlad.

“The Turner family?”

They all looked up. A fashionably-dressed Italian woman with a lanyard and name tag proclaiming her to be Maria Sinardi, Official Tour Guide, smiled at the Australians. Gwyn snorted as her father inhaled the last of his gelato and, coughing slightly, held out a sweaty hand to shake.

“That’s us! You’re taking the Colosseum and Palace Hill tour?” he asked.

Gwyn rolled her eyes, “Palatine Hill, Dad.”

“Yes, I am.” Maria smiled, her makeup immaculate despite the heat and her Gucci sunglasses balanced on her elegant curls. For a second Gwyn was reminded of Alina but Maria was taller and slimmer. Gwyn scooped the last of her gelato into her mouth to suppress the dart of pain that struck her chest then fussed with her bag.

“Let’s go, kids.” Gwyn’s mother encouraged them out of the café and the tour began.

* * *
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“Actually known as the Flavian Amphitheatre, this arena was a grand attempt by Vespasian and his sons to ensure their popularity in Roma.” Maria spoke smoothly, her Italian accent not marring her clarity. “The Flavian Emperors were a new dynasty that established themselves after the chaos of the Year of the Four Emperors. They knew that keeping the people of Roma entertained with gladiator fights and races in the Circus Maximus meant fewer plots to overthrow the Emperor.”

“Where did the gladiators come out?” Justin had been bored on the earlier tour, but the prospect of blood and death caught his interest.

“And the lions?” Naomi seemed to be competing with her twin for morbidity. “What did they do with all the bodies—feed them to the lions?”

Their guide fielded their questions with an indulgent look, seemingly unsurprised by the typical tourist area of interest. Gwyn wandered down steps and closed her eyes, imagining how it must have looked in its hey-day: sparkling marble, large shade-sails over the seats rising up behind her, crowds bustling and the shouts of gladiators and other entertainers in the arena below.

A bump from a careless American tourist jolted Gwyn out of her daydream. She shot a furious glare at the American’s oblivious back and thumped her fist on the railing, then saw her mother watching her worriedly. Gwyn scowled in the other direction.

“If you’d like to follow me?” Maria herded her charges through the crowded Colosseum, giving interesting facts and tidbits of information, before leading them out past the costumed centurions towards the Arch of Constantine. The twins sniggered at the centurions heckling other tourists but Gwyn just glared at any who dared cross her path. One persisted and told Gwyn to smile.

“Fuck off,” she snarled. I’m not here to light up your day, buddy—smiling is not a bloody obligation.

“Gwyn!”

“Sorry, Mum.” She didn’t sound sorry but she didn’t care. Accelerating past the last of the impersonators, she reached the Arch of Constantine first.

“We’re doing all these tours to keep you happy, you know.” Naomi was hard on her heels. “You don’t have to be such a bitch to everyone.”

Gwyn’s response was fortunately cut off by Maria joining them. The rest of the Turners trailed her and the tour on the Palatine began.

“While an imperial house was built here by Tiberius, it is best known for being Domitian’s palace. He was the third Flavian Emperor, and was assassinated by his servants and his wife. He was so paranoid he had the walls polished so he could see the reflections, so nobody could sneak up on him. He was also infamous for stabbing flies with his writing pen.”

“Like a nasty little boy who never grew up,” Gwyn’s mum commented.

“He was not a nice person,” Maria agreed. “He took his niece, Julia, for a mistress, but when she became pregnant he forced her to have an abortion and she died. He was heartbroken—Julia was his true love and after he was assassinated his old nurse mixed his ashes with that of his niece so they could be together forever.” Maria gestured for them to follow her and pointed out features of the palace, like the gardens and the banquet hall.

Gwyn reflected that this is why people took tours on these ancient sites; crumbled stone walls and grassy steps hid the significance of the site. Maybe I’ll go on to study archaeology so I can actually interpret sites like these.

At least there was a breeze up here. “The Ancient Romans were quite sophisticated when it came to heating and air conditioning their palaces,” Maria told them as they walked on. “Tunnels under the floors carried cool breezes through in summer, and in winter fires were banked at the entrances of those tunnels and slaves fanned the warm air along.”

“Clever.” Gwyn’s dad was impressed. Gwyn herself wasn’t feeling so well. The breeze wasn’t doing enough to cool her and her stomach turned over. A noise like waves on a beach filled her ears but they were nowhere near the sea. Her eyes blurred and a spine-tingling sensation washed through her. When her vision cleared she saw her mother peering in concern.

“What’s wrong? Are you about to faint?”

Gwyn waved feebly and sat down hard, feeling sick. Orange blossoms peeked out from the grass edging the ruins. She focused on the petals until her breathing slowed.

“Is she alright?” A bearded man crouched beside Gwyn. “You might need some water,” he offered.

Gwyn stared at him. She knew she’d never seen him before but his name tag pronounced him to be Mario Sinardi, Official Tour Guide.

“What happened to Maria?” she exclaimed.

Her parents exchanged puzzled glances with the guide. “Who’s Maria?” her father asked.

Nausea retreated and Gwyn hauled herself to her feet. “I... I just felt a bit sick for a second. Sorry.” She tried not to freak out at the fact that her father’s hair was much shorter than it normally was—had he had it cut and she hadn’t noticed? No, other things were different. Her mother wore a blue shirt, not the floral blouse she’d had on earlier. The twins were dressed differently too and when she gazed back down the hill to the Colosseum she gasped to see a massive tower on the far side which had not existed when they had walked around the ruin not half an hour past.

Don’t panic. Something has changed. You just need to work out what. Her mind leapt to that awful, impossible, obvious conclusion. Only she had felt that sensation, and only she noticed a difference in the world.

History had changed.
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TWO

PRESENT DAY

What should she do? Panic lurked in Gwyn’s chest. This was far more serious than she could handle alone. She wasn’t qualified! She needed Michelle.

If only she’d given me some way to contact her! There was nothing for it. She was going to have to jump forward into Michelle’s time and try to get in touch somehow. Her mind reached for the timepiece. Except... if she jumped forward from now, what kind of future would she find? Would Michelle even exist? The paradox had her trembling and uncertainty gnawed at her stomach. In her brain, the timeline stretched out in front of her as a haze of fine threads. The past was firm and solid but the future was as diaphanous as a cord of mist.

“Gwyn, you need a doctor, you’re not well.” Her mother clutched Gwyn’s arm.

“I’m really sorry, Mario, but we’re going to have to cut the tour short,” her father doled out Euros as a tip, apologizing profusely to their guide. Mario accepted the money graciously and advised them he could arrange a taxi to take them to the English speaking doctors near Circo Massimo.

“No!” Gwyn protested. “I’m fine. Please can we finish the tour?” I have to find out what went wrong. I have to find out what’s different.

“I’m sorry, dear,” her mother began but Gwyn cut her off.

“I’m fine, Mum! Please! I’ll see a doctor as soon as we’re done. I’ll see a shrink if you like! Please can we just finish the tour?”

The whole family stared at her pleading face in silence.

Mario suggested, “Perhaps we have a little rest, five minutes, no? Drink water, sit.” He gestured with both hands.

It broke the tension. Gwyn stood and marched to a rock, sitting down firmly and crossing her arms. The twins milled about and their parents conferred while Mario distanced himself enough to make an animated phone call in Italian. Justin and Naomi came over to Gwyn and sat down on the ground facing her. She eyed them warily, wishing they would buzz off so she could think about what to do.

“Naomi told me what’s going on with you.” Justin spoke, surprising Gwyn. She had expected their sister to talk.

“And?” she replied acidly. “She tell you I’m nuts?”

“Yeah but we knew that anyway,” Justin rolled his eyes, and despite herself, Gwyn gave a half-hearted chuckle.

“Look, sis,” Naomi shot a glance at their parents, who had moved away to argue quietly. “I’m sorry I took Mum’s side before, when you first told us. It seemed crazy. But I do believe you. About the time travel and stuff.”

“What?”

“Even I can see you’re different,” Justin chipped in. “And Nau was sharing a room with you—she can tell you’ve changed since we went to Israel. Mum and Dad haven’t been around so they think something must’ve been going on back home before we came over, but you were your plain, boring self until we went to Masada.”

“And there’s your weird tattoo thing. Like I wouldn’t have noticed you get that!”

Gwyn stared at her brother and sister. She felt nothing from the pocket-watch—no persuasion was in play here. “You... do believe me?” Her anger and panic subsided somewhat.

“Well,” the twins exchanged looks as Justin spoke. “Can you prove it?”

The fury bubbled up again but Naomi put out a hand and touched Gwyn’s arm. “Don’t get pissed off. You’ve told us all this stuff but if it’s really real, which we believe it is, it shouldn’t be a problem to show us. Like, how does it work? Do you just disappear or something?”

Tempting. “I have to concentrate,” Gwyn ground out. “And it takes a lot of energy.” That was one thing she’d learned the hard way from her forays into Transylvania and Wallachia. Multiple jumps in short succession burnt her out. “But I can show you later. We have to finish this tour.” Why later? Why not show her parents too? She could jump a minute into the future and they’d get the shock of their lives when she reappeared.

But wouldn’t they just drag you to a physicist instead of a psychologist? Her parents’ quest for knowledge was wonderful but Gwyn had no desire to become some sort of lab pet. If what she felt when she connected to the timepiece was correct, jumping into the future was fraught with uncertainty. To make the knowledge of time travel public in this time would probably mess up the time-space continuum even more.

Which spun her mind back to the current dilemma. Something was wrong and she had to find out what. “Look,” she said, “I can’t muck around showing you right now. But I will later, I promise.” After I’ve fixed things. She waved them away as she stood and advanced on the tour guide.

Mario smiled and finished his phone call. “Feeling better?”

“Si, grazie.” Gwyn heard the Italian trip out of her mouth and realized she’d instinctively spoken in his language. She concentrated on speaking English. “Can you tell me again what you said just before we came up here? I don’t remember, sorry.” She ignored her parents and siblings gathering behind her.

“Of course,” Mario smiled. “I said how this palace was so sophisticated that tunnels under the floor acted as air conditioners or heaters depending on whether slaves fanned cool air or lit fires to heat the place. It was quite ingenious.”

Gwyn nodded, but that fact didn’t help. It was the same as what Maria had said. “And where was Domitian assassinated?” she asked.

Mario’s smile was puzzled. “You must be thinking of another Emperor. Nero perhaps? His botched suicide was the end to a despicable and debaucherous life, but that took place at a villa outside Roma. One man, Stephanus, came very close to assassinating Domitian, but the Emperor fought him off and killed him. Domitian’s niece and wife were found guilty of treason for plotting with his freedmen, and executed. The Emperor never married again. Some said he was too cynical after the treachery of his wife, but others claimed he was heartbroken by the death of his niece Julia, who was his mistress and died while pregnant with his child.”

Gwyn didn’t hear the rest. This was wrong. Domitian was assassinated. Nerva became Emperor. Crap. This is all wrong.

But what could she do? She didn’t dare jump ahead into an uncertain future to search for a Michelle who might not even be there.  And if she jumped back in time... well, was she just going to kill Domitian herself? Like I could manage that.

“Gwyn, this really is silly.” It was her mother again. “You’ve zoned out again, I think you need to see a doctor right away.”

“She is acting strange,” Justin muttered to Naomi.

Gwyn hadn’t moved but her family stood in a circle around her. Mario hovered uncertainly, hand clutching his phone. She frowned at them all. I’m not crazy! she wanted to shout. Can’t you see how important this is?

They couldn’t see—of course they couldn’t—and it would take too long to explain and convince and persuade. Even if her parents believed her they would never let her rush off to a highly dangerous mission to murder someone. Who was she kidding? It was crazy.

That made her angrier. Her mother stepped towards her with an outstretched hand so Gwyn looked at the guide, Mario, instead. She used him as a focal point and slowed her breathing, closing her eyes.

She saw and felt the timeline in her mind’s eye, using the pocket watch to reach back along it, searching for the moment she needed. When had it gone wrong? The timeline blurred past as her thoughts blew along it into the past.

There. A zig-zag was the best description she could give. Somewhere, here in Rome, something had not gone the way it should have. She would have to find out what and override it, ensuring the plot against the Emperor succeeded. She’d have to stay in the background—shadowy, so her own presence there wouldn’t derail history even more.

She focused on the moments just before the zig-zag. Perhaps it was as simple as preventing Domitian from fighting off his attacker. Maybe all she had to do was create a distraction so the killer could do his job.

They’ll freak out! She thought of the panic that would ensue when she vanished in front of her family. No, you are fixing the timeline! It will never have happened. She would make things right. No one would treat her like a child then.

Her concentration was broken by her mother grabbing her arm. “Gwyn!”

Gwyn shook her off and clutched after the moment. Ancient Rome! She had it, but the thought of Ancient Rome brought another face to light in her memory. A sunny smile, a carefree air.

Her mind slipped.

Flick!
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THREE

96 AD

Blue haze faded. Lovely, multi-colored marble lay under her feet. It was shiny, though not as shiny as the white marble walls, which contrasted brilliantly with the floor and showed the reflection of an anxious girl staring back at her. Other figures crowded the shine of the marble, but Gwyn barely registered them.

Stupid! You were thinking of Gaius so you messed up the times! You need to jump forward now! She was so angry but knew she needed to find a quiet corner to compose herself before jumping again. Her head felt scrambled. She backed up and bumped into an elegant double-handled vase on a plinth. It teetered for a moment then crashed down onto the floor, drawing the attention of everyone in the chamber. Gwyn froze.

“Who are you?” an indignant scribe demanded. “What business do you have in here?” He glared up from his elegantly carved desk, ink dripping from his stylus. People in the room stared at Gwyn. Young men and women in white tunics paused in their tasks of sweeping, carrying documents and serving trays of tidbits and drinks. Other people, well dressed, halted their conversations and gaped at her. Her clothes were nothing like theirs. She was sweaty and shaken, in this elegant room of palatial business. She didn’t belong, and they knew it.

“Somebody seize her.” Gwyn didn’t know who said it.

Panic set in. Her mind was not calm and as such the timepiece was not in reach. Gwyn did the only logical thing with two slaves reaching towards her.

She ran.

* * *
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Gwyn burst out of the chamber and pelted across a colonnade. A large courtyard lay before her, elegantly centered on a beautiful fountain. She dodged slaves and several stern-faced old men in togas who populated the peristyle. Exclamations of annoyance turned to shouts of dismay as her pursuers barreled after her. Gwyn concentrated on escape, not squashed toes.

One day I have to learn to be calm enough to time-jump when I’m being chased! She ducked under the outstretched arm of a burly man and almost went flying when she tripped on the foot of a man carrying a pile of scrolls. By some fluke she staggered but stayed upright while his scrolls went flying. Gwyn dashed through a doorway and hurtled through room after room, desperate to find an exit. Another giant courtyard featuring a pool with a tiny island confronted her. This courtyard was emptier. Fewer obstacles meant she could speed up, but so could the slaves chasing her. A peek backwards showed two Praetorian guards had joined them. She thought about finding a corner or cupboard to hide in but dismissed the idea immediately. They’d find her before she had a chance to focus and jump.

She changed tack, zig-zagging through tall columns and back through a small chamber. This part of the palace was less ostentatious—it seemed to be for those in service; slaves and freedmen alike. The Roman tendency to build adjoining rooms kept her going through doorway after doorway. She prayed she wouldn’t hit a dead end.

Sunlight! Another colonnade, much longer, stretching out left and right. A moment’s hesitation then she made left, aiming for the arch that fed a steady stream of people in and out of the palace on a narrow paved road.

Two Praetorian guards stood at the arch, but their attention was on those entering the palace. The guards behind her had almost caught up when Gwyn launched herself up the stepped base of one of the grand columns.

Step, step, jump! She was lighter than the guards in their armor but still landed hard on the stones. She cried out in pain from her jarred knee but kept her momentum going. She flew across the courtyard and through the arch.

“Stop her!” She heard one guard yell as he attempted to duplicate her feat. She flashed a look behind as an almighty crash sounded and a flurry of curses stung Gwyn’s ears. The other guard shoved through the people lingering at the base of the columns, but she had her lead now. The guards on the gate were too busy staring in confusion at the spectacle of her enraged pursuers.

Gwyn limped away from the arch and down the hill. She turned left onto a busy street. The Forum was ahead. The crowd provided only a moment’s cover before an angry shout behind her spurred her into a run. She had been spotted.

Where can I go? Her heart pounded. The burning in her lungs was matched only by the pain in her knee, but the thought of what those guards might do to her kept her legs moving.

The street became busier as she lurched downhill. More people means more cover? Or more witnesses? She risked a glance around. The Praetorians hadn’t given up, but her stunt over the column pedestal meant she had a bigger lead. They were shoving and hitting anyone slow enough to get in their way. Nobody was fool enough to put up a fight. “Move!” the guards screamed.

People scattered. “Look out!” a man cried, pulling a friend to safety. Gwyn wove between slaves, citizens and animals in the street. She dodged behind a food stall and half-ran, half-limped down the alleyway behind it. Shaded entrances and loitering dogs were all she saw. She considered hiding in the alley itself but the heavy footsteps of the guards told her that her attempt to lose them had failed.

Why do they have to be so bloody persistent! She leapt over a sleeping mutt and emerged from the alley into bright sunlight. Where now?

This street was less affluent than those near the palace, though still rich enough to have solid walls and gates. Gwyn couldn’t keep running, so she ducked into a gateway set into a wall. She took great, heaving breaths.

“What is you doing?” a voice demanded and Gwyn jerked in fright. The gateway had a shuttered window in the wall beside her so the doorkeeper could look out. That little window was open now, and the face frowning at her belonged to a young African man with close-cropped black hair and a terrible scar clawing its way across his right cheek and eye.

“Please!” Gwyn whispered forcefully, still pressed against the wall. “Don’t say anything.” She willed him to cooperate.

His face disappeared for a moment and she heard a shutter open then close on the other side of his tiny gatehouse. Then swearing erupted and the young man rattled a cudgel against Gwyn’s window.

“Get out! Those be palace guards. My master is crucifying me if you is bringing the Emperor’s eye onto this house. Go on, go!”

He was so fierce that Gwyn gulped tears of desperation and fright and lurched forth again. Her brief respite had given her just enough time to catch her breath and she was grateful she was so much fitter than she used to be. She forced herself to ignore the pain in her legs and put on more speed, cutting through two more alleyways. She was running out of downhill. She knew at some point other guards would step in—it was a miracle none had already—or the Praetorians would catch up.

She’d managed to gain a lead but they were dogged. Changing tactics, Gwyn dashed up a stairway. If she could hide somewhere long enough to calm down and exude a sense of blankness, they might pass over her. She was out of puff.

The doorway at the top of the stairs opened into an unoccupied room. The furniture was plain wood—worn from use but not dilapidated. Gwyn fell through the second doorway, flailing past a beaded curtain that served as a privacy screen, and startled two astonished women. One was heavily pregnant and the other middle aged. The room had no other exits, save a window.

Shit! Tears fell freely now as she begged the women for help. “Hide me! Please!” It’s no good—why would they hide you against guards that everyone is terrified of?

An eternity passed in a second and the older woman pointed to the wooden bed in the room. “Under there. Quick!”

Gwyn didn’t wait. She dived under and rolled on her side to see blankets fall across her field of vision.

“Get on the bed, Maria,” the older woman ordered. “Pretend the babe is come early. Be loud.”

The wood creaked above Gwyn’s head as the pregnant woman, Maria, heaved herself onto the bed and began to groan theatrically.

“Louder!” the older woman hissed, then called, “Breathe, Maria! The baby comes!”

Footsteps thumped up the stairs and a man’s voice shouted, “In the Emperor’s name!”

Maria half-groaned, half-shrieked, and the footsteps halted just inside the room. Gwyn dared not move.

“How can we be of service to our great and wise Master and God?” Gwyn heard the older woman say. She had an accent that sounded familiar, but Gwyn couldn’t place it. She concentrated on being invisible.

“We’re chasing a thief and a spy, woman, a girl. She came in here!” The guard sounded out of breath and Gwyn wondered if she’d almost outrun them. But then the other guard spoke and she dismissed that thought. He sounded fresh, and annoyed.

“I heard someone come into the other room and run into the kitchen.” The older woman was deferential, but calm. “But I could not leave Maria, here—she is at her time.”

As if to emphasize the point, Maria groaned and shifted. The bed creaked again. Gwyn realized her breathing had gone shallow and deepened it, projecting dullness. Go away, she prayed. You don’t want to be here in this room with a woman in labor. How icky! You’re uncomfortable. You want to leave and look elsewhere.

As if to answer her prayers, she heard one guard grunt in disgust or discomfort. Maria screamed and thumped the bed. Gwyn twitched at the creak of the wooden bed frame every time Maria’s fists connected with the thin straw mattress.

“There’s no girl here, Sextus. The only females here are either too old or too gravid to give us a merry chase. Those stupid slaves should never have let her get out of the room.”

“Forgive me, Domine,” the woman begged. “Please search the house if you seek a criminal. We house none here who dare speak or act against our lord and master.”

What? She’s selling you out! Gwyn panicked for only a second before common sense overtook her. The woman was trying to show she had nothing to hide in the hope that they’d not bother to look.

“Go back to your women’s business.” The one called Sextus sounded as if he was sneering. On cue, Maria groaned. The footsteps faded away and Gwyn almost grinned, but pain and exhaustion caught up with her and she slumped flat on the floor in relief instead. She heard whispers, then Maria said loudly.

“The pains have passed, mother, I think it was a false alarm.”

“Very good. Fetch some things, my dear—I think you should come stay with your father and I until your time comes.” The older woman bent down to peer under the bed. “You can come out now.”

Gwyn crawled out from her hiding place and looked at the women. “Thank you so much. You saved me. I’m not a thief or a spy; I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Maria’s mother looked at her, dark eyes unfathomable, then said, “Your things, Maria—we’ll send a slave for the rest and to tell your husband.”

“Aye, mother, though I think you worry too much.” Maria answered slightly sardonically. She appeared several years older than Gwyn but the other woman didn’t look old enough to be her mother.

“Let me worry about who worries,” Maria’s mother snapped back. “What if those guards decide to come back and search the house? I don’t want you here then. Fetch your things!”

Maria huffed and waddled out of the room, clattering into the kitchen. Gwyn wiped a dust-smudged hand across her forehead and cringed at the grit she smeared there.

“You need something to eat,” Maria’s mother said, looking every bit the Roman matron but with a hint of the exotic. Dark eyes, with twists of grey hair winding through black braids into a severe looking bun.

“I do, but –” She halted. Her brain told her one thing, but her ears told her another. That wasn’t Latin. That sounded like... Hebrew.

Maria’s mother stepped forward and gripped Gwyn’s chin, tilting it gently upwards and peering into her face. “Gwyna?” she whispered, eyes widening in disbelief. She mispronounced it, stumbling over the “g” to say “Guh-winna” but Gwyn knew her all the same. Amazement pricked tears into Gwyn’s eyes.

“Adi.”

Her friend enfolded Gwyn in an immense hug.
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FOUR

96 AD

Gwyn was full of questions but had to wait. They disguised her in an old green dress of Maria’s and braided her hair, covering it with a shawl. Progress through the busy Roman streets was slow. The pregnant Maria waddled and complained, even after Gwyn offered to carry her bundle. Gwyn herself dared not whinge—she’d brought this trouble on them—but as they trekked up yet another of Rome’s hills, she thought she would scream in impatience. The smell of sweat, food and animals in the late summer heat assaulted her and she longed for a cool drink.

“Here.” Adi gestured them into a ground floor tenement. She welcomed them in and Maria made straight for an inner room. “Sit down, Gwyn,” Adi sank onto a wide wooden chair, padded with cushions. Gwyn copied her and looked about. The room was simple and tidy, with few ornaments or pieces of furniture. The rugs that lay across the stone couches were rich in color, matching the cushions on the chairs. A half-furled scroll lay on a table, fruit sat in a bowl.

Adi called out, “Antonia!” but got no answer. Frowning, she got back up and raised a palm for Gwyn to stay put. She disappeared momentarily and Gwyn fidgeted, hearing a girl’s voice—not Maria’s—arguing. Then Adi returned with a jug of water and poured for herself and Gwyn.

“My daughter, Antonia, is bringing us something to eat,” she said. An awkward silence fell, which Gwyn didn’t know how to break. She gulped her water instead. A sulky teenager entered the room bearing a tray with a bowl of olives, bread and oil. Simple food, but good.

“Thank you, my dear. You may go help Maria, if you wish.”

“Who is this, mother?” Antonia looked Gwyn over, unimpressed. “You’re not one of mother’s friends. I’ve never seen you before.”

Gwyn wasn’t sure how to respond. Adi saved her by waving her daughter away. “She is a distant cousin of mine, from Judea. Go help your sister, please.”

Antonia flounced out. Gwyn was glad. She had so much she wanted to ask!

“Adi,” she tried at the same time as her friend said,

“Gwyn—how is it you are here, and that you look still as you do? I—is it magic? Have you been sent by God to warn or punish us?” Her voice trembled and Gwyn realized her friend was afraid.

Well, look at what happened last time you appeared. Invasion, siege, mass suicide. Gwyn broke the pause and shook her head. “No, it’s just me. Um, I mean, it is a kind of magic. I had no idea you’d be here, in Rome! I’m so glad you are okay! I–” She choked up, overwhelmed with relief and guilt. She knelt in front of Adi and clasped her hand. “I’m so sorry I abandoned you there, at Masada. I wondered and wondered if you would be alright.” Tears welled in her eyes.

Adi stared at her, looking confused. “Don’t cry, Gwyn. You saved me, remember, from Joshua and the Romans. If it weren’t for you...” she trailed off.

“And Sarah?” Gwyn sniffed. “And the children who were there with you?”

“Sarah died on the voyage here.” Adi’s eyes became distant. “It broke her heart to leave her land, but the rest of us had to survive. We turned our backs on our home, and became Romans.” She blinked and smiled crookedly. “As you see Maria is alive and well. Young though I was, I adopted her as my child. The Angel of Death took the others, her brother and my nephew Joel, before they reached manhood. It was a fever. They are blessed to be safe in the arms of God.”

Despite Adi’s words, Gwyn could feel the sadness that lay on her friend’s heart, and she squeezed Adi’s hands before retreating to her own chair. “You came to Rome,” she said gently. “Did–”

“Adi?” A man’s voice called out from the entryway. “I won’t be here to dine tonight, my dear. Silva wants me as part of his retinue while he entertains some other senators.” Gwyn heard a man walk into the room. He stopped and paled as Gwyn turned to look at him.

She clutched the arms of her chair. Twenty years older and still handsome despite the grey creeping into his fair hair.

It was Gaius.

* * *
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Well, this is awkward. Gwyn cracked her knuckles nervously as she looked at the two people from Masada she cared about the most. “You two... got married.” Her voice squeaked slightly. Never had she dreamt it. All her fears and thoughts about Adi and Gaius had focused on the time immediately after Masada. Logically she knew that was foolish. If they lived they still would have died almost two thousand years before she was born. Anything could have happened in that time. The guilt she felt over abandoning them was fast dissipating into embarrassment and a sensation of stupidity. She’d sent Gaius to look for Adi and the others, to protect them. How had it come to this? He was mine! She flushed jealously.

“Gwyn.” Gaius stared at her. He crossed the room slowly to stand behind Adi, resting his hand on her shoulder. This simple gesture of solidarity punched Gwyn in the gut, and the tears she’d only just contained threatened to spill over again.

“She has magic, my love. Just like you told me when we first met.” Adi covered her husband’s hand with her own and suddenly Gwyn wanted to look anywhere but at them. She forced herself to speak. 

“I’m so glad you are both alright. This is so weird. It’s been only a few months for me. Since I saw you. That’s why I don’t look any older. Because I’m not.”

“It’s been more than twenty years!” Gaius made the declaration against the evidence of his own eyes. “I... I think I need a drink.”

“Don’t you have to be at Silva’s villa?” Despite the bizarreness of the situation, Adi sounded just like the calm wife jogging her husband’s memory. She’s a lot more settled than I remember. Gwyn bit her lip. Of course Adi was calmer. She didn’t live in a war zone now. She had grown up. They all had. Everyone but Gwyn.

“I’m not expected just yet. I’ll make some excuse.” Gaius leaned forward to grab a handful of olives and made for the kitchen, returning with another cup and a small jug of red wine.

“The Falerian, my dear.” He poured and raised his cup. “To old friends.” He spoke the toast quietly and took a long draft of his wine before topping up his cup and sitting on one of the couches.

Gwyn sipped her own wine and fidgeted. “You are both awfully calm about this.” Why aren’t they freaking out? Oh yeah, the pocket watch.

“It is... strange, that is certain.” Gaius rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. “Adi and I talked about it many times, but only to each other. Magic is illegal, of course—neither of us wanted to be accused of anything, especially now.”

“I doubt anyone else would believe us, but that’s not the point, given how the Emperor is
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