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            Chapter 1

          

          Spring AD78

        

      

    

    
      The great ship was anchored off Ostia, a port city in the Tyrrhenian Sea on the west coast of Roman Italy. We had been travelling for a long time and I could not wait to stand on ground, which didn't move underneath me. The sea was beautiful today, relatively calm and the most incredible blue. The sun sparkled on water so clear you could see right through the shoals of colourful fish, all the way to the bottom.

      This made a change from the squally weather we had suffered for most of our sea journey. The ship was tossed relentlessly, something I had found exhilarating, much to the amusement of Maxentius and Marcus who were convinced I would be terribly seasick. I spent hours at the prow of the boat, watching the waves crash along the sides of the vessel and often right over the rails.

      

      We were far removed from Masada, Herod's great citadel on the edge of the Judaean desert — our home for the past eleven years. The place where I had met, healed, fallen in love with and, against all the odds, married my Maxentius, Garrison Commander. One of three Roman soldiers wounded in the Zealot ambush of AD66, and subsequently made captive. The place where I had given birth to Claudia, our only child, and the place where we had survived a siege, a massacre and the storming of the fortress by the Roman army.

      After they breached the defences, the Romans set about rebuilding Masada where they could. Some areas were too badly damaged and simply abandoned, but much was salvageable, to the joy of the Roman engineers who took great pride in their efforts to restore the fortress.

      Maxentius was asked to resume his role as commander of the new garrison assigned there, which suited us. I had no desire to leave, for despite the horrors we had endured, it was our home.

      

      My name is Hannah. I am a Hebrew woman and a physician, and my life was turned upside down by a secret only my husband knows.
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      Once the dust settled, and before we could resume our normal lives, there was the not inconsequential matter of the bodies scattered across the plateau. The large number meant it would have been an impossible task to bury them all, and we could not just leave them to be pecked at by carrion birds. In the end the decision was made to cremate them, which we did in as dignified a manner as possible.

      It was difficult for those of us who had escaped the carnage, the adults among us anyway, because we had lived together for so long. I had known many of the dead all my life, treated most of them at one time or another, and two of them were members of my family. While not necessarily friends, my two Romans had enjoyed, eventually, a cordial relationship with their erstwhile enemy. Surprisingly, the Roman soldiers were compassionate to our anguish, and did what they could to help us deal with the remains in a considerate manner.

      

      Understandably, Liora and Efraim, my brother Aharon's children, were devastated when we told them of the death of their parents. Unable to leave their destiny to an avenging Roman army, Aharon and Raizel, his wife, had taken their own lives, but not before I persuaded them to let me have their children.

      Despite Liora and Efraim's distress, their own innate ability to cope with shock more easily than adults, as is often the way with children, came to the fore and they got over their loss far more quickly than I did.

      

      Of all of us, it was Aliza who struggled to come to terms with their deaths, for Raizel was her daughter and she had known Aharon since he was a boy. Thankfully, the presence of her grandchildren helped her through the darker days and, though it took many moons, she did begin to smile again.

      

      The other two little girls, Gavriella and Sarah, whom I found by complete chance all alone on the night of the massacre, had found a home. When news of the fall of Masada reached Jerusalem, their uncle risked the journey across the desert to see whether any members of his family had survived.

      Although shattered by the loss of his sister and her husband, he was overjoyed at the twist of Fate which allowed me to save his nieces. He told me, he and his wife were unable to have children, and the sisters would now have a home with them.

      He was a gentle, kind man and, apparently, there was a large, extended family. I hoped those sweet children, enfolded in the warmth of such caring kin would soon forget the trauma they had experienced. I was happy for them and, although would have made them part of our home, was secretly relieved I wasn't putting Maxentius in the awkward position of being responsible for two more children.

      

      During the transition period, while the fortress was being rebuilt, there was much for me to do. The soldiers were always injuring themselves on one thing or other — fallen masonry, burnt wood, flying debris — and I was constantly required to bind wounds, dress lacerations or remove splinters.

      These men of war seemed to respect me, not only because I was the wife of their commanding officer, but also as a healer in my own right. They treated me with deference, and over time, became quite affable.

      As when I first met Maxentius and Marcus, I realised these soldiers were just men, doing a job they had either chosen to do or been, for want of a better word, encouraged into. Their basic requirements were the same as every other — food, clothing, and shelter.

      It became almost impossible to reconcile their role as part of the conquering force, which had crushed the city of my birth and then my home, with the amiable bunch of soldiers I came to know. That said, I am nothing if not a realist. I was safe, and happy. I had a place to live and was with my Maxentius. That would do me very well, thank you.

      

      Claudia was our joy. A cheerful and healthy child who, once she was walking confidently, I rarely saw during the day. Her cousins, Aliza, Marcus or one or two of the soldiers who had assumed the role of guardians, were always looking after her. As far as she was concerned, they were all her willing slaves and she had them wrapped round her little fingers.

      This gave me the freedom to look after anyone who needed me, either due to injury or sickness without worrying whether Claudia might come into contact with those who were unwell. It also allowed Maxentius and me to steal the odd private moment together knowing she was well cared for.

      

      Marcus, the second of the three soldiers whose injuries I had treated, and who remained captive along with Maxentius, never changed. He was unfailingly positive and content with his lot. He had become important to me, not only as a trusted friend, but also because he had taken the place of my brother who died in the massacre.

      When Marcus wasn't helping with the building projects, he worked his beloved garden beds. He encouraged a large number of the auxiliaries to help him, and his crops flourished. We had many more mouths to feed now but, thankfully, most preferred to eat and sleep in the camps below.

      

      It is testament to the efficiency of the Roman army that, within a few weeks of its arrival, those areas, which were not too badly damaged, had been made eminently habitable. The ash, soot, and grime were scrubbed away and, where possible, furniture restored.

      The upper tier of the Northern Palace and the administration building where my clinic had been, were the first to be deemed ready, followed by the Western Palace and one or two of the smaller buildings. The armoury was, of course, restocked, but guarded round the clock. There was no way the Romans were going to be caught on the hop twice.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To our reckoning, it was over four years after the fall of Masada when Maxentius was recalled to Rome. His orders were to take charge of a small force of soldiers, posted to the port city of Pompeii in the Bay of Naples, following some severe unrest. It was a huge wrench leaving this place, but Maxentius was excited about seeing his homeland again, more especially because his family lived near Pompeii.

      Marcus would be accompanying us, as would a considerable number of the legionaries who had been living on Masada since the Romans retook the fortress. Together, they constituted the majority of the peacekeeping force under Maxentius' command. At thirty and eight years, Maxentius was quite the veteran. He had seen much action and, I think, was hoping it would not be too arduous a task to preserve the stability of a small city.

      Since we didn’t own much, mainly clothes, packing our belongings in preparation for departure took little effort. I had toiled long and hard to restock my medicines, oils and balms and, although I left a plentiful supply for whoever would be dispensing treatment, I was determined to take the rest with us. You never know when such things might be needed.

      Eventually, there was nothing left but to say goodbye. I hoped some day we would return, but in my heart, I knew it was unlikely. Life was about to change in ways none of us expected.
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      Our journey had taken several weeks; months even, since leaving Masada, travelling by land and sea. I missed our home but was looking forward to discovering the country of my husband. The thought of meeting his family was somewhat nerve-wracking. I was a Hebrew woman, not the highborn Roman lady his mother would have likely preferred. Then again, he was not supposed to be married anyway so, maybe they wouldn't be too upset with him. I could only hope.

      From Ostia, we would be ferried up the River Tiber to Rome. We planned to stay in the capital of Empire long enough for Maxentius to be interviewed by his superiors, before continuing on to Pompeii. The main body of the garrison Maxentius would command was housed outside the city's boundary, but its headquarters were within the walls. We, along with a handful of soldiers, had been allocated accommodation above and alongside the offices, allowing for an immediate response if necessary.

      I stood on the deck, leaning on the rail, gazing out towards the harbour, where Maxentius joined me, smiling at my expression of wonder.

      "It is something to behold isn't it? A great port city. Although, this is nothing compared with Rome." He bent his head and kissed my nose, pulling me close to him. Sheltered in the crook of his arm, I felt my heart flip-flop in my chest, as it always did when he was near me.

      I looked up at his ruggedly handsome face. "They will go well do you think, your meetings? Is this formality normal when a general returns to Rome?"

      "It is a requirement to present a report to your superiors. They need to understand the nature of the place you have come from. Whether there are ongoing threats, whether it is peaceful, all manner of things. So yes, my Hannah, this is normal."

      Unaware of army protocol, I had been worried about this summons to Rome. Did it have anything to do with Flavius Silva granting us citizenship and approving our marriage? I was concerned these things might be undone, and Claudia and I would end up as slaves or worse. I voiced my qualms as we admired the view.

      "There is nothing to fear, my love. Silva was empowered to grant you those honours, and our marriage is ratified. The meetings are simply procedure."

      I sighed with relief, although I would probably not be completely certain everything was approved until we were safely in Pompeii.

      I could see the new harbour, built, so Maxentius told me, during the reign of the Emperor Claudius. Constructed not only to service the needs of a rapidly expanding Rome, but also to protect ships from both the treacherous current at the mouth of the Tiber and the destructive storms, which often lashed the bay.

      We had to transfer to a smaller vessel to travel up to Rome, as our large troop carrier could not navigate up the winding river, and its size meant it was unable to dock. Our transport was expected imminently, and, with Roman precision, we noticed a boat approaching.

      Aliza and Marcus joined us, towing our three children. Gathering together our few belongings, we were ready to be helped into the craft with little delay. The children thought this smaller boat was great fun, prompting me to comment that if they didn't sit down and behave, they would end up swimming all the way to Rome. This settled them somewhat but didn't do much to douse their enthusiasm. The sights and sounds mesmerised them. So much colour, and movement, and noise — considerably different from our quiet life on Masada.

      

      The journey up the River Tiber was uneventful, if rather tedious, and it was dusk by the time we reached the wharf where our boat moored. Three sleepy children needed to be coaxed up the gangway while the soldiers who accompanied us, carried our things to be delivered to our accommodation at some point. We were escorted to a spacious house somewhere in the city, Maxentius called it a domus. It appeared to be well set up with everything we might need, including a mountain of food.

      Wearied, we saved our explorations until the morning. I managed to get the children to settle in one of the bedrooms, and then we four adults enjoyed a goblet of wine in the peace of the evening. We chatted for a little while, but it had been an arduous day and exhaustion was clear on our faces. Finishing our drinks, we opted for a relatively early night.
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      I stood with Maxentius in the cool of our room, looking out of the window. The sky seemed to have fewer stars, although my husband indicated this was because of the light thrown up from the city around us. I felt myself sway, partly from tiredness and partly from being so long at sea. Maxentius pulled me to him and kissed me gently. I moulded my body to his, fumbling absently with his clothes. Suddenly, I needed him and, attuned to my every emotion, he responded, his hands roving over my body, lifting my tunic and shift over my head. Naked, we fell onto the comfortable bed, letting our fingers work their magic, the restless heat of passion ignited.

      I was endlessly amazed the desire we had known when we first fell in love had never burnt out. We had known each other for over eleven years, had been married for eight of them and, although our love had deepened, the passion was remained. I missed him when he wasn't close, and my heart never failed to beat faster the minute I caught sight of him. It was as though we were two halves of a whole, one unable to exist without the other.

      This is not to say we always agreed with each other. I am not your typical meek and biddable wife. As I told my brother years ago, I am impulsive, feisty and headstrong, but I would never turn away anyone who was hurt or in distress and I would do anything to keep my family safe. Despite all these things, or maybe because of them, Maxentius loved me, and I would give my life for him.

      Our lovemaking was unhurried but intense, after which we fell asleep in each other's arms, as we did every night. Sometimes I feared if he let me go, I would disappear — after all, it has happened before.
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            Chapter 2

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Unaware of what was unfolding almost two thousand years away, Max and I were discovering the wonders of Rome, revelling in the ancient city. We had come for a holiday and, surprisingly, given my love of anything connected with Ancient Rome and Max's love of its archaeology, neither of us had been here before. For so long, its name was enough to stir my imagination.

      Rome… the word conjured up a world of gladiators and chariot races. Of vast amphitheatres, and soaring monuments. Of political intrigue, and notorious rulers. Of huge armies, great battles, and victorious generals. Culminating in one of the greatest empires the world has ever known.

      On arriving, I was enchanted that the heritage of Rome is not set apart, tidily sectioned off away from the main city; rather it simply exists everywhere. You never know what you will come across.

      One moment you are walking down a busy shopping street, the next you are in front of Trajan's column. While heading to the Piazza Navona to enjoy a coffee or check out the markets, you notice you are passing the Pantheon. Rome and its history envelop you, becoming as much a part of you as breathing.

      

      My name is Hannah Wilson and, a little over a year ago, I accompanied my best friend Max Vallier to Masada, in an attempt to trace the origins of a ruby clasp — a gift from my long-dead grandmother. While helping with the archaeological excavations, I began to experience strange dreams relating to the storming of the fortress by the Jewish Zealots in AD66.

      Initially putting them down to my vivid imagination, eventually I discerned I was actually experiencing the events as they unfolded, but through the eyes of my ancestor. While trying to deal with all of this, I realised I was falling for Max who, apparently, had been in love with me for some time, and was just waiting for me to catch up.

      Unable to stop what was happening to me, my two worlds melded. In the ancient world, I was caring for three Roman soldiers who had survived the attack but were now captive, while back in the modern world, I was unearthing artefacts, which linked me to my ancient counterpart.

      Following an accident, which knocked me unconscious, some part of me slipped into the world of ancient Masada. With no real recollection of my ancestor's life before this, I had to rely on instinct, and the knowledge of what would happen to the citadel, to save those I loved without changing history.

      To complicate matters, my ancestor, also called Hannah, fell in love with one of the Roman soldiers, Maxentius. This could have had deadly consequences. Thankfully, I — or she and I — were able to overcome many obstacles and the last connection I had with her was when she fell asleep, safe in Maxentius' arms after the Roman army had retaken the fortress. Even though several weeks had passed in this world, equating to six years in the ancient one, my Max had waited for me. His love was strong enough to bring me home.

      The clasp — the clasp is gorgeous, a deep red stone nestled in an intricate setting of burnished metal. I had received it twice. Once from Maxentius, who gifted the clasp to me — okay, well not really me, the other Hannah — on the birth of their daughter, which is how, nearly two thousand years later, it came back into my possession, the gift from my grandmother. I believe it has magical powers, don't ask me to prove it, I can't, it’s just my intuition.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Over a year after those events, it was late October and we needed this break. Swallowed up into our busy lives, we had not seen as much of each other as we would have liked. I had hoped, once we returned to England, we would share our lives in much the same way as we had begun to, during that fateful holiday.

      It didn’t turn out that way. Max was seconded to an engineering project in America and I ended up travelling between several museums to promote upcoming exhibitions. Despite talking almost every day, it wasn't the same as being together.

      When I worked it out, I realised we had probably spent only half a dozen weekends with each other over the last eighteen months, and I was finding the separation a little too much to cope with. After my experiences on Masada, I felt adrift when Max wasn't close by to ground me.

      My head was full of memories I couldn't share with anyone but him, and I still struggled to process the loss of what seemed to be six years of my life. Despite knowing it wasn't my life, and I hadn't actually been there, the voices from my past were never far from my consciousness.

      

      Eventually, we told our parents we had become more than just friends, because it was obvious something had changed between us. That was it though, we hadn't got any further ahead finding a house, or even one of us moving into the other's flat. I worried we would drift apart, too many things kept getting in the way.

      I missed the cocoon we had at Masada, the deliciousness of only us knowing. The newness of it all, secret smiles, stolen kisses and passionate lovemaking. A month of being in a coma aside, it was the best time of my life. I wanted to recapture those moments before we let life intervene and lost it all. We had both waited too long.
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      This holiday had been a spur of the moment opportunity. One of Max's friends, Edward, with whom he had been on previous archaeological digs, owned an apartment in Rome. He was looking for someone in England — where he would be attending a course — who was willing to do a house swap. It was too good to turn down.

      Max jumped at the chance and offered Edward his flat, which happened to be reasonably close to where the course was being held and, as further inducement, his car.

      Edward duly arrived in England three days previously. He handed over the keys to his home, along with all the details about how to find it, best places to eat and so on. After a night in London, we landed in Rome just over twenty-four hours later and the minute we stepped out of the apartment, I was enthralled.

      I have never particularly liked big cities, I find them overwhelming, but Rome was like nowhere I'd been before. It has a magic about it, which ensnares the senses, interweaving the past and the present, bewitching the visitor with its history.

      Giotto di Bondone, an Italian painter of the Early Renaissance, described Rome as '...the city of echoes, the city of illusions and the city of yearning.' His sentiments mirrored mine perfectly.

      I wanted to see everything; the ruins, the basilicas, the museums, everything. I was like a child at Christmas. I felt my tensions draining away; everything I love about Ancient Roman history was right here.

      We had spent the last two days just walking around, getting our bearings. We enjoyed the freedom of being able to have a coffee near the Trevi Fountain, or a glass of wine in the Piazza Barberini, without worrying about having to be anywhere at a given time.

      Today we had found our way to the top of the steps by the statue of Marcus Aurelius, in the Piazza del Campidoglio. Max stopped to take photos of the Theatre of Marcellus from this great vantage point.

      While he was clicking away, I followed my nose, and went out through the gap between the buildings at the rear of the square.

      

      Laid out in front of me was the Forum Romanum in all its glory.

      

      I blinked, certain I was hallucinating. It was just there, right in front of me and its magnificence took my breath away. I was riveted to the spot; you could have probably left me there a week and it wouldn't have been enough. My mind started to picture how it would have looked in antiquity, from its humble beginnings as a meeting place, to the awe inspiring judicial and administrative centre of the Roman Empire.

      During the Late Republic, the population of Rome grew rapidly owing, in no small part, to the arrival of people from new provinces. Along with an influx of army veterans and landowners who had lost everything in the civil wars, all sought new lives in the city.

      The existing centre for administration, the Forum, proved inadequate for the inundation of people, so Julius Caesar proposed a radical expansion. This had the dual effect of allowing administration to be handled more efficiently, while impressing the citizens of Rome with his munificence.

      Other emperors saw fit to add to the complex, each trying to better or at least equal his predecessor. Today their ruins — lying quietly between the Palatine and the Capitoline Hills — hint at the remarkable ingenuity of the Roman architects, and builders, and the emperors, whose power created it.

      

      Dragging my mind back to the twenty first century, I heard Max come up behind me.

      "Look at this." I said spreading my hands out. "Just look at it, it’s mindboggling. I cannot get my head around the fact, all I've done is walk through a gap in the buildings and this is here. There should be trumpet voluntaries or banners, or something, heralding the utter awesomeness that is the Forum."

      Max laughed at my enthusiasm. "It's certainly striking! Shall we start looking round now, or wait 'til tomorrow?"

      Glancing at my watch I noticed it was nearly three o'clock. "Tomorrow," I decided. "Then we can spend the day without rushing at it."

      "That's what I'd hoped you'd say. I can feel a gelato, or a beer, or both calling my name, 'specially if either can be enjoyed on a comfy chair." Smiling, he took my hand and pulled me close, kissing me gently.

      I felt my heart quicken, as I kissed him back. We stood a little longer, his arm around me, my head on his shoulder, looking out over the ruins. Then, reluctantly in my case, turned to head back to our flat.

      On the way we spotted a street bar and ducked in for a beer. It was endlessly fascinating watching the world go by in Rome. The crazy motorcyclists, the tourists exclaiming at the sights, the locals immune to the beauty all around them — well maybe not immune, but so accustomed to it, they no longer notice.

      I loved it, full of colour, and life, and sound — its vibrancy contagious. The beer ran into dinner with wine. It was so relaxing, and I think part of me was holding off the moment when we would return to the flat. I was nervous, but for why I couldn't tell you.

      The bar wasn’t far from where we were staying, and in a lovely part of the city, so it was relatively early when we arrived home — our home for the next three weeks anyway.

      The large, airy, fourth floor apartment was situated near the Spanish Steps, and from the main room, we had a stunning view over the roofs of Rome.

      I love roofs, and the colours of the ones beyond our window were glorious. Soft yellows and reds, browns and creams, in the dying light of the day their shades were muted, but no less beautiful. In the distance, the dome of St Peter's Basilica seemed to float above the city. It was a panorama I could admire forever.

      

      Max came over to stand behind me and, lifting my hair kissed the back of my neck. Frissons of delight began their dance up and down my spine and my breathing quickened. I didn't move, letting him weave his spell. He turned me to face him and murmuring my name, continued kissing me. His hand curved round the back of my neck and tilted my head up. I loved it when he did this. The way he cradled me, with such gentleness, as though I might shatter, created an intimacy, of which I would never tire.

      Max drew me close, our bodies fitting together, curve for curve, and I could feel the inevitable flame scorching along my veins, but it wasn't enough. I needed to feel all of him and, in tune with each other, we somehow ended up in the bedroom. I hesitated for a split-second, then he smiled — his slow, toe-curling smile, and my heart thudded against my ribs.

      My hands found their way up his shirt, slowly undoing the buttons, my fingers gliding across his skin. It was so long since I felt connected to him, I did not want this to be a frenzied rush. His shirt undone, I kissed his chest and the hollow at the base of his throat, loving the shudder, which rippled through him when I did.

      His hands inched under my top which, seconds later, landed on the floor. With intoxicating deliberation, his fingers tracked up my body, increasing my anticipation, then he cupped my face, and reclaimed my mouth with his lips.

      His kiss was harder now, more intense but, like me, he did not rush. He slid my bra strap off my shoulder, his fingers seeking under the silky material, teasing the sensitive skin.

      Somehow, we removed the rest of our clothes, hands skimming warm flesh as the fabric fell away, material floating to the carpet. I let my hand slide over his thighs caressing him. His need for me was obvious, and I was continually amazed I possessed the power to make him desire me.

      "Love me, Max." My plea was barely a whisper, but he heard, he always heard. His kiss became hot and fierce, his tongue searching, his hands roving. He walked me backwards to the bed, following me onto the downy comforter, never pausing in his seduction. Desperate for him to take me, my body arched into his, but he held back, working his magic, and taking me to new heights of ecstasy.

      I traced the outline of his shoulders, on down his back and over his waist, making him groan when I dragged them lazily across his stomach. My legs hooked over his, anchoring him.

      The fire blazing through me became a conflagration and I needed to consume him, this man whom I loved more than life itself. He took me higher and higher and I never wanted to come back down. Finally, after what seemed like an eon, our breathing eased, our hearts slowed, and we came back to earth.

      "Hannah, oh my darling girl, I have missed you." He sighed against my hair.

      Looking at him, I noticed how dark his eyes were and unbidden a memory popped into my head, 'They were like pools of night, so dark I might drown in them.' No, not now, not here, this is my time.

      "I've missed you too. I love you, Max, more than I can ever tell you. Please let's not have another year like this last one. I've been afraid you were growing away from me, that your work would be the thing which finished us. We had barely begun our lives together and you were gone..." In the midst of my ramblings, I acknowledged this was totally not the time, but my emotions got the better of me, and I was powerless to stop the rush of words.

      Max interrupted my gibberish by placing a finger on my lips, following it with a kiss, before replying. "I cannot imagine my life without you in it. You are the reason I get up every day, and the only person I want to see when I come home at night. I hated how frequently I had to go away this year. Every time I said goodbye, I saw beyond your smile, the smile you hoped would fool me, and knew it hurt your heart when I had to leave. Even when we're apart, I feel you beside me. Do you know, I counted the hours every day while I was in the States, 'til I could call you at some kind of reasonable time?"

      He didn’t seem to register how old fashioned he sounded, but his poetic turn of phrase suited the mood.

      I murmured against his mouth. "I wouldn't have cared if it was unreasonable."

      He started kissing me again, softly and tenderly, entangling one hand through my hair, while pressing me to him with the other. The spark re-ignited and flared, the slow burn became a firestorm, desire rocked through me and I gave myself over to the exquisite torture Max was inflicting with his fingers and his lips. A lifetime later, when we had both got our breath back, we lay entangled, my head resting in the crook of his neck; his cheek against my hair. Tired now, we talked for a few minutes and just as I fell asleep, I heard him whisper…

      "I love you, Sunshine."

      I could not prevent my lips from curving into a smile of pure happiness.
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      My hand was resting on the wall of a large structure. I couldn't work out where I was, I must have taken a wrong turn. It was chilly and seemed to be late afternoon; the daylight was fading and the air misty. Keeping my hand on the cool stone to make sure I didn't step too far away from the one solid thing near me, I gazed around.

      The building I was touching was curved and exceedingly high. Opposite me, about thirty paces away stood another building. This one was square and, emanating from it, voices and the clash of what sounded like weapons, muted by the fog.

      Light glowed from the centre, which looked immense. As I approached, a group of young men came out of a doorway, talking and laughing; their warm breath creating little white clouds in the chill air. They didn't notice me, and I waited until they disappeared into the gloom before I ventured closer.

      The door was open. Entering, I came upon a short corridor. This opened onto what, at first glance, appeared to be an enormous peristyle courtyard, which I walked around. In the centre was a swimming pool and, at either side — surrounded by trees — large open squares, where men were practising a variety of sports. Giant torches, scattered around, lit the grounds most satisfactorily.

      In my hand was a cloth bag. Glancing into it I could see rolls of material, balms and salves. Was I coming here to treat someone? Was someone injured? I couldn't tell. Surely, I ought to know? I carried on walking, scanning the grounds for someone who could tell me why I was here. Then a voice called me over.

      "Are you the medica?”

      “Yes.”

      "Over here please."

      I followed the voice and came to a halt beside a group of young men. They were crowded around another, who lay on the floor unconscious, and bleeding profusely from a cut to his leg.

      Memories kicked in. I realised what was happening but remained unsure whether it was a dream. Confused, I tried to pin down my location… this definitely wasn’t Masada. Where was I?

      Pushing the thought to the back of my head, I asked, "How did this happen?"

      "He was training with the javelin and somehow it flipped, cutting his leg."

      "Please move back a little, I need room to work. When did it happen, how long ago?"

      "Less than a quarter of one hour. You arrived more promptly than we expected."

      "I do not live far from here." Then, turning to the task at hand, I continued. "Please will someone fetch me a bowl and a pitcher of clean water?"

      One of the youngsters ran off, returning with what I needed. Using it first to wash my hands, I refilled the bowl, added salt and then, soaking one of the cloths in the solution, began to clean the wound. Although not deep, the gash was long, and the dirt from the point on the javelin had lodged itself nicely inside the laceration.

      The poor boy came around as soon as I started to work on his injury. He was pale and shaking and I tried to be gentle. After several minutes I had cleaned away all the dirt allowing me to examine the wound properly. I looked at the young man.

      "What is your name, sir?"

      "Appius Horatius," he replied, shakily.

      "Well, Appius Horatius, I think we can save your leg, but this might sting a bit." I winked at him and he managed a half-smile. Retrieving a jar of salve, I got a large dollop on my finger and pushed it deep into the wound, making sure any excess coated the sides. Then, unrolling two of the bandages I found in my bag, folded one to cover the cut and used the other to bind it securely in place.

      As I finished, the pain obviously became too much and, to my patient's embarrassment, he vomited. Squeezing his shoulder, I offered him a drink of water and asked whether the pain was lessening. He nodded weakly, and his friends gathered around to carry him into the changing rooms.

      I glanced at his trainer who was waiting nearby. "I will return in the morning. His wound will need re-dressing. Please ensure he does not get chilled. It is inclement this evening."

      "Thank you, we are indebted to you for coming so quickly."

      "It was nothing.” I assured him and then, because I was interested, added, “How often do these men injure themselves?"

      "Not often. They tend to be clumsy and awkward when they start training and small injuries are common. This is the worst one we've had for several weeks."

      While he was talking, a thought struck me, and I asked whether they had a regular physician.

      "No, we find the closest one."

      "How did you know I practised medicine?"

      "One of the youngsters saw you the other day, helping an old man who had fallen and injured his arm. He said you would be the quickest to find, because he was certain you lived close by. Smart lad."

      "Well I am pleased to help. Perhaps we might be of service to one another. Rather than search the town for a healer or medicus who is free, maybe call on me first. I am mere streets away and, as tonight attests, can be here without delay. If I was to visit regularly, say every couple of days, even the most minor of issues would be addressed without delay. Any coin you pay for treatment I dispense could be set aside to purchase medicines, bandages, and so on, solely for your students."

      He ruminated on this for a few minutes. "It sounds feasible, I will ponder your suggestion tonight and you will have my answer when you come to check young Horatius."

      "Thank you, I appreciate your consideration. I hope the rest of your session is uneventful and I will see you in the morning. Oh..." as I turned, "...is there a better way out? I am unfamiliar with the layout of the palaestra, and in the gloom missed the main entrance. I came through what looked like the students' door."

      He pointed to the opening opposite where I had come in.

      Thanking him, I nodded and took my leave. This was much quicker, and I was home in half the time. I hoped Maxentius had finished his day and be there waiting for me. The breeze picked up. I could hear it rustling through the pines and prayed it would disperse this dank fog.
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      The house was cosy and welcoming, a fire burnt merrily, and several oil lamps had been lit. Maxentius was in one of the chairs with Claudia on his knee, telling her a story, which was making her chortle with laughter. Liora and Efraim were sitting at a table playing some kind of game, while Aliza cooked the evening meal. They looked up when I came in. Maxentius came over to take my cloak.

      "You are wet through, my love, where have you been?"

      "I was called to the palaestra. One of the boys gashed his leg on a javelin. Honestly, how he did it I have no idea." Smiling at my husband, I raised myself on tiptoe to kiss him, he held me close returning the kiss with interest.

      "You should change. Your tunic is damp too and you do not want to get sick."

      Reluctant to break the moment, but knowing he was right I relinquished my hold, and went to our bedroom to find dry clothes. Claudia bounced in after me telling me about the story and what they had been doing while I was out. Apparently, Aliza let them help prepare dinner so who knew what that would taste like!

      Once changed, I sat on the bed and Claudia crawled onto my knee. I loved these moments, just her and me. They were so precious because she was getting too big to want cuddles from her mother.

      I hugged her close, resting my chin on her curly hair while I told her about the foggy weather and the boy I treated. Sensing movement, I glanced up to see Maxentius propping himself on the doorpost, he smiled across the room, and my heart tripped.

      He sat next to us on the bed, drawing us into his chest, and I could feel his heart beating steady and strong against my back. We stayed like this for several minutes, listening to Claudia's chatter, until Aliza called us for dinner and the moment was broken — so few of them now. Maxentius spent long hours with the peacekeeping unit, and Claudia was usually in bed by the time he got home. At least we were all together.

      A knock at the back door heralded Marcus who joined us most evenings for a meal. He lived in rooms above the adjacent headquarters, which was in reality a conveniently situated house, requisitioned for the purpose. The main barracks were outside the city walls.

      He came in with treats for the children, who swarmed all over him in glee. He still reminded me of the Pied Piper. Everywhere he went, he was a magnet for small fry and always had time for them. He never ceased to amaze me, it would drive me batty, but Marcus took it all in his stride.

      

      I helped Aliza serve up the food. Since either she or I were home much of the day, we had not taken any slaves for servants. Not only did I find it difficult to accept we were entitled to them, but also buying people did not sit well with me, especially as many were from conquered countries, one of them being my own.

      Slaves were part of the set-up when we were in Rome, but I was uncomfortable with it. In fact, I found Rome wholly uncomfortable in every aspect, being huge and full of people. I spent more time worried I would lose the children than anything else.

      Our sojourn there was brief, and I was not sad to leave it behind, finding Pompeii much easier to navigate. There were far fewer people to start with, and many had fled after the destructive earthquake about sixteen years earlier, yet to return. Those remaining, whom we had met, seemed friendly enough.

      There were too few of us to require servants anyway. We had been living in Pompeii for over six months and thus far, Aliza and I had shared the domestic chores between us, making it hard to justify having extra help. Aliza did most of the cooking, because I was hopeless, but I did the cleaning and washing, so it worked well.

      It also meant, at mealtimes, we had no one else in our home, and could talk without fear of being overheard. This was something we appreciated, especially as our discussions often involved political or civil unrest — trust was hard earned here.
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      After dinner, or cena as the Romans called it, I got the children ready for bed, sitting with them for a little while. The three of them shared a room; our home wasn't small, but Claudia preferred the company of her cousins to a room on her own. I'm sure they got up to mischief when we closed the door, but as long as they were quiet, I wasn't overly worried about it.

      The rest of us enjoyed another goblet of wine and chatted well into the second watch. I told them about my conversation with the trainer, and they thought it was a good idea, suggesting I also ask at the gladiators' barracks — they were always injuring themselves. I didn't want to step on the toes of other physicians, but it was worth a visit, if either Maxentius or Marcus accompanied me. It probably wasn't somewhere a woman should be without an escort.

      Our chatter moved to less mundane issues, mainly the unrest, which continued to brew in the city. It seemed to be simmering under the surface and was hard to trace the source. The latest hypothesis linked it to those who had sided against Vespasian during the civil war nearly a decade earlier and, according to my two Romans, Pompeii was quite the melting pot for the resentful and disillusioned.

      "You need to take care when you are in the city, Hannah. These riots can blow out of nothing and I do not want you to get caught up in one," Maxentius warned.

      "I will, but I am not going to let the possibility of a riot stop me from going about my daily life. If they make us fear stepping outside of our homes, they have won. Moreover, I am not a soldier, I am just a woman. What threat am I? I cannot imagine I will have any problems." Words which would come back to haunt me soon enough.

      We talked for a little longer, then Marcus left for his own rooms, while we tidied up and went to bed.

      Maxentius mentioned his concerns again as we lay together under the bed covers.

      "I meant it, Hannah. Please be careful and take note of anything which seems odd or unusual. These people do not care who they hurt when they are part of a mob, and if the children are with you..."

      I put my fingers to his lips and assured him I would never deliberately place them in danger, and would do as he beseeched, on the understanding he did the same. "For you are more at risk than I. It will be the soldiers they want to fight; you are the emperor's representatives."

      "Fair point, and I am always vigilant, my love." He blew out the oil lamp and as the darkness enfolded us, we slept.
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      I couldn't rouse. The bed was so cosy, and I felt as though I hadn't had enough sleep. Someone was shaking my shoulders, telling me it was time to get up. Ignoring them, I turned over, drawing the blankets around me. Without warning, the covers disappeared, and the cold air did what nothing else could.

      "Nooooo... not fair… I need more sleep." Grumpily, I opened my eyes, straight into a pair of dark green ones glimmering with amusement. My jaw dropped and the amusement changed to concern.

      "Hey, Sunshine, what's wrong?"

      Fighting back sleep, I sat up and stared around me — modern apartment, clean minimal lines, picture window, what was wrong?

      Max was looking at me in puzzlement. "Come on, Han, give."

      I gazed back at him, trying to pin down my thoughts. Then, hesitantly, unsure of their reception, said. "I had a dream..." the words hung there, innocent enough, but loaded with meaning.

      "A dream? Do you mean a regular dream or one of your dreams?" Knowing the answer before he even asked. Why else would I have been so shocked when I looked into his eyes? Even though they were the same as Maxentius', I could always tell one from the other. It was something indefinable, except to me.

      "I'm sorry," I whispered, reaching for his hand, "I didn't ask for this."

      Max hoped, when we left Masada, this was all finished with. I hadn't been so sure. It didn’t feel like the end, more like the end of the beginning, but I hadn't had any 'events' in the last year, and wondered whether, maybe, I was mistaken.

      "I don't know why. I don't even know where they are. It isn't Masada, but it's Roman..." and I tried to lighten the mood, "...just make sure there are no stairs for me to tumble down."

      He grinned and, angling his body, kissed me quick and hard. "I know you didn't ask for it, Sunshine, and I'll watch out for low-flying steps." He kissed me again. Suddenly the cold air wasn't a problem any more.
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      After a leisurely breakfast, during which Max quizzed me about my dream, trying to work out what it meant and failing — it would keep — we set off for the Forum. The walk to it from our apartment was lovely, only about twenty minutes. We headed down the Via Conditori, onto the Via del Corso, around the Piazza Venezia and along the Via dei Fori Imperiali.

      I loved rolling the names of the streets around my tongue, they sounded seductive and laden with promise. We strolled along, hand in hand and, as we passed the Victor Emmanuel II monument — or the Wedding Cake, as the locals referred to it — the ruins of the Forum came into view through the tall umbrella pines.

      The scene from above was impressive enough, but to be down at eye level was nothing short of staggering. I was spellbound. For a student of classical antiquity, whose passion is all things Roman, this is the Holy Grail. I began to hurry, not wanting to waste another moment outside of this complex.

      Max laughed at my enthusiasm, but I could tell he was similarly captivated, and his love of archaeology would now be fighting with his desire to understand the ancient engineering.

      Paying for our ticket, we entered through the gate and walked down the pathway, coming onto the Via Sacra, next to the Temple of Antoninus and Faustina.

      For several minutes we soaked it all in, the immense Domus Tiberiana rising up majestically behind the House of the Vestals, the remaining columns of the Temple of Saturn soaring over the Arch of Septimius Severus and everything in between.

      It was so awe-inspiring, I wanted to cry. I did not have enough adjectives in my vocabulary to describe the emotions flooding through me. Where did we even start? Looking at the map we were given with our ticket, we decided to start under the Temple of Saturn and work our way towards the Palatine.

      One or two sections were closed, either for conservation or protection, and a few areas where archaeologists were working were also off-limits, but most of the complex was accessible. My camera barely stopped; it was a good job I brought an extra battery. Max was as bad — there was so much to see. We almost forgot to stop for lunch. Thankfully, a few yards outside the entrance there was a street vendor who sold sandwiches, so we could eat and run.

      Back into the Forum, we headed towards the Palatine Hill, making sure we stopped to view the vast Basilica di Massenzio and the Arch of Titus on the way. I hesitated at this last monument, for the depiction of the Sack of Jerusalem struck a chord and I studied it for a while.

      Dredging through my memory I recalled this arch was the first unreserved demonstration of Roman impressionism, and an innovation of the Flavian age — the reign of Vespasian and his two sons — mid to late first century AD. On either side of the passageway the intricate friezes depict two successive moments of a triumphal procession.

      One panel portrays Titus on a chariot preceded by a crowd of lictors, or magisterial attendants; the opposite shows the spoils of war from the sack of the Temple of Jerusalem.

      The effect of light and depth had been achieved by deep drilling, creating dark shadow and high relief. A slight curve in the background of both panels creates the notion the procession is approaching the onlooker.

      The slightly bent knees of the figures carrying the spoils of war are also leaning forward, implying weight and progress as they move towards the distant arch.

      Although incredible, it hurt my heart. I, through the eyes of my ancestor, witnessed the aftermath of this destruction. Refugees stumbling into an isolated fortress, followed eventually by an avenging Roman army.

      Despite the warmth of the autumn sun, I shivered, and Max came to stand beside me gazing up at the reliefs.

      "You okay, Sunshine?"

      I nodded, but he wasn't convinced, putting his arm round my shoulder and hugging me close.

      "Come on, let's keep going, this can't be doing you any good."

      I hugged him back, relieved he understood.

      Walking up the gentle slope to the top of the Palatine Hill, we headed to Casa di Livia and the Casa di Augusto, hoping to see the remarkable frescos, and were fortunate to arrive at both just as they were admitting the next group.

      The narratives were in Italian, but we couldn’t be bothered to wait for the English one and it didn’t affect our enjoyment one jot. Then we circled around to the Domus Augustana and Domus Flavia, including the immense Stadium of Domitian. This last considered more likely to have served as a private sports ground and garden than a public stadium.

      Even today, in their ruined state, the scale of these structures is extraordinary; they must have been magnificent when first built.
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      By now we had been in the complex all day. It was late afternoon and, as the Forum closes at five, we knew we had to leave. Nevertheless, it was hard to drag ourselves away.

      "We can always come again," said Max. "We've got three weeks."

      "I know, but I don't want to leave, it's so evocative. You can almost see the people who lived here walking through these buildings. I never expected to feel like this."

      "I'd be more surprised if you didn't, given your love for Ancient Rome and your connection to it."

      I glanced at him enquiringly. Max didn't usually talk about the 'other me’. He didn't elaborate, and I was loath to spoil the moment. Grinning, he squeezed my hand, and pulled me up off the bench on which we'd been relaxing.

      "Ooof, my feet are starting to throb," I moaned, "I can't walk far."

      "We've got to get home somehow and I'm not sure I can give you a piggyback all the way up those steps." Laughing at my pained face. "Come on, we'll stop for a drink on the way, that'll help."

      We trailed back down the hill, stopping to watch some of the archaeologists at work. I knew Max itched to join them but managed to restrain himself. We were about to set off again, when we heard a familiar voice hailing us.

      Startled, we turned around to see Geoff and Nate striding towards us, big smiles plastered on their faces. We hadn't seen them since they left Masada and, although we had been in sporadic touch through emails, neither of us had a clue they were in Rome.

      "What are you guys doing here?" asked Geoff when they reached us, shaking hands with Max and kissing me.

      "On holiday, mate. You?" Max replied.

      "We're helping on this plot, then next week we're off to Pompeii. How about joining us?"

      "I'm not sure..." I started to decline, as Max said…

      "Really, do you think it'd be possible?"

      I looked at the three of them, excited about the prospect of working together again and smiled, a little wistfully. There goes our holiday, I thought, now it'll be all archaeology. Max turned and caught my expression before I was able to hide it.

      "Oh, honey, I'm sorry, that was thoughtless. We don't have to go, but imagine the chance to see the parts of Pompeii, tourists can't get into? Such an opportunity."

      I gazed into his eyes. How could I say no? It wouldn't be fair, and he was right, to see areas of Pompeii off limits to the public would be incredible. Plus, I’d probably get to help. Problem was, the instant they mentioned Pompeii, the strangest sensation trickled through me. Not foreboding as such, more a prickle of unease, although I couldn't put my finger on the reason.

      Pushing it aside, I summoned up a smile and, infusing enthusiasm into my voice, said. "Why not, it'd be fun, as long as I can help."

      The other three grinned back and we agreed to meet later for dinner to thrash out the details.

      "Mind, don't you go falling down a flight of stairs again, Hannah, it’s bad for your head." Geoff chuckled at his wit and the two of them waved as they made their way across the dig site. We turned to leave, and I felt cold, which was nothing to do with the afternoon breeze. What had I let myself in for?
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      In the couple of hours between getting home and going out again, I took the time to fill in my journal. Yes, the same one I had with me at Masada — those pages now safely filed away at home. I had taken care to jot down where we'd been but needed to be more detailed. I had also brought my clasp with me, unwilling to leave it in my flat. In fact, it had become my habit to take it everywhere, a bit like putting on a watch, or picking up your phone. I can't explain why, but it's like my shield. My grandmother called it a talisman. I feel the same and that I'm vulnerable without it. I know how it sounds, but it is what it is.

      Once I'd committed as much as I could remember to paper, I indulged in a quick shower. Although I felt refreshed, I have to confess my feet were still sore.
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      We didn't have to walk far. The café where we were meeting Geoff and Nate was near the bottom of the Spanish Steps. It was one Edward had recommended and turned out to be a great choice. The food was fantastic, the wine cheap but excellent, and the service superb.

      We discovered both Nate and Geoff spoke Italian, delighting our waiter who could not do enough for us. By the time we were enjoying our post dinner Limóncello, we had sorted out the trip to Pompeii.

      Max and I would go by train, since neither of us wanted to drive, and Geoff invited us to stay at his place; seems he had a holiday home in the modern town. I felt a little uncomfortable at the thought of sharing his home, thereby losing some of our freedom, but he finished up by saying Nate had offered his spare room, leaving us the run of the villa.

      Bless them. I think they guessed I was struggling a bit with the suddenness of it all and were making the stint in Pompeii sound as attractive as possible.

      "Are you sure?” I probed, gently. "That’s so generous, but it's your home. We could stay in a hotel. It's not really fair for you to leave your house."

      "It's my pleasure, Hannah. Seriously, we've already decided so there's to be no argument. We asked you to join us, we can't expect you to pay for a hotel as well. Nate has a huge place and he rattles around in it, the pair of us will be fine there."

      Nate was nodding, in agreement with his friend.

      "Well, if you're certain," I remained hesitant, and Nate put his hand on my arm.

      "Take the offer, Hannah, we wouldn't have made it if we didn't mean it."

      Capitulating, I grinned at the two of them who looked like they'd scored the winning goal in a footy match.

      "You two are incorrigible, thank you so much." Max was laughing at me and I punched his arm. "Okay, you win — this time."

      The rest of the evening was spent discussing the site itself. There were several areas they would be working on and I let their words wash over me, I would help wherever they wanted me to. Unfortunately, the more they talked, the more uneasy I felt. I really wished I knew why.
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      I didn’t say much while we walked back to the apartment. Max talked about the following week and I let his soothing voice calm my disquiet. Halfway there, he stopped talking and stood still. In a world of my own, I carried on for several steps before I noticed, he wasn't next to me anymore. Hadn't we been holding hands? I looked down and then back, he was waiting, half in shadow, watching.

      "Max?"

      He came slowly towards me. "I wondered whether you'd notice if I wasn't here."

      "What do you mean?" I asked, bewildered.

      "You're in another world, Hannah, I've been talking away for the last ten minutes and you haven't said a word."

      "I was enjoying listening to you, I love hearing your voice and I didn't realise you were expecting me to reply." Perplexed, I tried to fathom his expression, but couldn't in the darkness. "I'm sorry, what have I done?"

      "Tell me what's going on in your head. Ever since we met Nate and Geoff, you've been sort of disconnected. Does it have anything to do with the dream you were telling me about this morning?"

      I shook my head. "I don't know, the mention of Pompeii this afternoon made me feel peculiar. I can't explain why, because I’ve always wanted to visit, but something's niggling at me. I know you don't like talking about what happened to me, but you're the only one who knows, and I think this is part of it, or the next bit of it, or something. You waited for me, was that all for nothing? Oh... never mind..." my voice trailed away.

      Frustrated because I couldn't seem to find the words to help him understand, I turned away. I was even more annoyed with myself when useless tears began welling up, tears I didn't want him to see. He was the one I thought I could rely on, the one person who said he believed me, and now I wasn't so sure. The time we had spent apart changed us, and I feared we would never recover what we found at Masada.

      Max wasn't going to let me off easily, and spun me back to face him, lifting my chin so he could look at me properly. "Why do you think I dislike talking about it?"

      "You always change the subject. I know how much it bothered you, when I told you about my, well the other Hannah's, life. That there was a man whom she loved as much as I love you. I was part of her life, and I accept it can't be easy for
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