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      It was one of those glorious spring days, full of promise, from the hint of warmth in the sun, to the heady scents of the blossoms. The air was like champagne and the dazzling blue of the sky was softened here and there by an odd white cloud floating like a huge marshmallow on an azure sea. I was sitting on the bench near the back door, my fingers wrapped around a mug of hot tea. It was not quite seven thirty and I didn't need to be at work for another two hours.

      There was something very special about these early mornings, just the sunrise and me. I loved to watch the colours change from the palest rose flush of the dawn through an almost opalescent hue before morphing into the bright cerulean blue, typical of most days since I'd been here — since we'd been here.

      I leant back and let my thoughts roam, watching the shadows retreat as the sun began its slow climb across the heavens. The bench was in the garden of a comfortably large cottage, nestling near the bottom of a hill in Northumberland, not far from Hadrian's Wall. The cottage was not particularly close to either of our regular jobs, but we didn't care, it was perfect.

      Within the traditional whitewashed walls and slate roof dwelt an old three-bedroom cottage, which had been renovated to suit a more modern lifestyle. The principal rooms downstairs had been knocked through to create one integrated livingroom-kitchen area, spanning almost the full length of the cottage. By preserving the original wooden framework, the illusion of two rooms was retained, while benefiting from the extra light the open space provided. This room also sported a huge fireplace, and the cottage was centrally heated. Across the narrow hallway — a study, a utility room and a cloakroom could be found. Upstairs, the rooms had been reconfigured to create a master bedroom with a modest ensuite, two guest rooms and the main bathroom.

      Outside, at the back, a flagged courtyard, large enough to accommodate an outdoor setting and a barbecue, led up to a grassed area across which the washing line was strung. The front garden was a riot of colourful flowering plants and bushes, either side of the path to the front gate. A low stone wall, almost hidden beneath a blanket of firethorn and buddleia, surrounded the whole plot. I didn't know much about horticulture, but it was a very pleasing garden and seemed to have been arranged so there was colour all year round.

      

      My name is Hannah, and over the last two years I have experienced more than most people will in a lifetime. First, 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 there, somehow, I connected with an ancient ancestor, also called Hannah and began to experience events — starting with a rebel ambush and culminating in a massacre — as they unfolded through her eyes. A healer, Hannah was caring for three Roman soldiers injured in the ambush. She fell in love with one of them, at about the same time as I recognised my feelings for Max were far more enduring than friendship. When my two worlds collided, I realised the only way to save those I loved and survive the horror, wrought on Masada both by Zealots and an avenging Roman army was to rely on instinct and my knowledge of what would happen on the citadel, without changing history.

      Six months ago, we visited Pompeii, where I was drawn back into my ancient world. Instead of a rebel massacre, this time the destruction would be in the form of a natural disaster, namely the cataclysmic eruption of Vesuvius. Hannah now married to Maxentius — her Roman — had accompanied him to Pompeii where he had been given command of a peacekeeping force sent to quell ongoing riots. While there, Hannah had joined a team of physicians or medici at the Gladiators' School, where she helped care for prisoners of war now forced to fight in the arena.

      I must admit, trying to warn those whose lives had touched mine — well hers — about the danger, without seeming as though I was completely mad, proved problematic. I had to leave everything to the last minute and it was touch and go for a while. Thankfully I, we, escaped, although I fear many whom I knew, did not.

      The clasp — the clasp is gorgeous; a deep red stone nestled in an intricate setting of burnished metal. I had received it twice. The first time from Maxentius, who gifted the clasp to me — okay, 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. It is my talisman and I believe it is what connects me to my other life.

      Max and I went through our own transition. As though what happened at Masada wasn't difficult enough for anyone, let alone someone who loved me, to comprehend and accept; I feared the pressures of our everyday lives would tear us apart.

      On top of this, even though it was the other Hannah who loved, married and had a child with Maxentius, in my mind I had spent longer with my ancient family than I had with Max. I needn't have worried. Apparently, it would take a whole lot more than this to scare Max away, because before we left Pompeii, he proposed.

      We were married about four months ago, during Christmas week. By our choice it was a quiet affair; immediate family and a few close friends. Our honeymoon was spent in this same cottage, which was owned by Max's family and had been presented to us as a wedding present. Despite its isolation, we loved it and had elected to live here permanently, selling my apartment and renting out the one Max owned. The privilege of watching the sunrise over this wild yet breathtaking landscape was worth any commute.

      I hadn't been aware of my ancestor since we returned from Rome. No dreams or visions of what she was doing. I wasn't naive enough to presume our connection was broken. I had accepted long ago our lives were somehow entwined, and she would always be with me. Funnily enough, I was comfortable with this.

      

      I heard movement behind me and turned to see Max coming out through the door, hair still damp from his shower. My heart did its usual flip-flop. Tall, dark-haired and green-eyed, my husband — oh how I loved using that word — was incredibly handsome, yet wholly unaware of it. An engineer by profession, he was happiest working on an interesting project or immersed in anything to do with archaeology.

      "Morning, Sunshine. Sleep well?"

      I nodded as he sat next to me, draping one arm over my shoulders and pulling me against him.

      "How long have you been up?"

      "Long enough to watch the sunrise."

      "So, a good hour then?" He grinned down at me, amusement glinting in his eyes.

      "I couldn't get back to sleep, so it seemed kinder to get up than to disturb you."

      "Another headache?" A seemingly innocuous question, but I had been suffering from them for several weeks now and both of us were concerned they might be related to my accident on Masada. A severe head injury had put me in a coma for over a month and, until recently, I hadn’t suffered any obvious after-effects, so the sudden onset of these headaches was… disquieting.

      I had been inclined to ignore them at first, but when they increased in frequency, Max insisted I consult my doctor who referred me to a specialist. A scan proved to be inconclusive. They couldn't see any damage, neither could they rule out the possibility of an underlying problem. It was a case of monitoring me and repeating the scan in six months, suggesting I refrain from spending too much time in front of a computer. Not helpful when a large part of your job involves research.

      "Not a bad one. I haven't needed to take anything for it. The fresh air and this tea seem to have done the trick. A cup of coffee before I go to work will probably knock it on the head, so to speak."

      Max chuckled, but his eyes were shadowed.

      I reached up to stroke his cheek. "I'm okay, Max, they're only headaches."

      "I know, but..."

      "No buts. We have to trust the doctors; they didn't seem too worried. I refuse to let a few headaches interfere with my life." Distracting him, I asked, "What time do you leave?" Max was travelling north today to inspect some equipment being constructed for his current project and would be away for a few days.

      "I think the taxi's coming about ten. The flight is at lunchtime."

      "Everything packed?"

      He nodded and, having diverted his attention away from my headaches, I started chatting about our plans for the weekend. Eventually, we had to get ready, Max for his pick-up and me for work. The museum I usually work for had resolved to give their antiquities department a complete overhaul. It had been in the pipeline for some time, and meant I was effectively without a job for the duration. They offered to transfer me to their sister museum, but the travel was too far. Fortuitously, Nate — yes, he of Masada and Pompeii fame and who was guest lecturing for a year at Newcastle University — had contacted me, asking whether I'd be interested in doing some cataloguing at one of the museums along Hadrian's Wall.

      The timing was too good to be true and I jumped at it. The museum was recording artefacts from some of the older forts recently discovered following aerial surveys of the land alongside the Wall. It appeared there had been garrisons stationed here long before the construction of the stone forts and the Wall itself, living in what would have started out as temporary marching camps, evolving into more permanent structures the longer they stayed.

      The problem was, there was scarcely any historical record from around AD84 until the reign of Hadrian. We had no idea whether these forts were part of the initial conquering force sent in to subdue the local tribes — forcibly or otherwise — or constructed to police the borders to ensure trade and so on was not disrupted. The archaeologists were hoping these recent finds would shed light on that dark period.

      The museum itself was quite close to our cottage, within walking distance or a quick cycle ride, and the hours were very relaxed. As long as I did my allocated time each week, I could fit them in whenever the museum's archive office was open. Making sure I had my lunch and a bottle of water, I went out to the garage to check my bike tyres. Satisfied, I wasn’t going to pop a flat, I strolled indoors, to wait for Max to come downstairs. This would be our first night apart for many months and he knew I struggled when he wasn't near.

      I was sitting on the arm of the sofa, staring at the view through the window, when he came up behind me, running his palm down my hair. When I stood, he drew me into his arms. I leant into his chest, breathing him in, fixing him into my mind. With one hand cupping the back of my head, he tilted my chin and kissed me, his lips brushing mine. I gazed up at him and our eyes locked.

      "I'll miss you," I whispered. "Please take care."

      "Always," he murmured, resuming his kiss, which slowly deepened, sparking the slow burn so familiar to me. We lost ourselves in each other for long moments until, reluctantly, I drew away.

      "I have to go." I sighed wistfully. "I'll see you Thursday evening." Pausing for one last kiss, "I love you, Max."

      "I love you too, Sunshine. Be careful on that bike."

      I grinned and, grabbing my backpack, went out through the front door quickly, turning to wave once, unaware he watched me until I was out of sight.

      By the time I reached work, I felt less upset. I was a grown-up; I could manage a few nights without my husband. I had a job I loved, and the cottage was a haven — safe and peaceful. Concentrating on the task at hand, I was soon absorbed in the world of Roman Britain circa AD80. Many of the artefacts, although exciting in that they had survived so long, were actually quite mundane. No treasure hoards or large items, mainly things people discard without thinking such as broken tools or shards of pottery, the odd piece of armour or leather. Nothing like the writing tablets uncovered at Vindolanda, which was a shame really; a very clear ‘Caecilius was here in AD83 to calm the masses’ would have been perfect.

      The finds did offer an insight into everyday life on a frontier of Empire and I was fascinated by what they might reveal.

      Little did I realise how much that would be.
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      Caught up in some cataloguing, I lost track of time and it was quite late by the time I got home. I couldn’t be bothered to cook a meal, so reheated something from the fridge, and settled down in front of the television for half an hour of mindless escapism.  Dinner eaten and everything tidied away, I took a glass of wine outside to watch the sunset, the colours deepening in the waning light. The evening was clear, if cool but snuggled into one of Max's old baggy jumpers, I was comfortable enough.

      I'd been sitting there for some time when Max called. We chatted for a while before saying our goodnights, distance and a bad signal making our conversation a trifle unsatisfying. Unable to do anything about that and, comfortable where I was with nothing else demanding my attention, I remained in the garden until it was completely dark, waiting for the stars to appear.

      This was as close as I could get to the breathtaking night sky I'd experienced at Masada and I never tired of it. Here the stars were undimmed either by light from urban conglomerations or other pollutants. I watched as they began to twinkle into existence as though some invisible hand was drawing back a veil, the earth below illuminated in their ethereal glow.

      Eventually, I turned in, securing the doors and making sure everything was switched off. Our bedroom was in the centre of the upper floor, large bay windows jutting out from under the eaves. I opened them wide, letting the air circulate and, ignoring the fact I felt lonely without Max, curled up under the covers and tried to get some sleep.
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      AD 80

      The smell of woodsmoke woke me and I sat up, disorientated. Where was I? Glancing around, I saw an opening to my left. Peering through, it registered I was in a tent. It was still early, dawn was just breaking, but people were milling around, and the aroma of hot food made my stomach growl. Forcing myself to get up, I draped a blanket around me and stepped outside, shivering a little when my bare feet came into contact with damp grass.

      Movement to my right caught my eye and I turned to see my husband striding towards me, attired in full armour. Spotting me at the door of the tent, he smiled, his face lighting up.

      "Good morning, my Hannah, I'm sorry this clatter has woken you. I had hoped after yesterday you could sleep a little longer." He dropped a kiss on my head when he reached me.

      I grinned. "Nothing more than I'm used to at the moment. How much longer do you think we will be travelling?"

      "Not sure. Less than a week."

      I grimaced and may have harrumphed. Much as it was exciting, discovering a new place, the journey was becoming tedious. I am as good a rider as any man, but I was fed up being in the saddle day after day after day.

      "Soon we will be there, and we can settle into one place again for a time." Maxentius cupped my cheek in his large hand, and tilted my head to see my face, which I knew must look tired.

      "I'm sorry, I don't mean to be such a grump."

      "Do not think of it, my love, it cannot be easy with the little one. Maybe we should not..."

      I forestalled the rest of his sentence by placing my finger on his lips. "I could not leave him in Rome, despite knowing the care your mother would lavish on him and a wet nurse would see to his needs. He is too young. It was hard enough saying goodbye to the others, to leave Luc would have broken my heart." As though he heard his name, a small wail came from inside the tent. I ducked under the flap and lifted our small son out of his wraps, cuddling him to me.

      Maxentius followed me in, holding Luc while I worked out the most comfortable way to breastfeed. Sitting on the floor, I propped myself against the central wooden post and held out my arms. Maxentius handed me our son and sat with me while I staunched the baby’s voracious appetite.

      In the same way he had been when Claudia was born, Maxentius was in awe, and spent hours studying his child. Our youngest daughter was nearly nine years old and I had given up on having any more children long ago, assuming, because it hadn't happened it probably wasn't likely to. You can imagine our surprise when I discovered I was pregnant again.

      We already had three children, our Claudia and the two older ones, Efraim and Liora, whom we had adopted after the deaths of their parents — my brother and his wife. Occasionally it troubled me that Maxentius did not have a son of his blood. His response was he already had one, assuring me, Efraim and for that matter Liora, were as much ours as though I'd given birth to them, so I'd stopped worrying.

      Luc, full name Lucius Marcus Valerius, was born eight months after the eruption of Vesuvius, while we were in Rome. His birth was uneventful, by which I mean I'd survived it. As with Claudia, we disregarded convention, naming him for Marcus, Maxentius' comrade and best friend as well as the brother of my heart. Since we already had a Marcus, we chose Luc as his everyday name, less confusing.

      Maxentius' mother and sister were incredibly supportive, looking after the other children, allowing me to rest while I recuperated. For their part, my three loved staying with their grandmother and when this latest commission was assigned, Claudia, Maxentius' mother, asked whether we would consider allowing them to remain with her, rather than accompany us on what could be a dangerous posting.

      Efraim would be able to continue his education uninterrupted, and my two girls could begin their training in the social graces expected from the women of the elite. Good luck with that, I thought. Both our daughters were like me — tomboys — and although they loved dressing up, were happier climbing trees and riding horses than worrying about etiquette, deportment and decorum.

      As when they had first accompanied Claudia and Antonia to Rome, I was torn. If they stayed, they would be granted opportunities undreamt of, but the thought of such a long period without them with no chance of visiting made the decision exceedingly difficult. After much discussion and yes, I admit it, many tears, I was persuaded it would be best for the children to stay with their grandmother. The children themselves, much to my well-concealed dismay, were ecstatic for they had begun to settle in the capital of Empire and loved the vitality of that most exuberant of cities.
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      Once our decision regarding the children had been made, everything else fell into place very quickly. The posting was to one of the forts on the northern frontier of Britannia. It sounded like a cold and bleak place after Masada, Pompeii and Rome, but one did not argue with military orders. Thankfully, a few friendly faces would be accompanying us, Marcus, who would again act as Maxentius' second-in-command, Petronius my fellow escapee from Pompeii and, most surprisingly, Julius.

      I was certain Julius had been killed in the devastation which engulfed Pompeii, as we had neither heard about nor seen anything of him. One day, out of the blue, he appeared at one of the barracks outside the city, asking for Maxentius. He had taken my warning to heart, helping others flee the town, before, eventually, making his way to Rome to try to locate what remained of his garrison.

      I knew most of the other soldiers. The majority had been part of the peacekeeping force at Pompeii who had left prior to the eruption, to accompany Maxentius and Marcus when they escorted the agitators to Rome. Sadly, several others were killed in the catastrophe.

      Leaving Rome was harder than I could have foreseen; not so much the city, for it still confounded me, but the children and Maxentius' family. We became very close in the few months we had lived nearby and knowing it was unlikely we would see them for at least four years, left me utterly bereft. There was also Aliza, the children's grandmother, now ensconced in Ostia with her husband. We had visited them several times and she was happy in her new life. Living together for so many years, we had become close and I missed her company, not to mention her cooking.

      At least we had Luc with us. He kept me from dwelling on the separation, and my very patient husband was there to mop up any tears and calm my fraught nerves. Moreover, the anticipation of an adventure proved an effective distraction.

      

      Our main route was by sea. The voyage took about four weeks and we disembarked somewhere along the east coast of Britannia, at a bustling port called Petuaria. From there, the journey by horseback — or on foot for most of the soldiers — was across country to the great road which led north. The distance was reckoned to be around fifteen to twenty days, depending on weather and road conditions, and we had been travelling for eight.

      The fort Maxentius was to take over as commander was called Magnis, where the current legatus, or general in charge, had completed his term of office. Our contingent of soldiers was not very large. Two centuries — one hundred and sixty men — plus auxiliaries and horsemen. They would augment two detachments of soldiers, seconded from garrisons based elsewhere in the province and already established at the fort, some of whom were to leave with the outgoing legatus.

      Such a relatively small number of soldiers normally moved much more quickly, but we had an inordinately large number of wagons carrying supplies, equipment and weapons. 'Fast' was not a term we could use to describe our progress.

      We had passed the fortress town of Eburaci, a huge military base with a burgeoning vicus — civilian settlement — adjacent to it. Obviously undergoing some redevelopment and expansion, its plethora of amenities and businesses reminded me of Pompeii. It had everything you expected of a Roman town and the diversity of goods was an eye-opener, so far from what many would call civilisation.

      There was all manner of food shops, dry goods and materials, alongside artisans working with leather, metal, stone and glass. I had spotted stalls with herbs and oils and itched to investigate whether they could be used for medicinal purposes. We did not have time to explore, but I hoped we might be able to visit this surprising town someday soon.

      Now, more than halfway to our destination, the scenery was changing. The gentle slopes and vales had become windswept hills and steep valleys. It was a wild, untamed landscape, but I found it pleasing. It had an unspoilt beauty. Flowers and bushes, strange to my eyes, were strewn across the expanse of dull green and brown, their myriad colours like gemstones sparkling in the sunlight.

      Maybe it would not be so bad this land. It was summer here, yet the temperatures were not as uncomfortably hot as those of Roman Italy and the nights remained cool. The days were long, the sun not setting until very late, making the nights short. The skies were usually crystal clear, and the delicate hues of evening wrapped themselves around you, a balm to the weary traveller. Such beauty — I could have admired it forever.
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      Back to the journey. It never ceased to amaze me how quickly Roman soldiers could strike camp. By the time I had fed my son and inhaled some food, the tents were packed away and the wagons ready to roll. Unwilling to hold up the train, I hurried to secure Luc, who was fussing a little, in his carrying pouch. Using the step of one of the wagons, I mounted my horse, Gemmula — yes, she of the wild ride from Pompeii. Happily, we got her to Rome where she was stabled at the garrison. Maxentius swung his horse around, coming alongside me, resting his hand on my leg.

      "You sure you are ready, my love? Is Luc settled?" He peered at his grumpy son.

      I smiled. "He'll go back to sleep as soon as we start moving and yes, I'm ready. I always forget how quickly you soldiers pack up."

      My husband grinned, then nodded to the soldier at the front of the column. An order was shouted, and we were moving.

      "Soon," I whispered to my baby, "soon we will be there and hopefully we can rest."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My name is Hannah, by the way. I am a physician and a Roman citizen of Hebrew heritage. My life has been changed in ways I never anticipated, and I carry a secret known only to my husband and Marcus — oh and one other, but she's nearly two millennia away.
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      An incessant ringing permeated my brain, I couldn't wake up. The bed was so comfortable and warm, and I had been lost in dreams. Reaching out, I hit the alarm, but the ringing continued. Oh, for goodness sake, how did this thing turn off? I opened my eyes and realised it was my mobile phone ringing, not the alarm. Grabbing it from the bedside table, I answered groggily.

      "Yes, hello, who's this?"

      "It's me, Hannah. Are you okay? Did I wake you?" Max's cheerful voice bounced out of the speaker.

      "Hey there. Yes, you did, but never mind. What time is it?" I asked, squinting at the clock. My eyes wouldn't focus, so I gave up, resting my head back on the pillows. It was light outside, but I didn't think I'd overslept.

      "Not long after seven, sure you're all right?"

      I assured him I was fine, still half-asleep. Max's early morning calls were the next best thing to waking up with him beside me. Somehow, he made me feel as though he was right there. We chatted for a little longer, and he confirmed he'd text me his flight details for the following day. I couldn't wait for him to get home. I had planned a lovely meal — an impressive feat for someone who can't cook — and bought a bottle of our favourite bubbly to go with it. After we hung up, I showered, dressed and, before I ate, took my cup of tea into the garden and watched the day begin.
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      It was another glorious morning. Clear blue sky as far as the eye could see and, although cool this early, would probably get quite warm as the day wore on. Following a leisurely breakfast with a cup of coffee, I made sure I had everything I'd need for the day and set off for work.

      While I was cycling, I remembered my dream — well, tried to — it hovered out of reach. There was something teasing at my consciousness, but it refused to be pinned down. I mulled it over all the way to the museum, it wouldn’t come to me. I ran my mind back over everything I'd done this week. Nothing stood out. The artefacts, while interesting, had not thrown up anything unexpected.

      Mentally shrugging, I pushed it aside and settled down to my pile of boxes. It would take a considerable amount of time to wade through them. Already plenty in the office they had allocated to me, apparently there were more in the storage room. I think everyone was hoping for one of those eureka moments when an innocuous looking artefact knocks the socks off everyone and changes history. I loved their optimism.
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      By the middle of the afternoon I was starting to feel weary. Concentrating on small items was interesting, but my head was beginning to ache. I’d finish the boxes I was working through and call it a day.

      Carefully, I lifted the last three onto my desk. One held some pottery, it looked like Samian Ware, which must have been imported from France, or Gaul as it was known in antiquity. It appeared to be part of a large platter or serving dish and was a beautiful piece; the glossy red hardly dulled by its long years in the earth.

      The second box was a little heavier. The item was encased in layers of soft cloth and I couldn't work out what it was. It felt like a cricket ball, which made me smile, envisioning a group of bored Romans inventing the game one sleepy Sunday afternoon on the edge of Empire.

      When I placed the artefact onto the thick cushioned mat, used to prevent anything rolling off, my world trembled and there was a loud whooshing sound in my ears. Blinking, I tried to concentrate and examined the piece closely. It was made from wood, a rich almost dark bronze colour owing to its age and the pigment leaching into it from the soil. I turned it over. One side was smooth, but the other had been whittled into some kind of shape.

      I ran my gloved fingers over the ripples, tracing the design, pictures formed in my head. A sun-drenched plateau, a soldier, a young woman, sparkling water and pomegranate trees; a shelf above a fireplace, a wild ride and a town engulfed in ash. How could it be here, so far from where I'd last been aware of her? Even without the images, in my heart I recognised what I was holding. It was just taking my head a little longer to catch up.

      It was the pomegranate. The one Maxentius had carved for his Hannah in the aftermath of the massacre and during the rebuilding of Masada. She had carried it across the sea. First to Rome, then to Pompeii and, after escaping the eruption of Vesuvius, back to Rome. How could it be here? My mind kept circling back to this question, even though the answer was obvious. They must have been posted to Britain. How long were they here?

      Typically, generals were assigned to forts or the much larger fortresses as commanders for a given period — ordinarily, three or four years. Maybe I would be able to trace Maxentius through military records. Had he been granted retirement? Did they stay in Britannia afterwards? Or had the beautiful carving been mislaid somehow? That didn't sit well with me, because I knew Hannah treasured it, nearly as much as her — our — clasp.

      

      I sat back, my mind spinning, the headache becoming intolerable. I took a couple of painkillers. While waiting for them to take effect, I tidied everything up. I would deal with this tomorrow. I needed to talk to Max. This was not something I was prepared for, so far away from where I expected my ancient family would be living.

      I locked the door and waved my goodbyes to the other staff, making my way around the building to where I had locked my bike. I leant on the wall for a moment, breathing in the fresh air, gazing out across the countryside.

      It was late afternoon and the light was enchanting. There was the merest hint of pink on the horizon and the bright blue of the day had mellowed to a paler shade, suggestive of a cold night. The restorative powers of scenes like this can never be underestimated. This view along with the painkillers went a long way to banishing my headache.

      

      Arriving home, I secured my bike in the garage and sorted out some food. I couldn't face a large meal, so I plumped for toasted teacakes, slathering the butter on so thickly it dribbled down my chin when I bit into the hot bread. Very decadent. I made a cup of tea and, shrugging into the same jumper I'd been wearing all week, sat outside to watch the moonrise. The jumper smelt of Max's aftershave, helping me feel closer to him and tonight I needed it more than ever. I rang him, but it went straight to voicemail. Frustrated, I left a brief message. Typical, the one night I really wanted to talk to him was the one night I couldn't get through.

      I rested my head against the wall of the house, the headache pulsing behind my eyes. I would need more painkillers before I went to bed, or I wouldn't sleep. I thought about my dream and wondered whether it and the wooden pomegranate were connected. Try as I might, I couldn't recall it, but it was lingered, lurking on the fringes of my mind. It was too hard to fathom and made my headache worse, so I gave up and stared at the sky.

      The phone interrupted my reverie and, grateful for the distraction, I answered quickly.

      "Hey, Sunshine. Sorry I missed your call. Was in a meeting and had my phone on silent."

      "It's ok, hon, didn't expect you'd be working so late."

      "We had a sticky problem requiring more than a five-minute fix. I was worried it might mean an extension to this visit, but it's all good, and I'll make it home tomorrow." He paused. "How was your day?"

      "Great, I got loads done, but..." I trailed off, unsure how to phrase the next bit.

      "What happened, Hannah?" Max knows me too well. I am incapable of hiding anything from him, even at great distances and over the phone.

      "Errrmmm... well... it was like this..." Stopping abruptly, I shook my head. My mouth didn't seem capable of forming words. Taking a deep breath, I started again, telling him more or less coherently about the artefact. It took a while, because I kept second-guessing myself, but eventually I think he got the gist.

      "So, what does this mean, Hannah? Do you think they were here? Have you had any dreams?"

      I was about to say no, when I remembered the one from the night before. "No..." I replied, hesitantly "...not that I'm aware of, but I can't be sure." Going on to say I'd had one the previous night and couldn't recall it, but it was bugging me.

      "Well, I'll be home tomorrow, we can talk about it properly then. Where is this pomegranate thing now?"

      "Bundled up in a box in my office. It’s safe, but obviously I can't tell anyone. I can't say I know who carved it and when. How it was taken from Masada to Pompeii and somehow it ended up in the ground near Hadrian's Wall. I'm not sure what to do. It was hard enough leaving it there, I wanted to bring it home with me."

      Max chuckled and I could picture his expression. "Don't let it worry you, sweetheart, maybe leave it 'til I'm back and we can examine it more closely together." This was a great idea and I felt better about the whole thing. We chatted for a few more minutes, but too soon it was time to hang up. "I'll call you in the morning, Sunshine. Sleep well. I love you."

      "Love you too, Max." The disconnect tone rang in my ear and I put my phone down, running my finger across the screen as though I could reach in and touch my husband. Pulling a face at my whimsy, I picked up my teacup and went inside, locking the door and getting ready for bed.

      Giving in, I swallowed a couple of my stronger painkillers, and sat up in bed for a while with the lights out and the windows open, watching the sky. The cool breeze wafted through the room, and all was quiet. My eyelids drooped. The tablet was working its way into my system. Pulling the comforter up to my shoulders, I let slumber take me.
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      AD 80

      After what seemed like a never-ending journey, we were here. The last few days had been arduous because, compared with the great north road, the terrain along this frontier region was not easy. There was a road of sorts under construction, the army engineers widening and strengthening it, but long stretches were still more like a well-beaten track and it was narrow in places. A few broken wheels had resulted when the wagons got stuck in the ruts, causing some delay. It was part of an important trade network, though, so the improvements would be essential.

      Never mind, we had made it, and it was another lovely day. The landscape had changed yet again. Here, it was harsher; miles and miles of stark moorland, but in the distance, I discerned rolling hills, purple in the afternoon light. Scrubby bushes and low-growing trees laden with white and yellow blossoms, covered the area around the fort, and the grass was sparse. A little way off, dark green forests flowed out as far as the eye could see; pine, if the scent in the air was anything to go by, and I speculated as to what — or who — might be hiding in their shadowy depths.

      We trundled up to the huge wooden gate, open to allow our lengthy train to enter. Although not on the scale of the fortress at Eburaci, Magnis was enormous, or so it appeared to my uneducated eyes. I had visited the garrison at Pompeii on occasion, but this was huge in comparison.

      On our approach, I noticed the defensive ditch surrounding the palisade and the turf ramparts, both providing an immediate sense of security. As we rode through, I spied row upon row of long wooden buildings at either side of the main gateway, a large square building right in front of us and more buildings beyond.

      The layout seemed deliberate, and Maxentius explained this was typical. Any Roman, soldier or civilian, arriving at the fort would know exactly where everything was. I couldn’t wait to explore.

      As we dismounted, soldiers materialised to take our horses to the stables. Our contingent organised themselves into rows for inspection, while auxiliaries started to unpack the wagons. The outgoing commander strode towards us in full battledress and the formalities began. Unsure of what I was supposed to do, my status being somewhat unusual, I moved to the edge of the company and waited.

      I watched the two generals greet each other. They fell into an animated discussion, prompting me to wonder whether they had met before. Walking through the lines of soldiers, one scrutinised, the other observed. There seemed to be a lot of nodding and talking.

      I hoped this wouldn't take too long; I wanted to see where we'd be living and was desperate to feel properly clean. I'd even suffer the bathhouse, were such a thing part of the set up here, if it meant I could have hot water. We had been travelling for days, getting by with cursory washes, except at Eburaci, but even that had been rushed.

      Luc had slept much of way, but he was stirring, and would demand sustenance soon. Rocking him in a vain attempt to prevent the inevitable, I willed the ceremonials to end. Luc fidgeted again, trying to get out of his wrap, his tiny hands fussing at my clothes. I would have to feed him.

      Glancing round, I tried to see whether there was a quiet corner nearby where I would be out of the way but, being unfamiliar with the layout, failed. Catching my husband's eye was pointless; he was occupied in the business of the army. Looking down the lines of soldiers, I saw Marcus standing facing the troops, waiting for his commander's orders.

      When I moved, he looked across and I motioned for him to meet me. He made his way over and I explained my quandary. He smiled down at his namesake and said I should be able to feed Luc in one of the rooms in the commandant's house. I glared at him in frustration. Men — they have no idea.

      "I can't barge into someone else's home without invitation, Marcus. For a start they don't know me, for another I do not know where it is, and Luc will scream the place down if I don't feed him soon."

      Knowing my son's lung capacity, Marcus chuckled. “Not to worry, Hannah, we are expected and there will be guest rooms set aside for our use.” Evidently, he had forgotten I had no clue where the residence even was in relation to our current position.

      "Yes, that's all well and good, but where?" I groused, unable to mask my exasperation. "Please, Marcus, you need to help me. I know there are protocols, but I do not imagine anyone wants me to feed my son in the middle of the quadrangle. I cannot ask Maxentius, he's being all important and official." I tried not to sound aggrieved. "We have been riding all day. I'm tired. Your boss's son is about to deafen the whole camp, and you need to remember I am not cognisant with the layout of forts."

      Marcus glanced at me, and I knew I looked weary and fed up. I was the only woman accompanying the soldiers. I wasn't trained for long marches with heavy packs, but not once had I held them up or demanded special treatment and had carried my son since disembarking at Petuaria.

      Grinning at my expression, he walked calmly over to Maxentius and the other legatus and had a quiet word. All three looked over and I blushed, uncomfortable being the recipient of such attention. There was a moment of discussion. Marcus retraced his steps, took my arm and led me out of the quadrangle to a large building at the edge of the fort.

      He shouted something as we entered the atrium and a tall man, wearing civilian attire came to meet us. Marcus asked him where I could feed my son. We were ushered into a small chamber at one side of the entryway, furnished with a couple of chairs, a table and a surprisingly ornate cupboard.

      Thanking them both, I sank into the chair, lifted Luc out of his travel pouch and let him feed. It was a relief for both of us when he suckled with gusto. I stroked his cheek while he took his fill, marvelling that I had created this tiny human. He had a mop of dark hair, like his father and, although blue at the moment, I hoped his eyes would be green.

      I thought about what our other children might be doing, feeling the customary tug at my heart strings and considered how I might be able to get messages to them when we were so far away.

      Marcus was chatting with the man who had shown us this room. I assumed he was in charge of running the household. I could hear snippets of their conversation; they were discussing the changeover and who would sleep where until the current commander and his staff left.

      My eyes were getting heavy and, try as I might, could not fight the wave of exhaustion which swamped me. Comfortable in the chair, in this quiet space, I nodded off.
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      I didn't sleep well, waking at dawn to pad down the stairs for another dose of painkillers and a cup of very strong coffee. My dreams were convoluted, and I was fairly certain Hannah and Maxentius featured in them. I felt their presence at the periphery of my consciousness but could not interpret it. I didn't know whether it was because of the pomegranate, or they were indeed close. I hoped to be able to find something today, which might verify their presence.

      

      There was a database, which although still in the development phase, already held a mind-numbing amount of information about the movement of legions, their commanders and how long each spent in a specific place. As an archaeological museum with military archives, we should be able to access it.

      The only problem being the dearth of information concerning the period in which I was interested. If these artefacts were dated to any time after AD84, I doubted I would find anything useful. I had to hope something had been recorded prior to this date, which might help me pinpoint Maxentius’ whereabouts.

      Making myself comfortable on the sofa, I sipped my drink, breathing in the heady aroma and willing the caffeine to kick-start my morning. It was quite dull outside; the clouds seemed heavy and a bit oppressive. I hoped it was localised and wouldn't prevent Max from returning this evening. His flight was due in about four, meaning he ought to be home around six.

      I was up early. I might as well prepare the meal now instead of leaving it until I got home. All I would have to do would be to turn the oven on, shower and change. Good thinking, Hannah. The bubbly was chilling in the fridge and the dessert was ready. I was surprisingly organised, for someone who ought not to be let loose around food.

      I mooched about the kitchen, happily peeling and chopping vegetables and browning the meat, thinking about the coming evening and having Max home. As though in tune with me, the phone rang. I glanced at my watch; it was only half past six.

      "Morning, beautiful."

      I grinned down the phone. "Morning Max, how did you know I'd be awake?"

      "Born lucky. You all right? I've been worried about you since our chat last night."

      "I didn't have the best night and..." I hesitated. Did I want to share this over the phone?

      "...and what, Hannah?" I could hear it in his voice; he already knew what I was going to say. I was quiet for a long moment. "Hannah?"

      "I dreamed about them, but before you say anything, I don't know whether it was because of seeing the carved pomegranate. Might be nothing at all."

      "But you don't think so, do you?"

      I pondered his question. "I really don't know what to think. I am going to try accessing that military database this morning to see whether there's any record of Maxentius being posted here. It's worth a try."

      Our conversation circled this for a while and, maybe as a distraction, we moved onto other, more mundane matters. We had a few family birthdays looming, so we talked about whether we'd be able to get to any of the celebrations. Neither of us was comfortable in large groups of people, me especially, but family get togethers were usually fun and pretty relaxed affairs. Eventually though, we had to hang up, both of us had busy days ahead and time was ticking away.

      "The weather okay with you?" I asked. Max told me it was a perfect day, still and cool, so I didn't bother to elaborate. It must be localised. "Safe flight, take care and I'll see you this evening."

      "I will, can't wait. Love you, Sunshine."

      "Love you too." We disconnected and I stood for a while, staring into space my hand on the phone. "Come home to me, Max." I whispered as, inexplicably, I felt ice slink down my spine.

      Gathering myself, I finished preparing our dinner, ate a decent breakfast and made a sandwich for lunch. Another strong coffee — I'd be bouncing off the walls if I wasn't careful — and I was ready. The sky was still threatening but it was lighter at the horizon, so I thought it might clear before long.

      Once at the museum and before I did anything else, I turned on my computer opening up my usual tabs relating to antiquity in general and Roman Britain in particular, including my favourite website, LacusCurtius.

      This site had translations of pretty much any historical text I would likely ever need in my line of work — so much easier than wading through dusty tomes — run by a gentleman who was very helpful if I came across a knotty issue with an ancient source or some Latin of which I was unsure.

      I logged into the new database and set up a search. I let it run through the parameters while I carried on cataloguing the artefacts, carefully avoiding the one box on my desk which enticed me. Every time the search came up with no results, I'd change the parameters and try again, all the while cataloguing and recording the finds.

      Lunch came and went, and I was about to give up for the day, when the computer pinged, a cheerful little sound, which I trusted meant it had found something. Hardly daring to breathe, I angled the screen, until I could see it properly.

      There it was, two fragments from an inscription. It wasn't all there, but the transcriber had made a best guess from what had survived, and the suggested text read…

      Under the command of Legatus L. Maxentius Valerius, soldiers from COH II PR LEG XX VV and LEG II A at Magnis made this.

      Double-checking through my plethora of websites, for my own peace of mind more than anything, I confirmed COH II PR was the second praetorian cohort; this was the contingent from Pompeii. Although unusual for a Praetorian unit to be so far from Rome, these were Maxentius’ soldiers and, I assumed, a small detachment — probably to replace those departing with the outgoing commander — a maximum of two centuria, not the full cohort.

      I already knew LEG XX VV was the Twentieth Legion Valeria Victrix, and LEG II A was the Second Legion Augusta. The latter two were legions based elsewhere in Britannia but vexillations were often dispatched to police the frontiers, or to augment other garrisons.

      Magnis was under where I was sitting… well pretty much. It was presumed to be the earlier name given to Carvoran Roman Fort, whose ruins were adjacent to the museum I was working in. Although little remains, it was believed to be one of the forts set up by Agricola as he worked his way into Scotland.

      Plenty of tombstones, altar stones and fragmented inscriptions had been found in the immediate vicinity of the fort, providing a wealth of information for later occupation but, so far, evidence dating to the time period we were investigating ranged from scant to non-existent.

      Initially a temporary camp eventually evolving into a large fort, Magnis was rebuilt many times and was still in use in AD160 when it was reconstructed entirely in stone; indicating it was one of the long-term settlements along what had become Hadrian's Wall. I speculated about what might have been made. Some part of the fort perhaps, or a road, or a bridge? We would never know.

      Never say never, a small voice whispered at the back of my mind. I studiously ignored the voice and printed off the page.

      

      Unable to stop myself now, I pulled on a fresh pair of cloth gloves and opened the box in which the wooden pomegranate rested. So, my ancient family had definitely been here, but how did Hannah lose this? With infinite care, I held the artefact, turning it over and over, struck again by the intricate detail, the clever hand that had carved this. Maxentius' face flashed into my mind, his unruly black hair and deep green eyes. Nothing else came through. No images or information about them, to aid my search.

      I held the pomegranate to my heart for a long time, unwilling to let it go yet knowing I had no choice. Eventually, I packed it into the soft cloth and carefully replaced it on its cushion of cotton wool, making sure the lid was clipped on. I wrote the description on the label, adding it was not yet catalogued, in case someone took it upon themselves to file it away.

      I had put in a day's holiday so Max and I could have a long weekend and, although as a general rule no one else interfered with my work, you could never be sure. Glancing at my watch, I noticed it was after half three and my day was over. Before leaving the office, I picked up the sheet with the inscription from the printer; it was something Max and I could talk about if we had time over the next few days.

      Wishing everyone else a good weekend, I left and cycled home. The day had brightened up, not as blue or sunny as they had been, but no longer dull. The breeze was lovely, enough to keep me cool while I rode along. Happy, and excited about seeing Max, I could not stop myself from singing. I'm sure it sounded awful, but I didn't care; my husband was coming home.
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      Arriving at the cottage, I locked my bike away and, went into the house. Removing the lunch box and water bottle from my backpack, I placed them in the sink to wash later, and turned on the oven. The casserole would take a couple of hours and I wanted to be sure it was done for when Max came in. I opened all the windows, letting the fresh air in and went upstairs to shower and change.

      Half an hour or so later, I was downstairs again, checking the dinner and laying the table. I turned on the television, its volume low, enough to provide a little background noise, and had been pottering around for about ten minutes, when an item caught my attention.

      The reporter was saying they had some breaking news. A small plane, carrying seventeen people had crashed on take-off and burst into flames. Emergency services were on scene, but it seemed unlikely any on board had survived. I stared at the television, and a terrible fear made my stomach clench. Picking up my phone, I scrolled through to the text Max had sent with his flight details. I swung my gaze between the text and the screen. The flight number was running along the bottom, followed by a phone number for relatives.

      The flight numbers matched.

      I couldn't take it in. That pile of fiery wreckage strewn across the grass held my Max? My Max was dead? No — it wasn't possible. My head started to hurt, and my breathing went haywire. Clutching my phone, I perched against the table, gripping the wooden edge with my other hand. What should I do? Ought I to call the number on the screen, or would they call me? I was next of kin, but how would they know? I tried the number, but it was busy. Of course it was busy, seventeen people were dead, seventeen families needed to know whether any on board was their loved one.

      I looked at my phone again. Were the numbers the same? Perhaps I'd made a mistake. The pain in my head increased. No, there was no mistake, the numbers matched. The world around me darkened. I was wracked by shudders and fought to breathe.

      My headache became excruciating and I couldn't see properly. I glanced at the television. The last thing I saw was the wreckage burning fiercely and knew no-one had a chance. My love, my life, my destiny, everything I held dear had been destroyed in those charred embers, which were dancing lazily in the breeze before vanishing, lost forever.

      Then, blessed oblivion. My head exploded in pain and I slid to the floor unaware I had shattered the quiet with a scream wrenched from my soul.
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      A tall man alighted from a taxi and walked up the drive to his cottage. He had taken an earlier flight and was home long before his wife expected him. His wife — he loved rolling those words around in his head — he had missed her these last four days and couldn't wait to see her. The thoughts of their reunion, quite likely very passionate, made him smile, but when he reached the gate, he heard an agonised scream, a sound he'd heard once before and never wanted to hear again.

      Running into the cottage, he saw his wife sprawled on the floor, her phone in one hand. Dropping his bag, he bent over her. She was breathing but it seemed to be erratic and her face was ashen. The television was on and, when he glanced at it, he saw a report about a fiery plane crash. Registering the flight number, he realised what had happened. His wife thought he'd been killed. Horrified, he tried to wake her.

      "Hannah, it's okay, I'm here and I’m not dead. Hannah!"

      She moaned, a pitiful sound, but didn't come around. Remembering her headaches, Max dug out a telephone number and called the specialist, a Dr Stephenson, who had been treating her. He was with a patient, so Max left an urgent message. Gathering his wife in his arms, he carried her upstairs and laid her on the bed.

      Hannah's head felt hot to his touch, but the rest of her was ice-cold. Tremors were running along her slender frame and, occasionally, she moaned again. With no clue about what to do, Max sat with her, holding her hand and talking to her, trying to call her back from whatever dark hole she had retreated to.

      After what seemed like forever, the doctor returned his call. Max explained what he thought had happened and asked whether he ought to take Hannah to the local hospital. Apparently, the cottage wasn't far from where the specialist lived, and he said it would be easier if he called round on his way home, bringing the equipment necessary to make a diagnosis. Before hanging up, Dr Stephenson advised Max to keep Hannah in a quiet room, preferably dimmed.

      Feeling utterly helpless, Max looked down at his wife. The tremors showed no sign of abating. He continued what he had been doing, desperate for her to wake up. He'd been here before, only this time she didn't think he was alive.

      What reason did she have to come back?
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      AD 80

      Someone was shaking me. My dreams held me, I didn't want to break them; they seemed very important, but the hand kept shaking.

      "Hannah, we have rooms to where we can remove. It will be more comfortable to rest there if you need to."

      I opened my eyes into a pair of twinkling green ones and a face smiling down on me. I endeavoured to sit up. I had slumped down in the chair, weariness overtaking me. "Oh, I am so sorry, I didn't mean to fall asleep." Embarrassed at doing so in front of people I didn't know and staff to boot. How impolite could I get?

      Maxentius smiled back at me unconcerned and, as I glanced around, I realised there was only the two of us.

      "Where did everyone go?" I asked. "Marcus and another man were here. They were talking, it feels like only a minute or so ago."

      "You have been asleep for about an hour, my love. They did not disturb you because you seemed very tired."

      "Luc, where's Luc?"

      "Once he was full, he fell asleep too. Marcus took him to our allocated rooms. Someone is with him."

      I realised someone else must have sorted me out as well and looked up at my husband. He grinned, knowing exactly what I was thinking and nodded.

      "It's fine, Hannah, I took care of it." I blushed and he leant over to press a tender kiss on my cheek. "It's the most natural thing in the world. Do not fret."

      I grasped his hand gratefully. He pulled me out of the chair. I stretched, trying to make my body work. "What happens now? Are there more ceremonials or do you simply shake hands and sign in?" I asked, yawning.

      Maxentius looked at me curiously. "What do you mean shake hands and sign in?"

      A remnant of my other self had risen, using phrases not yet popular; maybe wouldn't be for a long time. I bit my lip and clarified, making Maxentius chuckle while he explained the formalities. Following the official handover, the current legatus, Servius Fabricius Habitus, would depart the fort for Luguualium, a town about twelve miles away, on the first leg of his journey back to Caerleon, headquarters of the Legio II Augusta. When he had departed, we could begin to settle in properly. For tonight, we would use the guest quarters.

      When I stood, my dream came back.

      "Maxentius."

      Something in my voice made him stop as he was turning to show me through the building. "What is it, my Hannah?"

      "I had the strangest dream. I think it was about the other Hannah. Her head hurt, she couldn't see for the pain and she collapsed. I'm sure her Max found her, but he can't wake her. It's as though she is drifting aimlessly." I hesitated and my husband looked at me — waiting. "I sense she will come back to me very soon." My words were absurd and, other than my husband, there was only one other person who would understand what I was talking about and even then, it would seem peculiar.

      Maxentius took my hand and pulled me close. "We will deal with it, if or
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