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        "Cut me to pieces, Volsces; men and lads,

        Stain all your edges on me. Boy! false hound!

        If you have writ your annals true, ‘tis there,

        That, like an eagle in a dove-cote, I

        Flutter’d your Volscians in Corioli:

        Alone I did it. Boy!"

      

      

      
        
        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, CORIOLANUS,                          ACT V, SCENE VI.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aemilia Perperna flopped down on the dusty steps of the basilica, lifted her hair away from the nape of her neck and gave a deep sigh. It was on days like this, when the heat made her hot before she even rose from bed and the dust of the city’s streets settled at the back of her throat, that Aemilia wished her father had let her marry earlier in the year. She might have been at the coast now, her skin being cooled by a sea breeze instead of sweating here in Rome.

      Her bored eyes wandered over the forum. There were so many people still in Rome, despite the heat, and the number surprised her. Of course, the people before her were mostly plebeians and foreigners, people who, unlike Rome’s patricians, didn’t have seaside villas and country farms to which they could retreat, but even so, she thought, surely they had somewhere they could go to get away from the heat? She watched them for a few minutes longer, until her head started to throb and she closed her eyes, leaning her head back onto the step behind.

      As she sat there, her head pounding and her dress growing damp, Aemilia wondered why she had not listened to her mother and stayed at home. Her mother had warned her the heat was too great, that she was sure to get one of her headaches, but Aemilia had been insistent – she wanted to buy the ivory hair combs she had seen and she was going to the forum. Her mother had tutted in annoyance and turned away, muttering to herself that children never listened to good sense, and Aemilia had clicked her fingers at the slave who was to accompany her and left the domus.

      But even as she walked along the Via Sacra towards the forum, Aemilia had pondered on why she had been so insistent. It was true she wanted the ivory hair combs dearly, for they would set her dark brown hair off well, but she could have asked the trader to come to the domus or sent her slave to buy them. There really had been no need for her to go. As it was, she had sent the slave off to buy the combs while she waited in the shade. But she had awoken that morning with a desire — no, it was stronger than that, it had been a need — to go to the forum. It was a strange feeling; she had never felt so before.

      After ten minutes or so, Aemilia opened her eyes, wincing as the light hit them, and looked for her slave in the crowd. It took her a few moments, but she found him, haggling with the ivory trader. She had told the slave to knock the trader down to two aes, and it looked like the trader wasn’t budging. Aemilia knew he would eventually; the trader wouldn’t want to miss out on a sale.

      She let her gaze drift over the forum. Her eyes settled first on the beggar who always sat by the shrine of Janus, naked save for a filthy loincloth, his long straggly beard hanging between his legs. He would pray to the gods for you for a bowl of food. Turning her head to the left, she saw the scribes hunched over their small crooked tables, ready to write up court documents and wills for illiterate customers, their fingertips permanently stained with ink.

      A shout drew Aemilia’s attention towards the centre of the forum where she recognised the butcher who provided her household arguing with another man. The butcher was shiny with sweat, his forearms streaked with the blood of his freshly killed meat, and Aemilia’s lip curled in distaste, knowing from experience he would smell as bad as he looked.

      The butcher abruptly quietened as his gaze shifted from his interlocutor to a point over his shoulder. Curious, Aemilia craned her neck to see what he was looking at. She watched as a channel formed in the crowd. People were moving aside, stepping back into one another to make way for a figure wearing a heavy woollen cloak, the hood up.

      Aemilia frowned. Why would anyone wear a cloak on such a blistering hot day? She looked the figure up and down, noticing its slightness, and concluded a woman was beneath the wool. The channel closed up behind this perplexing creature as the people, grown bored with staring, resumed their business. Only Aemilia continued to give the stranger her full attention.

      The stranger made her way to one of the many braziers that burned in the forum, fire being essential, even in such heat, for so many of the trades performed there, and pushed back her hood. Aemilia had been expecting a hag, a creature grown eccentric with age, but the woman now revealed could only have been ten or fifteen years older than herself. Jet-black hair hung loosely about the round face and rat-tail tendrils stuck to cheeks that seemed unnaturally pale. A scrawny arm emerged from the cloak and delved into the bag hanging over her left shoulder. When it withdrew a moment later, the bony fingers were clasped around three scrolls of parchment.

      Aemilia pushed herself up, grazing the skin of her elbows in her haste to see what the woman did next. Even from a distance, she could see the scrolls were of high quality. The wooden finials were expertly carved and there was even a hint of gilding, for they sparkled when the sunlight caught them. Each of the parchments was tied with a red silken cord.

      She watched, intrigued, as the woman held the scrolls over the brazier. The parchments blackened quickly, then the fire caught hold, and they were dropped into the iron basket. The woman pulled her hood back up over her head and returned the way she had come, the crowd parting and closing behind her once again.

      Aemilia got to her feet and hurried to the brazier, hoping she would not be too late to save the scrolls. She reached the brazier and gave a cry of dismay. The parchment on two of the scrolls had already burned down to ashes and the flames were licking at the wooden cores. She looked desperately for the third scroll and saw that it had fallen down inside the basket where the fire was nothing but a red glow. She thrust her hand into the basket, wincing at the heat that singed the hairs on her forearm, and grabbed the scroll. The silk cord was still intact. Her fingers fumbled with excitement as she untied the knot. Holding her breath, she unrolled the parchment carefully.

      She groaned in frustration. The text written on the parchment was not Latin. She couldn’t read a word.
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        * * *

      

      Aemilia hurried through her domus, heading for the small room beside the kitchen that served as a bedroom for her brother’s tutor, Galerius. She flung the wooden door open, its jagged, rotting bottom shuddering against the uneven stone floor.

      Galerius was sitting on a low stool by the wall, his feet in a large bowl of water scented with rose petals. His ankles were mottled and swollen, and thick yellow toenails peeped above the surface of the water.

      She grimaced at the sight. ‘Must you?’

      ‘It is the only comfort I can get, domina,’ Galerius said, making a feeble attempt to stand.

      ‘Stay,’ Aemilia ordered, ‘and read this if you can.’ She handed him the scroll.

      Galerius took it, his eyebrows rising as he examined the elaborate finials, obviously impressed. He unfurled the parchment, angling it towards the light that came in from the small window above him.

      ‘You can read it, then?’ Aemilia asked, seeing his lips move to form silent words.

      Galerius nodded. ‘It is written in Greek. I learnt Greek many years ago, in my youth.’ He ran his fingers over the finials. ‘This is very fine, domina. I have only seen such scrolls in the hands of priests. Where did you get it?’

      ‘A woman put it and two more into a brazier in the forum.’

      Galerius lowered the scroll and looked up at her with a frown. ‘Why would anyone destroy such a beautiful thing?’ he mused. ‘What of the other two?’

      ‘They were burning by the time I got to the brazier. That one had fallen down the side and hadn’t been touched by the flames.’

      ‘Most fortunate,’ he breathed. ‘This is a treasure, domina.’

      ‘Stop fondling it and tell me what it says.’

      But Galerius looked up at her again. ‘You said a woman was burning these scrolls?’

      Aemilia nodded, wondering why the old man was looking so excited.

      ‘What woman?’ he asked. ‘What did she look like?’

      ‘She was quite young, dark-haired, pale skin. She was... strange.’

      ‘Strange?’

      Aemilia reconsidered. ‘Well, peculiar, I suppose. She was wearing a cloak. In this heat. And the people made way for her as she walked through the forum. I’ve never seen them do that for anyone, not even the king.’

      ‘I wonder...’. Galerius tapped the scroll thoughtfully, a vertical frown line deepening between his brows.

      Aemilia was growing impatient with his ramblings. ‘What do you wonder, old man?’

      ‘No, I…’. He shook his head vigorously and waved his hands at her. ‘It is nothing, I am sure.’

      ‘What is nothing?’

      ‘I should not say—’

      ‘If you don’t, Galerius, I will have you whipped. Speak.’

      ‘There is a rumour,’ he said carefully, his voice trembling a little at her threat, ‘that the Sibyl has come to Rome.’

      Aemilia’s eyes widened. She had heard of the Sibyl, the prophetess of Apollo, who lived in a cave at Cumae and was said to have led Aeneas to the entrance to the Underworld. The Sibyl was a creature of the gods, no ordinary woman. ‘What have you heard?’

      ‘That she has come to see the king. To warn him.’

      ‘Of what?’

      ‘That is not known,’ Galerius shook his head sadly. He tapped the scroll again. ‘But I wonder if this, and the others she burned, were something to do with him.’

      ‘But if they were meant for the king, why did she still have them? Why did she burn them? Why—’

      ‘Oh,’ Galerius put his hands up to his ears, ‘so many questions, domina. I do not have the answers you seek.’

      Aemilia snorted in annoyance. ‘But you can read that,’ she pointed at the scroll. ‘Tell me what is written there.’

      Galerius lay the parchment out over his bony knees and traced his finger along the lines of text. ‘This scroll appears to contain lines of prophecy.’

      ‘Well, of course, it does. The Sibyl is a prophetess,’ she said testily. ‘What else would it contain?’

      ‘Domina,’ Galerius sighed and put his head on one side, ‘you insisted I tell you—’

      ‘Yes, yes.’ Aemilia sank to her knees, her face level with the scroll. ‘What does it prophesy, Galerius?’ she asked more kindly.

      Galerius put his right forefinger to the beginning of one line of text. ‘This says a child of the winged serpent will be born who will bring great woe to Rome. The child will be loved by Mars and loathed by the people in equal measure.’ He looked up at Aemilia.

      The dreadful expression upon the old man’s face made her stomach lurch. ‘What does it mean?’ Aemilia asked, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

      ‘Oh, domina,’ Galerius whispered, ‘I fear for you.’

      ‘Fear for me!’ Aemilia said, her voice shaking a little. ‘Why should you fear for me?’

      He pointed a crabbed finger at the parchment. ‘The gods spoke through the Sibyl and she wrote these words with her own sacred hands. The gods told her to come to Rome and deliver this prophecy. Maybe it was meant for the king, but maybe…’. His voice trailed off.

      ‘You mean maybe it was meant for me?’ Aemilia laughed but there was no humour in it, only fear. ‘That’s ridiculous. Why would she have a prophecy for me? And how would she know I would be there in the forum? I only decided to go this morn—’ She turned away, her words catching in her throat as she remembered her insistence on going to the forum. Had that desire been put in her heart by the gods?

      ‘You feel it, don’t you?’ Galerius cried. ‘I see it in your eyes.’

      ‘I don’t… no, I’m not sure…’.

      ‘We cannot know how the gods work, domina, but I do know the gods like to play games with us. I believe you were meant to witness the Sibyl burning the scrolls and that the gods meant for you to save this one.’

      ‘But what does it mean?’ Aemilia cried helplessly.

      ‘The winged serpent,’ Galerius said, stabbing the parchment with his forefinger. ‘You have seen such a creature, domina. Think.’

      Aemilia shook her head and looked down at the ground. She scrunched up her eyes and searched her mind. An image began to form: small, white on black. Yes, that was it!

      ‘Vibinius’s ring,’ she cried, holding up her right hand and wiggling her little finger to show where her future husband wore his seal ring. ‘His intaglio is a winged serpent.’

      Galerius nodded. ‘Now you understand.’ He reached out and took hold of her hand. ‘This prophecy is a warning, domina, that you must not marry Vibinius Sidonius.’

      Aemilia snatched her hand away and got awkwardly to her feet. ‘Not marry Vibinius?’ Her voice was strong now, outraged. ‘Of course I will marry him, you old fool.’

      ‘But the prophecy—’

      ‘Mere words,’ she said, flicking her fingers at the parchment.

      ‘No, it is your destiny,’ Galerius insisted, his feet moving in agitation, splashing water over the side of the bowl. ‘Take it to a priest. Have him interpret it if you will not believe me.’

      ‘Are you mad? A priest would tell the king. And if these scrolls were meant for him, there’s no saying what he would do if he knew I had one.’ She shuddered at the thought of the king’s anger.

      ‘Then believe me, domina. If you marry into the house of the winged serpent, a child will come who will bring great harm to Rome.’

      Aemilia snatched the scroll from Galerius’s lap and briskly rolled it up. ‘I want to marry Vibinius and I will. I cannot worry about what may be. After all, who is to say the prophecy means a child of mine? Vibinius has a sister, it may mean her, or it may mean my granddaughter or great-granddaughter, and I will be dead by then. I will not sacrifice my happiness because of a few silly lines of Greek.’ Aemilia looked down her long nose at the old man. ‘You will not speak of this to anyone, Galerius, do you understand?’

      ‘But—’

      ‘To anyone. I will have you whipped if I so much as hear a whisper about this.’

      Galerius folded his hands in his lap and nodded. ‘Not a word will escape my lips, domina.’

      Aemilia turned and left him alone in the little room. Clutching the scroll to her breast, she hurried to her cubiculum and pulled out the chest she kept beneath her bed. Lifting the heavy lid, she pushed the contents to one side, placing the scroll at the bottom and replacing the other items on top.

      Galerius had talked nonsense, she told herself as she shoved the chest back into its hiding place. What did he know of gods and prophecies? Perhaps the woman had not been the Sibyl at all, just a strange, mad creature who wore heavy cloaks in summer and had a liking for burning scrolls. To think that a prophecy written by a servant of the gods was intended for her was ridiculous, as ridiculous as she bringing forth a child who would be an enemy of Rome. After all, who was she? She was a nothing, a nobody.

      Aemilia heard her mother calling for her and headed for the door. As she put her hand on the latch, she halted and cast a long look back at the chest beneath her bed. Would it be better to burn the scroll, she wondered, to finish the Sibyl’s job? She bit her lip. Part of her wanted to burn it, to destroy it physically in the hope she could rid it from her mind. But Galerius had been right about one thing: the Sibyl was the instrument of the gods. If the gods had meant her to have the scroll, to destroy it would be to risk their anger.

      Her mother called again, and Aemilia shouted back that she was coming. She nodded to herself, decision made, and stepped out into the corridor, closing the door behind her. The scroll would stay at the bottom of the chest, her guilty little secret.
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      Twelve Years Later

      Caecilius Marcius clambered to his feet, smiling ruefully, pretending not to mind he was being laughed at. He had caught his foot in a rabbit hole and fallen flat on his face, and now he was a source of amusement for his new companions. His ankle was swelling, and his palms and knees were dirty with mud and grass stains. Perfect!

      A hand thrust his fallen torch at him. He took it and looked into the grinning face of Prince Titus. ‘Thank you,’ Caecilius said, taking the torch.

      ’Hurt?’ Titus asked.

      Caecilius shook his head. ‘Only my pride.’

      ‘Come on, then,’ and Titus waved the party forward.

      Caecilius put his left foot down gingerly, feeling pain in his injured ankle. He grimaced. He would have to bear the pain. He would look a complete fool if he backed out now and returned to the camp.

      Whose wonderful idea had it been to go on a raid? he wondered as he limped after the party. True, the diplomatic mission to Gabii had been extremely dull and their return journey to Rome uneventful, there being nothing to do for days now but drink and rut with the whores who followed them, but to mount a senseless raid on a nearby village! Why? Not that Caecilius had anything against a little action. He had never been on a raid, but where was the profit in it? To attack villagers who would have nothing worth stealing and no women worth humping was worse than pointless. It was stupid. There would almost certainly be consequences for both King Lucius and Rome, so why had Prince Titus agreed?

      More to the point, he asked himself, why did you agree? He already knew the answer, though it gave him no pleasure to acknowledge it, and his wife’s words before they parted came back to him, telling him he was a fool and an embarrassment to be so obvious a social climber, wanting to get close to the prince. But there would be advantages to being in the prince’s inner circle of friends, he had told her with assurance. Who knew what could come of such a friendship?

      Caecilius hurried to catch up. ‘Won’t they see us coming?’ he asked Cipius, gesturing at the flaming torches half of the party held.

      Cipius, one of the prince’s closest friends, shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter if they do. They’re shepherds and farmers. Won’t know one end of a spear from the other.’

      ‘But we won’t have the element of surprise.’

      Cipius laughed. ‘Trust me, Marcius, we’ve done this before. They’ll be too busy screaming and running away to be any danger to us.’

      ‘How many times?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘How many raids have you been on?’

      ‘I don’t know. Six or seven.’

      ‘With the prince?’

      ‘Sometimes.’

      ‘Does the king know?’ Caecilius gave an embarrassed half smile as Cipius looked at him sideways. ‘Just wondering.’

      ‘You scared, Marcius?’

      ‘No, only—’

      ‘The king knows. Doesn’t care. He used to go on raids himself. So, there’s no need to worry your pretty head you’ll end up in trouble.’ He ruffled Caecilius’s hair roughly, laughing.

      Caecilius jerked his head away, cursing himself for not holding his tongue. Now, Cipius would tell the prince what he had said, the prince would think him a coward and not worth bothering with, and that would be the end of any friendship, over before it had even begun. There was nothing else for it, he decided. He would have to prove himself worthy on this raid. He would show no mercy and laugh at his victims’ cries. In short, he would be the loudest, the fiercest, the most ruthless bastard of them all.
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        * * *

      

      Salonia Aufidius clenched her jaw and grunted as another spasm of pain wrenched its way through her lower body. As the pain receded a little and she could breathe again, she clutched a small stone figurine of Lucina to her breast and begged the goddess for help.

      Her friend, Atilia, heard her words. She grinned, showing the gaps in her teeth. ‘Hurts, doesn’t it? I told you it would.’

      Salonia grunted and moved onto all fours, panting. ‘How much longer?’ she demanded, as she pressed her knees into the hardened earth floor of her hut.

      ‘Hard to say, this being your first. Another hour, perhaps. Now, don’t go on like that,’ Atilia said as Salonia started to whimper. ‘There’s nothing to be done. Babes comes when they’re ready.’

      ‘I didn’t know it would be like this. I should never have married.’

      ‘You’ll forget the pain and there will be more babes. There always are.’

      ‘Oh no, there won’t. I won’t let Gallio touch me ever again.’

      Atilia didn’t bother to reply. Over the years, she had acted as midwife to many women and been witness to the pain, the curses and the prayers, and always there came the vow the woman would not lie with her man again, as if she had any choice in the matter. But Atilia also knew how this part of motherhood felt, knew the anger that welled up at being put through such agony, and knew she had said the same words herself as some kind of solace. She busied herself in the small hut, making sure she had all that was needed for when the child came: a bowl of water, cloths for cleaning and a knife for cutting the afterbirth. Yes, all was ready, just as it should be.

      ‘What’s that?’ Salonia asked, hearing shouts from outside the hut, but before Atilia could answer, the door burst open and Salonia’s husband rushed in.

      ‘We must leave,’ Gallio declared, pushing Atilia out of his way and moving to a chest by the wall. Wrenching the chest open, the lid banging against the mud wall, he rummaged inside and drew out his sword. He held it up to examine the blade, his heavy square face shadowy and strained in the light of the single oil lamp that burned. He looked down at Salonia crouched on the ground. ‘We must move her,’ he said to Atilia.

      ‘She can’t be moved, you fool,’ Atilia cried. ‘The baby’s coming.’

      Gallio put his hand under Salonia’s armpit and tried to pull her up onto her feet.

      ‘Leave me alone,’ Salonia screamed and pulled out of his grasp.

      But Gallio grabbed her again. ‘The Romans are attacking. The lookouts have seen their torches on the other hill.’ He heaved his wife to her feet, taking her weight as she fell against him. He bent as if to lift her into his arms, then thought better of it. ‘You’ll have to walk. If I carry you, I won’t be able to fight. Atilia,’ he called, turning towards the door where the old woman stood, peering out into the darkness, ‘help me get her to the trees. You can hide in the wood.’

      Frightened, Atilia made no further argument but moved to Salonia’s other side and took hold. She and Gallio half lifted, half dragged Salonia out of the hut. They ran as fast as they could towards the trees. When they were only halfway across the field, they heard the shouts of the Roman raiders. Gallio and Atilia looked back over their shoulders to see the flames of the torches against the black night closing fast on their village.

      ‘Hurry,’ Atilia cried.

      They reached the treeline and hurried into the wood, not stopping until they had gone in at least twenty feet. Gallio let go his hold of Salonia and she collapsed on the ground. Atilia bent over her, but her attention was on Gallio, who had taken a few steps back towards the edge of the wood.

      ‘You can’t leave us,’ Atilia said, careful to keep her voice low.

      ‘They’re burning the grain store,’ Gallio said.

      ‘We can replace the grain. She can’t replace you as easily.’

      Salonia gave out a long, low snarl of pain and Gallio returned to kneel beside her. ‘You must be quiet, my love,’ he said in her ear. ‘If they hear you—’

      ‘I can’t… it’s coming,’ Salonia protested, her fingers digging into the ground as she tried not to scream.

      ‘Here, put this in her mouth.’ Atilia handed Gallio a short stick she had found on the ground. ‘Bite down on it, Salonia.’

      Salonia did as she was told, closing her eyes as she panted. Gallio positioned himself behind a tree a few feet away, taking care to stay out of sight, watching as the straw roofs of the village huts went up in flames.

      Trying to block out the terrible noises coming from the village, and trying not to think about her husband, whether he was dead or alive, Atilia tended to her friend, murmuring comforting words she had no faith in herself. Out here in the cool night air, the shock of the attack, the strain of their escape, Atilia thought it unlikely the baby would live. A large part of her hoped the child would die inside Salonia. A newborn babe would cry and alert the Romans to their presence here in the wood. And then the Romans would come with their dripping red swords and butcher them all. Gallio would do his best to defend them, Atilia knew, and maybe he would even kill one or two, but there were always more. Oh yes, there were always more Romans. Hear me, Lucina, she closed her eyes and prayed silently, let the babe die in Salonia’s womb. Or if that is not your wish, I beg you, let it not come yet.

      But the goddess either wasn’t listening or didn’t care about Atilia’s fears. Salonia suddenly moved onto all fours and began pushing out her baby with all her strength, her teeth biting through the bark of the stick, her eyes squeezed shut and leaking tears.

      Fighting back tears of her own, Atilia positioned herself behind Salonia. Salonia bent low, her face touching the ground, and growled into the earth as her baby slithered from her body into Atilia’s waiting hands. The afterbirth followed, plopping onto the ground with a squelch. The baby squirmed, opened its mouth and cried loudly.

      The noise brought Gallio running. ‘Quiet it.’

      ‘Give me your sword,’ Atilia whispered and held out her hand.

      Gallio hesitated, unsure of what Atilia meant to do, but when she snapped her fingers at him, he handed it over. With relief, he watched as she cut the umbilical cord.

      He didn’t need to ask for his sword’s return. Atilia thrust the hilt towards him as soon as she was done. Then she stuck her finger in the child’s bawling mouth. The baby sucked on it and Atilia lifted it towards her chest to muffle any further sounds, careless of the blood and mucus that soiled her clothes.

      Gallio returned to his lookout tree, returning a few minutes later. ‘They’re going,’ he said, staring at Salonia who had fallen over onto her back. Her legs were bent and spread. She was crying.

      Atilia jerked her head towards the village. ‘Is anything left?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Gallio knelt beside Salonia. ‘We’ll go back when you’ve recovered a little. I am so sorry you had to do this, my love.’

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ Salonia said, wiping her cheeks. ‘Is the child well?’

      Gallio looked to Atilia for the answer. She nodded. ‘Well enough.’

      Salonia sniffed. ‘Why did they attack us?’

      ‘Because that’s what Romans do,’ Gallio snarled.

      ‘Is it safe to go back now?’ Atilia asked.

      Gallio went to see. The flaming roofs illuminated the village and Gallio saw men moving about, some trying to put out the fires, others tending to bodies lying on the ground. ‘It’s safe. Come.’

      They made a halting journey back to their village, Salonia whimpering with every step. Gallio and Atilia were both impatient to reach the village, but they forced themselves to walk at her pace. When they reached the first few huts at the edge of the village, Atilia thrust the baby into Salonia’s arms and hurried away to find her husband.

      Gallio and Salonia went to their hut. Compared to their neighbours, they seemed to have been fortunate. Their roof was untouched, but the hut had been ransacked, their few pieces of furniture broken into pieces, smaller items scattered over the floor. Salonia looked around her invaded home, fresh hot tears falling freely. She held her child close against her body and bent her head to its cheek. It was warm against hers. ‘Our home, Gallio.’

      ‘At least we are alive, Salonia,’ Gallio said, taking her gently in his arms so as not to crush the child between them. ‘We can repair the village. But if those bastards had found you, they would have put a spear through your belly, and I wouldn’t have either of you.’

      ‘Oh, don’t,’ Salonia pleaded. She looked up sharply as wails rent the air. ‘Ye gods, that’s Atilia.’

      ‘Stay here,’ Gallio said and hurried out. Salonia pressed fierce kisses to her child’s head, her eyes fixed on the doorway. When Gallio returned, his face was grim. ‘Her husband’s dead.’

      ‘I should go to her.’

      ‘No,’ Gallio said firmly, ‘you’ve been through enough. I’ll see she’s looked after.’ And before she could argue, he was gone.

      Salonia eased herself to the floor, wincing at the pain between her legs, and realised neither she nor Gallio knew whether they had a son or a daughter. She pulled aside the shawl Atilia had wrapped the child in. They had a son, she saw, as he started to cry. She pulled her dress away from her breast and guided her nipple to the little mouth. He started to suckle.

      ‘Tullus,’ she said aloud, trying the name to see how it sounded. ‘Tullus Aufidius. The gods favoured you and brought you safe to us.’ She closed her eyes and raised her face to the roof. ‘And now I call on Nemesis to make you strong so that when you are old enough to wield a sword and spear, you will destroy the Romans for all the Volsci people. Oh Nemesis, hear me.’

      She opened her eyes to see a goose flapping noisily past the open hut door. Salonia grinned. The goddess had heard her.
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      517 BC

      Aemilia scanned the kitchen table and performed a quick calculation. Nine dishes in all: bread and cheese, pork, asparagus, figs, grapes, plums, olive oil and honey… oh dear, would there be enough? She had only planned for one guest at their dinner. Now, Caecilius had sent one of his slaves to tell her he was bringing Menenius Agrippa with him, and Menenius Agrippa was known to be a big eater. Aemilia had ordered two more jugs of wine for the table, the best their farm could offer, just in case.

      She wished she could stop the butterflies fluttering in her stomach. They weren’t caused by the prospect of the dinner party; she had given plenty of those over the years. It was the prospect of the Sidonius family taking an irrevocable step towards a destiny of which she didn’t want to be a part.

      It wasn’t the first time she had felt this way. The first time had been on her wedding day, when Vibinius’s intaglio ring had kept flashing in her eyes, and the memory of the Sibyl’s scroll in the chest beneath her bed had refused to stay buried. But no god had struck her down as the wedding ceremony progressed, and she had allowed herself to relax.

      Then she had become pregnant, and the butterflies had returned. All throughout her first pregnancy, she had stroked her swollen belly and wondered if inside her was the child who was to bring calamity upon Rome. But then her baby was born, and in her contentment, the prophecy was dismissed. For her son was surely the least likeliest creature to be a danger to Rome. He was not perfect, for he had a harelip and a club foot, and time would prove him to be simple. Vibinius suggested exposing the child, but Aemilia had screamed at him and he had held out his hands, taken aback by her fury. Aemilia had named her son Kaeso and rejoiced in the knowledge that such a baby would never be beloved of Mars, or of any other god, for that matter.

      Her second pregnancy had been a trial. The baby had drained her of all energy, and her labour was long and painful. When it was finally over, she was an exhausted lump, ripped and sagging, and never likely to bear another child. She was thankful. She didn’t want another. Unlike Kaeso, this child, a daughter, had been perfect: no disfigurement, and as time passed, no evidence of mental backwardness. And yet, somehow, Aemilia felt not a fraction of the love for her daughter that she felt for her son. Her daughter was a cold creature, undemonstrative, aloof, showing no particular affection for her parents and none whatsoever for her brother. The prophecy reared its head in her memory once again. If she was to be the mother of this fated child, then Aemilia thought there was no greater candidate than her daughter Volumnia.

      But then, Aemilia had reasoned, being a girl, Volumnia was unlikely to ever be in a position to do harm. She would have no say in how Rome was ruled, she would not be able to fight in Rome’s wars… what else was there? And so, she had relaxed once more, content in her belief that the prophecy could not have meant the fruit of her womb at all. No doubt it referred to a much later generation of the family Sidonius, at a time when she would be dead and not in a position to care any longer. Whoever it referred to, it was not her, she was sure.

      At least, she was sure until Vibinius announced he had arranged a husband for their daughter. She should have considered this, Aemilia told herself angrily. Kaeso would not marry, of that she had no doubt. No family would want their daughter marrying such as he lest it pollute their bloodline, but of course, Volumnia would wed and then there would be children. What if a child of Volumnia’s was the enemy of which the prophecy spoke? Perhaps, she thought, it would be best if Volumnia did not marry, just in case. And so Aemilia had tried to dissuade Vibinius from the idea of their daughter marrying, but he was adamant. It was a good match, he told her, and had invited the husband-to-be to dinner to meet Volumnia and so that the details of the wedding could be settled.

      Aemilia had met Caecilius only once before and had not liked him. She couldn’t put her finger on why she had taken a dislike to him; there was just something in his way of talking, his obvious contempt for her husband’s tendency towards boastful pomposity that vexed her. But, she considered ruefully, Caecilius was probably just the type of man Volumnia would like. They would suit one another.

      If there was anything good to be got out of this marriage, it was knowing that Volumnia would soon be leaving the family domus. Aemilia’s love for her daughter was borne of duty rather than nature, and she could not pretend she wouldn’t enjoy the peacefulness of a domus without Volumnia in it. She and Kaeso would be allowed to live without continual criticism, for one thing, and that was not to be sniffed at. As it was, Aemilia had had to order a slave to take Kaeso out of the domus for the evening because Volumnia had said she didn’t want her brother embarrassing her before Caecilius. Yes, she thought, a smile creeping onto her face, Volumnia’s absence would be something to be grateful for.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re dragging your feet.’

      Caecilius moved out of the way of an oncoming handcart laden with sacks and sighed. ‘Stop nagging, will you?’

      His friend, Menenius Agrippa, frowned. ‘Why such a bad mood, Cae? You should be happy.’

      ‘Why should I be?’ Caecilius said.

      ‘Why? You’re going to be married again,’ Menenius said. ‘No more lonely nights in your domus, someone to look after all your needs. And,’ he poked Caecilius in the arm, ‘a chance to be a father.’

      ‘And that’s the only reason I’m doing this.’

      ‘Oh, surely not!’

      ‘Will you stop being so bloody cheery? It’s very irritating.’

      Menenius chuckled, amused by his friend’s bad temper. He could guess why Caecilius was so irritable. Caecilius had been with the prince the night before and, no doubt, Titus had been ribbing him about his bride, saying he would be nagged to death before too long. There was some truth in that, Menenius acknowledged, thinking of his own wife, Gabinia, but not all wives were shrews, and it was possible that this Volumnia Sidonius was young enough to be moulded into the perfect wife. She was young enough to be fertile, certainly, and that was all that seemed to matter to Caecilius.

      Menenius understood. Caecilius’s first wife had died in childbirth and the child itself had not lived past an hour. With their deaths had died Caecilius’s chance of continuing his bloodline. The Marcius men had always been obsessed with their bloodline, for there was no denying it was an impressive one; Caecilius could trace his ancestors back to a king of Rome, Ancus Marcius. Caecilius had been a widower for a few years now, and he obviously felt time passing him by and so had sought out a bride. Why he had chosen the daughter of Vibinius Sidonius, though, Menenius had no idea. Menenius knew little about the Sidonius family. He had met Vibinius and thought him to be a decent man if something of a bore; his wife, Aemilia, he had met but once and she had not made much of an impression upon him. The daughter, Volumnia, he had not met at all, though he had seen her at various dinners and thought her to be quite pretty.

      ‘I suggest you put a smile on your face,’ he said, pointing to a door a few feet away whose posts boasted the emblem of a winged serpent. ‘We’re here.’

      Caecilius fiddled with his toga, checking it hung properly over his left shoulder. ‘Thank you for agreeing to come tonight.’

      ‘I always say yes to a free dinner,’ Menenius grinned. ‘Though why you want me here, I don’t know.’

      ‘I can’t stand old Vibinius all on my own, that’s why. If he starts talking about the price of salt, interrupt him, I beg you.’

      ‘I will,’ Menenius promised. ‘Now, let’s go in. I want to meet your bride.’
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        * * *

      

      Volumnia Sidonius was certainly unlike other women of her age, Menenius thought as he accepted another cup of wine from their hostess. She seemed prettier to him than he had originally thought, not a beauty, it was true, but there was spirit in her eyes and a pleasing curve to her lips that made him envy Caecilius his nights. But he felt there was more to Volumnia than a quite pretty girl of a good patrician family. During the dinner, he had discerned an intelligence and determination in her that was quite out of the ordinary for a girl. He had expected her to be silent during the dinner, only speaking when spoken to, but Volumnia had been loquacious. Vibinius had indeed started talking about the price of salt, and Menenius, following a glance from Caecilius, had been about to steer the conversation onto other matters when Volumnia performed that task for him by asking about his experience of war. Volumnia quite astonished him with her enquiry, for few young girls wanted to hear of warfare, and he must have shown his surprise because Vibinius had tried to quiet his daughter. But Volumnia would not be put off by her father and persisted until Menenius had been forced to provide an answer. He told her of the battles he had fought in, adding loyally that Caecilius had fought bravely in some too, and she had listened with a fervour that was both gratifying and unsettling. She urged him to talk more of the killing, wanting to know what it felt like to pierce an enemy’s flesh with a sword or spear, and to know how quickly the life passed from a man once struck. She was disappointed when he told her he did not know, for in battle he struck and moved swiftly on to the next enemy, not waiting to see if the men he pierced died there and then or later.

      ‘I wish I had been born a man,’ Volumnia said when he had finished.

      ‘I, for one, am glad you were not,’ Caecilius said, his expression saying clearly he didn’t know if he should take her declaration seriously.

      Volumnia waved her hand dismissively. ‘You would have found another girl to wed.’

      ‘Volumnia, really,’ Aemilia said, widening her eyes at her daughter, an instruction to behave. ‘Caecilius would be heartbroken not to marry you, wouldn’t you, Caecilius?’

      ‘What? Oh, yes, heartbroken,’ Caecilius nodded, thumping his chest and belching.

      ‘Why do you wish you had been born a man?’ Menenius asked Volumnia, genuinely curious.

      ‘Because men are able to do so much. You can fight, you can debate, you can go where you please, do what you please. You don’t have to spend day after day endlessly spinning wool.’

      ‘Volumnia finds wool spinning exceedingly tiresome,’ Aemilia explained apologetically.

      ‘And so would they if they had to do it,’ Volumnia retorted, gesturing at Caecilius and Menenius. ‘Tell me, Mother, how can a woman find glory in her life?’

      ‘A woman is not supposed to desire glory, Volumnia,’ Aemilia said. ‘A woman finds contentment in her family and the deeds of her husband and sons.’

      ‘As you have done, Mother?’ Volumnia demanded haughtily. ‘Tell me, what have you to be content about? A son who is an embarrassment and should have been exposed at birth and a daughter who wishes she had been born a man?’

      ‘I won’t have you talking like this in front of guests, Volumnia,’ Aemilia said, and Menenius saw the pain in her eyes, the muscles tightening in her jaw. Volumnia’s words had greatly upset her. Indeed, their hostess seemed on the verge of tears.

      ‘It’s getting late,’ Menenius said, thinking it would be a kindness to leave before Aemilia and her daughter quarrelled further. ‘My wife will wonder what has become of me.’

      ‘It’s not so very late,’ Vibinius protested.

      ‘No, Menenius is right,’ Caecilius said, getting to his feet a little too enthusiastically. ‘We must go. Lady,’ he turned to Aemilia, ‘thank you for a delicious dinner.’

      ‘You’re very welcome, Caecilius,’ Aemilia said, forcing a smile.

      Vibinius and Aemilia showed their guests to the door. Vibinius took hold of Caecilius’s hand and held on to it, intent on saying a few words to his soon-to-be son-in-law before he went.

      ‘I fear you are upset by your daughter’s words, lady,’ Menenius said quietly to Aemilia.

      ‘She hates my son, my Kaeso,’ Aemilia said, turning her back on Volumnia as though unable to bear looking at her. ‘I don’t know why she does. He is such a lovely boy.’

      ‘Perhaps she speaks so out of nerves,’ Menenius suggested, though doubting it was true. ‘She is to be a wife in only a few days and I’m sure that may be a source of great anxiety to a girl.’

      Aemilia looked at him coolly. ‘My dear Menenius, I’ve never known Volumnia to be nervous about anything. I promise you, she meant every word she said tonight. I imagine that when you set out for here, you did not expect to be interrogated about battles and the men you have killed. I am sorry if Volumnia brought back memories you would rather have forgotten. But she is so bloodthirsty, so unnatural a woman.’ She glanced at Caecilius, who was trying to extricate himself from her husband. ‘I wouldn’t blame Caecilius if he changed his mind about marrying her after tonight. And maybe that would be for the best...’. Her voice trailed off as she stared at him.

      ‘Lady?’ Menenius prompted.

      ‘What?’ Aemilia looked at him, as if suddenly remembering he was there. ‘Oh, nothing. I’m a little tired and my mind wanders. Thank you for coming tonight, Menenius. I have enjoyed your company, and I am glad Caecilius has such a friend. Once he marries my daughter, he’s going to need all the good company he can get.’
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        * * *

      

      Gallio ran the whetstone down the blade of his sword, bringing it up and repeating the action to sharpen the metal. He had performed this sharpening so many times that the blade was becoming thin. He supposed he would have to get another one made by the blacksmith soon, but he had a strong attachment to this sword and would be reluctant to see it thrown into the melting pot. This sword had been his weapon in many a battle and had protected him well, but that was not why it was special to him. It was this sword that had cut the cord of his son on that dreadful night five years before, and Gallio had come to believe it was a lucky sword. He, his wife and his son might have died that night as many of his neighbours and friends had died, and his sword had become a talisman, a symbol of his family’s endurance against their enemies. He would take no pleasure in giving it up.

      He looked up and smiled. The son he had been thinking of was standing a few feet away, watching him work. ‘Come here, Tullus,’ he said, gesturing him over. The small boy stepped nearer, his eyes fixed on the sword. Gallio knew the weapon fascinated his son. ‘Would you like to hold it?’

      Tullus nodded and held out his arms. Gallio laid the sword across them, saw them dip a little at the weight, and sat back. His son stared at the gleaming metal with its leather-wrapped hilt.

      ‘Now, hold it as it should be held,’ Gallio said, taking hold of the blade and turning the hilt to his son.

      Tullus stretched out his right arm and his little fingers curled around the hilt. Gallio let go. The sword pitched towards the ground, knocking the little boy off balance.

      ‘Heavy, isn’t it?’ Gallio grinned. ‘Try lifting it up.’

      Tullus brought his left hand to join his right on the hilt. Pursing his mouth, he took a deep breath, his small chest heaving, and raised the sword, bringing the tip to his father’s chin.

      ‘Do you like it?’ Gallio asked, feeling the point tickle his beard.

      ‘Can I have it?’ Tullus said in answer.

      ‘In time. You are a little young for such a weapon.’

      ‘I’m five,’ Tullus protested as if it was a great age.

      ‘How old were you when you learnt to fight, Gallio?’ Salonia asked from the doorway, a woven basket full of linen on her hip. ‘No older than Tullus, I seem to remember you telling me.’

      Gallio took the sword from Tullus and sheathed it. ‘My father wanted me to learn early.’

      ‘So you could defend yourself and those you loved, no?’ Salonia raised an eyebrow. ‘Why deny Tullus the same lessons?’

      ‘You want our son to fight?’ he asked angrily. ‘To be hurt?’

      ‘I want him to be able to defend himself,’ Salonia said, her jaw tightening. ‘It’s a dangerous world we live in, husband. It is best he is prepared for it.’

      ‘I grow weary of war, Salonia.’

      ‘Then you grow weary of living,’ she snapped. ‘There will always be war, Gallio. If not war with the Romans, then it will be war with the Greeks or the Etruscans or the Gauls.’

      ‘Have you been in a war, Father?’ Tullus asked, sitting down at his father’s feet and crossing his legs.

      ‘Not for some years,’ Gallio replied. ‘Not since we came to live here in Antium. The last was some eleven years since when we fought the tyrant.’

      ‘Say his name, Gallio,’ Salonia cried. ‘Or are you afraid to?’

      ‘I am not afraid.’

      ‘Then say it. Say the tyrant Lucius Tarquin, King of Rome.’

      ‘What’s a tyrant?’ Tullus asked, his mouth struggling to form the unfamiliar word.

      ‘A tyrant is a man who mistreats his people,’ Gallio said, ‘who grinds them down by taking everything they have of any worth for his own. He’s a man who forces his people to fight wars so he can grow richer on the spoils of victory. Such a man is King Lucius, my son.’

      ‘Is he our enemy, Father?’

      ‘The greatest enemy,’ Salonia said, setting down her basket and running her hand through her son’s dark hair. ‘You will fight him one day when you are older. Your father will teach you how. Won’t you, Gallio?’

      Her stare was a challenge. Gallio returned it, holding her gaze for a long moment, trying to see behind her eyes and know her mind. How different she was from the woman he had married. The night of Tullus’s birth had changed her. She had been soft before then, a woman who always sought to calm, not to enrage. That woman was gone, frightened away by a birth in the dark of a
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