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			DEDICATION

			To the memory of my grandfather, Doug, who introduced me to Roman history at the age of six with the line:

			‘Agricola . . . first cousin of Coca-Cola.’
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			DAMNATIO MEMORIAE
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			Upon the death of an emperor, it became practice for the senate to confer apotheosis upon his name, granting him divine status and a cult of his own. If the emperor had been despised, however, the senate could choose the precise opposite and vilify rather than deify him – damnatio memoriae (a modern term) would occur. Without hesitation or ceremony, the emperor’s name was erased from all public inscriptions (a process known as abolitio nominis), his image would be scratched from frescoes, his statues smashed. Sometimes even coins bearing his image would be defaced. The damned emperor was not only denied an ascent to heaven, but wiped from history. Such was the fate of the wicked, the unpopular or the unfortunate.
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			A medallion struck in the reign of Commodus, 192ad, showing on the reverse the figure of Hercules, clutching his club and the body of the Nemean lion.
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			It begins with a rush of water; terrifying and murderous. It also ends with a rush of water. A choking, deadly torrent, cloying and dreadful. In my life I witnessed a fire that tore through the dry houses of Rome, destroying all we held dear and leaving an age of death and ash. I survived a plague that made husks of strong men, ravaged the army more than any barbarian horde, and robbed Rome of its beating heart: its people. But, for me, nothing matches those killing waves at both beginning and end.

			I am Marcia, daughter of Marcia Aurelia Sabinianus, freedwoman seamstress of the emperor Lucius Verus.

			I was a bad Christian.

			I would have been a great empress.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			Rome, the Palatine, ad 193

			 

			Lucius, my dearest man, I beg leave of you now. I have known you for so many years, and you, despite our closeness in many ways, both kind and cruel, have never really known me. That we might be together has only ever been a fiction based upon mutual survival, for you know that in my heart I only ever loved one man, and despite your goodness, it was never you.

			Our world has collapsed through our own devices and the chaos to which we gave birth comes to consume us. You know my faith as I know yours. I must away to my confession with a priest and pursue some kind of absolution for all that I have done, and you must seek peace in your own way before they come for us. Please consider this tale my confession to you, and my explanation for how we come to this dreadful place.

			I pray that my leaving you will save you the blade’s edge. You were the best of us, and you do not deserve what is coming.

			Dearest heart, go peacefully into the next world and pray that I can still be saved.

			 

			Marcia

		

	
		
			 

			PART ONE

			BORN TO THE PURPLE

			‘Never while I live, shall you slay these sons of Heracles’

			– Euripides: Heracles, trans. Coleridge, 1938
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			I

			FALLING INTO THE GRAVE

			Rome, ad 162

			I was having a nightmare, though I cannot for the life of me remember remotely what it was about. I lay wrapped in my blankets on the upper floor of our house in the Velabrum when it all began.

			I was just four years old, though my mother thought me beyond my years already. It was the year of the consuls Rusticus and Plautius in the reign of the new glorious emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. It was spring, a strangely warm and sultry night despite days of storms over the nearby hills.

			The Velabrum – my home – is a shallow valley between Rome’s greatest hills, the Capitoline and the Palatine, stretching from the forum to the river. In times past it had been a swamp, liable to flooding, but then the cloaca maxima, the great sewer of Rome, was built to drain the area. The cloaca runs beneath the Velabrum, its route defined by the valley’s course. But this was still not enough to prevent flooding and disaster and so, under the lunatic Nero, the ground level had been raised. Now, only the heaviest of floods would cross the bank.

			In a region where most other buildings were wooden insulae reaching seven storeys towards the clouds, filled with the crying poor, beggars and thieves, our house was a small oasis of quality. A brick residence only two storeys high, level with the structures below the palace on the slopes of the Palatine. I remember it well, though that was the last year we lived there, for that spring the banks could not contain great Father Tiber.

			A crash cut through the shroud of Morpheus and forced me to the waking world. My room was as dark as it ever got, for even in the middle of the night torches and lamps keep the shadows at bay in much of the city.

			I sat up sharply, shivering, confused. For a moment I could not work out whether the noise had been part of my dream or from somewhere in the true world, but a second crash clarified the issue. It sounded as though the world was collapsing into Hades below and I stood, shaking. I thought there was silence then, but it was a trick of the senses. The crashes had been so loud they had driven out all other sound for precious moments. Then it came flooding back in. Screams, bellows, thunderous rumbles and bangs. I could tell the lights in the Velabrum were going out as the shade of gold leaching through the tatty window hangings grew weaker.

			Slowly, with infinite trepidation, as though by delaying my investigation I could hold back events, I padded across the cold tiles to my window. I know. Tatty curtains and cold tiles. It sounds so poor now, but back then we were considered lucky – wealthy, even – for the emperor paid for our house and a small stipend allowed us to furnish it. I approached the window, and the noise outside crescendoed as the glow dimmed further. There was a roaring like that of some great, titanic subterranean lion. I flinched as I reached the curtains, hardly daring to touch them for fear of what lay behind.

			I pulled them aside and stared into the vaults of Tartarus.

			A great wave was washing along the Velabrum from the direction of the river. Even by what light remained, which was not much, I could see the flotsam borne by the crest of the wave. Not the remains of some broken vessel, though, but of homes and shops; splintered wood and chunks of plaster that had been swept along. Only the stronger buildings were surviving the crashing wave and the hungry waters it brought, and only the torches and lamps on the upper floors of those buildings continued to burn and illuminate the horror.

			I watched in shock as the heavy stone covers over the drains down into the cloaca maxima were thrown into the air as though they were made of terracotta by a torrent of water that was simply too vast to be contained by the ancient watercourse.

			Screams came from the men and women, children and grey-hairs who were caught up by the wave, until they were dashed against walls or pulled down beneath the churning water. The living struggled and splashed, the dead bobbed and eddied, carried here from parts of the city upstream. I took everything in within mere heartbeats. 

			Horror. Destruction. A fluid grave that claimed more lives with each passing moment. The spell of shock shattered at the sound of my name. Mother. She burst through the door into my room, wild-eyed and dishevelled, her short-sleeved woollen tunic unbelted and askew.

			‘Marcia, come. Hurry.’

			Cold and unemotional as always, but I needed no further bidding. Mother’s word was law, her will iron, had been ever since her husband passed, or so people said. I had never known Marcus Aurelius Sabinianus Euhodius, my father, though his reputation still carried weight among those who had the slightest concern for freedfolk. Hurriedly straightening her hair, as though to be seen in such a state even during the midst of a disaster might somehow lower her standing, Mother dashed back out of the room into the dim stairway and descended. I paused at the top, watching her hurrying down, hastily knotting the belt around her waist. Down seemed like a bad idea. Down: towards the churning waters that so terrified me. But Mother was already there and lighting a lamp. By its golden glow I saw that the water had not begun to consume the chamber in earnest. Not yet, at least.

			I hurried down and my heart rose into my throat. Water was already rushing beneath the door from the shop out front, and I could see it pouring over the windowsills beneath the bottom edge of the shutters, which were held fast with iron bars. An ominous creak made me realise the horrible truth. The door and the twin window shutters were all that was holding back the flood. The waters were even now pressing against the shutters, threatening to burst them. If the bars gave way, this room would fill like a bath in moments.

			I stood rooted to the spot in panic. Why were we here? We were trapped downstairs, waiting until the water came in and stole our breath.

			Then I realised in astonishment why we were here. Mother was rooting through the chests and racks in her little workshop, which doubled as our living area. In her arms she was gathering neatly folded garments of linen and wool and even silk, some threaded with gold, some dyed purple. Garments fit for a king. Fit for an emperor. Garments belonging to an emperor.

			‘Hurry, girl. Take these.’

			She thrust an armful of tunics at me and I took them, still in disbelief that we were rescuing her work in the face of impending doom.

			‘Mama . . .’

			‘Go upstairs. I will follow.’

			I watched her for a moment, still frozen there.

			‘God will preserve us. Go, child.’

			I ran. Leaving my mother in that makeshift cistern, I ran up the stairs, hugging those priceless garments to my chest as though they contained all my mother’s love.

			At the top I stood, heaving in breaths, watching the empty patch of the workshop visible from the top of the stairs in that golden glow. There was no sign of Mother, though occasionally her shadow moved into view, distorted by the rising waters that had consumed the floor. There was half a foot of lapping filth down there now, but I knew how much dangerous water was being held back from the room by just thin layers of wood and iron bars.

			I stood clutching those precious bundles, willing Mother to hurry. Then there was an ominous creak, a splintering and a crash. The flood filled the ground floor of the house in an instant, a surging torrent of foaming darkness battering the walls and rushing up the staircase towards me. I felt my heart pounding, my eyes wide with shock.

			Mother . . . I couldn’t see her.

			Perhaps I should have turned and run; the water was rising towards my rooted feet so fast. But my mother was not there. The waters surged and churned, rising and consuming all, and Mother was gone.

			I couldn’t leave her . . .

			Suddenly a sodden bundle of clothes broke the surface of the water, a hand clutching each side. Step by step, Mother gradually appeared on the staircase, her face fixed on the vital imperial garments she was trying to keep above the filthy flood. 

			I nearly dropped my own burden to throw my arms around my dripping mother but had no such chance; she bustled past me, urging me on.

			‘I wish we lived in one of the tall insulae,’ I said in wavering tones, eyeing the water already rolling out onto the landing.

			‘No, you do not, Marcia,’ Mother replied, and I turned to follow her gaze. Through her bedroom window we had a clear view of one of the neighbouring wooden apartment blocks leaning further and further out towards the Capitol, its foundations undermined by the floodwater. It seemed to reach an impossible angle, where only God was keeping it erect, and then it fell. I realised, as I listened to the almighty crash, and the screams, that it was one of those blocks falling that had dragged me from sleep in the first place. I watched figures dropping from the upper floors as it fell, perhaps thrown clear, perhaps leaping in the hope that the water would break their fall. They were doomed. The doomed, falling into the grave.

			‘Pray, Marcia. Pray for deliverance.’

			Mother placed her pile of garments on top of a chest and dropped to her knees, hands clasped to her breast, invoking the blessed Saviour to come to our aid. I was four: I believed what I was told to believe. And yet even then, despite having been raised in the faith of our Lord the resurrected Christ by my mother, in the face of all this I found that my faith was simply not strong enough. God would surely be of little use when faced with what I had witnessed outside. Still, driven by faith in my mother as much as faith in the Lord, I added my garments to her pile, dropped to my knees and pleaded.

			Perhaps God spoke to Mother then, though I heard only screams and watery destruction, for she suddenly snapped out of her prayer, eyes full of purpose, and pointed to the rickety wooden ladder at the back of the landing.

			‘The roof, Marcia.’

			The water level was at the upper floor already and ankle-deep, and I needed little urging. I rose, unclasped my hands and followed her to the ladder.

			‘I will go first,’ she said. I watched in astonishment as she gathered a pile of the garments and began to struggle up the rungs with one hand, clinging to her livelihood with the other. With a little effort she unbolted the wooden hatch at the top and clambered out onto the roof. I saw her struggle with her footing for a moment, and worried that she would fall. But then she steadied herself, placed her precious burden on the tiles and made sure it was secure, then motioned for me to climb. I did so, my own pile of garments forgotten. I clambered up the rungs and flopped out onto the roof, exhausted. Mother wasted no time in descending to retrieve my abandoned cargo.

			The pitch of the roof was low, just enough to allow rainwater to gather in the runnel and drop into the barrel below, which was now, ironically, under several feet of water. Like other houses of this height, a hatch had been built into the roof to allow access, for the impoverished inhabitants of the towering insulae to each side had a habit of discarding their waste from high windows without care for whose roof it might coat. A broom stood close to the ladder for sweeping unmentionable mess from the tiles.

			She re-emerged with the rest of the garments, muttering her thanks to Heaven for having been preserved from the floodwater with the best of her stock relatively intact. I was a touch sceptical. We may have escaped the rippling cistern of our ground floor, but we were now trapped on a roof. My gaze took in the full extent of the disaster around us. Perhaps half the towering insulae in our street had gone, turned to sediment and kindling in the churning waters below. It would have been impossible to tell where the usual course of the river was but for the circular roof of the Temple of Hercules Victor just protruding from the surface, which I knew to stand close to the riverbank. Each street was now a river in itself. Lights continued to burn in the high places, but the low-lying regions were lost, just a world of screams and shouts.

			‘Woman!’

			We turned. It was odd and perhaps even arrogant that we both assumed the voice to be aimed at us, but somehow it seemed naturally to be the case, for every other voice in Rome was raised in a scream while this one was deep, authoritative and, above all, calm.

			A man stood upon the roof of the small bathhouse that nestled into the lower slope of the Palatine hill just behind our house. He was clad in the uniform of the urban cohorts, the branch of the military whose role was suppression of crime and preservation of public safety. Even as I realised that his uniform was dry, and that he must therefore have come from higher ground, I saw others of his unit clambering onto the roof behind him. Though the water had reached the upper floor of our house, parts of the bath complex still touched dry land thanks to the slope of the great hill.

			‘Are you Marcia Aurelia Sabinianus?’ the man shouted.

			My mother, her brow furrowed, nodded. Then, realising the man probably couldn’t see her nodding, she cleared her throat and responded, ‘I am she.’

			‘We are here to rescue you. Are you injured?’

			I stared in surprise. A party of the urban cohorts had come through all this for my mother?

			‘No. I am fine.’

			‘The emperor wishes you brought to the palace.’

			The emperor? The emperor, in the midst of all this chaos, had thought to preserve my mother?

			‘How do we escape?’ Mother asked, staring at the water all around.

			‘Here.’

			Four of the men were now skittering carefully across the tiles carrying a plank towards us. I realised then where they had come from. The far wall of the baths was being renovated. We’d heard the workmen at their task for several days, their scaffolding enclosing one end of the complex as they hammered and shouted and sang. The men of the cohort had climbed the scaffolding and brought a plank across the roof. I had not realised how close we were to the bathhouse until I saw them slide the timber out and slip it into place across the narrow street. It only just reached. One heavy shake would likely send it and anything on it down into the roiling waters below, but somehow the dangers seemed unimportant. The plank represented unexpected hope amid disaster.

			‘Come across. We’ll anchor it as best we can from this end, but come slowly and carefully and hold tight as you go.’

			‘My daughter goes first,’ Mother said with an air of command.

			‘All right. Come on.’

			Mother gestured for me to cross. Heart pounding, skin prickling with nerves at the danger all around, I slid slowly down the roof towards the plank and grabbed tight to the tiles as I neared the edge. I rose to my feet and clambered onto the end of the shaky board. I began to cross.

			‘Hands and knees, girl,’ the soldier bellowed. ‘Hands and knees.’

			Though I was fairly sure I could cross safely enough on foot, I did as I was told and dropped to my knees, crawling slowly along the plank. It wobbled and bowed precariously even under my negligible weight. If I can identify three moments that are responsible for my lifelong fear of water, they are looking out of my window at the Tiber rushing towards me, fearing Mother pulled down into the depths, and staring at the boiling currents below that plank. I was shaking like a leaf as I reached the far end and was lifted bodily to safety by muscular, hairy, tattooed arms. The men of the urban cohorts held me safe as Mother took her turn. She gathered up the huge pile of garments and placed them on the plank, least important at the bottom, and began to edge them forward.

			‘Leave the clothes!’ the Guard officer shouted in disbelief.

			‘These are the emperor’s tunics. Only he can give that command.’

			And so, my mother edged slowly forward across the plank, nudging the pile carefully ahead of her with each shuffling movement. When she lost control for a moment and the top tunic of deep aquamarine and silver thread fluttered down into the water, her cry of anguish was akin to any of the screams of loss that night. Indeed, she fought so hard to regain control of the pile of clothes that she almost fell herself.

			A few heartbeats later she was across. With the staunch support of the men of the cohort, we crossed the roof and began to clamber down the scaffolding ladders. One of the soldiers tried to take my mother’s burden, but she would not relinquish her precious clothing even to him and hugged it jealously to her all the way across and down that nerve-wracking escape. I had never felt more grateful than when we stood on the solid ground of the Palatine slope, not far above the level of the floodwaters. Following Mother’s example and earning us both black looks of disapproval from the soldiers all the way up the steps of the Scalae Caci, I prayed to God on high for the safety and peace of the city and its inhabitants. 

			We were led past the temples of the Great Mother, of Victory, of Apollo Palatinus, and into the sprawling complex of the imperial palace. As we passed each of those three great pagan shrines, Mother made the sign of the cross and gave them a wide berth, as though their idolatry could somehow infect her. For my part, I was always more than a little fascinated with the gods of our fellow Romans and the ways they kept. They seemed to me, for all their oddness, exotic and enticing. I could never have said as much to Mother, mind, or I would have spent my life in penance.

			Finally, we were shown into the palace itself and escorted by the eight men of the urban cohorts past pairs of Praetorian guardsmen and through corridors of rich marble and bright paint, lorded over by busts of great men both past and present. Busts that I reached out and brushed my fingers across the base of whenever Mother’s eyes were not upon me. I suppose for most plebs it would have been a thing of astonishment to see such gilded luxury. I, of course, had been in the palace as often as any senator or general, attending to the apparel-based needs of the emperor, yet I still felt awed by the imperial grandeur. At the end of one corridor, my trailing fingers found an unstable plinth, and the bust of some ancient dignitary rocked gently. Mother said nothing. She did not need to. Her glare carried more warning than any words and I kept my arms by my sides from then on.

			Eventually we reached a wide chamber painted with images of fantastic creatures and trompe l’œil that made it appear as though we were standing in some grand park overlooking a lake of swans. We were motioned to silence as we entered, and instantly I understood why.

			The two emperors stood over a desk spread with a map of the city, accompanied by men in togas and men in armour. Two senior officers, almost certainly the Praetorian prefect and the commander of the urban cohorts, several men of high public office, even a priest.

			The great Marcus Aurelius, successor of Divine Antoninus and Emperor of Rome now for over a year, was involved in deep, muttered debate with one of the politicians, while my mother’s master, the co-emperor and adoptive brother of Aurelius, was busily haranguing the Praetorian prefect.

			‘I want him found and brought here to answer to me, personally,’ Lucius Verus snapped.

			Aurelius turned, drawn from his low conversation by the shout, his intelligent grey eyes filled with worry.

			‘Who?’

			‘Statius Priscus,’ Verus replied. ‘That fool.’

			Aurelius nodded his understanding and turned back to his own conversation, leaving Lucius Verus to snap at the officer. ‘It is Priscus’ responsibility to monitor the river and waterworks and to be aware of any issues. A good curator alvei Tiberis should know everything, right down to how many fish there are in the river. He should certainly damn well know when there’s a flood coming that’s big enough to drown a city!’

			‘Majesty, we have checked the curator’s house and the major-domo says he is at his villa on the slope of Mount Lepinus near Norba.’

			‘What?’

			‘Apparently there was some drainage issue he needed to attend to.’

			The emperor’s face passed through a number of expressions before settling into a deep, purpling anger.

			‘Have him sent for with all haste and we shall see how humorous he thinks the irony of attending to his estate’s drainage while the city slowly drowns in his absence. Hot irons might await.’

			The emperor Aurelius, never a man to miss a thing, cast a warning glance at his brother. Verus subsided under that wise gaze. ‘Send for him,’ the elder brother amended, ‘but when the crisis is over. For now, we need to concentrate all our efforts on making sure the dry regions remain secure. The waters could rise still, and whole regions remain at risk. Have every man available barricading the streets –’ he reached over the map and jabbed repeatedly with his finger ‘– here, here, here and here.’

			Lucius Verus turned, his temper cooled, and his gaze fell upon us, standing unobtrusive and quiet in the corner of the room. ‘Marcia? Good, they found you in time. I hear horror stories of what is happening in the Velabrum. No matter how many times we institute building codes, landlords cut corners and the result is invariably disaster. At least you are not hurt, nor your charming daughter.’

			Mother bowed respectfully, which proved to be difficult with an armful of folded clothes. Verus realised then what she was holding.

			‘Jove above and all his bolts of thunder, tell me you did not risk life and limb to bring me my tunics?’

			My mother had the grace to look a little sheepish, but Verus chuckled with genuine fondness. His hair and beard gleamed gold in the lamplight and his face creased naturally into a smile. ‘Marcia, you are a marvel.’ He gestured to the officer beside us. ‘Libo, I want these ladies taken care of.’ He winked at my mother before addressing the officer once more. ‘I go to war with Parthia within the month, and it does not do for an emperor to face the King of Kings in drab apparel.’ He chuckled again. ‘Quarter them with the boys for now, until we can settle more permanent arrangements.’

			And that was our dismissal. We were escorted from the imperial presence, but even that brief moment had given me an insight into the world of the emperors. These were no Neronian fools or Tiberian tyrants. These men were the best of Romanitas, leading their people and caring for the city as the patres patriae – the fathers of Rome. Despite everything we had endured and witnessed that night, I left sure that Rome was in good hands.

			 

			I lost track of our route through the palace. We had been many times before to attend upon Verus, but often in the same areas: either the public halls or his private apartments. The part of the palace to which we were now led, with windows that looked out upon the great Circus Maximus, was reserved for the imperial family and important guests and relations. Somewhere along the line, the soldiers passed us off to a palace functionary who escorted us the rest of the way, full of his own self-importance and without thought to ask my mother whether he could help her with her burden as the soldiers had done.

			Our journey’s end turned out to be a room painted with exotic wildlife, lit low with oil lamps. Two babes lay in beds that cost more than our entire household. Both were blond, with curly hair, and both, despite the lateness of the hour, were awake. One was crying while the other examined the cot’s headboard with an air of fascination. I know now that they were both less than a year old at the time. A nurse with a ruddy complexion and the figure of a well-fed matron was busy trying to settle the crying child.

			‘This,’ announced our escort, ‘is Hestia. She will take care of you for now. When I have had rooms made ready, I will send for you.’

			I could see my mother’s eyes narrow at being spoken to in this manner by a slave, no matter how powerful that slave might think he was. Hestia turned to us and I liked her immediately. Her face radiated sympathy and friendliness. She opened her mouth to speak but, as she did so, another door swung open without warning and a woman entered. I recognised the empress Faustina. Hers was a face I had seen in the palace from time to time, though I had never been personally involved with her. She was tall and elegant, even as heavily pregnant as she clearly was now. She carried her unborn child with her arms beneath the bump supporting some of the weight, and her face reflected her discomfort. My mother said later that she thought that, after bearing twelve children, the empress should be more at ease than she was.

			‘Hestia, would you kindly keep the boys quiet?’ the empress snapped. ‘I find it difficult enough drifting to sleep in perfect quiet, let alone with Lucius howling like that.’

			‘That is Titus, Majesty,’ Hestia said with a smile.

			‘Whichever,’ snorted the empress, ‘kindly keep him from howling like some monster from Aenean legend.’ She turned and noticed us for the first time. ‘You, you’re Verus’ woman, yes?’ Mother bowed her confirmation. ‘Good,’ the empress added. ‘Your girl looks quiet and sensible. Let her look after them.’

			And with that, the empress Faustina spun and departed, the door clunking shut behind her.

			‘Don’t mind her,’ Hestia said indulgently once the empress was out of earshot. ‘She’s actually very nice, but this pregnancy tests her and makes her waspish.’

			Mother smiled and put down her pile of garments. ‘These are the empress’ twins?’ she asked, peering at the two boys.

			‘They are,’ nodded Hestia, and my eyes widened at the realisation. I was in the presence of the twin sons of Marcus Aurelius, heirs to the empire. Titus Aurelius Fulvus and Lucius Aurelius Commodus. Titus Fulvus, then, was the one wailing and noisy, while Lucius Commodus was the one playing with the carving. Presumably both boys had been calmly asleep earlier, but the noise outside was loud even from here as the city panicked and died, ravaged by Father Tiber.

			I took a hesitant step towards the beds, glancing across at the nurse, but I had no need to fear. I had been commanded by the empress, after all. Hestia gave me a nod and a flash of her smile, and I crossed to the beds. As I reached the foot and stood between them, the strangest thing happened. Both children turned to look at me and the hair at the nape of my neck rose, my skin turning to gooseflesh. Fulvus stopped crying in an instant and peered at me as though inspecting the very soul of which I was made. Commodus looked deep into my eyes, gave a strange little giggle, and then wet himself.

			Hestia laughed. ‘They like you. I rarely see them so calm, even with the empress. Particularly with the empress,’ she corrected conspiratorially, with a sly glance flicked at the door.

			I smiled and brushed off the strange encounter, but something in my soul seemed to have clicked into place.

			I was in the house of the emperors, and there I would stay.

		

	
		
			 

			II

			INTELLIGENCE AND PRECOCIOUSNESS

			Rome, ad 164

			I turned seven in the autumn of the year of the consuls Macrinus and Celsus, with no fuss, and a tunic of fine green cotton and a grey braided belt made by my mother for a gift, which complemented my dark hair and olive skin. It had been common for the emperor, or more likely one of his lackeys, to give Mother and I gifts on our birthdays, being his freedwomen, but the glorious Lucius Verus was no longer in Rome to do so.

			The emperor had gone east with the legions to deal with that ageless enemy, Parthia, and his absence left us without a patron, at risk from the less scrupulous powers of the court. In the month the jovial and attentive Verus had stayed in Rome following that dreadful flood, I had been introduced to his ice-white, haughty betrothed, Lucilla, the cold and humourless daughter of Marcus Aurelius and so now niece and wife-to-be at once to Verus, and had found her to be unfriendly, ambitious, and as bitter as an artichoke. I would say it was because she did not like Christians, which clearly she did not, but since her snobbery and snide attitude seemed to be aimed at the world as a whole I did not feel particularly victimised. All I knew was that the prospect of acquiring the empress Lucilla as a mistress was not an encouraging one. When Verus took her east with him, we were not the only figures in the court to heave a sigh of relief. He left her partway, at Ephesus, safely out of reach of the war but close enough for marriage when she reached the appropriate age in a few short months. Despite her absence, the loss of our patron left a bitter taste.

			The senior emperor, Marcus Aurelius, remained in Rome, where he became embroiled in a legal dispute over the will of his aunt Vibia Matidia. He argued his case as ably as any of the great advocates, yet it was taking its toll on the great man in private, making him look weary and wan as he trod the halls of the Palatine.

			My life had changed utterly following the flood. At the behest of the emperor, Mother and I had been given apartments in the palace close to those of the imperial family and, despite Verus’ absence, my mother received many lucrative commissions from other members of the imperial family, including the emperor himself. And while Mother worked her magic, I was enrolled with tutors. It was a little strange for me, since I was essentially dropped into the imperial children’s educational path at their level, which, bearing in mind the difference in our ages – the twins were now three and I was seven – felt like a waste of time. Looking back, it was, in truth, far from unusual. The two emperors had, after all, been educated together, their age gap sufficient that Aurelius had been a man in the eyes of Rome while Verus still bore the bulla of childhood. The lessons were basic at first. Wooden blocks bearing letters to assemble words, brightly painted abacuses. Simple learning. The tutors seemed to feel that my sex made me somehow lesser than the boys and, as such, that I would work well at their level. I will admit to having no command of letters until I began at the palace, but I understood numbers, and knew a great deal for my age. I was bright, and a quick learner. So, might I add, were Fulvus and Commodus, though they were given to bouts of foolishness, especially Commodus.

			Their intelligence, and mine, was made evident when the tutor, who had been assigned for a full four months to teach us basic numeracy, reported to the emperor after just two that we had learned his entire syllabus. This was despite the fact that almost any time the man bent over my work with his back turned to them, Commodus would nudge Fulvus and the pair would disappear into the next room to hide or wrestle. I longed to join them, and might have been welcome, but it had been made abundantly clear to me by Mother that my place was to be deferential and behave myself, for I was only the daughter of a freedwoman, after all. So, every time they disappeared and the tutor turned back to address his class, he would find only me sitting there, looking forlorn and, naturally, a little guilty.

			The boys would be chided for their impish behaviour, but all that did was encourage them to do it more often. Little planning appeared to be involved in their games, each seeming almost instinctively to know what the other twin was thinking.

			Despite their close sibling bond, though, I had quickly come to see the differences between them. Fulvus was slightly less robust than his brother, with a perpetual look of faraway thoughtfulness and an insatiable desire to investigate and learn things. When he was not being taught basic counting – Lord, but I was bored with counting to ten, I had been counting to a hundred for years – Fulvus would find something that interested him and take it apart to see what was inside. Commodus was every bit as bright, but he was not so applied. He seemed bored by his lessons, despite natural ability, preferring to be moving and laughing, always active and testing himself physically.

			More than once I found the pair of them playing some frightening game that would have horrified their parents: waddling along a wall-top, or taking turns jumping across an open grate. Once or twice I was present at the inception of such larks, and it always seemed to be Commodus that urged Fulvus on, daring him to ever more worrying heights.

			Being around those boys made me happy in a way I had never experienced before coming to the palace. And, oddly, my being held back in line with their education, when added to their intelligence and precociousness, somewhat evened the ground between us, despite the age gap.

			The world moved on, with news arriving from Verus’ campaigns in the east periodically. It seemed that he was thoroughly chastising the Parthians, and the tales of his deeds were exciting to us children, relayed like heroic stories of old. I remember hearing the name Panthea on more than one occasion, though the conversations always drifted to silence as we children appeared. I knew nothing of it at the time, but Verus had, apparently, taken a beautiful and exotic mistress in Antioch, while his brittle and unpleasant betrothed waited and fumed in Ephesus.

			 

			Life changed notably on one day that winter as Saturnalia approached. It was the first step on the stairs down to Hades. The empress Faustina was closeted away in her rooms with her new baby boy, Annius, who, at only a year and a half, was too young for tutors and too young to play with his brothers. Our lessons were done for the day and we left the library where we had been trapped into learning our vowels with a dusty, dry old man who seemed slightly less animated than the marble busts that watched over our lessons. The world was a crisp white. Not snow, sadly, for children of any age wish eternally for snow. No, this was that hard white that leaves a million glittering diamonds on the surface of the stones and makes every step a treacherous one. I had been granted some warm, fleece-lined shoes that had previously belonged to another child of the palace, and I was grateful for them as we passed the vast banquet hall and emerged into the chilly air of the Flavian Peristyle. The fountain in the great octagonal pool was not working, and hadn’t been for the past week. A pipe somewhere had been ruined by the cold, according to a slave I asked, and the flow had stopped until investigations and repairs had been carried out. Consequently, the pool was now little more than an eight-sided sheet of ice, contained by low walls.

			Fulvus, Commodus and I spent a few entertaining moments on the ice, skittering this way and that, sliding and laughing guiltily, knowing that we would be for it when one of the adults found us. But, with just a little testing, we had decided that the ice was thick enough to cast aside all worries. Likely it was solid right down to the base, for it was only a foot deep. Still, this being a garden frequented by many, we decided to move on and find our entertainment elsewhere, especially as slaves and functionaries began to wander around the edge beneath the colonnades.

			We spent some time playing hide and find among the small rooms and colonnades at the western edge of the palace, where the windows overlooked that great forbidding temple of Apollo. On my third turn as the finder, I located Fulvus easily enough – a blond head badly concealed among shaped miniature laurel bushes – but it took us so long then to find Commodus that I had become quite frantic by the time I heard his familiar giggle echoing up from an open doorway. Fighting my fear of the dark stairs beyond, remembering that awful night of the flood and the terror that my mother had drowned, I gingerly descended to find Commodus alone at the foot of the steps in some dank chamber.

			‘Too slow, Em,’ he giggled, using the shortened name the boys had saddled me with. ‘I win. Your turn!’

			I argued against it. After that nightmare stair into damp darkness, I really didn’t want to play on, but Commodus was insistent. Returning once more into the cold light with relief, I reluctantly agreed, and hurried off to find a hiding place. And it was there that I first discovered magic.

			Fulvus and Commodus were scurrying through the various halls and rooms, calling my name and laughing, shouting to one another and drawing very disapproving looks from a dozen slaves whose station forbade them from chastising young princes. I had found what I thought to be an excellent hiding place. I didn’t even know what the room was for, it was little more than a cubbyhole beside a doorway. I hunched down in the darkness, making myself small and unobtrusive, and that is why the girl never noticed me. She was a kitchen slave, judging by the aroma she carried with her. She moved furtively, which immediately piqued my interest, and I watched with fascination as she checked to make sure she was not being observed. She then dropped to her knees in the doorway and rummaged in a woollen pouch at her belt before producing something oddly shaped, a small roll of something black, pinned through the middle with a nail. She began muttering in little more than a whisper and it irked me that I couldn’t quite make out what she was saying, but I did hear a name: Hekate. She then lifted a small iron grille in the floor and dropped the strange item down into the gloom.

			I was rapt. Hekate was a name I was vaguely aware of, in that Mother had reeled it off among many others in a long list of demons we were to loathe and shun as followers of the true faith. The slave continued to kneel for a moment, murmuring, then replaced the grille.

			‘What was that?’ I asked from the shadows. The slave girl leapt to her feet with a shriek, eyes wide, searching the shadows. Feeling a little guilty for the fright I’d given her, I emerged from the gloom. I was clearly no slave, but my clothes also marked me out as low-born, and her shoulders slumped as she relaxed a little.

			‘You gave me a turn there, Mistress,’ she said.

			‘What was it?’ I repeated. ‘And who’s Hekate? Is he a demon?’

			She gave me a baffled look, as though I had asked her what yellow smells like. Finally, she looked this way and that conspiratorially, and hunched over again. ‘I cursed a man. A bad man. A man who will end me if I don’t deal with him first.’

			‘You cursed him?’ I had no idea what it meant, but it was clearly something forbidden even to pagans, and I was positive that my mother would be horrified at the notion.

			‘I asked that his skin slough off and he die an agonising death.’

			‘And this Hekate can do that? He must be a demon.’

			‘Hekate is a goddess, Mistress. The dark lady of Achaea. And I hope she can. I really do. Cretheus deserves nothing less than Tartarus.’

			Just then I heard the boys approaching, laughing and calling my name. The scream had probably drawn them. The slave gave me a desperate, hopeful look. She could not just leave. I was a freedwoman and she a slave, and she could not go until dismissed. I took pity on her and waved her away, wishing I’d had time to quiz her more on the subject. I made a mental note of the name Hekate and planned to investigate further. If only I could read more than a few basic sentences, perhaps I could have used the library. I would have to be careful with my questions, for there was a very good chance that a word in the wrong ear would land me in trouble with Mother, or the slave in trouble with her masters.

			Commodus and Fulvus found me easily, then, for I had little time to hide away again. We played twice more, then moved on. Outside the grand dining hall, flanking it on both sides, are beautiful nymphaea, elegant and architecturally magnificent shrines to the nymphs of the Palatine water supplies. They are oval basins perhaps twenty paces long and three feet deep, with a central core of brick and marble sporting delicate statues of the nymphs, a constant flow of water between them. This place was clearly fed by a different pipe from the fountain in the garden, for the water gushed clear and fast, splashing into the basin only to flow away beneath the ground, probably washing along that curse the slave had dropped in the doorway.

			The nymphaeum is surrounded by a colonnade and, while the buildings around it rise two and three storeys, the narrow sacred space is open to the air and freezing cold. One end of the nymphaeum pool was iced over, the water from the fountain slopping down onto the ice, and the two boys immediately hurried over to it. I adopted the manner of a disapproving matron as they grabbed sticks from somewhere – I have never known from where boys acquire sticks to play with, but they seem to be able to do it at will, even indoors – and started to poke the ice with them, giggling.

			I left them to it, my own attention once more on the slave girl, her strange, rolled-up curse and her Greek goddess of magic. I worked through everyone I knew well in the palace, discarding each name in turn as unwise to approach on the subject, and was beginning to become exasperated when my attention was pulled back to the present by a shout of alarm. I looked around and could see only Commodus. He was waving his stick, white-faced and wild-eyed and shouting incoherently.

			I ran over and, as I did so, my heart caught in my throat as my eyes fell upon the shape of Fulvus thrashing in panic beneath the frozen surface of the pool. The foolish boy had fallen into the pool somehow and been pushed under the edge of the ice by the current. The water would be colder than I could imagine. Commodus was wailing, pointing at his brother, and I realised with a start that I was watching this dreadful tableau and doing nothing about it.

			Taking a breath and fighting my dread of water, I vaulted over the lip of the basin where the water wasn’t yet frozen and tried to grab Fulvus. He was still awake under the water, eyes wide and face almost blue. Somehow, he had slid further under the ice and I couldn’t grasp him firmly enough to pull him out, my young fingers swiftly becoming almost unusably cold and his limbs hard to grasp. I began to hammer at the ice, hoping to break through, though achieving little more than splintering thin shards from it and cutting myself on the sharp edges, my hands running with blood. I was too weak, and I was freezing, and there was little chance of me freeing Fulvus in time.

			As I smashed at the ice, suddenly another figure was there with me. He was a slave in a ragged grey tunic, a little older than the boys, a little younger than I, yet his strength was surprising as he cracked and smashed the ice, bringing his whole body weight to bear. In moments, he reached Fulvus and hauled him clear as I climbed out, shivering. The prince’s eyes were closed, and he had become still as the slave boy laid him carefully on the ground. His skin was blue-grey, and I felt a rising panic. Was he dead?

			I held my hand above his mouth and nose and felt nothing.

			‘Hit his chest,’ the slave boy said, urgently.

			‘What?’

			‘That’s what they do with drownings. I’ve seen it. They hit the chest. Like this.’

			And the slave began to pound rhythmically on Fulvus’ chest. I stared in shock. Surely he was going to break the prince, not save him. The constant wailing of Commodus, who I knew instinctively had dared his brother to cross the ice and started this whole mess, blared out like a fanfare across the courtyard and was already bringing others, footsteps slapping across marble as they approached.

			Fulvus awoke suddenly, a torrent of icy water bursting from his mouth as he rolled onto his side, and the slave, panting, stood back. The prince coughed and choked, shuddering and hugging himself as Commodus continued to wail, regardless of this change.

			‘Blankets,’ I shouted. ‘He needs to be warm. Blankets!’ Despite the freezing air, and in a moment of what I can only call unexpected heroism, the slave pulled off his ragged tunic and wrapped it around the ice-cold prince, hugging him tight while he himself shuddered in the cold.

			Adults were there a moment later, grabbing the prince and taking him away, with not a word for the slave who’d saved his life and who now stood naked, shivering and unnoticed. Commodus followed them, howling like a lost wolf cub, batting away all attempts to mollify him, the guilt at having almost killed his twin all-consuming.

			And then, suddenly, I was almost alone.

			Almost . . .

			I turned to find the slave boy watching me curiously. He had disconcerting grey eyes, so pale that I could barely make out where they met the white, the pupils black pinholes. His face was swarthier even than mine, betraying an eastern origin, and he was narrow and reedy for all the strength he had displayed at the pool. But it was nothing physical about him that touched me, even those peculiar eyes. It was something indefinable about the way he stood, the way he looked at me. It made me uneasy, like watching a caged predator. He might be just a slave, but there was something about him, and I spotted it the first moment I set my eyes on him. Just as something had connected inside me at the sight of young Commodus, so a similar thing happened with the slave. He was handsome in an odd way, and he had proved his value by saving Fulvus even at the expense of his own well-being. Yet I couldn’t find it in me to thank him.

			His name was Cleander, and I shuddered as he walked away. 

			 

			Night came and with it tension in the palace. Something was wrong with Fulvus. He yet lived, and was breathing once more, but his colour remained inhuman, and he did nothing but shiver and stare. I saw him twice that evening. Everyone was so busy that no one gave any thought to shooing away a palace child who happened to be in the room. Besides, everyone was so used to seeing me with the princes that finding me with Commodus near Fulvus’ sickbed was no surprise. The emperor shuffled aside all his work and worries that night to sit with his son, and Faustina, her face drawn and anxious, joined him.

			When I retired to bed, I needed no urging from Mother to say my prayers. I knelt willingly, eagerly even, and asked God with every fragment of my soul to make Fulvus well again.

			My relationship with the Lord did not improve. The next day, Fulvus had not recovered. New physicians were sent for from across the city. The best to be had, whether they be Roman, Jewish, Greek or even Aegyptian. They all said the same thing. He had not only technically drowned but had also suffered due to an extreme change of temperature. That he had been warmed and yet still not reacted as expected was not a good sign. The physicians would attend on him, but they recommended that the emperor and empress implore the gods, make appropriate sacrifices and, if at all possible, visit an important sanctuary of Aesculapius to seek his aid.

			There being little chance of reaching a major cult centre of the healing god, the emperor and his entire entourage visited the sanctuary on the Tiber island that day, giving lavish offerings and seeking counsel and aid. I remained in the palace, of course. I was nowhere near important enough to be involved in such a visit. In the absence of Commodus, who I presumed was with his mother and father on the island, I stayed out of Fulvus’ room, though I rarely strayed far from it. That afternoon I had been in the corridor outside and had moved to the end, where a wide window gave bright light, far enough away from the two Praetorian guards on the prince’s door not to draw their attention, and I dropped to my knees and began to pray. Perhaps the Lord had not heard me last night due to all the noise and commotion in the palace?

			I was so surprised at what happened next that I failed entirely to react. There I was on my knees, imploring God to save Fulvus, and suddenly I was shoved sharply sideways. I fell to the floor in shock and sprawled, wondering what was happening. As my rolling eyes settled on a figure in the window’s silvery light, they narrowed. The shape of Cleander the slave stood there with a haughty expression, lip curled and strange grey eyes unreadable.

			‘So this is your fault,’ he said in quiet tones. I could think of no real response to such a ludicrous accusation, and simply stared at him. He pointed at me. ‘You and your stupid Judean cult. I saved him, but you’re killing him. The prince would be up and eating now if you sacrificed to the gods like a proper Roman.’

			I was dumbfounded. A proper Roman? My mother had been brought from Greece, yes, but I had been born in the city to a freedwoman. I was a plebeian, but I was as Roman as they came. Cleander, on the other hand, had been brought over from Phrygia where they worship stranger gods than ever rose in Rome. A proper Roman? I hissed back at him. ‘I ask God to save Fulvus.’

			‘Your god has no power here. And what do you sacrifice to him anyway? Words? Where’s your incense? Where’s the wine? The coin?’

			I rose, anger beginning to get the best of me. It was the first time I can remember being truly furious. I was raised to be passive and understanding. To try and always resolve without conflict. But I tell you, had I a rock in my hand at that moment, I might well have stoved in his head.

			‘I’m supposed to turn my other cheek to you, ignore your violence and forgive you. And because I want to be a good Christian, I’ll do that. I’ll forgive you. But only this once.’

			He made to push me again, but perhaps something in my expression stopped him. Certainly, he stepped back. I was a freedwoman of the emperor Lucius Verus, and he was a slave. I had allowed him to get away with pushing me over in anger, but I had warned him not to do so again. For my part, I meant every word. I would punch him in the eye if he tried again. For his part, I suspect he thought I meant I would report his behaviour to the major-domo, which would have seen him beaten at the very least. Whatever the case, he walked away. As he reached the door, he paused and turned.

			‘In the old days, they used to burn your sort.’

			And then he was gone. I seethed, shaking, promising myself that one day I would settle that score. I received my second shock in a short space as Commodus emerged from the shadows near another door, confusion creasing his young, innocent face.

			‘What’s a Criss-chen?’ he asked, stumbling a little over the unfamiliar word.

			Hmm. I thought lessons would be cancelled today, what with Fulvus bedridden, but it seemed I was to teach instead. I thought long and hard on the question as he watched me with those intelligent, searching eyes.

			‘We believe in only one God. He is the creator of all things and the world is made according to His plan.’ I shrugged, trotting out the words I’d heard so many times. ‘There’s more to it, but that’s the main thing.’

			‘Which god?’

			I frowned in turn now. Mother had never actually named him. He was just God. My silence seemed to decide the boy, and he smiled.

			‘It’ll be Jupiter. Or Saturn. No, Jupiter. Father’s a god, you know?’

			This was difficult territory. I was seven years old and no master theologian, but even I could see the narrow, difficult avenues this conversation was heading down. I tried to change the subject a little. ‘It’s the same god as the Jews have. Or so Mother says. I’m not sure how that is, but apparently it is.’

			‘When I grow up, I’m going to be a god,’ Commodus said with a strange faraway look in his eye. ‘Like Father, but not the same one. He’s him. I’ll be Hercules. I like Hercules.’

			And suddenly he was off again. In his head, he was now the Greek hero, completing trials and slaying foes. My theological crisis had been averted by the attention span of a three-year-old, and I could only thank him for that. But suddenly his eyes darkened again.

			‘Wish I was Aesculapius. Then I’d make Fulvus better. When will he be well?’

			Lord, but this was a day for difficult conversations. His parents had explained to him that his twin brother might never be well, and that they were praying and sacrificing in every way they could, yet to Commodus it was never a question of if Fulvus would get better. Just when.

			 

			The month passed and Saturnalia came and went, though celebrated in a rather subdued manner in the palace. It made little difference to me. Mother would not allow me to celebrate that pagan ritual anyway, though I would often sneak out to watch what I could, and once I even caught sight of the red-painted Lord of Misrule being released to cause havoc.

			The slave Cleander put in increasing appearances over the winter, whenever the adults were not watching, and always welcomed by Commodus. While I did not like him, especially since his tirade against me, I could hardly deny how important he became to Commodus, distracting him from his worry with games and humour. I had not the heart to try and stop him.

			Januarius came and there was a little visible improvement in Fulvus, hope restored with the new year. The emperor made sure to visit the Tiber island at least once in every market cycle and gave such gifts to the god as might buy a kingdom somewhere. The physicians, though, were cagey. When consulted, despite the apparent improvement, they still sucked their teeth and refused to commit to the belief that he was on the mend. 

			Physicians know their craft. Despite having gained colour and a little activity, Fulvus died before Aprilis.

			The loss hit me hard. Very hard. I had spent two happy years playing and learning alongside that extraordinary little prince and he was as close to me as any brother. The emperor and empress went about the business of state and managed to fit in the appropriate mourning time and ceremonies. Fulvus was to be elevated among the gods despite his youth. Looking back, I realise now how badly Aurelius and Faustina took the death, and it is a credit to them both just how thoroughly they continued to rule and administer, giving way to grief only in private. I was to be allowed neither the time nor the room to grieve in myself, for Commodus was there, and with the increase in activity around the imperial family now, Cleander was unable to play his part in keeping the prince happy.

			The empire mourned. The imperial family mourned. And me? I supported the surviving prince, trying to fill the role that Cleander had created over the past month. I have heard it said that there is a link between twins that does not exist between other siblings, or indeed any other people. I suspect that when such a link is broken something fails inside. Certainly, Commodus changed the day Fulvus died. Something came over him then, something that never left.

			I spent months with Commodus, and our parents not only allowed it, but actively encouraged it. He was troubled, and I seemed to be the only thing he clung to. I know that he could easily pass a day in lessons or social activities as though nothing untoward had occurred, but then suddenly he would suffer in the evenings. His mood would plunge, and he would become dour and untalkative. Once, even, I found him pulling out clumps of his glorious golden hair, leaving raw skin in patches. I did not know what to do, other than try to calm him and brush his luscious curls so that they covered the worst of the damage. Then, one day in late summer, I decided that, since no one else seemed to know how to deal with the distraught and unpredictable prince and they were all content to leave me consoling him, I would have to find a way to heal him myself. I found him in his room, staring at the floor.

			‘Why didn’t I die?’ he asked without looking up as I entered the room. I gently clicked the door closed behind me.

			‘Why should you have?’

			‘Nikandros is teaching me about halves,’ he answered, seemingly at a tangent, but I knew him well enough to wait for the connection. It came directly, and when it did, it floored me. ‘I’m half a person, Em, and Fulvus is the other half. When a man loses an arm or a leg, he dies. I losed half of me. Why am I still alive?’

			I nodded. That explained the hair tearing in some warped way. ‘Maybe God still has a plan for you.’

			He gave me a look that made me regret bringing my faith into the subject.

			I sighed and tried again. ‘You still have a future. More than a future. You’re the son of the emperor. No emperor’s had a son since the Flavians. You know what that means? It means you will be the next emperor. The first boy born to the purple in a hundred years. That has to mean something. Your father needs you. The empire needs you.’ I smiled weakly.

			He slumped back. ‘I’m . . . broken. Don’t know how to get better.’

			I shivered. He was not yet four years of age, and such words from his mouth as would make a philosopher marvel.

			‘Then let’s find out. Together.’

			And we did. The next morning, I found him still moping in the dark. The sun was out, and bees hummed, almost as much as the reek of the streets in the heat. But I had an idea.

			‘Come on,’ I said, grabbing him and leaving no room for argument. I took him to the old stadium on the eastern side of the palace. In truth, it had probably never been used as a stadium and had always been a garden, but during the reign of Hadrian part of the garden had been turned into a bestiary, containing some of the exotic creatures that wide-travelled emperor had seen in their native countries. Most of the beasts had long since perished and had never been replaced by successive emperors, but there was one creature there that I knew Commodus loved. The lion was known as Maximus, named for the assassin who had put an end to hated Domitian, and he had been here more years than anyone could remember, yet still seemed virile and powerful.

			As we crossed the marble chipping path and passed between well-tended flower beds towards that cage, I knew I had done something right. I caught Commodus’ eye and there was a sparkle there that had been lacking these past few months. I had kindled something. He approached the cage and nodded.

			‘Why do we follow a silly bird?’

			I chuckled. ‘The eagle of Rome. It is noble. Powerful. Ancient.’

			‘It’s just a bird,’ he replied. ‘Put it in the cage with Maximus and see. Rome shouldn’t be a bird. It should be a lion.’

			And that started it. Over the next few days we visited anything that sparked
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