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This story takes place in ancient Roman times, so a few of the words may look strange.


If you don’t know them, ‘Aristo’s Scroll’ at the back of the book will tell you what they mean and how to pronounce them.


At the beginning of this book you will find coin portraits of some of the historical people mentioned in this story, as well as a drawing of a Roman theatre and a map of Roman Africa in the first century AD.
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Diana the huntress crouched by the myrtle bush and examined the footprint of a deer. Her short scarlet tunic glowed in a beam of early morning sunshine. In her left hand she grasped a polished bow. Green-feathered arrows rattled in her painted quiver.


She looked over her shoulder at the two girls and their dogs waiting silently behind her. One girl had fair skin and light brown hair, the other was dark-skinned with golden-brown eyes.


‘Do you see it?’ whispered Diana. ‘The fresh hoof-print in the earth? That means our prey is close at hand. Come, Flavia. Come, Nubia. The hunt is on!’ She stood and pushed through the myrtle bushes, causing drops of morning dew to sprinkle the girls.


Flavia – the fair-haired girl – laughed and caught hold of Nubia’s hand and the two of them followed. After two months of rain and tears, this last day of February was sunny and warm. After two months of black garments, Diana’s red tunic was a welcome touch of colour.


They followed the huntress through the dappled groves.


Presently Diana stopped them with a silent raised hand. They all saw the deer, standing in a sunlit clearing by an acacia tree.


Carefully, almost lovingly, Diana notched the arrow in the string and slowly pulled it back. A heartbeat’s pause, then a deep, sweet thrum. Unhurt, the deer vanished into the myrtle bushes.


Diana laughed. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, her eyes shining. ‘It’s the hunt that counts. Being out here in the woods. Being free. Being alive!’ She led the girls to the spot where the deer had been and stopped beside the acacia tree. Her green-feathered arrow was embedded in its trunk.


Diana gave the arrow a tug. ‘When my sister Cartilia died of the fever last winter,’ she said, ‘did I don black garments of mourning and spend my days weeping? No! I honour her by living!’


Flavia gazed in admiration. Diana Poplicola’s silky hair was the colour of partridge feathers, her long limbs lightly tanned and smooth. She looked just as Flavia imagined the goddess Diana must look. She also had the goddess’s courage and independence. And her hatred of men.


The huntress grunted as her arrow came free. ‘And I will have nothing to do with men. They kill you as surely as this arrow can kill, by getting you with child, like your poor dead friend.’ She dropped the arrow into the quiver on her back. ‘And even if you survive childbirth, marriage leaves you bloated and trapped, with runny-nosed brats clutching your knees. No, I would rather die than ever marry.’ Her long-lashed brown eyes blazed with passion.


‘Me, too,’ said Flavia, and looked at Nubia. ‘Us, too! Will you teach us to be huntresses like you, Diana?’


‘Of course,’ said Diana, and looked them over. ‘But you need to look the part. First, pull up your tunic to allow your legs free movement. And cut off your sleeves at the shoulder. Here, let me show you.’


She helped Flavia and Nubia belt their tunics so that the hems skimmed their knees. Then she took a sharp hunting knife from her belt and cut off the long sleeves of Flavia’s sky-blue tunic. ‘Here,’ she said, handing Flavia the sleeves. ‘You can use the fabric as a headband.’


‘Oh!’ Flavia’s face grew hot. ‘It feels strange to have my arms and legs all bare and cool. I feel almost naked!’


‘Don’t worry.’ Diana tossed her hair. ‘Nobody will see us out here in the woods.’ She turned to Nubia, made a few swift cuts and pulled away the mustard-yellow sleeves of her tunic. ‘Look how beautiful you are in your short golden tunic, with those long mahogany arms and legs. How old are you?’


‘Twelve,’ said Nubia shyly. ‘I am twelve.’


Diana laughed. ‘I’m nineteen and you’re almost as tall as I am. You look like an Amazon. And you,’ she turned to Flavia, ‘you remind me of Diana herself, with your courage and love of the hunt.’


‘I do?’ said Flavia, feeling her cheeks grow hot again.


‘Yes. But if you want to hunt with me in the resin-scented pine woods of Ostia and Laurentum, you must renounce men.’


Flavia looked at Nubia. ‘Diana’s right,’ she said. ‘We don’t need men. Look what happened to Miriam. We want to live and be free and have adventures.’ She turned to Diana. ‘If we renounce men, will you teach us to hunt? Will you show us how to use your bow?’


‘Better than that,’ laughed Diana. ‘I have two smaller bows at my house. I’ll give you each one and I’ll teach you this very morning. But first you must make your vows at the Temple of Diana. I have some traps in the next grove. I usually catch a few rabbits in them. Are you willing to offer a rabbit each as your vow?’


‘Yes!’ cried Flavia, and nudged Nubia.


After the merest pause, Nubia nodded.


‘Then follow me!’ cried Diana. ‘Your new lives are about to begin!’


Jonathan ben Mordecai gave a coin to the ferryman and stepped down into the small boat. His friend Lupus followed. Wordlessly, the two boys joined a workman in a one-sleeved tunic near the front of the boat. The man was covered with white marble dust and he looked like one of the lemures, or spirits of the dead. Jonathan shuddered. Ten-year-old Lupus gave his friend a sympathetic look and patted him on the back.


Dawn had been sunny, but now a high film of clouds dulled the February morning and flattened the colours. The mouth of the River Tiber was swollen and brown from over two months of daily rain. Jonathan absently watched it flow towards the grey sea.


With the arrival of two veiled women, the boat had its full complement. Lenunculus the ferryman pushed off from the south bank, then settled himself and began to row. The Tiber was only a few hundred feet wide at this point, but the current was particularly strong. Jonathan knew the journey would take almost half an hour.


He closed his eyes and listened to the silky swish of the water, the plop of the oars, the peevish cries of seagulls overhead, and the soft murmuring of the women. After the constant wails of babies and grieving women at home, the relative silence was a relief.


When the boat reached the other side, Lupus scrambled out and up onto the riverbank. He caught the rope thrown by the ferryman and moored it to the post. The ferryman was the second out, reaching down a muscular arm to his passengers. Jonathan waited for the powdery stonemason to disembark and then helped the women up to Lenunculus on the muddy bank. Jonathan was in no hurry. He knew what he would find here.


The Isola Sacra was a flat triangle of land between Ostia and its new harbour Portus. It was the site of market gardens, warehouses, a marble yard, and – along the road from Ostia to Portus – a growing necropolis. The land was cheaper here than along the roads outside Ostia, and it was becoming a popular site for tombs of the poor.


The road to Portus, Ostia’s new harbour, was straight and well-paved. For a short time Jonathan followed the two women, but as his pace slowed they drew far ahead. He passed a tomb with a small lighthouse mosaic, and one with a clay relief of a ship.


‘Arghhh!’ yelled Lupus, leaping out from behind a large red-brick tomb. He had no tongue and could not speak, but he made convincing animal noises.


‘Not now, Lupus,’ sighed Jonathan. ‘I’m not in the mood to play beast-hunters and bears.’


Lupus looked at him for a moment, then shrugged and ran off to explore more of the graveyard.


Jonathan left the road and found his father slumped at the opening of the family tomb.


Mordecai ben Ezra had not cut his hair or beard since the day of his daughter’s funeral ten weeks earlier. His long tunic was muddy at the hem. He wore no cloak.


‘Father?’ Jonathan bent and gently shook his father’s shoulder.


‘Susannah?’ said Mordecai. His voice was slurred and when he opened his red-rimmed eyes, Jonathan saw that his pupils were huge and black. ‘I didn’t mean to. I tried to help her. I didn’t mean to. Should have said no. No, no, no. Why did I do it? Why did I let her marry him?’ He closed his eyes again.


‘Father, it’s me. Jonathan. Time to come home.’


‘Who?’ Mordecai blinked up at him, then shook his head angrily. ‘No. She was too young. I should have said no.’ Tears began to run down his gaunt cheeks and into his beard.


Lupus appeared from behind the tomb and looked down at Mordecai. Suddenly he grunted and pointed at Mordecai’s feet.


‘I know,’ said Jonathan. ‘He’s put his boots on the wrong feet. Like a child.’ This – more than anything else – made him want to cry. He took a deep breath and swallowed the familiar tightness in his throat. ‘Come, Father! Time to go home. Mother is worried.’


Lupus frowned at Mordecai and then made the sign of someone drinking and raised his eyebrows at Jonathan.


‘No,’ said Jonathan. ‘He’s not drunk. Not on wine, at least. But I think he’s been taking poppy-tears again. Look how black his pupils are.’ Jonathan sighed. ‘Come on, Lupus. Help me stand him up and let’s take him home.’


The gongs of Ostia were clanging noon when Flavia knocked on the back door of her house. It was built into the city wall and had no outside latch for security reasons. Presently, Flavia’s old nursemaid and house-slave Alma opened the door. Her eyes widened as she looked the girls up and down.


‘Great Juno’s peacock! The two of you are practically naked! What have you two done to your tunics?’ she cried. ‘Hacked them all to bits!’ Without waiting for an explanation she muttered, ‘Well, you’d better get upstairs quickly and change! You have a visitor.’


‘I don’t care who sees me!’ said Flavia, as she bent to undo Scuto’s lead. ‘I want the world to see me like this.’


‘Are you sure? It’s that nice young lawyer. Flaccus.’


Flavia stood up. ‘Floppy? Floppy’s here?’ She stood on tiptoe and peered anxiously over Alma’s shoulder. ‘Is pater here, too?’


‘No, your father is out. It’s just Floppy … I mean Flaccus. Juno! You have me saying it now!’


Flavia caught her friend’s hand. ‘Come on, Nubia. Let’s see what he wants.’


Flavia had met the handsome young patrician the previous spring on a voyage to Rhodes. Gaius Valerius Flaccus had become a good friend and had recently stayed with them in order to plead a case in Ostia’s basilica.


Now he was standing in her father’s tablinum with his back to them, pretending to examine the shelves of scrolls.


Flavia cleared her throat. ‘Hello, Gaius Valerius Flaccus,’ she said politely.


He turned with a smile. ‘Hello, Flavia,’ he said. ‘Hello, Nubia.’ And then: ‘Good gods! What are you wearing?’


Flavia quoted Virgil: ‘A painted quiver on her back she wore, and at full cry pursued the tusky boar.’


‘You what?’


She lifted her chin a fraction. ‘Nubia and I have just made offerings at the Temple of Diana. We have taken vows of chastity and we are now virgin huntresses!’


Flaccus stared at her for a moment, then muttered: ‘That’s going to make this more interesting.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Flavia. I was hoping to speak to your father first … But now that you’re here, I have something to ask you.’ His eyes flickered towards Nubia and he smiled at her.


Nubia gave him a shy smile in return.


‘Flavia, could we speak privately?’ And then to Nubia: ‘Do you mind?’


Flavia caught Nubia’s hand. ‘Nubia is my best friend. She always stays by my side. Whatever you want to tell me, she should hear, too.’


For a long moment he looked at her in consternation, and she could see the tips of his ears grow pink. Finally he took a deep breath and said, ‘Flavia Gemina, I love you.’
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Without taking her eyes from Flaccus, Flavia said, ‘Leave us alone, please, Nubia,’ and added under her breath. ‘But don’t go far.’


Nubia gave Flaccus a little smile, then whistled for the dogs; they were busy sniffing the young man’s boots. Tails wagging, Scuto and Nipur followed her out of the tablinum. Flavia watched the three of them disappear through the inner garden in the direction of the kitchen. When they were out of sight she turned back to Flaccus.


‘What did you just say?’


Flaccus took a breath. ‘Flavia Gemina,’ he said. ‘Since I first met you last year I have come to realise something. You are the bravest, most intelligent girl I have ever – is that blood on your cheek?’ He squinted at her.


Flavia’s mouth opened but no words emerged.


Flaccus gave his head a little shake, glanced up at the ceiling and whispered to himself: ‘… bravest, most intelligent …’ Then he cleared his throat. ‘But what makes me love you is your courage, and your hunger for justice and truth.’


Flavia stared at him.


‘Flavia,’ he said, his voice deep with emotion. ‘Flavia, will you marry me?’


Flavia closed her mouth.


Flaccus smiled and moved out from behind her father’s desk. ‘We won’t have the betrothal ceremony until June,’ he said, ‘when you come of age. And we don’t have to have the actual wedding until you’re fifteen or sixteen.’ He took another step towards her and now he was so close that she could feel the heat radiating from his muscular body.


‘I just want to know that one day you’ll be mine,’ he said softly, and added, ‘I know you have feelings for me. I can see it in your eyes.’


Flavia’s heart was pounding and she could feel her resolve wavering. Floppy loved her. He loved her!


He looked at the floor. ‘The death of your friend Miriam reminded me that life is short. I want to marry and raise a family. I want to have children.’ He looked up at her again. ‘Flavia, I want to have your children.’


From the house next door came the sudden thin cry of a baby. It reminded Flavia of why Miriam had died so young.


Flavia swallowed and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Gaius Valerius Flaccus,’ she said. ‘But I have just this morning taken a vow of chastity. I made a vow to Diana. Nubia and I have renounced men forever.’


He tried to smile. ‘Bad timing on my part, then. I suppose I shouldn’t have lingered in Rome this morning to make those offerings to Fortuna and Spes.’


He looked so crushed that Flavia’s heart melted. ‘Oh, Floppy!’ she cried. ‘I’m sorry. If I were ever to marry, you would be my first choice. My only choice! I think you’re marvelous. Any girl would be lucky to have you. You’re rich, and handsome, and highborn …’


From the house next door, the cry of a second baby had joined the first.


She took a step back. ‘But I can’t marry you. I can’t. I’m sorry,’ she whispered.


After a pause, he pulled a ring from his little finger. ‘If you ever change your mind, will you put this on?’ The ring was gold, and showed two clasped hands.


‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘A betrothal ring.’ She reached out to take it, then drew her hand back. ‘I can’t wear that.’


‘Don’t wear it,’ he said. ‘But take it. And if you ever change your mind, put it on.’ He took her left hand and turned it so that the wrist faced the ceiling. ‘They say,’ he touched the base of her ring finger, ‘that a nerve goes from this finger right to the heart.’ He slowly traced a line from her finger across her upturned palm and her wrist and up her bare arm to the crook of her elbow and then to her shoulder and finally down over her chest.


He was standing very close to her now, looking down at her upturned face with his long-lashed dark eyes. She could feel her heart pounding under the tip of his finger. Presently he moved his hand slowly back up towards her collarbone, then plucked an arrow from the little wicker quiver slung over her left shoulder. Without taking his eyes from hers, he snapped the arrow with a crunch.


He bent lower and now his mouth was so close to hers that she could smell the faint sweet smell of mastic on his breath. ‘Your arrow has pierced my heart, Flavia.’


And then he was gone.


Her knees gave way and she sat heavily in her father’s leather and bronze armchair. When the blood had stopped rushing in her ears and when her heart had stopped pounding, she saw the two objects he had left on the desk. The gold betrothal ring, and the feathered shaft of the arrow.


He had taken the pointed half with him.


Later that day an imperial messenger banged on the door of Jonathan’s house, the house next door to Flavia’s. All the women inside were occupied with babies, and his father was still in a drugged stupor, so it was left to Jonathan to answer the door.


‘Quiet, Tigris!’ said Jonathan to his dog. ‘You should be used to messengers by now.’ He glanced at the man. ‘Even imperial messengers.’ He studied the seal, nodded, then turned the folded papyrus over to see to whom it was addressed.


‘Master of the Universe,’ he muttered, and showed the letter to Lupus, who had just come into the atrium. ‘It’s addressed to us. To me, you, Flavia and Nubia.’


Jonathan thumbed open the seal and quickly scanned the letter. ‘I don’t believe it!’ He handed the letter to Lupus and turned back to the messenger. ‘Does the emperor want an answer right away?’


‘By tonight if possible,’ said the messenger. ‘I’ll wait at the Grain and Grape Tavern for your response.’


‘I need to discuss it with my parents,’ said Jonathan. ‘I’m only twelve, you know.’


The messenger nodded. ‘It’s a great honour for someone as young as you to be asked to go on such a mission,’ he said. ‘I would advise you to accept. If you do, I am authorized to give you enough money for your passage as well as four imperial passes.’ He glanced at the cypress branch hanging over Jonathan’s front door. ‘Who died?’ he asked. ‘If you don’t mind my asking.’


‘My sister,’ said Jonathan, ‘and her husband. She died in childbirth and he disappeared a week after she died. We found his cloak and sandals on the beach. We think he drowned himself from grief.’


Nubia, Flavia and their two dogs were hunting in the dunes south of the Marina Harbour. The high thin glaze of clouds had thickened, and now it was beginning to drizzle.


‘Oh, it’s so nice to be out,’ sighed Flavia, pushing aside a clump of juniper. ‘Out of the house and away from those crying babies.’


‘I am liking babies,’ said Nubia quietly.


‘I like babies, too,’ said Flavia. ‘But not ones that cry all the time.’


‘Behold,’ said Nubia, looking up. ‘It is beginning to rain.’ She sneezed.


‘We need to get used to the elements,’ said Flavia briskly, ‘if we are going to be virgin huntresses.’ She let the juniper branch spring back and glanced down at her wax tablet. ‘Diana said you can sometimes find deer down here, where the woods meet the beach. I want to kill a deer. I want to prove we’re worthy to be her companions.’


Nubia sneezed again, and sighed. Although she was no longer Flavia’s slave, she sometimes felt like it; Flavia rarely considered Nubia’s wishes, or asked her opinion. Nevertheless Nubia was going to offer her opinion now.


‘Flavia,’ she said. ‘Flaccus loves you and is wanting to marry you. Do you not want to marry him?’


‘I have taken a vow,’ said Flavia firmly. ‘Alma says the gods often tempt you after you’ve taken a vow. The goddess Diana was testing me. But I passed – Shhhh! Scuto, Nipur. Quiet! Did you hear that, Nubia? I heard a twig snap. Come, faithful hounds!’ she said to Scuto and Nipur, who were busy sniffing the base of a pine tree. ‘Come, faithful maiden companion! The hunt is on!’ Flavia ran towards a grove of oak trees, then crouched behind a rotting trunk near another clump of juniper.


‘Flaccus is kind and handsome,’ panted Nubia, crouching down beside Flavia and catching Nipur’s collar. ‘And I know he pleases you. You told me once you imagine kissing his lips.’


Flavia ignored Nubia’s comment. ‘Now that we are virgin huntresses,’ she mused, ‘shall we live in the resin-scented woods of Ostia and Laurentum? Or shall we catch a boat to a faraway country?’ She looked up at the sky. ‘Oh, not again! It’s rained every day since Miriam died. I can’t remember such a wet winter in my whole life. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be somewhere sunny? Shhhh! There. At the foot of that big oak! I saw something brown!’


Flavia pulled an arrow from her quiver and notched it on her bowstring. A moment later the arrow sped from its bow.


‘Aaaaah!’ came a voice from the foot of the oak tree. ‘I’ve been shot!’


‘Oh, no!’ cried Flavia. ‘I shot a person, not a deer!’


Flavia pushed through the juniper bushes and emerged into a sandy clearing within sight of the beach. There were a few ancient oak trees here and a man in a brown tunic and leggings stood beside one. He had just pulled the arrow out of his calf and was examining it with interest. ‘Ow!’ he said. ‘That stung.’


‘Oh, I’m so sorry, sir!’ cried Flavia. ‘I thought you were a deer. Scuto! Get away. That’s not your lunch.’


‘I’m not a deer,’ said the man, rescuing his cheese and bread from the dogs’ interested sniffing. ‘Just a sailor trying to eat my lunch.’ The man squinted down at her. ‘Oh, it’s you, Miss Flavia.’


‘You know me?’


The man nodded and grinned. ‘I know your father. Sailed with him once a few years ago. My name’s Gorgias.’


‘Pleased to meet you. And sorry about shooting you.’


‘Doesn’t matter. Wasn’t much force behind it. Only went in a little. Fleshy part of the calf.’ Gorgias looked down at the spot of blood on his left legging. ‘See? It’s almost stopped bleeding already.’


‘Here.’ Flavia pulled off her blue linen headband. ‘Let me bind it up.’ She knelt and wrapped the cloth around his calf, then tied it off neatly. She stood up and brushed away a stray strand of hair. ‘If it festers, Gorgias, you must visit Mordecai ben Ezra on Green Fountain Street. I’ll make sure he treats you gratis.’


‘So is he back from his travels, yet?’


‘Doctor Mordecai?’


‘Your father. Only I’m looking for work.’


Flavia frowned up at him. ‘My father’s at home. Right here in Ostia. What makes you think he’s gone travelling?’


‘Thought I saw him embarking last December,’ said the sailor, scratching his head. ‘First day of the Saturnalia, it was.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Flavia. ‘Ships don’t set sail in December. It’s not the sailing season. It would be suicide!’


‘That’s why I remember it. She was bound for Sabratha in Libya, carrying members of the Pentasii beast-hunting corporation. I saw your father going up the gangplank an hour before she set sail.’


Flavia turned to Nubia, a puzzled expression on her face. ‘Did pater go on a voyage last—’ Then understanding dawned: ‘Did my father have a broken nose?’


‘Now that you mention it, yes…’ said Gorgias. ‘I remember thinking he must have been in a fight recently. Oh, and he was barefoot.’


‘Great Juno’s peacock!’ cried Flavia. ‘It must have been Uncle Gaius. My father’s twin brother,’ she explained to Gorgias. ‘We all thought he drowned himself. Oh, thank you, Gorgias! That’s wonderful news! My father is here in Ostia, but he’ll be sailing to Alexandria tomorrow or the next day. He usually posts details of his voyages in the Forum of the Corporations. I’ll put in a good word for you, if you like.’


‘Much appreciated. Oh. Here’s your arrow. Only a little blood on it.’


‘Thank you.’


Flavia caught Nubia’s hand and pulled her away. ‘This is Diana’s doing!’


Nubia frowned. ‘Diana Poplicola?’


‘No! Diana, the goddess of the hunt,’ cried Flavia. ‘She doesn’t want me to hunt deer. She wants me to hunt men. She wants us to find Uncle Gaius and she’s put us on his scent! It’s her reward for my resisting temptation.’


As they emerged from the woods onto the tomb-lined road, the dogs began to bark.


Nubia pointed. ‘Behold!’ she said. ‘It is the Jonathan and the Lupus!’


The boys had just appeared from the Fountain Gate and were hurrying towards the girls.


They ran towards each other, and when the two boys finally stood before the two girls, Flavia and Jonathan opened their mouths and said in unison: ‘We have to go to Africa!’
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‘A letter from the Emperor!’ breathed Flavia. ‘A letter asking us to go to Africa, land of exotic cities like Leptis Magna, Carthage and Volubilis, and oasis towns scattered like leopard spots on the tawny skin of the desert!’


The four of them had taken shelter from the rain under some umbrella pines near the synagogue. From here they could see the beach and the Marina Harbour. Jonathan had bought a papyrus cone of pistachio nuts and was passing them round.


Flavia took a nut. ‘And the letter arrives the very day we learn Gaius is there! It must be the goddess Diana rewarding me.’


‘Are you certain it was your uncle the man saw?’ asked Jonathan, cracking a pistachio shell with his teeth.


Flavia nodded. ‘He looked like my father, but with a broken nose,’ she said. ‘That’s a perfect description of Uncle Gaius. Also he was barefoot. Remember how we found his sandals on the beach?’


‘How could I forget?’ said Jonathan. ‘We thought he must have been so overcome with grief that he just walked into the sea and drowned.’


‘But he didn’t!’ cried Flavia. ‘He didn’t drown himself. He just ran away, and the goddess Diana has put us on his track. She’s rewarding me for my faithfulness,’ she said.


‘What faithfulness?’ said Jonathan with a frown. ‘Why do you keep going on about Diana?’


‘Nubia and I have renounced men and taken a vow of chastity,’ said Flavia, lifting her chin a fraction.


Lupus almost choked on a pistachio nut, so they all patted him on the back. When he stopped coughing, he looked at Flavia and raised his eyebrows questioningly.


‘Nubia and I have sworn never to marry,’ said Flavia, ‘and I have already resisted great temptation.’


Jonathan spat out a shell. ‘What temptation?’


Nubia answered: ‘Gaius Valerius Flaccus asks Flavia to marry him. She says no.’


‘Floppy asked you to marry him?’ cried Jonathan and Lupus gave Flavia his bug-eyed look.


‘Yes,’ said Flavia. ‘But I turned him down.’


Jonathan raised an eyebrow. ‘You turned down the most eligible bachelor in the Roman Empire?’


‘It was the goddess testing me,’ said Flavia, flicking away a pistachio shell. ‘And now she has rewarded me for my resolve. How else can you explain Titus giving us money for passage and four imperial passes to travel anywhere in the Roman empire?’


‘Simple,’ said Jonathan: ‘He has a mission for us.’


‘I long to go to Africa, my home,’ said Nubia. ‘But I still do not understand why the Titus wants us to go there.’


‘He wants us to find a valuable gem,’ said Jonathan, ‘and bring it back here to Rome. Apparently the Delphic oracle prophesied that whoever possesses the gem will rule Rome for a long time. The only problem is he’s not sure exactly where the gem is. He’s sending other agents to parts of Asia, but he wants us to go to Africa.’


‘Why us?’ said Flavia. ‘Has he run out of agents?’


Jonathan took out the letter and read: ‘You have proved yourselves resourceful in the past. Also, being children, you can go many places where adults can’t.’


‘He’s right,’ said Flavia.


Nubia turned to Jonathan. ‘Where in Africa is he wanting us to quest? Could it be Egypt? Or Nubia, my home?’


Jonathan shook his head. ‘Titus wants us to start in a town called Sabratha, on the coast. His mother, Flavia Domitilla, came from there and he’s got a cousin who will help us.’


Flavia almost choked on a pistachio nut. ‘Great Juno’s peacock!’ she said. ‘Sabratha is where Gaius’s ship was headed. Now I’m sure of it: this is a mission from the gods!’


‘Pater!’ cried Flavia, running into the tablinum. ‘Pater, I have the most exciting news!’


Marcus Flavius Geminus was a clean-shaven, good-looking Roman in his early thirties, with the same light-brown hair and grey eyes as his daughter. His eyes widened in surprise.


‘Great Neptune’s beard!’ he exclaimed looking from Flavia to Nubia and back. ‘What on earth are you two wearing?’


‘Good morning, sir,’ said Nubia politely.


‘Pater! A letter!’ said Flavia. ‘A letter from Rome! From someone very important. Can you guess?’


Her father’s stern expression melted. ‘Praise the Twins. I thought you weren’t going to tell me.’


‘Of course I’d tell you!’


‘I thought you’d turned him down,’ said Marcus, rising to his feet and smiling. ‘That would have been the biggest mistake of your life.’


‘Turned him down? Of course not. But how do you know about it?’ asked Flavia suddenly.


‘He sent me a letter, too.’


‘The Emperor sent you a letter?’


Marcus frowned. ‘The Emperor? Titus? Are you telling me Titus wants to marry you?’


Flavia glanced at Nubia and giggled. ‘Pater, don’t be silly. Of course Titus doesn’t want to marry me. He has a mission for us. A quest! The hunt is on!’


Her father sat down in his chair again. ‘A quest. The Emperor has a quest. He was the one who sent you the letter.’


‘Actually he sent the letter to Jonathan. He wants us to go to Africa. But, pater, I haven’t told you the most exciting news: Uncle Gaius isn’t dead! He’s in Africa, too! A sailor saw him boarding a ship to Sabratha in December. Just after Miriam’s funeral. And Sabratha is exactly where the emperor wants us to start our quest! It can’t be coincidence. It must be the gods!’


Instead of praising the gods, her father looked at her coldly. ‘Flavia, ships do not set sail in December. I know that and you know that. Do you have anything else to tell me?’


‘But this ship did sail in December, and Uncle Gaius was on it. He’s alive! Isn’t that wonderful news? We can go look for him!’


‘Flavia,’ said her father quietly. ‘Has anything else happened today?’


Flavia’s smile faded as understanding dawned. ‘Oh! Gorgias. Is he badly hurt? Did he complain?’


‘What are you babbling about?’


‘I accidentally shot a man—’


‘You shot a man?’


‘Yes, but only a little, and he seemed all right, unless the wound has started to fester … His name is Gorgias and he would like to sail with you.’


‘Good gods, Flavia, you’re completely out-of-control! I’m talking about marriage. Have you not just had a proposal of marriage?’


‘A proposal of – oh! Oh, pater! Did Floppy,’ stammered Flavia, ‘did Flaccus write you a letter?’


‘He did.’ Her father tapped a sheet of papyrus on his desk. ‘He tells me that he proposed to you this morning, but that you turned him down. Alma overheard you saying you had renounced men. Some nonsense about Diana and her virgin huntresses.’
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