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Salve (hello)!


Welcome to the first Roman Quest.


This story takes place in the ancient Roman Empire during the final years of the Emperor Domitian in the year 94 AD.


Some of the places in the story are sites that you can still visit today.


The main ones are Rome, Ostia Antica, Londinium (London) and Fishbrook (Fishbourne Roman Palace).


To learn more about the time and place the book is set, look at the chapter headers. Or turn to the back of the book to see what the Latin words tell us about the world of Juba and his brother and sisters.


Vale (farewell)!


Caroline
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Chapter One


BIRRUS


The Emperor’s men came at midnight.


Juba heard the banging on the distant front door as his mother shook him awake.


‘Juba!’ she cried. ‘You have to leave. Now!’


In the flickering light of a bronze oil-lamp he could see that she was wearing his father’s winter cloak even though it was a warm summer’s night. Her tawny hair – the same colour as the cloak – was loose, making her seem much younger than her thirty-three years. She pulled off Juba’s sheet, helped him sit up and thrust his baby sister into his arms.


Baby Dora was fast asleep, wrapped in his mother’s blue palla.


‘What’s happening?’ he yawned.


His mother quickly fastened his best leather travelling belt around his waist, then knelt to put on his boots.


‘Why are you putting on my boots?’ He looked around groggily. ‘Where’s Tutianus?’


‘The slaves have gone,’ she said, standing up.


‘Gone? Where?’


‘Away. And you must, too.’ She pressed something into his hand. At first he thought it was a clay oil-lamp, then he saw that it was an ampulla: a baby’s feeding bottle. It was made of black-glazed clay and was decorated with a grinning actor’s mask to keep away evil. The nozzle end and the filling end were both sealed with beeswax, but he could still smell milk. It was full, and heavy in his hand.


He stared at it stupidly. ‘I don’t understand. Why are you giving me Dora’s feeding bottle?’


‘Because I can’t go with you.’ His mother took the ampulla and put it into the neck of his tunic so that it slipped down and was caught where the belt cinched his waist. ‘Keep it there,’ she said. ‘Your body will help it stay warm.’ Then she took the tawny cloak from her shoulders and put it on him. ‘This is your father’s birrus Britannicus, worth a fortune. He told you its secret, didn’t he?’


Juba nodded. His father had told him it was from a province called Britannia at the edge of the known world.


‘Good. And do you remember who gave it to him?’


Juba nodded. ‘Uncle Pantera. He brought it from Britannia.’


‘Which is where you must go,’ she said. He could feel her fingers trembling as she fastened the boxwood toggle at the neck and another crash came from the front door, two courtyards away.


He frowned. ‘What do you mean? Where must we go? I don’t understand what’s happening.’


‘The Emperor Domitian is taking possession of our house and everything in it. Your father and I will stay here and distract his men long enough for you to escape.’


‘Escape?’ Juba wondered if this was all a strange dream.


But he knew it wasn’t when she took his shoulders and shook him. ‘Juba, listen! Someone has denounced us. Do you know what that means?’


Juba nodded. His tutor Serapion had been teaching them about Roman law. ‘It’s when an informer – a delator – accuses someone of treason against the Emperor and takes them to court. If he wins his case then he confiscates the traitor’s property and divides it with the Emperor.’


She nodded. ‘And the delator always wins because the Emperor always gains. Juba, someone has denounced us. Your father and I will stay behind to divert the Emperor’s guards so you can take Fronto and your sisters as far from Rome as possible. Go to your uncle Pantera in Britannia. He has a seaside villa near a town called Londinium. Here!’ She reached behind her neck and took off her necklace.


‘Your Minerva cameo!’ He stared at the gem on its gold chain. Carved in four different coloured layers of sardonyx, it showed the goddess in profile. ‘But it’s worth a fortune!’


‘No, Juba. It is worth four fortunes. One for each of you. The money you raise from its sale should buy your passage to Britannia, with enough left over to get you to your uncle’s villa.’ She tucked the cameo out of sight in the neck of his tunic. ‘I’ve also put gold in your belt pouch. When you get to Ostia, buy a slave girl who can nurse the baby.’


‘Buy a slave girl?’ he stared at her.


‘Yes! Take her with you on the ship to Britannia. If you can’t find a wet nurse, a goat will do. If all that isn’t enough you have everything you need right here.’ She patted his chest. ‘Do you understand?’


He stared down at his baby sister. Small but solid, with creamy brown skin and silky black curls, she was already very beautiful.


A distant splintering crash told Juba that the front door had finally been broken. He heard his father’s voice, deep and angry. His mother’s cold hands on his cheeks brought Juba’s head round so that she could look him in the eye. He could see she was fighting tears.


‘Juba. Your brother is older but you know he’s … different. You have to be a brave leader, like your hero Aeneas. Promise me you will do everything in your power to save the children.’


Juba felt sick, but he took a deep breath and nodded. ‘I promise,’ he said, feeling the weight of his baby sister in his arms.


His mother kissed his forehead. ‘Farewell, my son. I love you.’ Then she pushed him through the curtained doorway and into the courtyard.




[image: img]


Chapter Two


LUCERNA


Fourteen-year-old Fronto was dreaming about the Trojan Horse when his younger brother Juba shook him awake.


‘Fronto! Get up!’ cried Juba.


Fronto blinked. ‘Is it still night? I was dreaming about the sack of Troy.’


‘We have to go now! Put on your best tunic and cloak.’


Fronto looked around. ‘Where’s Jucundus?’


‘You have to get ready without your slave.’


Fronto folded his arms across his chest. Getting up in the middle of the night was wrong. Getting dressed without the help of his slave was worse.


‘It’s a game!’ Juba said. He was holding their baby sister. ‘We’re playing Escape from Troy. We’re the Trojans. The Greeks have come out of the hollow horse to get us.’


Fronto pondered this, and then unfolded his arms. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘I like games.’ He went to the cedarwood chest at the foot of his bed, opened it and pulled out a cherry-coloured tunic. ‘I’ll wear this one,’ he said. ‘It’s my lucky tunic.’


‘Take your lucky cloak, too. And your boots, not your sandals.’


Fronto took his dark brown hooded cloak from its peg, then fished under his bed for his boots. ‘Why are you wearing father’s birrus Britannicus?’


‘Because it’s the colour of a lion skin,’ Juba said. ‘Remember Aeneas wore a lion skin like Hercules when he took his family from burning Troy?’


‘Of course I remember,’ Fronto said. He pulled on his right boot, then stopped and looked at Juba. ‘Does that mean you get to be the hero, Aeneas?’


‘Yes!’ Juba hissed. ‘Just put on your other boot.’


From another part of the house came a crash, and then shouting.


‘What was that?’ asked Fronto in alarm.


‘Pater and Mater are playing, too,’ Juba said. ‘They’re pretending to be the Greeks, coming out of the Trojan horse.


‘Oh!’ Fronto said.


His brother pushed him towards the inner door that led to their sister’s room next door.


Even though it was just a game, Fronto touched the door frame at shoulder level three times for good luck: right, left, right.


His sister Domitia Ursula was already awake and sitting up in bed. She had the darkest skin of the four of them, so at first all Fronto could see were her catlike eyes, made green by the yellow flame of a small oil-lamp.


‘Ursula!’ whispered Juba. ‘We’re playing Escape from Troy. Get dressed.’


‘But it’s night-time,’ Ursula said, hugging a toy puppy made of rabbit fur stuffed with wool. ‘And I heard strange noises.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Fronto said. ‘It’s just a game.’


Juba nodded. ‘Like the time Pater and Mater pretended the house was on fire to see how we would cope.’


Ursula narrowed her eyes at them and made no move to get up.


‘Listen,’ Juba said to Ursula. ‘Pater said they’ll get us each a puppy if we can get all the way to the Ostia Gate without anybody seeing us.’


‘A real puppy?’ breathed Ursula. ‘Not a rabbit fur one like Canicula?’ She held up her soft toy.


Juba nodded and Fronto grinned as his younger sister leapt out of bed. For years she had been begging their parents for a real puppy.


As Ursula dressed she asked, ‘Can I bring Loquax? I would bring him if it was a real emergency.’


‘All right,’ Juba whispered. ‘But keep him in his cage, and quiet. And be quick!’


Ursula hurriedly tied the belt of her tunic and stepped up onto an elephant-shaped ebony stool to take the wicker birdcage down from its hook. The cage was covered with a dark blue linen cloth. This showed the bird it was night, and time to be quiet.


The elephant stool wobbled and she almost fell. But she recovered her balance and jumped down lightly, holding the covered cage.


Juba took a deep breath. ‘Put on your winter cloak please, Ursula,’ he said. ‘And boots.’


As Ursula tugged on her boots, Juba went to the outer door of her bedroom, pulled back the curtain a finger’s width and peeped out.


‘Blow out the lamp!’ he hissed at Fronto.


Fronto obediently blew out the gilded bronze oil-lamp on Ursula’s bedside table. They were plunged into darkness.


Silvery moonlight washed the room as Juba pulled the tapestry curtain back. ‘Now!’ he hissed. ‘Along the colonnade and into the storeroom. Quick as you can!’


Fronto rapidly touched each side of the doorframe – right, left, right – then tiptoed along the walkway towards the storeroom and slave-quarters.


Even though he knew it was a game, his heart was thudding against his ribs.


Fronto grinned. This was exciting!




[image: img]


Chapter Three


AMPHORAE


Juba closed the storeroom door behind them and pressed his back against it. It was solid, but there was no bolt on the inside. He hugged his baby sister and tried to think.


Even though it was dark, he closed his eyes because it helped him concentrate.


He knew that wheels of cheese and bunches of herbs hung from the ceiling, and a whole side of dried beef that had been part payment for a pearl necklace.


On his right, two dozen amphorae full of the finest wine and olive oil leaned against the wall. In the far corner were pieces of old furniture and some equipment belonging to builders who had decorated the triclinium wall.


To his left was a door that led to the slave quarters.


And straight ahead of him was their only chance of escape: a door that opened onto a narrow back alley and from there the streets of Rome.


‘Do we really need to bring the baby?’ whispered Ursula.


Juba nodded and opened his eyes.


‘Then let me use Mater’s palla to strap her to my body,’ offered Ursula. ‘I know how.’


‘All right, but hurry!’ Juba hissed.


As Fronto helped his sister strap on the baby, Juba tiptoed forward to peep in the slave quarters.


A burning torch in a wall bracket showed him a dozen empty stalls in a vaulted tunnel. He had not been here for years, since he was a toddler, and he was surprised to see how cramped they were.


He pulled the wooden door closed so his brother and sister would not notice that the slaves were gone.


‘Shhh!’ he lied. ‘The slaves are all asleep. Let’s be as quiet as we can.’


With trembling hands, he lifted the wooden bar of the back door. It would fall back into place once they were outside.


Juba winced as the iron door hinge squeaked in its marble socket.


He hesitated. He had never been on the streets of Rome without his parents or a bodyguard, especially not at night. He knew it was a dangerous place, full of beggars, criminals, disease and death. He had a superstitious brother, a feisty sister and a baby who might start crying at any moment. How would he ever get them all to safety?


Then he heard an ominous thump on the other side of the storeroom door, and low male voices. It was the Emperor’s henchmen.


‘Come on,’ he hissed. ‘Let’s go!’
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Chapter Four


AENEAS


They were about two blocks from home, heading down the dark streets of the Palatine Hill, when Juba felt a tug at his cloak.


He whirled round to see it was only his brother. ‘By the gods, Fronto!’ he gasped. ‘Don’t do that. What do you want, anyway?’


‘You have to carry me on your back!’


‘I what?’


‘You have to carry me on your back!’ Fronto repeated. ‘Remember how Aeneas had to carry his father on his back when they fled burning Troy?’


‘Of course,’ Juba said. ‘Like the silver statue Pater used to have in his study.’


‘Yes! If you get to be the hero, then I get to be his father. Carry me!’


His voice was loud, too loud.


Juba glanced at the dark streets behind them: the Emperor’s men might appear any minute. Play the game, he told himself.


‘All right!’ he muttered. ‘But just to the bottom of the hill.’ He turned his back to Fronto and bent forward. ‘By Jupiter!’ he gasped as his brother climbed aboard. ‘You’re heavy. Wait! Not so tight. You’re choking me!’


Fronto loosened his grasp. ‘Now you know what Aeneas felt like!’ he laughed.


Juba started to stagger down the hill. ‘Poor Aeneas,’ he grunted.


With every step he felt his stomach clench. He was running away like a coward.


When they reached a quiet place where an aqueduct passed overhead Juba could no longer bear his brother’s weight. Or his guilt. He let his brother down and looked around, breathing hard. Houses were built against and under the aqueduct. At the places where its supporting arches met the walls they cast inky black shadows.


Juba led them under one of these shadowed arches.


‘What are we doing here?’ Ursula asked.


‘I just remembered something important,’ Juba whispered. ‘If this was a real emergency we would need to bring our household gods for protection. I’m going back to get them. You and Fronto wait here under this arch. With your dark cloaks, I can hardly see you there. If you don’t move and don’t peep, you’ll be safe. Oh, and if the baby wakes, give her this.’


He reached into the neck of his tunic, brought out Dora’s feeding bottle and handed it to Ursula.


She frowned at it. ‘This is a stupid game,’ she said. ‘I want to go home.’


‘Do you want a puppy?’


She put down the bird-cage and took the bottle.


‘If she gets a puppy, can I have a horse?’ asked Fronto.


‘Yes,’ said Juba. ‘I’m sure Pater and Mater will let you have a horse.’


He left before they could protest any more, keeping to the darkest shadows on the side of the road.


Please help me be brave, father Jupiter, he prayed. Please help me be brave.


As he hurried back up the dark streets he tried to muster his courage by resting his hand on the ivory handle of his dagger.


He had only seen two soldiers searching the house. Maybe with the element of surprise he could help his parents get away from them.


His father was very rich, with enough gold and jewels to buy ships, houses and slaves. If he could help his parents escape, then the six of them could sail anywhere in the Empire. To Britannia. Or Alexandria. Maybe even to Asia, the homeland of Aeneas.


When he reached his own street he looked round the corner. For a heartbeat he thought all was well. The double doors were wide open, as if to welcome his father’s clients on a dark winter morning. He could see the silhouettes of their two door-slaves either side of the door.


Then he looked again. The two figures were not their door-slaves; they were soldiers wearing the white-crested helmets of the Praetorian Guard, the Emperor’s personal bodyguard.


And the double doors were not open, they were shattered.


Juba shrank back round the corner, his heart pounding furiously. Earlier, peering out of Ursula’s room, he had seen a short soldier with a squashed nose and a tall one with a hooked nose. The two by the door were younger and more muscular. That meant there were at least four of them, maybe more.


It was so quiet that Juba could hear his heart thudding. The houses around his were silent. No shutter squeaked open. No watchdog barked. Only the cicadas creaked faintly. The shouts and banging must have woken his neighbours but they were probably cowering in their homes, afraid that they might suffer the same fate as his family.


Juba felt a sickening plunge of his stomach: he knew that if he called for help, nobody would come. He was on his own.


Through the doorway he could see his atrium. It was so brightly lit by torches that he could even make out the household shrine in the far corner. The shrine was a miniature wooden temple on top of a cabinet. The cabinet itself contained silverware and other treasures, and a secret panel with his father’s most precious jewels.


Inside the model temple on top of the cabinet were offerings of fruit, small cakes and charred pinecones. Painted on the back panel were two lucky snakes and two youths with fluttering tunics.


Most important of all were the three little statues of Jupiter, Mercury and Venus. They were his family’s special household gods. His father prayed to them every morning and burned incense to them on special days. And his mother always took them on their trips to Naples and back.


The three figurines were still in the shrine, which meant his parents had not got away. They would need his help.


He was mustering his courage when a crash followed by shouts came from within the depths of his house.


The two guards looked at each other, then turned and went inside.


Juba watched them go through his atrium, past the household shrine and down the corridor that led to the fountain courtyard. A thought occurred to him: if the gems inside the shrine were gone, that might mean his parents were safe.


If not, they would need them when they met up again in Britannia.


Before his courage could fail, Juba ran forward, his tawny cloak flapping behind him. He hid behind one of the columns of the porch. Its painted plaster was chalky on the sweaty palms of his hands. Hearing nothing, he crossed the threshold into the bright atrium and crouched in front of the shrine.


As quickly and quietly as he could, he opened the cabinet doors. Five life-sized wax faces swung on their nails, two on the left, three on the right. The death masks of his ancestors seemed to be shaking their heads at him. Their empty eye sockets looked spooky in the torchlight.


‘Sorry,’ he whispered and made the sign against evil.


Groping in the depths of the cabinet, his fingertips found the secret panel and felt it fall.


His father kept his best specimens in a flat ebony box: dark green emeralds, light green jasper, purple amethyst, apricot-coloured sardonyx and a pale pink pearl the size of a chickpea. That pearl was the most valuable thing he owned.


After you children and your mother, his father had told them, The Pearl of Iris is my most valuable possession. In the time of Julius Caesar it was sold for ten million sesterces. It is worth more than both our houses and everything in them.


The box was there, but it was empty.


He felt a huge wave of relief wash over him. Good, he told himself. Pater and Mater must have the jewels.


He was gathering up the three household gods when the sound of men’s voices and the crunch of boots sent a jolt of panic racing through his body.


He had been a fool to return. If the Emperor’s henchmen caught him, Fronto and his sisters would be helpless. They thought they were playing a game. They didn’t know their lives really were in danger. They had no idea who was after them or where they should be going.


Juba looked frantically for a place to hide. The porter’s alcove had a painted screen that hid his bench from view.


Juba ran to it.


But when he slid behind the screen, he saw a sight that would haunt him for the rest of his life.
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Chapter Five


AQUAE DUCTUM


Ursula knew she was braver than both her brothers.


When she was six she had crept out of the house to watch half-naked boys dressed in goatskin run down the streets for the festival of Lupercalia. When she was seven she had accepted a slave boy’s dare to scramble up the new grape vine trellis to the roof of their townhouse. Then last year, aged eight, she had been the only one brave enough to pick up the strange black bird with the yellow beak and broken wing. The poor thing had flown into one of the marble discs that hung between the columns of their inner rose garden. She had nursed him back to health, enduring his frightened pecks and flapping. She had not even been scared the first time the bird spoke to her in a strangely human voice, saying ‘Ave, Domitian!’ She had named the bird Loquax and he was her dearest companion.


Now, hiding under the big arch of the aqueduct with her elder brother and baby sister, Ursula was not scared. She was furious.


She knew Juba was pretending to play a game. But he should trust her enough to tell her the truth and not try to bribe her with the false promise of a puppy.


And now he had disappeared into the night. What if he never came back? She did not even know what they were running from. Or where they were really going. And he had left baby Dora with her.


Ursula hated the feeling of not being in control. It made her angry, like a wild animal in a cage. She wanted to scream in frustration. Or hit something. Unable to stay still, she thrust Loquax’s cage into Fronto’s surprised arms and began to pace back and forth in front of the arch, stroking her baby sister’s back.


‘Ursula!’ hissed Fronto. ‘Juba told us to wait here in the shadows.’


The faint slap of running feet on paving stones made her freeze.


Was Juba coming back already?


Yes!


She recognised his tawny cloak as he skidded round a corner.


‘Run!’ he gasped. ‘They’re after me!’


Fronto laughed and, still clutching Loquax’s cage, he charged after his brother.


But Ursula had caught a glimpse of Juba’s face in the moonlight.


She knew for sure that it was not a game.


Clutching baby Dora tight, she ran too.


And for the first time that night she was more afraid than angry.
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Chapter Six


CIRCUS MAXIMUS


As Juba pounded past the curved southern end of the Circus Maximus, the dark streets grew brighter and more crowded. He could smell spices from the great warehouses by the river and he could hear the sound of whip-cracks and wagon wheels. They were getting close to the busy Ostia Gate.


Carts and carriages were not allowed in the city of Rome in daylight hours, so all deliveries had to be at night.


Juba slowed his pace and jogged gratefully between fast-moving men and slow-moving beasts.


But his chest was still heaving and sweat was pouring down his body as he finally came to a stop in a shadowed doorway near some stables. Fronto ran up a few moments later, still hugging the cloth-covered birdcage. Torchlight showed his face shiny with sweat; like Juba, he was wearing a winter cloak.


‘Gods!’ gasped Fronto, touching the doorway three times: right, left, right. ‘I don’t think … I’ve ever run … so fast … in my life. That was good.’


‘Get back!’ Juba pulled his brother into the shadow of the doorway, then looked over Fronto’s shoulder into the crowd of people moving along the pavement.


‘Where’s Ursula?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t she with you?’


‘She’ll be here … soon,’ gasped Fronto. ‘She’s a better … runner … than either of us!’


‘But she was carrying Dora!’ cried Juba. ‘And she’s only nine. She’ll get lost in the crowds!’


‘She’ll be here!’ Fronto repeated. Again and again, he touched the sides of the doorway for good luck.


But by the time Juba’s heartbeat had returned to normal, there was still no sign of Ursula and the night-time crowds were thicker than ever.


‘When did you last see her?’ Juba asked Fronto.


‘Not sure,’ said his older brother. ‘By the Circus Maximus, I think.’


‘Jupiter, protect her from the Emperor’s men,’ prayed Juba. Then to Fronto, ‘Wait inside that stable.’


‘To choose my horse?’


‘Yes!’ lied Juba. ‘But we’re not at the gate yet, so if you see any soldiers, hide!’


‘Did Mater and Pater hire actors?’ Fronto asked. ‘Like at their party?’


‘Yes!’ Juba lied again. ‘And if they find us then we lose the game. So get inside!’


He watched his brother go a few paces, step round a pile of steaming manure and then disappear into the large open door of the stable.


Then, with another prayer, he set back the way he had come.


He looked down dark alleys and behind splashing fountains. He felt dizzy and sick. Both his sisters were gone!


His mother had asked one thing of him: to save the children. And he had failed.


Fronto had last seen Ursula outside Rome’s great racecourse, the Circus Maximus, so Juba spent extra time looking under the dark arches. There were other people there: beggars sleeping and a couple kissing. But no Ursula.


He was just about to admit defeat when he heard the faint sound of a kitten mewing and found his sister crouching in the shadows of an umbrella pine a stone’s throw from the racecourse.


‘Ursula,’ he cried, relief washing over him. ‘What in Hades are you doing?’


‘I found a kitten!’ She looked up at him with shining eyes. ‘Their mother was gone and all her brothers and sisters were dead. But look! She’s alive!’


‘Meeer!’ said the tiny creature in Ursula’s arms. ‘Meeer!’


Then the kitten grew silent.


‘At last!’ cried Ursula. ‘She’s feeding!’


With horror, Juba saw that she was using baby Dora’s ceramic bottle to feed the kitten milk.


‘What are you doing!’ hissed Juba. ‘That milk is for Dora, not for some stray kitten.’


‘She’s only tiny,’ Ursula said. ‘She won’t drink much. And Dora usually sleeps through the night. This milk is just to comfort her if she wakes.’
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