

[image: cover]





The Sirens of Surrentum



Caroline Lawrence is American. She grew up in California and came to England when she won a scholarship to Cambridge to study Classical Archaeology, which she followed with a degree in Hebrew and Jewish studies at the University of London. She lives by the river in London with her husband, a graphic designer. In 2009, she was awarded the Classics Association Prize for ‘a significant contribution to the public understanding of Classics.’


To find out more about the Roman Mysteries, visit www.romanmysteries.com





THE ROMAN MYSTERIES



by Caroline Lawrence


I The Thieves of Ostia
II The Secrets of Vesuvius
III The Pirates of Pompeii
IV The Assassins of Rome
V The Dolphins of Laurentum
VI The Twelve Tasks of Flavia Gemina
VII The Enemies of Jupiter
VIII The Gladiators from Capua
IX The Colossus of Rhodes
X The Fugitive from Corinth
XI The Sirens of Surrentum
XII The Charioteer of Delphi
XIII The Slave-girl from Jerusalem
XIV The Beggar of Volubilis
XV The Scribes from Alexandria
XVI The Prophet from Ephesus
XVII The Man from Pomegranate Street



Also available:


The First Roman Mysteries Quiz Book
The Second Roman Mysteries Quiz Book
Trimalchio’s Feast and Other Mini-mysteries
The Roman Mysteries Treasury
From Ostia to Alexandria with Flavia Gemina




[image: image]


BOOK XI


[image: image]


CAROLINE LAWRENCE


[image: image]





To Kirsten, Penny and Trisha,
beautiful women and good friends




[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]






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. It will also tell you about Roman names.
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Flavia Gemina and Jonathan ben Mordecai were kissing. They had been kissing for some time.


At least it felt like it to Flavia.


Finally she pulled back and gasped for air.


‘That was my first time,’ said Flavia. She was almost eleven years old, with grey eyes and light brown hair pinned up in a simple knot. She wore new leather sandals and a short, sleeveless tunic of sky-blue linen. The gold bulla hanging from a silver chain around her neck showed that she was both free-born and rich.


‘It was my first time, too.’ Jonathan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He was eleven and a half, with curly dark hair and brown eyes. Like Flavia, Jonathan was freeborn, but he wore a small herb pouch rather than a bulla around his neck.


‘So?’ said Flavia. ‘How was it?


Jonathan considered for a moment. ‘Did you have salad for lunch?’


Flavia nodded. ‘Why? Could you tell?’


‘I could taste the vinegar.’


‘And you had olives, didn’t you?’ said Flavia.


Jonathan nodded.


‘But how was the kissing part?’ asked Flavia, brushing away a strand of hair that had come unpinned.


‘Well,’ said Jonathan, ‘apart from it being interesting because we could both tell what the other one had for lunch . . . I have to say it didn’t clang my gong.’


‘Me, too,’ sighed Flavia. ‘I mean, me neither. I mean, I like you, but not like that.’


‘That’s a relief,’ said Jonathan, getting up from the marble bench and bending over the bubbling fountain at the centre of Flavia’s inner garden. He took a long drink of water, then turned to look at her.


‘So why did you want to kiss me?’


The jasmine bush beside the fountain trembled as a dark-haired boy in a sea-green tunic jumped out from behind it. He flourished a wax-tablet.


‘Lupus!’ Flavia jumped up from the marble bench. ‘How long have you been spying on us?’


Lupus ignored her. He was dancing in front of Jonathan, laughing and waving his open wax tablet. Flavia saw the first words written on the tablet:


FLAVIA NEEDS TO PRACTISE


‘No!’ She lunged for the tablet, which Lupus was holding at arm’s length.


‘What?’ said Jonathan. ‘Why does Flavia need to practise? Give me that!’


He tackled Lupus and they rolled in the dust beneath the quince bush.


Flavia hovered over them, trying to snatch the tablet. ‘Give me that, Lupus! Give it – OW!’


The wax tablet flew through the air and the three of them scrambled towards the pebbled pathway where it lay.


Just as Flavia was about to grasp it – and she knew she would have been first – a sandalled foot and a walking stick appeared beside the tablet, and a man’s hand closed over it. Flavia, Jonathan and Lupus looked up the folds of a toga into the amused eyes of the man who held the tablet.


‘Pater!’ stuttered Flavia, who should have been behaving like a proper Roman girl.


‘Captain Geminus,’ wheezed Jonathan, who suffered from asthma.


‘Unnggh!’ grunted Lupus, who had no tongue.


The three of them stood up.


Flavia’s father handed the wax tablet to a dark-skinned girl standing next to him. ‘Nubia,’ he said, ‘would you like to show me how much your Latin has improved in the past year?’


‘No!’ cried Flavia. ‘Please don’t let her read it, pater! It’s private.’


‘On the contrary,’ said Captain Geminus pleasantly. ‘I believe it concerns all of you. Nubia?’


The dark-skinned girl frowned down at the tablet. Flavia knew that although Nubia’s reading was much improved, she could still only read if she pronounced the words out loud.


‘Flavia needs to practise,’ Nubia read haltingly, ‘because we’ve been invited . . . to the Villa . . . Lim-o-na . . . and Pul-chra says there will be lots of highborn young men there.’


‘Excellent, Nubia,’ said Captain Geminus. ‘Isn’t that nice? The four of you have been invited to spend the rest of June in Surrentum, at the villa of Publius Pollius Felix. So, my little owl,’ he said, turning to Flavia, ‘what were you and Jonathan practising?’


‘Hello, father,’ said Jonathan. ‘Hello, Tigris! How’s my boy?’ He bent to greet his large black puppy as Lupus bolted the front door behind them. ‘Where’s mother?’ asked Jonathan, straightening up and looking around.


‘Out. Again.’ Jonathan’s father sighed and turned to go back through the atrium. ‘Shopping, I presume. I don’t know why she doesn’t let that slave-girl of hers do it.’


‘I think she just likes to get out, because for ten years she was a slave and wasn’t allowed to,’ said Jonathan as they all moved into the tablinum.


‘Yes.’ His father picked up a green marble pestle and began to dig it fiercely into the small mortarium. ‘I’m sure that’s the reason your mother never spends time at home.’


Jonathan looked sharply at his father. Mordecai ben Ezra seemed to have aged in the past three months since Jonathan’s mother had returned from Rome to live with them. His face was thinner and there were shadows under his dark eyes.


‘Would you like me to make dinner tonight?’ said Jonathan.


‘Yes, please.’ His father sighed. ‘I need to finish preparing this medicine while the light is still good.’


‘I think there’s still some stew from last night. I can stretch it out with chickpeas and flatbread.’


Lupus cleared his throat and Jonathan saw he was looking at him with raised eyebrows.


‘Father, there’s something we wanted to ask you.’


‘Yes?’ Mordecai was still grinding and the scent of almonds filled the room.


‘Flavia got a letter today from Surrentum. It was from Pulchra.’


Mordecai stopped grinding and looked up. ‘Pollius Felix’s daughter?’


‘Yes. She’s invited the four of us – Flavia, Nubia, Lupus and me – to stay with them for two weeks. Captain Geminus is sailing to Sicily the day after tomorrow and he could drop us off. But if you want Lupus and me to stay here and help . . .’


‘No, my son.’ Mordecai gave him a tired smile. ‘You two go and have a holiday.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Absolutely. A break will do you good. You’ve had a difficult year.’


So have you, Jonathan thought, but instead he said, ‘Thank you, father.’ He started to follow Lupus out of the tablinum, then stopped and turned back. ‘Oh, father?’ he said. ‘Do you have any books about poison?’


‘Poison?’ Mordecai’s dark eyebrows went up. ‘Why do you want a book about poison?’


‘There was a postscript at the bottom of Pulchra’s letter,’ said Jonathan. ‘For some reason she asked us to bring any books on poison we might have.’
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‘Nubia,’ said Flavia later that night, ‘Do you think the gods have destined a man for each of us?’ Flavia lay on her back, staring up at her bedroom window. The lattice-work screen showed the night sky as diamonds of peacock blue, for it was almost midsummer.


‘You mean one man for one woman? In all the whole world?’ said Nubia from her bed.


‘Yes. Like Aeneas was destined to marry the beautiful young princess Lavinia because the gods ordained it and so he had to abandon Queen Dido even though he loved her.’


‘Are you reading the Aeneid again?’ said Nubia. ‘That is not our homework.’


‘I know. But it’s so romantic.’ Flavia sighed and turned her head. In the flickering golden light of a tiny bronze oil-lamp she could just make out Nubia. ‘Pulchra’s invitation said there’ll be some highborn young men at the Villa Limona,’ said Flavia. ‘Maybe one of them will be The One.’


‘What The One?’


‘The One the gods have destined for me.’


‘I thought you renounced love.’


‘I did. I renounced it until I was grown-up. In three more days I’ll be eleven. That’s grown-up.’


‘I do not think eleven is grown-up.’


‘But I feel completely grown-up,’ said Flavia. ‘And in only one year I can be married.’


‘But why do you search for The One?’ Nubia’s bed creaked as she turned to look at Flavia. ‘Your father has already chosen a person with whom you will be married. You told him you would obey.’


‘I know.’ Flavia sighed again and rolled onto her back. ‘But I haven’t even met him yet and pater won’t tell me his name because he’s afraid if he did then I’d investigate him, which of course I would. But if I meet my destined love before the betrothal ceremony then maybe I can become betrothed to him instead.’


‘I do not think the gods ordain one man for one woman,’ said Nubia. ‘I think you can make happiness. I love someone who will never love me, but I will still marry and have babies.’


‘You’d marry someone else?’ said Flavia, and lowered her voice. ‘Even though you love Aristo?’ Aristo was the young Greek who tutored the four friends in Greek, philosophy, maths and music.


‘Yes.’


‘And you’d be happy?’


‘I will try.’


‘But don’t you wish you could marry Aristo?’


In the pause which followed, Flavia could hear the cicadas creaking briskly in the pines outside the town walls; it was a warm night.


‘Yes,’ said Nubia at last. ‘I wish it more than I can say. But I do not think that he will ever love me. And by the time I am ready for love, I think he will already be married.’


‘But you’ll be twelve in two months,’ said Flavia. ‘Under Roman law you’re allowed to get married then.’


‘In my country,’ said Nubia, ‘girls do not marry so early. We betroth very early but we marry late, at sixteen or seventeen. My cousin Qantala did not marry until twenty years of age.’


‘That’s ancient!’ said Flavia.


‘I know. But I think it is better.’


‘What about Jonathan’s sister Miriam? She’s happy being married and she’s only fourteen. Isn’t it exciting that she’s going to have a baby in December?’


‘Yes,’ said Nubia. ‘Miriam will be a good mother. She is ready. But I am not. And you are not. Our bodies are not ready for babies.’


‘That doesn’t matter,’ said Flavia. ‘That’s what betrothal is for. If you’re betrothed then you’re allowed to hold hands and kiss until you can have babies. My body might not be ready for love,’ she sighed, ‘but my heart is.’


Two days later, the merchant ship Delphina approached a maritime villa on the tip of a promontory south of Surrentum. The sea was smooth and blue, glittering with a million spangles of sunlight. A steady breeze had brought Flavia and her friends from Ostia to Surrentum in a day and a half. It was mid-morning, two days after the Ides of June.


‘There it is!’ said Flavia to her dog Scuto. ‘The Villa Limona. Do you remember it from last summer?’


Scuto stood with his forepaws on the curved side of the ship, so that he could see over the polished oak rail. The wind ruffled his golden fur and his tongue flapped like a small pink flag. Despite the sea breeze it was already hot. Flavia could hear the cicadas throbbing in the olive groves behind the yellow and white villa.


‘Of course it doesn’t look exactly the same,’ said Flavia to Scuto. ‘The red roof tiles are brighter without all that ash on them, and the gardens look greener, too.’


‘He will remember it when he smells it,’ said Nubia, stroking the silky black fur of her own dog, Nipur. ‘Dogs cannot see so well, but they can smell.’


‘You smell, don’t you, boy?’ said Jonathan to his own dog Tigris. ‘You smell terrible!’ Lupus guffawed and Jonathan looked pleased. Tigris had short black fur like Nipur. They were brothers and almost identical, except that Tigris’s eyes were brown, and Nipur’s were golden, like the eyes of his mistress.


‘Hey!’ cried Flavia, pointing. ‘What’s that? It looks like a little temple.’


‘Where?’ said Jonathan.


‘There! On one of those tiny islands close to the villa.’


‘Oh, I see it. You know, I thought they were building something when we sailed by here in April.’


‘It wasn’t here last summer,’ said Flavia, ‘so it must be new. Oh, look! There’s a little bridge leading from the villa to the temple.’


Lupus nodded his agreement and suddenly Scuto barked.


‘Behold!’ said Nubia. ‘I see another dog by the villa.’


‘Where?’ cried Flavia. ‘Oh, there! Coming down the steps from the terrace. Oh, isn’t he sweet?’


‘Looks more like a rat than a dog,’ muttered Jonathan.


‘And that must be Pulchra waving to us! With the pink tunic and matching parasol. Is that Pulchra, Jonathan?’


‘Don’t ask me.’ Jonathan shrugged.


‘Atticus! Punicus!’ cried Captain Geminus behind them. ‘Furl the mainsail!’


The four friends turned to watch two big sailors pull ropes which gathered up the linen sail, making the painted dolphin disappear.


‘Alexandros! Drop the anchor!’


‘But pater!’ protested Flavia. ‘We’re not there yet.’


‘We don’t want to run aground!’ he called from his place at the tiller. ‘As close to the land as this, there could be rocks under the water.’


‘We’ll probably have to swim ashore,’ grumbled Jonathan.


Lupus grunted ‘no’ and jerked his head in the direction of the little skiff that trailed behind the Delphina.


‘We won’t need the skiff,’ said Captain Geminus. ‘Look! They’re sending a boat to meet us. It must have a shallow draft to navigate these waters.’


Emerging from behind the jewel-like villa was a sleek low ship with a yellow-and-white striped sail in the middle and a small temple-like deck-house at the rear. Twenty oars rose and fell – ten on each side – flashing like the wings of a bird.


Flavia suddenly felt sick. Was it the swinging deck of the Delphina at anchor? Or was it something else? She filled her lungs with sea air and slowly exhaled.


The previous summer she had fallen in love with the powerful and charismatic owner of the Villa Limona, Publius Pollius Felix. A few months later, during the Saturnalia, she had purged her passion for him with a dance called the Little Tarantula. So why was her stomach twisting and her heart thudding? She took another breath and was relieved to feel her heartbeat slowing. She couldn’t see Felix on the boat. He must be at the villa.


‘Twenty oarsmen,’ murmured her father, joining them at the rail. ‘Imagine having twenty strong male slaves to spare.’


‘He calls them his soldiers,’ said Flavia, and added, ‘They’re not all slaves. I think some of them are freedmen.’


‘Marcus Flavius Geminus?’ called a man with a short beard, as the oared ship drew up alongside the Delphina.


‘That’s me!’ cried her father, leaning over the rail.


‘My name is Publius Pollius Justus,’ said the bearded man in a Greek accent, ‘freedman and secretary to Publius Pollius Felix. My patron sends his greetings and his apologies. He’s been called away on business. But he offers his best regards and expresses pleasure in receiving the four children under your care’ – here he referred to a papyrus scroll – ‘as well as their three dogs, until the Kalends of July. He promises to attend to their needs and safety as if they were members of his own household.’


‘Thank you, Justus!’ replied Flavia’s father in his captain’s voice. ‘Please extend my heartfelt gratitude to your patron and tell him I am in his debt.’ And in a much lower voice he said. ‘What a shame. I was hoping to meet this famous Felix who made such an impression on my daughter.’


Flavia waited for her face to cool and then turned to look up at him. ‘Pater, you will look after yourself, won’t you? You’re still recovering from those stab wounds. Promise you’ll be careful?’


‘Don’t worry, my little owl.’ He kissed her on the forehead. ‘The Delphina is only going to Sicily. I’ll be staying with Cordius at his estate for most of the time so my feet will be on solid ground. I promise I’ll be careful, if you promise me something in return.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t want you going to Baiae.’


‘What?’


‘There’s a town called Baiae to the west of Neapolis. It’s a glirarium of licentiousness. I was hoping to mention it to your host.’


‘It’s a what?’


‘Just promise me you won’t go.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Even if you’re invited.’


‘All right, pater.’ Flavia sighed. ‘I promise I won’t go to Baiae. Even if invited.’


‘Make a vow,’ he said.


‘I vow to Castor and Pollux and all the gods that I will not go to Baiae.’


‘Good girl,’ he kissed her again. ‘Promise to write to me, and remember what I said: if you want to go home early for any reason, just send a message to Aristo and he will come to fetch you all.’


‘I’m sure that won’t be necessary, pater. Besides, poor Aristo deserves a rest after all that happened last month.’


Captain Geminus smiled fondly at his daughter. ‘I agree,’ he said, ‘But even so, he’s there if you need him. Now off you go, carefully down the rope ladder. I’ll make an offering for your safety every morning. Oh, and Flavia!’ he called. ‘This time try not to get into trouble!’


As the yacht approached the rocky promontory, the Villa Limona seemed to rise above them. It was built on at least four levels with a red-roofed tower as its highest point. Flavia could not see the secret cove between the villa and the mainland, or its hidden entrance, but she could see the twin domes of the bath-house, along with palm trees, pergolas, colonnades and awnings, all designed to give cool shade on hot summer days.


At last the ship nudged steps going up to a docking platform and Flavia waved at Felix’s eldest daughter. Although her real name was Polla Felicia, everyone called her Polla Pulchra – or simply Pulchra – because of her beautiful face and hair. She was a few months older than Flavia and far richer. Today she was wearing a sleeveless pink tunic and her blonde hair was tied up with a pink silk scarf. A small, bug-eyed lap-dog ran back and forth at her feet, yapping with excitement. Scuto, Tigris and Nipur responded with deep enthusiasm.


‘Welcome!’ laughed Pulchra, coming down the marble steps and taking Flavia’s hand as Justus helped her off the side of the boat, ‘I’ve been up in pater’s library looking out for you. I saw your sail ages ago.’ As Pulchra kissed the air near Flavia’s cheek she hissed, ‘You’re terribly tanned. You look like a field-slave!’


‘We’ve been travelling round the Greek islands,’ said Flavia, ‘and mainland Greece, too. Do I really look like a field-slave?’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Pulchra. ‘I’ve got special cream that will bleach your skin. Meanwhile, take my parasol.’


Flavia accepted the pink parasol and moved up the steps so the others could disembark.


‘Salve, Jonathan!’ said Pulchra. ‘You’re so much taller and more muscular than the last time I saw you.’ She stroked his shoulder. ‘Have you been weight-lifting in the palaestra?’


‘Jonathan was a gladiator,’ said Flavia. ‘We’ll tell you all about it later.’


‘A gladiator?’ Pulchra’s blue eyes grew wide. ‘Oh, Jonathan! Yes, you must tell me everything.’ She turned to greet Lupus and Nubia. ‘Welcome back to the Villa Limona!’ Pulchra looked down. ‘Is this Nipur? He’s so big! Look, Nipur! That’s my new dog. Isn’t he precious?’


Scuto, Tigris and Nipur gave the little dog sniffs of greeting and then began to follow other interesting smells up the steps towards the villa. Pulchra scooped up her lap-dog.


‘I call him Ajax,’ she said, bringing his bug-eyed face close to hers. ‘Who’s my little hero? Who’s my little Ajax?’ Pulchra giggled as the little dog licked her face with a wet pink tongue. As she went up the stairs she said to Nubia. ‘After you left, I missed Nipur so much that I begged pater to buy me a dog.’ She dimpled. ‘And he did!’


‘Where is your father?’ asked Flavia, smoothing her hair and glancing around. ‘And your mother?’ she added quickly.


‘Mater’s in her chair and pater’s at Limon.’ Pulchra put Ajax down and he waddled off after the other three dogs. ‘He should be back soon.’


‘Limon?’


‘His estate between Puteoli and Baiae.’


‘Baiae?’ gasped Flavia.


‘That’s right,’ said Pulchra. ‘Baiae. Now, come on. The slaves will see to the dogs and your luggage. Mater wants to see you. And then,’ she whispered, ‘I want to tell you about a mystery I’m desperate to solve.’
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They found Pulchra’s mother resting in the shady colonnade outside her suite of rooms on an upper level of the Villa Limona. She was lying on a wicker lounge-chair and gazing out over the sea through red-based fluted white columns. With her pale blue stola and pink papyrus fan, Flavia thought Polla Argentaria looked lovely against the yellow linen cushions of the couch. Pulchra’s mother had pale skin, high cheekbones and elegantly arched eyebrows. Her honey-coloured hair was pinned up in a simple but elegant twist.


‘Flavia Gemina.’ Polla made an attempt to rise, then sank back onto the yellow cushions. ‘Greetings.’


Flavia took Polla’s extended hand. It was cool and smelt faintly of balsam and cardamom. ‘Salve, Polla Argentaria,’ said Flavia politely. ‘Thank you for inviting us to your home.’


‘Not at all,’ murmured Polla. ‘Nubia, hello. Jonathan, welcome. And dear Lupus.’ She greeted each of them in turn and then said over her shoulder, ‘Parthenope? Are you there?’


A pretty curly-haired slave-girl of fifteen or sixteen stepped out of the shadows. ‘Yes, domina?’


‘Bring us another pitcher of Surrentinum, would you? Chilled and very well-watered. Oh, and some honeyed lemon-cakes.’


The slave-girl nodded and swayed gracefully off down the colonnade.


‘Please sit,’ said Polla, taking a sip from a gold and sapphire wine cup. Flavia and her friends sat gratefully in wicker chairs and Pulchra perched at the foot of her mother’s couch.


‘Look at it.’ Polla lifted her arm vaguely in the direction of the sea. ‘Still smoking after nearly a year.’


They turned to look through the shaded columns at the brilliant vista. Across the blue bay loomed the truncated shape of an enormous grey mountain. It was Vesuvius, the volcano which had erupted the previous summer. A third of it had been blown away and even now an ominous cloud hung over it, a dirty brown smudge in the pure summer sky.


‘It’s been nearly a year since its eruption,’ murmured Polla, ‘but its effects are still being felt. Every night the sunsets are a lurid blood-red. And just last week the bones of some wretched man washed up on the beach near Puteoli. That mountain is a constant reminder that our days here on earth are numbered. One moment we are fruitful and calm, the next disaster strikes. Events have tears,’ she quoted, ‘and thoughts of death touch the soul.’


Flavia leaned over and whispered in Nubia’s ear. ‘I’m not the only one who’s been reading too much Virgil recently.’


‘And they call me a pessimist,’ said Jonathan a short time later.


‘I’m sorry about mater,’ sighed Pulchra. ‘She’s not well.’


Jonathan glanced at Flavia. She silently mouthed the words: barking mad, and he had to turn away to hide the smile on his face. He pretended to stare at a lemon tree which stood at the centre of the villa’s largest inner garden. ‘I thought the elixir my father prescribed was helping your mother’s depression,’ he said.


Lupus grunted his agreement.


‘Your father’s elixir helped for a while,’ said Pulchra, ‘but it’s not doing any good now. And I think I know why.’


‘Why?’ said Jonathan.


‘I don’t think mater’s just depressed,’ said Pulchra. ‘I think someone is trying to poison her.’


‘So that’s why you wanted books on poison!’ cried Flavia.


‘Shhh!’ said Pulchra. She glanced around and said in a low voice, ‘Did you bring any?’


‘I brought one of my father’s best books on medicine,’ said Jonathan. ‘It has lots about poison in it.’


‘And I brought several scrolls of Pliny’s Natural History,’ said Flavia.


‘Praise Juno!’ breathed Pulchra and closed her eyes for a moment. Then she looked at each of them in turn. ‘I was trying to work it out like Flavia does, and I realised mater only gets ill when we have house-guests, so I asked pater to invite back some of the guests we’ve had over the past year. The ones who accepted happen to be three bachelors and three young widows, so pater and I have told mater we’re doing some matchmaking. I don’t want her to know the real reason we invited them. I don’t want to worry her.’


‘But you told your father what you suspect?’ asked Flavia.


‘Yes,’ said Pulchra. ‘He thinks I could be right. When I suggested inviting you to help us solve the mystery he agreed at once. He always talks about how clever and brave you were when you solved that mystery of the kidnapped children last summer.’


‘He says I’m clever and brave?’ said Flavia, and Jonathan noticed her cheeks were bright pink.


Pulchra nodded. ‘He admires all of you.’


‘Pulchra,’ said Jonathan. ‘Just because your mother gets depressed around house-guests, that doesn’t necessarily mean someone is poisoning her.’


‘No, Jonathan!’ Pulchra put her hand on his arm. ‘She doesn’t just get depressed. Sometimes she has terrible stomach pains and once she couldn’t move her legs, and she went all cold and blue around the mouth. She almost died!’ Pulchra’s blue eyes welled with tears. ‘It was terrible!’


‘That does sound like poison,’ admitted Jonathan.


Lupus had been scribbling on his wax tablet. Now he held it up:


SO YOU’VE INVITED SIX POSSIBLE POISONERS TO STAY HERE?


Pulchra nodded and blinked away her tears. ‘I know it’s a risk but I don’t know what else to do!’


‘Don’t worry, Pulchra,’ said Flavia, putting an arm around her. ‘We’ll do everything we can to solve this mystery and save your mother! Now take us to the suspects!’


Pulchra led them up some pink marble stairs towards the highest floor of the villa. ‘The bachelors arrived yesterday from Rome,’ she said. ‘I think they’re in pater’s library now. They were going up as I was coming down.’ She linked her arm in Flavia’s and whispered, ‘Now that you’re betrothed I’ve been thinking about a future husband, too. One of the bachelors is very handsome and highborn and rich. If he’s not the culprit, I might ask pater to arrange a marriage.’


A moment later they moved through polished columns of purple-speckled porphyry into the highest room of the tower. It was a library, with small arched windows and walls covered with scroll-filled pigeonholes. Flavia stared in wonder. Not even in the Emperor Titus’s palace had she seen a room like this, made entirely of coloured marble.


Three young men stood around a table with a grass-green marble top and bronze legs. They were bent over a scroll.


‘See if you can guess which one I like,’ Pulchra breathed in Flavia’s ear.


The men looked up as they heard the scuff of leather sandals on the marble floor.


‘Flavia Gemina?’ said one of them in a deep voice, squinting at the doorway.


Flavia gasped. ‘Floppy! What are you doing here?’


The look of pleasure on the handsome young man’s face faded and Flavia clapped her hand over her mouth.


‘Oh, I’m sorry . . . I didn’t mean to—’


‘Floppy?’ A red-haired young man with heavy-lidded eyes turned to look at him. ‘Did she call you Floppy?’ He began to laugh.


Pulchra rounded on Flavia. ‘You two know each other?’


‘Yes,’ stammered Flavia. ‘We sailed to Rhodes together a few months ago. I’m sorry, um . . . Gaius Valerius Flaccus.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Flaccus replied stiffly, and gestured to the red-haired man on his right. ‘Flavia Gemina, I’d like you to meet my friends Publius Manilius Vopiscus and Lucius Calpurnius Philodemus.’ Here he indicated a man with alert brown eyes in a shiny face. ‘Vopiscus and Philodemus,’ he sighed, ‘allow me to introduce Flavia Gemina and her friends Jonathan, Lupus and Nubia. It appears they’ll be joining us this week.’


‘Oh, Nubia! Why do I always say such stupid things?’


‘You are not always saying stupid things,’ said Nubia, opening a cedarwood chest at the foot of one of the two beds. ‘But you are always saying what you think. This is your bed,’ she added. ‘The slaves have put your things here.’


‘You don’t think Floppy could be the poisoner, do you? Pollux! I did it again. I promised not to call him “Floppy” anymore.’


‘I think you should keep that promise and not call him that even in privacy.’ Nubia sat on her bed and the dogs padded over to her, tails wagging.


‘You’re right,’ Flavia sighed. ‘His hair’s hardly floppy now that he’s had it cut. But look at my hair. It’s a tangled mess. Why didn’t you tell me?’ She leaned forward and peered into the silver mirror over their dressing table.


‘Your hair is lovely,’ said Nubia loyally.


‘Nubia, do you think someone’s really trying to poison Polla Argentaria? Or is Pulchra just trying to find an excuse for her mother being so strange and feeble?’


‘I do not know,’ said Nubia, scratching Scuto with one hand and Nipur with the other. ‘But Pulchra says her mother’s stomach is unhappy sometimes.’


‘We all get unhappy stomachs from time to time,’ said Flavia. ‘Dear Juno! This mirror is awful! It shows every tiny spot.’ Without taking her eyes from her reflection, Flavia turned her head to the left and then to the right. ‘Nubia? Do you think my nose is too big?’


‘No. It is perfect. It is Flavia-sized.’


‘I think it’s too big. Also, Pulchra’s right: my skin is too tanned.’


‘My skin is much darker than yours,’ said Nubia.


‘But on you it looks exotic and beautiful, especially with your hair plaited like that. And you have lovely golden-brown eyes. Mine are just grey. Dull old grey. Flaccus looked well, didn’t he?’


‘Flavia! Nubia!’ wheezed Jonathan from the doorway. Lupus stood behind him, his chest rising and falling as if he had just been running. ‘You’ve got to see this. The women guests have just arrived and one of them has a wild animal on a leash! Come quickly; you can see them from the library!’
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As Flavia, Nubia and their two dogs followed Jonathan and Lupus along the colonnade, they passed several guest bedrooms. Some had folding lattice-work screens which could be rolled across the doorway for extra privacy. The boys’ room had such a screen so they quickly stopped to shut Scuto and Nipur in with Tigris. ‘We don’t want the dogs running free,’ Jonathan wheezed. ‘Trust me.’


Lupus led them up marble stairs to the upper colonnade, through the villa’s large bright atrium, then along a peristyle skirting the lemon-tree garden. Finally he ran up the pink stairs to the library of coloured marble, now deserted. The four friends crowded into an arched window and looked east towards the olive groves and the main approach to the villa.


Lupus pointed to the space between the stables and the drive. Flavia could see several elegant women and some slaves moving around a litter with leopard-skin curtains. Another litter with blue curtains was disappearing beneath the covered road, its four bearers jogging. It must be empty, she thought.


Suddenly Flavia gasped. As four Ethiopian slaves lifted the poles of the leopard-skin litter and carried it away, a woman in a red stola was revealed. She had pale skin, a mass of jet-black curls and an enormous black cat on a red leather leash.


‘She’s beautiful!’ said Flavia.


‘It is beautiful,’ said Nubia.


‘Let’s get a closer look!’ wheezed Jonathan.


Lupus nodded and beckoned enthusiastically, as if to say, Come on, then! He ran out of the library and down the stairs. Jonathan and Nubia followed and Flavia took up the rear. She went carefully down the polished marble steps because her sandals were brand new and the leather soles very slippery, but once at the foot of the stairs she broke into a sprint to catch up with her friends.


But she was going too fast, and as she rounded a corner she skidded straight into a grey-haired man emerging from another corridor. Flavia squealed and flailed as she fell backwards. But strong arms caught her and she found herself looking up into the amused dark eyes of Publius Pollius Felix, the Patron.
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Pulchra’s father was not as tall as she remembered but he was just as handsome. And being in his presence still took her breath away. He was smiling and holding her bare shoulders with strong, cool hands. Her knees were trembling and she felt her face grow hot.


‘Hello, Flavia Gemina.’ Felix’s dark eyebrows went up and he leant towards her slightly. ‘Investigating another mystery?’ He was so close she could smell the citron-scented oil he used on his hair.
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