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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.


It will also explain terms for chariot racing.
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The creature comes at night when the full moon is high above the desert. It has the head of a lion, the body of a goat and a snake for a tail. From its mouth comes fire, a blast of hatred that ignites all before it. Now the tents are burning and the only way past the wall of fire is to ride through it. But she is too afraid and she always wakes up screaming.


Nubia had the Blues.


She had wanted the Reds but Porcius the baker’s son said nobody in their right mind supported the Reds. So she had agreed to have the Blues even though it was her birthday and she would have been perfectly entitled to her first choice.


As it was, the Reds were winning; Nubia had always been a good judge of horseflesh. Or in this case, mouseflesh. Sixteen mice pulled four tiny chariots round a twelve-foot long model of the Circus Maximus.


The model of the famous racecourse was owned by Porcius, whom Nubia and her friends had rescued from kidnappers earlier in the year. Although Porcius was only eleven years old, he was passionate about racing and knew almost everything there was to know. Two slaves from his father’s bakery had carried the wooden replica of the racecourse into the sunny inner garden of the Ostian townhouse.


Nubia yawned and then smiled. After six weeks of broken nights she was tired. But today she was also happy. All her friends were here to celebrate her birthday.


‘Come on, Blues!’ cried the girl on Nubia’s left, jumping up and down with excitement. Although Flavia Gemina was Nubia’s former owner, she seemed more like a sister, even though her skin was fair and Nubia’s dark.


Flavia’s father, Marcus Flavius Geminus, stood beside her. Tall and clean-shaven, with the same light brown hair and grey eyes as his daughter, he wore his best summer toga as befitted the paterfamilias. On his left stood Jonathan ben Mordecai, their eleven-year-old next door neighbour. Jonathan had curly dark hair and a pleasant face. He suffered from asthma and was wheezing a little with excitement.


‘Come on, Greens!’ yelled Jonathan, and then cursed: ‘Oh Pollux! They’ve stopped to investigate that leaf. Where did it come from anyway?’


‘From up above!’ cried Flavia. ‘The gods are obviously on our side!’


Jonathan snorted with disgust, then grinned.


‘Unnggh!’ cried the green-eyed boy beside Jonathan. Nine-year-old Lupus had no tongue but Nubia could understand him perfectly: he was cheering for the Reds, whom he had shrewdly decided to support when Nubia went over to the Blues. Behind Lupus stood the Geminus family household slaves – the big door-slave Caudex and plump Alma, the cook. They were cheering the Whites, who had now overtaken the Greens and were coming up fast on the inside track.


‘No!’ wheezed Jonathan. ‘Not the Whites! That means we’re last!’


‘Yo, Whites!’ boomed Caudex, clapping his meaty hands.


‘Look!’ squealed Flavia. ‘The Whites have taken the turn too fast!’


Nubia gasped. Sure enough, the white team’s wooden chariot had overturned, and sixteen tiny pink paws scrabbled at the air.


‘Naufragium! Shipwreck!’ cried Porcius exultantly. And when the others stared at him he said, ‘That’s what you’re supposed to shout when a chariot crashes.’ He reached down and carefully scooped up the four writhing brown mice.


‘Hey, Lupus,’ said Jonathan. ‘Here’s a joke. How many supporters of the Reds does it take to light an oil lamp?’


Lupus shrugged, so Flavia obliged, ‘Tell us, Jonathan. How many supporters of the Reds does it take to light an oil lamp?’


‘Both of them!’


Everyone laughed except Nubia. ‘I do not understand,’ she said.


‘The joke is that very few people support the Reds,’ explained Flavia.


‘Look!’ cried Porcius. ‘The Greens are running again. And they’re catching up!’


Nubia’s handsome young tutor Aristo bent forward to flip down the last dolphin marker in the central island of the racecourse. Nubia had chosen him to be the magistrate and referee of the race. He must have felt her gaze because he smiled up at her. Nubia quickly looked down at the three remaining chariots.


‘Last lap!’ shouted Captain Geminus. ‘They’re on the last lap!’


‘Come on, Blues!’ Flavia’s voice cracked with excitement.


But in the end it was the Red team that took first place with the Blues second and the Greens third.


Lupus whooped and did a victory dance around the fountain. His howl of triumph was so loud that none of them heard the door-knocker.


But the dogs did. They had been shut in the storeroom during the race, and their excited barks were loud enough to alert Caudex, who lumbered towards the atrium.


Lupus was still doing his victory dance around the fountain, wiggling his hips and whooping. He had plucked a leaf from a fern and was waving it like a palm branch. Presently he realised he was the only one making noise. He stopped and grinned sheepishly at them, then followed their gaze to the entryway of the garden. Standing beside Caudex was a boy in a broad-brimmed straw travelling hat and a dusty blue cloak, with a canvas bag slung over one shoulder. Nubia guessed the boy was a little older than she was: thirteen or fourteen.


‘Salvete!’ said the boy loudly, in Greek-accented Latin. He raised his arm in an awkward gesture of greeting. ‘My name is Scopas. I come from the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi. I seek a boy called Lupus.’


From Melissa, a novice priestess of Apollo, to her dear son Lupus.


I send this letter via Scopas, a youth from a village near here. Although I am learning to read and write, my hand is still not as steady as yours, dear son. So I am dictating this letter to Philia, who is a priestess here and my good friend. I want you to know that I am well and happy here in Apollo’s great sanctuary. I trust that you and your friends are also well: this is my fervent and daily prayer to the Far-seeing One.


I have a favour to ask of you, my dear son. I know that you live near Rome and that you know people of great influence there. Could you ask them to help this youth Scopas find a place at one of the chariot factions? The Pythia prophesied that he would be crowned in Rome. He has won the laurel wreath twice here at Delphi, though he is not yet fourteen. Please excuse his strange behaviour. A priest found him aged three, wandering in the sacred grove. His parents were never found, so the priest asked his brother to raise him. If you help Scopas, then it will help me find favour in the eyes of the priest whose brother adopted him, and also of Apollo the Far-shooter, may his name be praised.


NOW SEE! I TAKE UP THE PEN MYSELF TO WRITE IN MY OWN HAND TO SAY BE WELL, MY DEAR SON, BE WELL. AND WRITE TO ME QUICKLY!


Captain Geminus handed the letter back to Lupus. ‘Thank you for letting me read the letter out loud, Lupus. And praise the gods your mother is well. We will make a thanks-offering to Apollo tomorrow.’


Lupus had been writing on his wax tablet. Now he showed it to the boy who had brought the letter: HOW IS MY MOTHER? DOES SHE LOOK WELL? IS SHE REALLY HAPPY?


Scopas stared at the wax tablet and muttered something in a strange language.


Lupus frowned and Jonathan said, ‘Beg pardon?’


Scopas took a breath. ‘Scopas cannot read,’ he said, and then loudly corrected himself. ‘I cannot read.’


‘Lupus wants to know if his mother really is well and happy,’ explained Flavia.


‘I believe so.’ The boy from Delphi gave a stiff nod. He was still wearing his straw travelling hat and he stood as straight as a legionary at attention. Lupus glanced at Jonathan, who raised an eyebrow at him in return.


‘Well, young Scopas,’ said Captain Geminus, clapping his hands and rubbing them together, ‘what do we do with you now?’


‘Please may he stay for Nubia’s party?’ Flavia asked. ‘Then tomorrow we can take him up to Rome.’


‘Ohe!’ cried Captain Geminus. ‘Whoa! Of course he may stay for the party and sleep here tonight, and I’m happy to act as Scopas’s patron. But I’m afraid I don’t have any connections with the racing world.’


‘Sisyphus might know somebody,’ said Flavia. ‘He knows practically everyone in Rome.’


‘Who’s Sisyphus?’


‘Oh, pater! I’ve told you myriads of times. Sisyphus is Uncle Cornix’s secretary and scribe.’


‘I know someone in the racing world.’


Everyone turned to look at Porcius, who continued, ‘My cousin knows the head trainer of the Greens. His name is Titus Flavius Urbanus. He lost some stable boys in the big fire last winter and he’s looking for new ones. You don’t get paid and you have to provide your own kit and they work you like a slave, but it’s your best chance of becoming an auriga.’


‘What is oar rigger?’ asked Nubia.


Lupus guffawed.


‘An auriga,’ said Porcius, ‘is a charioteer. I would have applied,’ he added, scuffing at the gravel pathway with his foot, ‘but my father says I can’t go to Rome until I’m thirteen.’


‘There, pater!’ cried Flavia triumphantly. ‘Tomorrow we can hire a mule cart and take Scopas to Rome and introduce him to the trainer—’


‘Urbanus,’ said Porcius.


‘—to Urbanus. It could be part of Nubia’s birthday present. Nubia loves horses, don’t you, Nubia?’


Nubia nodded and Lupus saw Scopas turn his whole body to face her.


‘After what happened last time you went to Rome?’ said Captain Geminus. ‘I wonder if that would be wise.’


Lupus glanced at Flavia. He knew she hadn’t told her father half of what had happened to them at the Inaugural Games in Rome.


‘My father’s going up to town tomorrow or the next day,’ said Porcius, ‘to visit his sick aunt. He could take Scopas to the Stables of the Greens. They’re located in the Campus Martius.’


‘Excellent!’ said Captain Geminus. He turned to Porcius. ‘Tell your father that if he agrees to take Scopas up to Rome, I’ll pay for the mule-cart as well as the lad’s kit.’


‘Oh pater!’ cried Flavia, ‘that’s so kind of you! Isn’t that wonderful, Scopas? Tomorrow you’ll be in Rome. Maybe even in the stables of a chariot racing faction!’


Everyone looked at Scopas, who was muttering something under his breath. Lupus was not sure, but it sounded like: ‘Zip q’nee, zip q’nee, zip q’neeee!’


*


Including Scopas, there were eight people attending Nubia’s twelfth birthday party that afternoon. Although Captain Geminus did not usually allow the children of his household to eat reclining, this was a special occasion. Nubia lay in the place of honour on the right of the middle couch, with Flavia and Porcius stretched out next to her. Captain Geminus occupied the host’s place at the fulcrum of the couch on her right, with Aristo beside him. Jonathan, Lupus and Scopas took the couch on Nubia’s left. Scopas had taken off his straw hat to reveal short dark hair, but he still wore his dusty travelling cloak, even though it was a hot afternoon.


Nubia reached up and touched her birthday present. Her friends had given her a fine gold chain for the cherrywood flute she always wore around her neck.


As Alma removed the plates of the main course, Nubia noticed that Scopas had scraped away the sauce from his stew. He had only eaten the chicken pieces and had arranged the olives and raisins in a circular pattern on his plate.


No one else noticed, for Porcius had been telling Scopas about his rescue from slave-traders in Rhodes.


‘So then,’ concluded Porcius, ‘Lupus appears in the ship’s hold with Ostia’s junior magistrate and Flavia’s father and a muscular man who looks like Jason, and they say, “You’re all free. We’re taking you home to Ostia.” Isn’t that amazing?’


Scopas gave a single nod. ‘You have had many adventures and solved many mysteries,’ he stated.


‘Tell Scopas about the games at the new amphitheatre in Rome,’ said Porcius. ‘Nubia, tell him how you saved—’


‘The games were very exciting,’ interrupted Flavia, with a nervous glance at her father. ‘But your life must be interesting, too, Scopas. After all, you’re an auriga. Racing chariots must be very thrilling.’


‘That’s right,’ said Aristo. ‘They say it’s the most dangerous job in the world!’


Scopas looked at them. ‘This is correct. It is very dangerous. But Scopas is not afraid.’


Nubia studied Scopas. She had never met anyone like him. He had wide hazel eyes and a pleasant face, but it betrayed no expression. His voice was flat and loud, and his movements stiff and clumsy. Strangest of all was his occasional habit of referring to himself by name.


‘How did you become a charioteer, Scopas?’ asked Captain Geminus, taking a sip of wine.


‘Zip q’nee,’ muttered Scopas. Then he took a deep breath and spoke quickly and without inflection, as if reciting a prepared passage. ‘The man who raised Scopas has a stable in Delphi village. Scopas grew up with horses. During the sacred games Scopas helped harness the horses to their chariots and drove them to the starting gates. One day an auriga became yellow so Scopas took his place.’


‘Became yellow?’ said Jonathan, raising an eyebrow. ‘What does that mean?’


‘Yellow. Unwell. One day an auriga became unwell, so Scopas took his place. I do not like yellow,’ he added.


‘And you won?’ prompted Flavia, after a pause.


‘Yes. I won,’ said Scopas. He reached down to stroke Tigris’s head and Nubia saw Jonathan raise his eyebrows in surprise. Tigris didn’t usually allow strangers to touch him.


‘Was it a biga or a quadriga?’ asked Porcius, and turned to Nubia. ‘A biga is a two-horsed chariot and a quadriga is four.’


‘It was quadriga,’ said Scopas flatly.


‘You don’t seem very excited about racing,’ said Jonathan.


‘I am good at racing,’ said Scopas, and added, ‘Scopas does not understand people but Scopas understands horses.’ He seemed to be quoting someone.


Nubia heard Lupus snicker, and she saw Flavia and Jonathan exchange a glance. Even Captain Geminus and Aristo were raising their eyebrows at each other.


Nubia caught Scopas’s eye, and she gave him an encouraging smile. The others might think he was strange, but the animals liked him, and so she did, too.
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Two weeks later, just as Jonathan and Lupus were leaving after their morning lessons at Flavia’s, a messenger appeared at the open doorway.


Jonathan tipped the man a brass sestertius and frowned down at the square of papyrus. ‘It’s addressed to all four of us,’ he said, turning towards the girls. ‘I don’t recognise this seal. Or the handwriting. Hey!’


Flavia had snatched the letter from his grasp and now she eagerly thumbed off the seal. ‘It’s from Scopas,’ she said.


‘I thought he couldn’t read or write,’ said Jonathan.


‘He can’t,’ said Flavia without taking her eyes from the letter. ‘He dictated it to a scribe. He says he’s working as a groom for the Greens and – oh!’


‘What?’ asked Jonathan, circling round in an attempt to see the letter.


‘A prize racehorse called Sagitta has gone missing. Scopas wants us to come to Rome to try to find it.’


‘Why us?’ said Jonathan.


Flavia rolled her eyes. ‘Because he remembered we’re good at solving mysteries, I suppose.’ She turned her attention back to the letter. ‘Great Juno’s peacock,’ she breathed. ‘He says the reward is a hundred thousand sesterces!’


‘Nnnngh!’ grunted Lupus, and pointed at the last line of the letter.


‘I knew it was too good to be true,’ said Jonathan, reading over Lupus’s shoulder. ‘The reward is only good if we find the horse before the first day of the Ludi Romani. That’s four days after the Kalends,’ he said, ‘and today is the Kalends. Even if we arrived in Rome at dawn tomorrow that would only give us three days. It’s impossible.’


‘Don’t be pessimist,’ said Nubia, with a little smile.


‘Quite right, Nubia!’ Flavia turned to Jonathan. ‘I say we try! We could stay with Uncle Aulus and Sisyphus could help us investigate.’


‘There’s only one problem,’ said Jonathan.


‘Yes?’


‘Your father thinks Rome is dangerous. Will he let you go?’


‘Good point,’ said Flavia. ‘We need a plan. A very clever plan.’


‘Is pater back yet, Alma?’ called Flavia, as she closed the front door. ‘I want to ask him something.’ She and Nubia had gone to the baths and then shared the Sabbath meal at Jonathan’s house. Now it was after dark.


‘Come and gone,’ replied Alma. She was already dressed in her sleeping tunic, with her hair tied up in a scarf. ‘He and Aristo have gone to dine with Cordius. They told Caudex not to wait up. And your pater took his house key with him.’


‘Oh, Pollux!’ muttered Flavia. ‘That means they’ll be home late.’


‘Don’t use that word. It’s not ladylike.’


‘What word?’ said Flavia innocently. ‘Late?’ She giggled and when Nubia yawned she said, ‘Come on, Nubia. Time for bed.’


‘Flavia?’ said Nubia half an hour later.


‘Yes?’ The girls were in bed but not asleep. Flavia was reading a scroll by the light of her small bronze oil-lamp and Nubia was brushing her dog Nipur.


‘Do you remember Pegasus from the Villa Limona?’


Flavia looked up from her scroll and frowned. ‘I don’t think so. Was he one of the slaves?’


‘No. Pegasus was horse that refuses to run through fire when Felix rides him.’


‘The dark brown horse with the blond mane and tail?’ asked Flavia.


‘Yes,’ said Nubia, putting down the brush. ‘I dream of him almost every night.’


‘Nice dreams, I hope.’


‘No,’ said Nubia softly. ‘I always dream I am riding Pegasus through fire.’


‘Oh! That’s terrible! Why haven’t you told me before?’


‘At first the dreams were not bad,’ said Nubia, ‘but every night they are becoming worse.’


‘Is that why you cried out in your sleep last night?’


‘Did I?’


Flavia nodded. ‘Poor Nubia! You should imagine you’re riding the other Pegasus. The one that can fly. Listen to this—’ Flavia expertly turned her wrists so that the scroll moved backwards ‘—Where is it? Oh! Here: Pegasus glides above the clouds and under the stars, with the sky his earth, and wings instead of feet. That’s Ovid.’


‘I thought your pater does not allow scrolls of Ovid.’


‘This one’s permitted,’ said Flavia. ‘It’s called Fasti and it’s all about sacred festivals. You’d think it would be boring, but it’s not. It’s wonderful. Especially that part about Pegasus, the winged horse.’ Flavia closed her eyes and recited: ‘Pegasus glides above the clouds and under the stars, with the sky his earth, and wings instead of feet.’


‘Are his hooves having little wings either side of feet, like the god Mercury?’ asked Nubia.


‘No,’ said Flavia. ‘He has two big wings that sprout from the tops of his forelegs. Wait. I’ll show you.’ She put the scroll on the table, pushed off the covers and reached out to take her coin purse from the dressing table. As she emptied the contents of the leather pouch onto her bed, her dog Scuto wagged his tail and sniffed the gleaming pile of coins.


‘Here!’ cried Flavia, choosing a silver denarius. ‘Look at this one.’


‘It has profile of Domitian,’ said Nubia, taking the small coin. ‘Brother of Emperor Titus.’


‘No, the other side.’


‘Oh!’ cried Nubia, her eyes wide with delight. ‘It is a horse with wings.’ She showed it to Nipur.


‘It’s Pegasus,’ said Flavia.


Nubia frowned. ‘Is Domitian having a flying horse?’


‘Of course not. It’s only a myth.’


‘Tell me.’


‘It all began with Medusa.’


‘The monster who is so ugly she is making people turn to stone with one look?’


‘Yes. Before the gods made Medusa ugly, she was stunningly beautiful. The sea-god Neptune saw her and fell in love with her and she became pregnant. She was still pregnant when the gods made her hideous and when Perseus killed her.’


‘I know this,’ said Nubia. ‘Perseus cuts off her head and puts it in a bag.’


‘Exactly. But did you know that when he cut off her head, a tiny Pegasus sprang forth?’


‘Pegasus is born of Medusa?’


‘Yes. His mother was Medusa and his father was Neptune, who is the god of horses as well as god of the sea. Later, when Pegasus was fully grown, a hero named Bellerophon tamed him with a magic bridle given to him by Minerva, the goddess of Wisdom. With the help of Pegasus, Bellerophon conquered the chimera, a lion-headed monster with the body of a goat and a snake for a tail.’


‘Flavia! That is the creature from my dream. With the head of a lion and the body of a goat.’


‘It’s called a chimera,’ said Flavia. ‘They breathe fire.’


Nubia gasped. ‘Fire!’


‘That’s right. Fire.’


‘No,’ said Nubia, pointing to Flavia’s bedside table. ‘Fire!’ The linen scroll-case had been pushed too close to the oil-lamp and now a pretty orange tongue of flame flickered up from it.


‘Fire!’ screamed Flavia, leaping to her feet. ‘Pater! Alma! FIRE!’ Scuto and Nipur began barking as Flavia grabbed a cushion from her bed and beat the burning scroll-case. But this only excited the thin tongue of fire, and the cushion also burst into flame. Flavia squealed and dropped the burning cushion onto her bed. ‘Get out, Nubia!’ she cried. ‘Water! We have to get water from the impluvium!’ Flavia ran out of the bedroom with the barking dogs close behind.


But Nubia remained motionless. The burning bed was between her and the doorway and she found she could not move. There was something horribly familiar about this.


The flames were taking hold, making Flavia’s bed a wide torch at the end of a long tunnel, and presently the only sound she could hear was the blood roaring in her ears.


‘Nubia!’


She saw Flavia in the distance, standing in the remote doorway of the bedroom with a bowl in her hands and a look of horror on her face. Flavia tossed the contents of the bowl towards the flames. The water slowly rose up and described a crystal arc and shattered onto the floor, missing the fire completely.


The flames laughed and grew brighter.


For a long moment Nubia stared through the fire at Flavia’s horrified face. Her friend seemed to be getting smaller and smaller, and her skin darker. It was no longer Flavia in the distant doorway, but someone else, whom Nubia could not make out.


Then everything was darkness.
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‘Nubia, are you all right?’


A familiar-accented voice and the comforting smell of mint tea: Nubia smiled. Jonathan’s father was here; she was safe.


She opened her eyes to find herself downstairs in the torchlit triclinium, propped up by cushions. A crowd of people gazed down at her. Flavia, her eyes red and swollen; Jonathan, his tunic on inside out; Lupus, his hair tousled and spiky; Jonathan’s beautiful mother Susannah, her violet eyes full of concern; and Doctor Mordecai, smiling with his heavy-lidded dark eyes and extending a ceramic beaker of steaming mint tea.


Nubia took it and drank gratefully. It was fragrant and hot and sweet. It comforted her and she smiled.


‘Oh, praise Juno!’ cried Flavia. ‘She’s smiling! She’s going to be all right!’


Suddenly Nipur was up on the couch, where he was never allowed to go, and his hard paws were digging into her stomach and his hot tongue was lathering her face and she was laughing and had to hold out the beaker of tea for someone to take quickly.


A moment later two big men filled the triclinium doorway, with Caudex behind them. Their thick, slightly-charred woven mats and empty buckets showed that they were vigiles, men specially appointed to prevent crime and fires. They clumped into the dining room on muddy, hobnailed boots.


‘That was a close call,’ said one of the vigiles to nobody in particular.


‘Oh, thank you very much!’ said the second to Alma. He took a steaming beaker of tea from a tray she was holding. ‘It is thirsty work!’


‘If we hadn’t arrived when we did, this whole house would be a smouldering ruin,’ said the first man. ‘Lucky your bedroom is part of the town wall. It’s built like . . . well, like a town wall.’ He took a sip of tea, then spat on the ground. ‘Pollux!’ he cursed. ‘This isn’t spiced wine.’ He took another tentative sip. ‘But it’s good all the same. Gaius!’ he said to his companion, ‘try this. It’s nice and sweet.’


The two vigiles sipped their mint tea and nodded at one another. Then the first one jerked his chin towards Jonathan: ‘That lad is a clever one. It was the best thing you could have done: soaking cloaks in water and throwing them on the fire. Smothers the flames, you see. Good lad!’ He slapped Jonathan so hard on the back that Jonathan’s eyes bulged.


Lupus laughed and then everyone else began to laugh, too. And suddenly Captain Geminus and Aristo were pushing through the crowd of people, asking if Nubia was all right. They both wore dinner garlands and expressions of such concern that Nubia had to hide her emotion by burying her face in Nipur’s sleek black neck.


‘Up you get, you two,’ said Flavia’s father the next morning, coming into the triclinium. ‘I have news.’


Flavia yawned and rubbed her eyes and sat up. She and Nubia had slept downstairs on the dining couches. It was a brilliant September morning, well past dawn.


‘Good morning, pater!’ Flavia stretched and yawned. ‘How are you?’


‘Good morning, sir,’ said Nubia, sitting up. ‘How is bedroom?’


‘I’m fine, but the bedroom is not. I’ll have to get the plasterer in, and the window needs a new lattice-work screen, and some of the charred ceiling beams will have to be replaced. And I’ve got to find the people to do it before tomorrow, because I’m off to sea.’


Flavia stopped scratching Scuto behind the ear and looked at her father. ‘You’re going to sea?’ she said. ‘Again? You’ve only just returned from Sicily.’


‘Flavia.’ She felt the couch sink as he sat on the edge of it. ‘Last night my patron Cordius expressed a desire to go to Greece. He wants to charter the Delphina and he wants me to take him.’


‘But we’ve already been to Greece this year.’


‘He doesn’t want any children along. I’ll have to leave you behind.’


Flavia opened her mouth to protest, but her father hurried on: ‘I know I said I wouldn’t take any more voyages this season, but he is my patron, and he’s paying me very well. Very well, indeed. And there are several weeks left in the sailing season. I thought perhaps you could go stay with your aunt and uncle in Rome. That would give the workmen time to repair your bedroom properly.’


‘Rome?’ said Flavia, with a quick glance at Nubia. ‘You want us to go to Rome?’


‘I don’t want you to go to Rome, but I see no other choice. If your aunt and uncle are agreeable, the boys can go too. Caudex will be overseeing the work on your room, so you can take Aristo as your bodyguard. I’m not having you wandering around unchaperoned—’ here he smiled at Nubia ‘—especially as one of you is now of a marriageable age.’


‘If you insist,’ said Flavia, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice. ‘It will be boring in Rome, but I suppose we can find something to do.’


‘Good!’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Just promise me you’ll stay out of trouble.’


‘Of course we will, pater,’ said Flavia, but as soon as he left the triclinium she gave Nubia a huge smile and a thumbs-up. ‘Euge!’ she whispered. ‘We’re going to Rome. Isn’t it exciting, Nubia? We can find the missing horse and get the reward!’


‘Flavia et al!’ A young Greek in a mauve tunic stepped out from beneath the shelter of a columned porch and gazed dramatically up towards the blue sky. ‘Thank you, whichever of you gods have done this!’ He lifted his hands in mock worship. ‘You’ve just saved me from an extremely dull September.’


Flavia laughed and threw her arms around his waist. Sisyphus was slave and secretary to Flavia’s uncle, Senator Aulus Caecilius Cornix. The senator’s townhouse was located at the foot of an aqueduct on the Clivus Scauri, a quiet residential street not far from the Circus Maximus. It was early afternoon and the cicadas were creaking steadily in the umbrella pines.


Sisyphus gave Flavia a quick squeeze, then held her at arm’s length and narrowed his kohl-rimmed eyes at her. ‘Are you wearing make-up, you naughty girl?’


She blushed. ‘Only a little,’ she said, and then grinned. ‘Not as much as you!’


‘Oh, you cheeky thing!’ He thrust her aside in pretend disgust, then shot her a quick grin before turning on Nubia. ‘Great Juno’s peacock! Look at this dusky beauty. We’ll have to post extra guards to keep the suitors away from you,’ he gushed.


Nubia hid a giggle behind her hands.


‘Jonathan, you look very fit and muscular, and so do you, my dear!’ This last was addressed to Aristo, who scowled and said something in rapid Greek.


Lupus guffawed and Flavia gasped. ‘Aristo! You called Sisyphus a bad word!’


‘Pollux!’ said Aristo with a sheepish grin. ‘You’re becoming far too fluent in Greek.’


Sisyphus winked at Aristo and turned to Lupus. ‘My dear boy!’ he said. ‘Last, but never least. How are you?’


Lupus grinned and gave Sisyphus a thumbs-up.


‘Any dogs?’ Sisyphus looked up and down the hot, empty street.
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