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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 a map of Turkey, which the Romans called Asia. Over two thousand years, some of the coastline has changed, so don’t use this map to find your way around Turkey today! There is also a map of Ephesus as it was in the late first century AD, before some of its more famous monuments were built.
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In his vision he sees a celestial battle.


The sky is cobalt blue and full of stars. The whole of the Zodiac is there, as if inked in light on the inside of a vast bowl. The Maiden. The Lion. The Water-bearer. Stars pursue and confront each other with terrible purpose across this apocalyptic background.


He does not understand this terrifying conflict. All he knows is that there is a great battle and that the struggle is fiercest in the constellation of the Heavenly Twins, in the constellation of Gemini.


Flavia Gemina had a problem. She and her three friends were trapped in the city of Alexandria, a thousand miles from home.


‘If we don’t get out of this city and back to Ostia,’ said Flavia one hot afternoon, ‘I think I’ll go mad.’


It was early August in the second year of the emperor Titus. For ten days the friends had been hiding out in a small house in the Rhakotis district of Alexandria, in the Roman province of Egypt. The house belonged to a newlywed couple honeymooning in Canopus. Their only contact to the outside world was the groom’s cousin Nathan, a young Jewish boatman who had helped them in a quest up the Nile. He specialised in smuggling goods in and out of Alexandria and at the moment he was trying to find a way to smuggle the four friends out of the city. In the meantime, they were confined to the first floor triclinium so that nobody would see them.


For the hundredth time, Flavia picked up the papyrus notice that Nathan had illegally pulled from a wall. Its message was in Greek:


Reward offered for four children: Jonathan son of Mordecai, aged twelve years: of medium height, olive skin, short curly hair, scar on left shoulder. Lupus or Lykos, aged ten: a tongueless mute with no other visible blemishes. Nubia, aged about thirteen: a dark-skinned Nubian girl with eyes of an unusual golden brown colour. Flavia Gemina, daughter of Marcus Flavius Geminus, sea captain, aged twelve years: medium height, fair-skinned, grey eyes, no visible blemishes. Last seen in Ombos, in the Thebaid. N.B. The girls may be disguised as boys or eunuchs. 1000 drachmae per child for any information leading to their capture and arrest.


Flavia sighed, put down the notice and looked around the small triclinium at her three friends. Jonathan was sitting on the right-hand dining couch, absently cleaning his fingernails with a stylus. With his dark curly hair and olive skin, he perfectly matched the description on the notice. Dark-skinned, golden-eyed Nubia sat opposite Jonathan, on the left-hand couch. She was stroking a sleek grey cat. Lupus, the youngest of them, sat cross-legged on the cool tile floor; he was making idle marks on the wax tablet which was his main method of communication.


Flavia sighed again. ‘Sometimes I wish I’d never become a detectrix,’ she said. ‘I wish I’d never solved the case of pater’s missing signet ring two years ago. I wish we’d never caught the dog-killer in Ostia and the three assassins in Rome, or rescued the kidnapped children and tracked a criminal mastermind to Rhodes.’


‘Why not?’ asked Jonathan, without looking up from cleaning his nails.


‘Because I became – we became such good detectives that the emperor sent us on that secret mission. But it went wrong and now we’re hunted fugitives, a thousand miles from home.’


Jonathan nodded glumly. ‘If only we hadn’t written those letters home,’ he said. ‘They might have believed Nathan’s story that we were eaten by crocodiles in Middle Egypt.’


‘What letters?’ Nubia looked up from the cat and frowned.


‘Didn’t we tell you?’ said Flavia. ‘Before he went out this morning, Nathan told us he thinks the officials must have intercepted one of the letters we sent home. That’s how they know we’re still alive. Nathan also said that he might not be able smuggle us out together. Because the notice gives such accurate descriptions of the four of us, we might have to split up.’


‘No!’ cried Nubia. ‘We must not be divided. We are family. We must stay together.’


Jonathan gave a wry grin. ‘Nathan’s right. If we try to leave together, we’ll probably attract more attention than a troupe of naked pantomime dancers.’


Lupus chuckled, and glanced up at Jonathan with bright green eyes.


‘Of course,’ added Jonathan. ‘They’ll probably catch us, even if we do split up.’


‘Well,’ said Flavia, ‘if they’re going to catch us anyway, then I think Nubia’s right. We should stay together. We may not be related, but we’re family.’ She gazed at her dark-skinned friend affectionately. ‘After all, didn’t we just travel seven hundred miles up the Nile to find you? It would be silly for us to separate again now.’


Nubia regarded them gravely. ‘It is better to die together than to die alone,’ she said.


Lupus grinned and wrote on his wax tablet: IS THERE A THIRD CHOICE?


‘Yes!’ cried Flavia. ‘As soon as Nathan gets us out of this city, we can sail back to Italia. Then I’m going to marry Gaius Valerius Flaccus and be a good Roman matron and have lots of babies. And I vow I’ll never try to solve another mystery again.’


‘I seem to remember you took a vow never to marry,’ said Jonathan drily. ‘Now you’re taking a vow to stop solving mysteries? Maybe you should take a vow not to take vows.’


Flavia gave him a rueful grin, and leaned closer to the sandalwood screen over the central couch on which she sat. The screen allowed the Etesian breeze to flow through, but it kept them hidden from curious eyes in the houses opposite or on the street below. Flavia put her eye right up to one of the lozenge-shaped chinks. She could feel the cool breeze and she could see the Pharos rising above the rooftops of Alexandria. The lighthouse marked the entrance to the great harbour.


‘Oh! It’s so frustrating!’ she muttered. ‘At this very moment ships are setting sail for home. If only we were on board one of them!’


‘I’m afraid you won’t be able to go home for a very long time,’ said a familiar voice from the doorway.


They all turned to see a handsome young Greek with curly hair the colour of bronze. It was their tutor Aristo, whom they had not seen in half a year.


‘Aristo!’ cried Flavia. She jumped off the dining couch and ran to hug him. ‘Oh, praise Juno! It’s so good to see you!’


Aristo laughed as Lupus and Jonathan rushed to greet him, too.


‘What about you, Nubia?’ said Aristo, as Jonathan stepped back. ‘Don’t I get a hug from you, too?’


Flavia and her friends turned to Nubia, just in time to see her fall back onto the cushioned divan in a swoon.


Nubia opened her eyes and gazed up into Aristo’s wonderful face. His arms were around her and there was a look of tender concern in his long-lashed brown eyes. She reached up and touched his cheek, velvety with three day’s growth of beard. She could smell the delicious scent of his body oil – a musky lavender – and she almost swooned again.


‘Aristo?’ she whispered. ‘Is it really you?’


‘Who else?’ He showed perfect white teeth in a smile so beautiful it felt like a knife twisting in her heart. His smile faded and he looked at her with concern. ‘Are you all right? Has someone hurt you?’


‘No one has hurt me,’ said Nubia, trying to sit up. The grey cat jumped down from the couch and stalked out of the room.


‘Here, Nubia,’ said Flavia. ‘Rest on these cushions.’


Aristo helped her to lean back on a silk-covered bolster. ‘Praise Apollo, I’ve found you,’ he said, and looked around at the others. ‘Praise Apollo!’


Nubia felt the knife twist in her heart again. Aristo was as glad to see the others as he was to see her. He had only taken her in his arms because she had fainted like a foolish girl. His right hand had been holding her left elbow, now it moved away. Despite the heat of the day, her skin felt cold without his touch.


‘How did you find us?’ Flavia asked Aristo.


‘I found him.’ A young man came into the dining room with a tray of sweating copper beakers. He wore a white conical hat and a tunic which left both shoulders and part of his right breast uncovered. Nathan was the Jewish boatman and smuggler who had helped them in their quest up the Nile. ‘Here, Nubia.’ He extended the tray. ‘Have some chilled posca. It’s hot as Vulcan’s furnace today. No wonder you fainted.’


‘Thank you,’ said Nubia. She handed a beaker to Aristo, then took another one for herself.


‘I thought you were attending the Sabbath service,’ said Jonathan to Nathan, as he took a cup of posca. ‘At the synagogue. Remember? You promised your mother you were going to be an observant Jew?’


‘I know. I did. I was.’ Nathan placed the tray on a low table. ‘But after the service ended I went down to the harbour to put the finishing touches to my plan. Old habits die hard,’ he said, with a wink at Jonathan. ‘Anyway, it’s good I did. One of my friends told me about a young Greek fresh off the boat from Ostia. I’d told them to keep their ears open for anyone asking about you,’ he explained. ‘So I got to Aristo here as soon as I could, but I’m afraid he’d already spoken to some officials. And that means they’ll be looking even harder for you.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Aristo. ‘I didn’t know you were wanted here, too.’


‘What do you mean: “wanted here, too”?’ Flavia frowned at him.


‘The four of you are wanted in Italia.’


‘We are wanted in Italia?’ said Nubia, her eyes never leaving Aristo’s face.


He nodded. ‘There are notices up in Ostia’s forum, the marketplace and even above the fountain on Green Fountain Street. They’re offering a thousand sesterces each for information leading to your capture. I don’t know what you’ve done, but you can’t go back there.’


The four friends stared at him. So did Nathan.


‘I thought if I could just smuggle them out of Alexandria,’ he said to Aristo, ‘they’d be safe. I didn’t realise they were wanted elsewhere.’


‘I’m afraid so,’ said Aristo. ‘I suspect by now there are notices up all over the Empire.’


‘Are you saying we can’t go back to Italia?’ said Flavia. ‘We can’t go home?’


‘Not as long as Titus is emperor,’ said Aristo grimly. ‘And maybe never.’
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‘We can’t go home to Ostia!’ cried Flavia. ‘This is terrible.’


‘Yes,’ said Aristo grimly. ‘What in Hades did you do to incur the emperor’s wrath?’


‘Nothing!’


‘Just stole an emerald from the governor of Mauretania,’ said Jonathan, moodily sipping his posca.


‘What?’


Flavia glared at Jonathan. ‘It wasn’t like that,’ she said. ‘Titus asked us to recover—’


‘Emperor Titus?’ said Aristo. ‘The emperor himself asked you to do something?’


‘Yes. He asked us to recover a gem which had originally belonged to him, an emerald called “Nero’s Eye”. So we did.’


‘We didn’t recover it,’ said Jonathan. ‘We stole it.’


‘But it originally belonged to him,’ said Flavia.


Aristo frowned. ‘But why would the emperor send children on such an important and dangerous mission? Especially when he has his choice of agents and spies?’


Jonathan answered. ‘He said children can go places where adults can’t, and that we’d proved ourselves to him before.’


Lupus held up his wax tablet: SAID HE COULD TRUST US


‘And you succeeded in the mission?’ said Aristo.


‘Yes,’ said Flavia. ‘We stole the emerald and we gave it to one of Titus’s agents, a man named Taurus from Sabratha.’


‘We think that was our mistake,’ sighed Jonathan. ‘We should have personally handed the gem to Titus. He obviously never got it and he probably thinks we kept it for ourselves.’


Flavia nodded. ‘We think Taurus kept the gem for himself and put the blame on us. Anyway, we were on our way back to Italia when our ship was blown off course and ran aground. Lupus and Jonathan and I washed up together but we couldn’t find Nubia. Then we discovered she was going up the Nile. We were following her when we discovered that some Egyptian officials were after us. They had a warrant for our arrest. It had come via Sabratha, where Titus’s agent Taurus lived. Later we saw Taurus’s slave with the officials.’


‘That’s how we know he betrayed us,’ said Jonathan.


‘Yes,’ said Flavia. ‘Nathan helped us trick the Egyptians into thinking we were dead, but when we got back here to Alexandria we found there were new notices up for our arrest.’


Jonathan added: ‘We think they must have intercepted two letters we sent home, to tell you we were safe.’


‘By all the gods,’ muttered Aristo. ‘And now there are notices up in Rome and Ostia, too.’


‘Are they like this one?’ Flavia handed Aristo the piece of papyrus.


He took it and nodded. ‘Yes. Except the ones in Ostia are written in Latin and dated a week before the Kalends of August,’ he said. ‘Oh, and they have a small addition: they say you’re wanted for treason against the Emperor.’


‘Treason!’ breathed Flavia. ‘That means they can execute us if they find us.’


She stared at her friends in dismay.


Aristo shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I’m the bearer of even more bad news.’


‘More bad news?’ cried Flavia. ‘What could be worse than a charge of treason?’


Aristo put his beaker down on the table. ‘Suppressio,’ he said. ‘The kidnapping of freeborn children.’


‘We’re accused of kidnapping?’


‘No. There have been some more kidnappings. In Ostia.’


‘Slave-dealers?’ asked Flavia.


‘Pirates?’ whispered Nubia.


‘Who?’ asked Jonathan. ‘Who was kidnapped?’


‘Half a dozen freeborn children,’ said Aristo, ‘including Popo.’


‘Alas!’ cried Nubia.


Jonathan rested his head in his hands.


‘Who’s Popo?’ asked Nathan, looking from one to the other.


Flavia explained: ‘Last year,’ she said, ‘Jonathan’s sister had twin boys, Philadelphus and Soter. Everybody calls them Popo and Soso.’


‘How did it happen?’ asked Jonathan, without raising his head from his hands.


‘Popo was with one of his wet-nurses in the fish-market,’ said Aristo, ‘and they were both seized.’


‘Why take Popo?’ asked Jonathan. ‘He’s just a baby.’


‘Six other freeborn children were taken the day before,’ said Aristo. ‘The kidnappers must have done one last sweep. Your baby nephew was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. They took the girl, too.’


‘Alas!’ cried Nubia again, and Lupus growled.


‘Who did it?’ asked Flavia. ‘Do they know?’


Aristo nodded. ‘A youth came to the house a few hours after their abduction and told us he recognised the men who took them. His description fit with sightings of the kidnappers we had the day before. A mother of one of the other kidnapped children thinks they were from Rhodes.’


‘But it can’t be!’ cried Flavia. ‘We broke the slave-trade in Rhodes last year.’


‘Your father thought that, too,’ said Aristo to Flavia, ‘But now he suspects that some of the Rhodians moved over to the mainland and have been operating from a base there.’


Flavia nodded. ‘Gaius Valerius Flaccus went to Halicarnassus last year to try to find the leader of the kidnapping ring. We called him Biggest Buyer.’


‘That’s right. And now your father has gone there, too, in search of Popo and his wet-nurse. That’s why he doesn’t know you’re alive.’


‘Pater doesn’t know we’re alive?’ said Flavia.


‘No,’ said Aristo. ‘Your father thinks you’re dead.’


Jonathan rested his head in his hands again. He felt sick. He knew this was all his fault.


He heard Flavia’s voice saying, ‘Pater thinks we’re dead?’


‘We all thought you were dead,’ said Aristo. ‘Your father returned from his voyage on the Kalends of June. He was nearly out of his mind when he discovered that the four of you had left Ostia back in March and were still missing three months later.’


‘Oh, poor pater!’ whispered Flavia. ‘We were supposed to be back before him.’


‘After several days of frantic investigation,’ said Aristo, ‘he realised you had gone to Sabratha. He was about to set sail to look for you when word reached us that the four of you were dead.’


‘The shipwreck,’ muttered Jonathan.


‘Yes,’ said Aristo. ‘Ostia’s harbourmaster received a report that the merchant ship Tyche had sunk. One of its crewmembers, a Phoenician, was picked up by a big grain ship on its way to Italia. He was floating on a piece of wreckage, and unconscious. When he recovered, he said there had been four Roman children aboard his ship, travelling with their uncle. The Phoenician believed he was the only survivor.’


‘Uncle Gaius hasn’t come home, has he?’ asked Flavia.


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘Alas!’ whispered Nubia. ‘Marcus Flavius Geminus has lost his brother and now he thinks he has also lost his daughter.’


‘Poor pater!’ said Flavia. ‘He must have been devastated.’


‘He was,’ said Aristo. ‘He let his hair and beard grow, and we were afraid he was going to resort to unmixed wine or poppy tears, like—’


Jonathan looked up sharply.


Aristo avoided his gaze and looked at Flavia. ‘When Popo and the others were kidnapped your father became obsessed with rescuing them. He went to his patron for help, and summoned his own clients. He called in every favour due to him, and recruited some powerful allies. Now he’s obsessed with finding Popo.’


‘Poor pater,’ repeated Flavia. ‘He’s doing it because he thinks I’m dead.’


‘I believe so,’ said Aristo. ‘Popo and Soso are now his closest living relatives.’


‘And my parents think I’m dead,’ murmured Jonathan. ‘After everything that’s happened …’


‘No,’ said Aristo. ‘Your parents know you’re alive.’


‘They do?’


Lupus grunted and opened his hands as if to say, How?


‘Yes,’ said Flavia, turning to Aristo. ‘How do they know we’re alive? And how did you know we were alive?’


Suddenly Lupus snapped his fingers, reached over and picked up the papyrus notice from beside Flavia. He waved it at Aristo.


‘Exactly,’ said their tutor grimly. ‘The notices say that you were last seen in Upper Egypt. That’s how we knew you must have survived the shipwreck.’


‘But pater doesn’t know?’ said Flavia.


‘No. He went in search of Popo before the notices went up.’


‘Great Juno’s beard,’ muttered Jonathan. ‘What a mess.’


‘What about the other baby?’ asked Nubia. ‘What about Soso?’


‘He’s still living at Jonathan’s house; the women guard him like she-tigers.’


‘But the youngest wet-nurse was kidnapped with Popo?’ asked Flavia.


‘Yes,’ said Aristo. ‘I suppose they needed her to feed the baby. She’s hardly more than a child herself.’


‘Lydia,’ said Nubia softly. ‘Her name is Lydia.’


‘Why doesn’t someone do something about these kidnappers?’ Flavia rose to her feet and twisted her hands together. ‘This suppressio is so wrong. It has to stop!’


‘Someone is doing something. Your father. He put me in charge of the household, and he took Caudex with him to Halicarnassus.’


Nubia frowned. ‘I forget where is Halicarnassus.’


‘In Asia,’ said Aristo and Nathan together.


‘I forget what is Asia, too.’


‘Remember the island of Rhodes?’ said Flavia. ‘Where we went last year? The mainland near Rhodes is the province of Asia.’


‘Is Rhodes nearby or far?’ asked Nubia.


‘Not far,’ said Nathan. ‘It’s about four hundred miles north of Alexandria. Three days sailing if the winds are favourable.’


Aristo looked at Flavia. ‘Your father and Caudex set sail for Halicarnassus two weeks ago. The notices went up two days later, and I set sail for Alexandria the next morning.’


‘What about my parents?’ asked Jonathan suddenly. ‘Haven’t they done anything to try to find Popo? Or me?’ he added.


‘No.’ Aristo did not meet his gaze. ‘Your father isn’t well. Your mother has her hands full looking after him. She’s been a tower of strength but …’ Aristo trailed off.


Jonathan stared at the tile floor. ‘Is my father still drinking poppy tears?’ he asked.


‘I’m afraid so. He hardly practices medicine these days. Most of his patients go to other doctors now. If it weren’t for Hephzibah’s riches, I don’t know how your parents would survive. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you.’


‘Poor doctor Mordecai,’ said Flavia. ‘And poor pater.’


‘And poor baby Popo,’ added Nubia. ‘He lost father and mother, and now has been taken from his twin brother.’


Once again, Jonathan rested his head in his hands and tried to ignore the voice in his head, the voice telling him that this was all his fault.


‘If we can’t go home, then we have to go to Halicarnassus!’ said Flavia suddenly. ‘I’ve got to find pater and tell him I’m alive.’


‘We can help him find Popo,’ said Nubia.


‘And the other kidnapped children,’ said Flavia.


‘And Lydia the wet-nurse,’ said Nubia.


Lupus grunted his agreement.


‘Halicarnassus,’ said Nathan thoughtfully, ‘That’s not a bad idea. Aristo’s arrival means the officials are on the alert for you again. But they probably expect you to try to get back to Italia, so it might be easier to smuggle the four of you out on a ship headed for Asia. He turned to Aristo. ‘And if you decide to go with them, then I might be able to put my plan into effect immediately.’


‘Of course I’ll go with them,’ said Aristo. ‘I’m their tutor. It’s my job to protect them, although I haven’t had much of a chance to do that over the past few months.’ He sighed. ‘Also, now that Flavia knows her father is in Halicarnassus, I suspect she’ll go with or without me.’ He looked at Flavia. ‘Am I right?’


‘Absolutely,’ said Flavia. ‘And the sooner we go, the better.’


Early the following morning – on the Nones of August – a young Greek on his way home to Asia waited with half a dozen wheeled wooden boxes near the customs’ desk at Cibotus, Alexandria’s western harbour. He was in the queue to board the merchant ship Ourania, bound for Rhodes, Halicarnassus and Ephesus. The young man paid the export tax without question and produced a licence for his small collection of animals: a young lion, an elderly zebra, a sad-looking ostrich and two baboons.


‘I’m running for office next year,’ explained the youth. ‘I plan to put on a small beast-fight when I return to Halicarnassus. Got this lot cheap in Naucratis.’


At his table, a sad-eyed official in a red and yellow tunic scanned a long sheet of papyrus. ‘I don’t have any record of you entering the city.’ The official looked up at the youth.


The young Greek gave him a flashing smile. ‘That’s because my bride and I came through Arabia, and then up by river.’ He put his arm around the veiled girl next to him and gave her shoulder a squeeze. Sad Eyes glanced briefly at the Greek’s young wife. Above her veil, he could see dark hair and pale eyes. She looked to be barely more than a child, but she was heavily pregnant. Seven, perhaps eight months.


‘What’s wrong with this lion?’ asked one of the guards, a tall Alexandrian with big, muscular thighs. He was standing on tiptoe in order to peer through the high rectangular window of the wooden cage. ‘Creature’s half buried in the straw,’ he added. ‘Only its head poking out.’


The Greek youth laughed. ‘That young lion is missing its parents. The man who sold it to me said it was taken as a cub. Nestling in the straw gives it comfort. Its misery will end soon enough in the arena at Halicarnassus.’


Big Thighs looked at the young lion and the lion stared back at him with solemn golden eyes. ‘Poor little thing,’ he said and moved on to the last cage. ‘And these apes? Never seen apes like these before. Their eyes look almost human.’ He made the sign against evil.


‘Keep your distance,’ warned the Greek. ‘Those are Libyan baboons. They’re particularly fierce. That green-eyed one nearly had my finger off the other day.’


Even as he spoke the green-eyed baboon launched himself at the small window of the wooden box, grunting angrily. The whole cage shook and Big Thighs jumped smartly back.


‘Keep my distance!’ he grunted. ‘Right you are.’ And to Sad Eyes: ‘All in order.’


Sad Eyes nodded, dripped some wax on the papyrus document and pressed his official seal into it. He handed the visa back to the young Greek without looking up.


‘Good voyage,’ he said, waving them on. ‘Next!’
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‘Praise Juno!’ breathed Flavia an hour later. ‘We did it!’


She and her friends stood with Aristo at the stern of the Ourania and watched Alexandria recede. Flavia shaded her eyes; she thought she could see Nathan standing on the dock, a small figure in a white conical hat and sleeveless tunic. She waved her arm and the figure waved back.


Aristo sighed deeply. ‘Your friend Nathan has the last of my life’s savings. The visa and documents were almost as expensive as those animals. And our passage wasn’t cheap either.’


‘Pater will make it up to you when we get to Halicarnassus,’ said Flavia. ‘I know he will.’ She had taken the cushion from under her long tunic and now she was pulling off the black wig. ‘Oh, it feels so good to be out of that hot wig and veil!’ she said.


‘You can’t complain,’ said Jonathan. ‘Nubia and Lupus and I had to put on those smelly animal skins. That was horrible.’ He sniffed his own underarm. ‘Ugh! I need a bath.’


Lupus nodded, grinned and imitated an ape by pulling himself along the deck by his knuckles. Then he lifted his arms and sprang up and down on bent legs, making monkey-noises.


‘Lupus!’ said Flavia with a shudder. ‘Don’t do that! It’s too realistic.’
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