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‘DON’T YOU DARE TRY TO order frogs’ legs for lunch again,’ said Zoe, shoving open the cafe door.

Felix grinned. ‘That’s what you’re supposed to eat in France,’ he retorted.

As they stepped inside, a waiter glanced their way and held up two fingers. ‘Deux?’ he called, over the noisy clatter of the cafe.

‘Oui,’ Zoe called back, and she glanced round at Felix. ‘Deux means …’

‘Two,’ said Felix. ‘I know. You’ve told me twenty times. And I can count in French anyway. Un … deux … trois!’

The waiter beckoned them to a table and Zoe snatched up both menus.

‘I’ll order,’ she said. ‘Une pizza marguerite,’ she told the waiter.

 Felix shrugged. He didn’t really want to eat frogs’ legs anyway. He’d only wanted to freak Zoe out.

When the pizza arrived, he grabbed a slice with both hands, and sank in his teeth. Cheese and tomato oozed everywhere.

‘Use your serviette,’ hissed Zoe.

He gave her a look, then picked up another slice, and made sure the cheese dripped across the table in long, messy strands.

‘You are so embarrassing,’ growled Zoe.

She picked up a knife and fork and ate her own slice neatly, cutting off all the crusts and pushing them aside.

‘Why don’t you eat your crusts?’ he demanded.

‘They have no nutritional value. They’re just empty carbohydrates made from highly processed flour,’ said Zoe in a superior voice. ‘Mum doesn’t believe in eating rubbish, like your dad does.’

Felix shrugged. ‘Well, you’re missing out on the best bits!’ he said.

He crunched his own crusts as noisily as he could, and watched her, impressed that she managed to keep her mouth turned down even while she was eating.

I’m not keen on having a new family either, he thought, especially a big stepsister. But I don’t spend my whole life sulking about it!

 Dad kept making excuses for Zoe. ‘Fifteen’s a hard age to get a new father,’ he’d say, or, ‘It’s just been Zoe and her mum for years.’

Dad thought Zoe would come round eventually, but Felix couldn’t see how.

When it was time to leave, he snatched up Zoe’s leftover crusts, and bounced ahead of her out of the cafe.

‘The Roman bathhouse now!’ he sang out.

‘You don’t really want to go there, do you?’ groaned Zoe.

‘Yes! You promised your mum you’d take me. And it’s our last chance. We’re leaving in a few hours.’

‘Okay, but it’s a waste of our last few hours in my opinion. It’s just a ruin.’

‘Of course it’s a ruin,’ said Felix. ‘It’s ancient Roman. It’s thousands of years old.’

‘Actually, less than two thousand,’ corrected Zoe.

‘Hey,’ Felix sniggered, ‘what goes up but never comes down?’

He waited, ready to burst out laughing, but of course Zoe didn’t answer. ‘Your age!’ he crowed. ‘Get it? Your age always goes up!’

He hurried along the narrow street, glancing eagerly at the crumbling side of the bathhouse. Behind an iron railing, he could see an exciting excavation pit – broken archways and ancient floors poking out of the dirt.

 At the corner, they found a little carpark, with a few cars nestled under a big shady plane tree, and on the left …

‘Wow, this wall’s hardly broken,’ said Felix.

A large, curving wall rose out of the excavation pit. It had high arched windows, and a pattern of red bricks and pale stone visible under the dirt.

‘Why did the Romans build their bathhouse in a hole in the ground?’ he asked.

‘Don’t ask me,’ said Zoe, crossly. She never liked it when she didn’t know something.

‘Come on, let’s find the ticket office,’ said Felix.

Beyond the wall was a modern structure made of large sheets of brown metal.

He ran up to it, then skidded to a halt. Attached to the closed doors was a big sign: FERMÉ. He knew that notice very well by now. Nearly everything in Arles seemed to be closed half the time.

‘It’s shut,’ he sighed, when Zoe joined him, ‘but I think it says it opens at two again.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It’s one twenty-eight now.’

‘Good,’ smirked Zoe, ‘we can go look at some shops.’

As Felix dragged his feet after her, back around the corner, two pigeons came flapping out of the ruins.

‘I know!’ he said. ‘I’ll wait here and feed the birds.’ And he began to break up bits of pizza crust.

 ‘Don’t be an idiot. You can’t stay here by yourself,’ said Zoe.

‘I’m eleven! I’m not a baby.’

He crouched down, holding out a bit of broken crust on his palm. One pigeon with very pink feathers on its neck took a wary step towards him. Felix stayed still.

‘Come on,’ said Zoe. ‘You know I can’t leave you here on your own.’

‘Shh,’ he hissed.

‘Felix, stop mucking around,’ said Zoe.

Felix blew out a huff of frustration and stood up. The pigeon immediately rose in the air. But instead of flying away, it landed in a gap in the tumbledown wall, and began tugging at something with its beak – a piece of paper stuck in the neck of a bottle.

Felix chuckled. The paper had writing on it. ‘Look, the pigeon’s got mail,’ he said. ‘Here, pigeon, I’ll help you with it.’

The bird hopped sideways as Felix grasped the base of the bottle and tipped it upside down.

‘Yuck, that’s dirty!’ squawked Zoe. ‘Don’t touch.’

‘It’s just an old bottle,’ said Felix.

But as he shook it, something rattled down the wall, sending the pigeon flapping off in alarm. Felix grabbed the paper before it could fall down the hole too.

 ‘Hey, pigeon,’ he called, waving it in the air. ‘Here’s your mail.’

‘Felix, stop being ridiculous,’ growled Zoe. ‘And stop touching all that rubbish.’

But Felix was staring at the message on the paper.

‘It’s written in English,’ he said, ‘and it says …’ He goggled at the words. ‘It says: Congratulations! You have found an ancient Roman writing tool that can carry you through time!’ He looked up at his stepsister. ‘That must be the thing I heard falling out!’ he cried.

Spinning around, he plunged his hand into the hole, and scrabbled along the ledge where the bottle had been lying. But all he could feel was dusty bird poop … and a small crack. Desperately, he tried to wriggle his fingers into the crack but it was too tight.

He glared at the wall in frustration. ‘I can’t reach it! It’s fallen inside the wall!’

‘Felix,’ said Zoe, and it sounded as if she was speaking through clenched teeth. ‘You are being a total nitwit. There is no such thing as time travel.’

‘But listen. It says: If you write “AVE”, the Latin word for “Hello”, on the bathhouse wall, it will take you back to Roman times. And to come back, you can just write “VALE”, the Latin word for “Goodbye”, in the same place. See, it’s even got instructions!’

Zoe snorted. ‘Time travel is a load of piffle.’

‘You can’t know if you haven’t tried,’ protested Felix. ‘Only, I haven’t got the writing tool.’ He glared at the wall again. Then, ‘I know!’ he cried. ‘Maybe the hole goes all the way through to the excavations!’ 

He hurled himself at the railings and pressed his face against the iron bars. Maybe the pen was down there in the pit somewhere, among the broken pavings and columns.

‘Well, you can’t look for it while the bathhouse is shut,’ said Zoe firmly. ‘And I thought you wanted to get some souvenirs for your friends. If you don’t get a move on, we won’t have time.’

Reluctantly, Felix peeled himself from the railings.

‘You’re not bringing that whole rubbish dump with you,’ said Zoe, pointing at the empty soft-drink bottle and the piece of paper in his hands.

Scowling, Felix turned and shoved the bottle in the hole again.

But he folded the precious message and, when Zoe’s back was turned, he slipped it into his pocket.
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THE SOUVENIR SHOP WAS STUFFED to the rafters. There were racks of T-shirts printed with Van Gogh’s swirly paintings, and tablecloths with blue and yellow designs of olives and lavender; there were magnets, key rings, scarves, postcards, racks of dresses, tea towels and a shelf of Roman statues arranged in a long white line.

‘But there’s nothing to buy!’ grumbled Felix.

And then, in a glass cabinet, in the midst of a display of rings and earrings, he spotted a tray of silver-coloured discs. He leaned forward.

‘Roman coins!’ he cried. He could see the raised images of heads with Latin writing around the edges. ‘Travis and Fletcher would like these!’

‘I show you, yes?’ gushed the lady behind the counter.

 Unlocking the cabinet, she drew out the tray of coins.

‘Are they really Roman?’ asked Felix.

‘No, of course not,’ said the lady. ‘But zey are beautiful replicas. See?’

She placed one in Felix’s hand. He traced his finger over the stern profile of a man wearing a wreath around his head.

‘Zis is ze Emperor Constantine coin, minted here in Arles around three hundred and fifteen years after ze birth of Christ,’ said the shopkeeper.

‘Zoe, can we get some?’ said Felix. ‘They’re cool.’

Zoe peered at the price tag and snorted. ‘That’s outrageous. No, we’re not getting those.’

‘But … There’s nothing else.’

‘Just buy them lollies or something. At the station.’

‘That’s not fair,’ growled Felix. ‘You bought key rings for about fifty different people.’

He stalked out of the shop, shoving his hands in his pockets. But as a piece of folded paper crackled under his fingers, a smile spread over his face.

I don’t need those stupid replicas, he thought. I’ll just travel to the past and get some real coins!

By the time they reached the alley at the side of the bathhouse, he was fizzing with excitement.

‘Come on, walk faster,’ he urged. ‘It’s nearly two.’

But Zoe had stopped to peer into the weeds near the foot of the bathhouse wall. ‘Is that what you were looking for?’ she asked. ‘Down there. That stick made of bronze or something.’ 

With a shout, he dived to pick it up, then threw it down again in disgust.

‘It’s only a big nail or something,’ he exclaimed. ‘Not a writing tool.’

Zoe rolled her eyes. ‘What do you think the Romans wrote with? Marker pens? They used things like that, airhead. It’s called a stylus. The Romans scratched into wax tablets with them.’

Felix stared at her, then back at the goldish-coloured spike that had rolled into the gutter.

‘Anyway, no skin off my nose,’ shrugged Zoe. ‘It’s not going to do anything, anyway. It’s just someone’s joke.’ And she began to stride towards the corner. ‘Come on, I thought you wanted to see the ruin,’ she called.

But Felix was snatching the stick up again and turning it in his fingers. One end was pointed like a nail, but the other was squashed flat. Could it really be a tool for scratching into wax – or a wall? Or was Zoe just making fun of him?

Well, there’s one way to find out! he thought.

He glanced up the alley. Zoe had reached the corner … Quickly, he stabbed the tip of the stylus against the wall. Yes, it scraped into the brick! He dragged it down to make the first side of the A. He didn’t have time to pull out the paper and check the word. But he was pretty sure it was AVE … 

‘Feeelix!’

Oh no, she was coming back!

With a frantic swipe he finished the A, and started on the V …

He could hear her feet pounding towards him.

‘Felix, that’s graffiti,’ she shouted. ‘You can’t do that.’

But as she grabbed hold of his wrist, he managed to scrawl the last letter, E, into the hard red brick.
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‘FELIX, WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!’

Zoe’s eyes seemed to pop out of her head as the broken bathhouse wall began to shift and waver in front of them.

It spread along the street, growing longer and higher, covering the place where the cafe had been an instant before. The walls rose, forming neat, straight stripes of pale stone and red brick, and rooms jutted out like fat tummies with rounded roofs.

‘What … what …’ Zoe sputtered.

Felix exploded with laughter and excitement. ‘The stylus works!’ he exclaimed. ‘We’ve gone back to Roman times.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ snapped his stepsister, but she didn’t sound as certain as she usually did.

 And now there were noises behind them – people shouting, cartwheels rumbling …

Felix and Zoe spun round.

‘What the?!’

The narrow alley had turned into a wide, busy road paved with stone. Felix gaped at the people milling everywhere – men and boys all wearing dresses, women and girls in long, flowing robes. He stared at the white, two-storeyed building on the other side that had windows without any glass, columns along the front and tiny shops below, open to the street … In one shop there were live chickens squawking in cages, another had a counter draped with something that looked like coloured, woolly snakes – were they leggings? He stared at a funny-looking horse with long ears like a donkey plodding past, dragging a cart …

A mule! he realised.

And then, ‘What’s that stink?!’ croaked Zoe.

Felix grinned and pointed at the heap of steaming dung the mule had just deposited in front of them.

‘That is so disgusting,’ said Zoe, clapping her hand over her nose.

‘Come and look at the shops,’ said Felix, catching hold of her wrist.

‘No … I … Ee-e-ew!’ Zoe gave a long, drawn-out wail.

 Felix had tried to manoeuvre her round the stinking mess, but she’d managed to put her heel right in it. ‘Yuck,’ she shrieked. ‘Look what you’ve done!’

Felix started to laugh, but then he saw she was almost crying.

‘There’s a fountain over there. You can wash it off,’ he said.

Just past the bathhouse he could see a fish-shaped spout jutting over a big stone basin. Water poured from its mouth to fill the basin, then flowed over the edge onto the road.

Zoe grumpily swished her foot in the water, sandal and all.

‘Now I need disinfectant,’ she grouched. ‘Where’s a chemist around here?’

‘I don’t think …’ Felix began.

‘I’ll go and ask at the bathhouse ticket office,’ she said, and she began to slip-slop towards the corner.

‘You won’t find it,’ warned Felix, running after her.

When he reached her, she was standing where the carpark and ticket office should have been, gaping in shock.

‘See, I told you,’ said Felix. ‘We’ve gone back in time.’

The space where the carpark used to be was taken over by a mob of street vendors and buskers.

‘Wow, look at that juggler,’ said Felix, gaping at a man who was whirling flaming torches through the air.

 ‘He’s lucky. He’s got fire to keep him warm,’ Zoe growled back. ‘What’s going on with the weather? It’s freezing!’

‘Maybe we’ve gone back in wintertime,’ Felix answered. ‘Let’s look around.’

He threaded his way into the noisy, busy crowd, peering into vendors’ baskets and sniffing at strange foods cooking in pots over little fires. And he stared up at the bathhouse rearing up, brand-new and startling.

‘It’s massive!’ he said.

And it’s not built down in a pit, he thought. The road must have just got higher around it by our time.

All the hawkers were trying to out-shout each other.

‘Ta-arts, fresh baked ta-arts!’ yelled a boy with a basket around his neck.

‘Hedgehog’s ash to clear your skin,’ trumpeted an old man sitting on a stool with a spread of clay pots on the paving stones at his feet. ‘Make yourself beautiful,’ he cried.

‘Ha, Zoe, you should try that,’ sniggered Felix.

A woman was scooping something from a wide steaming bowl.

‘Nice hot chickpeas,’ she sang, and people crowded around, waving coins, pushing and shoving.

‘Have a taste,’ she cried, thrusting a wooden scoop at Felix with a dirty hand.

‘Felix, no!’ cried Zoe, pulling him away.

 ‘Cure for a cough! Cure for a cough!’ shouted a boy waggling a clay jug in the air. ‘Get rid of it with horse saliva. Just drink it with hot water!’

Felix glanced round to see Zoe’s reaction.

She was gaping at the boy in horror.

Then a man in a short dress and a cloak sauntered past, tilting his head back to stuff something pale and slimy into his mouth.

‘What’s that?’ croaked Zoe.

‘Looked like a slug,’ crowed Felix.

‘Ew, gross.’

‘Sparrows! Only two nummi for four,’ shouted a woman, poking at some brown shrivelled lumps she was grilling over a fire.

‘Did she say sparrows?’

Felix peered closely. ‘Yes, you can see their tiny beaks and wings,’ he exclaimed with glee.

Zoe turned green.

‘All right, I believe you. Get me out of here,’ she gasped in a choked voice. ‘Take me back to our own time.’
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‘NO WAY!’ SAID FELIX. ‘I’M not leaving yet. Look at that!’

He pointed at a box about the size of a small car bobbing along above the heads of a crowd. Green curtains flapped in the windows, and the roof was decorated with painted wooden carvings.

‘That’s called a sedan chair,’ said his stepsister, in her know-it-all voice.

As it drew nearer, Felix could see it had poles jutting out the front and back, and eight men were striding along, carrying it balanced on their shoulders.

A large crowd of people strolled beside the chair, laughing and chatting as if they were heading to a party. But from inside the chair came the sound of dogs growling and snapping.

Suddenly, a wriggling bundle of brown, white and black fur was thrust between the curtains and a girl’s head popped out after it. The girl had dark hair piled up in a fancy style on top of her head, and her brows were drawn down in a scowl. 

‘Furia,’ snapped the girl, ‘if you can’t sit nicely on my lap then you can go out there. Ursico, take her,’ she ordered.

As a boy about Felix’s age jumped forward, she dropped the tiny dog into his arms, then drew back behind the curtains.

Yapping indignantly, Furia twisted round and sank her teeth into Ursico’s hand. The boy yelped, and let the dog fall to the ground.

Instantly, the little creature scampered away, zigzagging between the legs of the crowd. A few of them made an attempt to reach down and grab her, but the dog nipped at their hands and kept on running.

Bursting out of the crowd, she scuttled right under the feet of the boy trying to sell tarts.

‘Ta-arts, hot … Auuuuugh!’ The boy’s words broke off with a wail as he tripped over the dog.

The basket fell off his shoulder and tarts tumbled and splattered everywhere.

‘You beast,’ screeched the boy, and he kicked out, catching the dog in the ribs.

Furia flew into the air and landed with a crash right in front of Felix.

‘Oh,’ gasped Felix. ‘You poor thing.’ The little hairy bundle let out a few squeaks and tried to stand up. ‘It’s all right, Furia, it’s all right,’ said Felix, reaching down to pat her. 

‘Don’t!’ shrieked Zoe, yanking him back. ‘It’s probably got rabies or something. It’ll bite you and kill you.’

Felix hesitated. The little dog was glaring up at him with shiny black bulging eyes. Her tiny lower jaw stuck out, showing pointed teeth. She was the ugliest dog he’d ever seen, with a squashed face like a Pekingese, short, bandy legs and fur in weird patches of brown, white and black. There was a red leather collar around her short neck.

‘She’s cute,’ he said.

He knelt beside her, offering the back of his fist for a sniff.

‘She’ll bite you,’ wailed Zoe.

But the dog just poked out a tiny tongue and licked Felix’s hand. Felix chuckled and ran his fingers over her spikey fur.

‘Good dog,’ he said. ‘Now I’d better get you back to your owner.’

But when he stood up and looked around, the procession with the sedan chair had moved off down the street.

‘Come on,’ he said, clicking his fingers. ‘Follow me, Furia.’

‘Felix, no,’ snapped Zoe. ‘We’re not staying here any longer.’

 ‘It’ll only take a minute,’ he said.

‘It’s no use talking to her in English anyway,’ said Zoe. ‘The Romans spoke Latin.’

‘How come we can understand what people are saying then?’

They stared at each other.

‘Hey, I think we can speak Latin too!’ Felix exclaimed. ‘When I told the dog to follow me, I said, “Sequere me”. Listen. Sequere me, Furia,’ he repeated excitedly. ‘Sequere me, Zoe,’ he added with a smirk, and began to hurry down the road with the dog – and his stepsister – at his heels.

The sedan chair turned the corner, and when Felix, Zoe and the dog followed, they saw it had stopped at the entrance to the bathhouse.

A man reached in to lift out a pretty, white fluffy dog the size of a small cat. Then a lady stepped out.

‘Wow!’ breathed Zoe.

The woman had a wide collar of gold and jewels circling her neck, pearls and gold clustered at her ears and around her arms, and a drapery of vivid, lime green hanging over her long gown. She seemed to shimmer all over.

The girl came out next. She looked about twelve years old and wore a dress as long as the lady’s, the skirt of it covering right down to the tips of her toes. It was a deep golden colour while the shawl around her shoulders was patterned in red and amber with a scarlet fringe. Her dark hair, twisted up in its fancy style on top of her head, was as smooth and neat as a statue’s. 

With their followers closing in around them, they walked in a procession into the bathhouse.

‘Sequere me, Zoe,’ called Felix, scooping Furia into his arms.

He hurried through the entrance, then came to a halt, staring in amazement. Zoe’s mouth dropped open too.

They were in the grandest entrance hall Felix had ever seen. Polished slabs of yellow and white marble were laid over the walls and floor. Columns with carved decorations at the top towered as high as three-storey buildings. Brightly coloured statues stood in niches around the walls. Even the ceiling was covered with painted pictures.

‘This doesn’t look anything like the ruins!’ gasped Zoe.

Arched doorways gave glimpses to a vast courtyard in front, and rooms opening off the sides. From a room on the right came the sound of clapping.

‘That way,’ said Felix, and he dived through the archway.

It was a long, narrow room with people seated on marble benches along one wall. As the lady and girl from the sedan chair walked forward, the people rose to their feet, clapping. Felix, with Furia still in his arms, bobbed from side to side, trying to see between the tall figures in front of him. 

Neither the lady nor the girl acknowledged the applause, not even giving a queenly wave. They walked with their heads bowed, taking slow, stately steps, till they reached two high-backed armchairs.

The white fluffy dog was placed on the lady’s lap, and the clapping died down. People settled back on the benches or stood around to watch.

A man stepped onto a small platform.

‘We are privileged,’ he announced, ‘to welcome Lady Eugenia, illustrious benefactor of this great city of Arelate, and her daughter, Miss Petronia, to our school’s speech day.’

‘Speech day?!’ hissed Zoe. ‘We are not hanging around listening to boring speeches.’

On the high-backed chair, the girl was flicking quick glances under her eyelashes around the room. Was she looking for Furia?

‘My students,’ the schoolmaster went on, ‘have composed their own speeches. Each will act the part of King Priam of Troy mourning the death of his son.’

The first performer was a boy about eighteen years old. He had fair hair and deep brown eyes, and his dress was bright blue with black pictures of hunters sewn around the hem.

Zoe straightened up and looked at him with interest.

 ‘He’s cute,’ she said.

‘My name is Sebastianus,’ said the boy, as if he’d heard her. And then he pressed his hands to his chest and launched into an angry, passionate speech. ‘A black day has stolen you from me!’ he declaimed.

When he finished, everyone broke into loud applause, including Zoe. Furia yapped excitedly and Felix hastily lowered her to the ground.

‘Go, Furia,’ he whispered. ‘Go to your mistress.’

But the dog, instead of obeying, turned and charged back out the door again.

Nooo! thought Felix, and he raced after her.
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FURIA BOUNDED RIGHT THROUGH THE entrance hall and out into the courtyard. Felix had a vague impression of people turning to stare as he and Zoe pounded after her.

The dog was headed for a building on the far side of the yard.

‘Furia, come back!’ yelled Felix, but the creature ignored him, and disappeared through a door.

‘Fu-uria,’ groaned Felix.

He reached the building, and paused in the doorway, staring into a vast, crowded hall.

Zoe came puffing up behind him, and he heard her draw in a sharp, horrified breath.

‘Felix, I am going to kill you,’ she squealed.

‘Wh …’ he began, and then he saw why.

At each side of the hall was a swimming pool – well, not a swimming pool exactly.

 Felix started to chuckle. ‘I forgot this was a bathhouse,’ he sniggered.

All the men inside the pools were stark naked!

‘Get me out of here right now!’ snarled Zoe.

There were shouts of annoyance and a lot of splashing from the pool on the left, then a dripping Furia came bounding towards them. She skidded to a halt on the shiny marble floor and shook herself, covering them both with water.

Felix was laughing hysterically now, but Zoe was scarlet with embarrassment.

‘Don’t worry,’ hooted Felix. ‘They probably think you’re a boy in that short dress, anyway.’

He picked up the furry wet bundle and hurried with her back across the yard.

The schoolmaster was on the platform again.

‘The generous Lady Eugenia,’ he announced, ‘has offered to award a prize for the best speech, and she proclaims Sebastianus the winner.’

Everyone applauded and the grand lady and her daughter rose to leave.

This is my chance! thought Felix.

He hurried after the crowd of followers, but by the time he managed to make his way out of the bathhouse, the sedan chair was disappearing around the corner.

‘We’re too late!’ he groaned.

‘No, we’re not. The girl’s still there,’ said Zoe. ‘She didn’t go in the chair.’

 She pointed at a small, grand-looking group making their way along the footpath. The girl in the dark yellow dress was parading along, head lowered and feet moving in slow, queenly steps, while a burly attendant marched in front, swishing along in a bright green cloak with a glittering pin at his shoulder.

As he glared around, all the beggars, street vendors and passers-by melted out of the way to let them through.

Ursico and two other boys, who looked about ten years old, brought up the rear.

‘Felix, go after them!’ cried Zoe as the small group neared the corner.

He took off, Furia jigging up and down in his arms, yapping excitedly.

‘Petronia,’ he called.

The grand-looking girl glanced back.

‘I … I caught your dog for you,’ he stammered, rushing up to her, and holding out her dog.

Petronia backed away in disgust. ‘Why is she wet?’ she demanded.

‘Er … she jumped in the bath.’

Petronia turned to the three boy attendants, who were all staring at Felix.

‘Ursico,’ she said. ‘Take Furia from this boy.’

Ursico managed to avoid the tiny, snapping teeth this time, and slipped a lead through the little dog’s collar.

 Felix smiled at Petronia. ‘Ave! I’m Felix,’ he said.

‘Where do you come from?’ she responded, frowning curiously at his T-shirt and tracksuit pants.

‘Uh …’

Felix could feel Zoe tugging at his arm. ‘Everyone’s staring at us,’ she hissed. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’

The attendant in the bright green cloak came marching back, demanding to know what was going on.

‘Furia’s been up to mischief again,’ explained the girl.

But Felix couldn’t hear the rest. Zoe was dragging him away.

‘She might be injured,’ he called, suddenly remembering the baker’s boy and the dropped tarts. ‘She got kicked.’

He saw the big burly man kneel cautiously beside the tiny, growling dog, then Zoe jerked Felix to a halt.

‘Here!’ she exclaimed, pointing at the bathhouse wall. ‘This is the spot where we started. Now take us back.’

‘But …’

Felix was still looking at the people they’d left behind. The boy attendants were clustered together now, playing some sort of a game with pebbles.

‘Just a bit longer,’ he said. ‘I want—’

 ‘Felix, if you don’t use that stylus right now,’ snarled Zoe, ‘I’ll take it and do it myself. And if you get stuck here, that’ll be just your bad luck.’

Sighing, Felix turned to look at the wall.

‘This isn’t the right spot,’ he said. ‘There’s no AVE written here.’

‘Of course it’s the right spot. There’s the mule dung on the road.’

‘Then where—’

‘It doesn’t matter. Just use any brick,’ snapped Zoe.

‘I can’t,’ said Felix. ‘The message said …’ He unfolded the paper from his pocket and read aloud. ‘Write “VALE”, the Latin word for “Goodbye”, in … the … same … place. But where …’And then he saw it, scraped in a brick high over his head. ‘How did it get up there?’

‘Oh my god, you’ve got us stuck here!’

‘No, I haven’t. We just need a ladder or something.’

‘Do they even have ladders in Roman times?’ demanded Zoe.

Felix was still staring at the wall. How had the brick moved? And then he remembered – in their time the road had been higher around the bathhouse.

‘I know!’ cried Zoe, dropping to her knees. ‘Stand on my shoulders and I’ll lift you.’

‘All right, but I’m heavy,’ warned Felix, and he laughed and grabbed the wall as she lurched to her feet.

 ‘Quick, they’re coming!’ shouted Zoe.

Felix glanced back as he yanked out the stylus. Petronia was heading towards them, waving a little leather pouch in her hand. What was inside it?

I’ll never know, he thought.

And he turned to the wall and began to write: V … A … L … E …
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OH NO, IT WAS JUST a dream, thought Felix sadly.

He kept his eyes shut, trying to hang onto the images of floating sedan chairs, a yapping dog, a girl with a leather pouch …

But a hand was shaking him roughly by the shoulder.

‘Felix!’ shouted someone in his ear.

Reluctantly, he opened his eyes. A girl was leaning over him. A girl with black hair and scowling eyebrows.

‘Petronia?!’

He sat bolt upright.

Then it wasn’t a dream. But … did that mean they were still in the past?

Zoe is going to kill me, he thought.

‘Vah! Ubi est Grillius?’ demanded the Roman girl in a furious voice.

 Felix stared at her. Petronia must be speaking Latin, but … why couldn’t he understand her now? He looked around and blinked. The wall of the bathhouse was not rearing above him, tall and new anymore; it was old and crumbling again. So that meant … He was back in his own time! He gave a shout of triumph, and bounded to his feet.

Beside him, someone let out a groan, and he turned to see Zoe struggling to sit up on the footpath. She, too, must have been asleep.

‘Wha … Where …’ she mumbled. Then her eyes fell on Petronia. ‘Felix,’ she squeaked, ‘what have you done?’

He beamed. ‘Brought us a visitor,’ he said. ‘Petronia,’ he cried, ‘welcome to … uh …’ He looked around in delight. ‘To our world. But you need to speak English. We can’t understand Latin.’

‘I speak Latin and Greek,’ said Petronia haughtily. ‘I do not speak … En-glish.’

Felix grinned. ‘You’re speaking it now.’

For a moment the girl kept glaring at him, then her eyes widened. ‘But … what is … En-glish?’ she stammered. ‘Where am I?’

Felix chuckled. ‘You’re in the future.’

Petronia looked even more bewildered. ‘Where in the Roman Empire is that?’

Zoe snorted. ‘Your famous Roman Empire doesn’t exist anymore!’ she said. ‘You’re in a different time now. And this ruin …’ She gestured at the crumbling wall next to them. ‘… is all that’s left of your stupid bathhouse. You’ve travelled forward nearly two thousand years in time.’ 

‘Doesn’t exist?!Two thousand … ? I don’t understand,’ faltered Petronia.

Felix grinned and waved the stylus proudly in the air. ‘When I write with this,’ he explained, ‘I travel backwards and forwards in time. You’re still standing next to the bathhouse, but I’ve brought you forward to our time. I don’t know how I did it though.’ He frowned at her. ‘You weren’t even touching me.’

‘But I was!’ retorted the Roman girl. ‘I tried to give you a reward for bringing back my dog.’ She lifted the leather pouch and gave it an angry shake. ‘But you were doing acrobatics with your rude slave boy, so I tugged your costume and—’

‘Slave boy?!’ spat Zoe. ‘I’m not a slave. And I’m certainly not a boy!’

Petronia gaped at her. ‘But you’re wearing a boy’s tunic.’

Zoe glanced down. ‘This is how girls dress in our time,’ she said.

Petronia looked from Zoe’s bare legs to the ancient bathhouse, and screwed up her face.

‘I don’t like the future,’ she announced.

‘Good,’ said Zoe. ‘Because you’re not staying. We’ve got a train to catch. Felix, take her back again.’

 ‘Yes, take me back,’ said Petronia.

‘But …’ Felix looked from one to the other. Then he defiantly stuffed the stylus in his pocket. ‘No,’ he said. He checked the time on his watch. ‘Look, it’s only just after two!’ he announced. ‘While we were away, the time must have stopped – or at least it’s only been a few seconds. We’ve still got hours till the train leaves.’

Petronia was staring at Felix’s wrist. ‘What’s that?’ she gasped.

‘My smart watch.’ He held it closer to show her. ‘And it’s a phone too. Listen.’

He tapped the screen and an instant later they all heard Dad’s voice coming out of the tiny speaker.

‘Hi, Felix.’

The startled look on Petronia’s face made Felix burst into giggles.

‘You guys finished lunch?’ the voice rasped on.

‘Yes,’ sputtered Felix.

‘You okay?’ asked his dad. ‘You sound funny.’

Felix took another look at Petronia’s face and doubled over. Even Zoe was smiling now.

‘Just … just laughing at a joke,’ Felix managed to choke out. ‘Dad, why did the ostrich cross the road?’

‘Uh … don’t know. Why did the ostrich cross the road?’

‘Because the chicken was on holiday!’

 A chuckling sound came out of the watch. ‘Good one, son. Now remember, keep an eye on the time. Okay?’

Felix hung up and smothered his giggles. ‘See,’ he told Petronia, ‘you can’t go back yet. You’ve got to see more of the future while you’re here.’

The Roman girl looked from his watch, to the ruins, to the pizza sign outside the cafe. Then a motorbike engine revved somewhere nearby and her eyes lit up.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘show me more.’

‘Yes!’ cheered Felix, punching the air. ‘Zoe, you show her how you take videos with your phone.’

His stepsister folded her arms. ‘I haven’t got it,’ she said. ‘My phone is charging in the apartment.’

‘Cool! Let’s go to the apartment then,’ he cried gleefully. ‘We can show her the microwave and laptop and everything! Come on.’

‘Felix, you are such an idiot,’ said Zoe. ‘That’ll take way too long. Petronia can’t just vanish like that. Her people will be frantic about her.’

‘No, they won’t!’ Felix grinned and tapped his watch. ‘Remember, it was the same time when we came back. If the time stopped for us, it’ll stop for her too. Come on, Petronia. No one will even notice you’ve gone.’

He grabbed her by the sleeve.

‘Felix, this is ridiculous,’ protested Zoe.

 ‘No, it’s not. It’s the best idea ever!’ said Felix. ‘Come on, Petronia.’And he tried to tug her towards the corner.

‘Wait …’ said the Roman girl. ‘I can’t go walking all over the city without slaves!’

‘Slaves?!’ Felix stopped and stared at her.

‘Slaves?!’ squawked Zoe indignantly. ‘We don’t have slaves here. In our time, it’s against the law.’

‘But … who looks after you if you don’t have slaves?’ asked Petronia.

‘I am old enough to look after myself,’ said Zoe. ‘And idiots like Felix get looked after by their suffering family. No one walks around with slaves.’

Petronia looked at them both, biting her lip. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes!’said Felix. ‘Come on, we’ll all walk together.’

Zoe shook her head, her lips pursed. ‘I have a really bad feeling about this,’ she said.
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‘LOOK,’ CRIED FELIX, AS THE small carpark came into view. ‘What do you think of those?!’

Petronia stared at the glossy cars in hues of cherry red, silver and black.

‘What are they?’ she asked.

‘Cars. They’re sort of like carriages. You ride in them, only you don’t need mules or anything to pull them along. They have engines to make them go. Come and—’

‘Felix, be careful,’ warned Zoe.

‘I am,’ he said crossly. ‘Don’t worry, Petronia,’ he added when she hung back. ‘They won’t bite. Come and look. They’re—’

‘Felix!’ squawked Zoe.

‘Oops.’

Felix yanked Petronia out of the way as one of the cars began to back out of its parking spot. ‘See, they go all by themselves!’ he said. 

‘Felix, you’re an idiot,’ growled Zoe.

‘It’s all right. It didn’t hit us,’ said Felix. ‘Come on, Petronia, we go up these steps to the river path.’

The Roman girl twisted back to look over her shoulder.

‘Where have all the stalls gone?’ she asked.

Felix grinned, remembering the woman selling barbecued sparrows.

‘And where’s the city wall?’ Petronia demanded as they reached the top of the steps. ‘It should be here, right along the river.’

‘I guess it’s fallen down,’ said Felix.

‘But it’s massive, and it’s made of stone,’ she said, ‘and …’ Her eyes widened as a cruise boat came gliding up the river. ‘That’s the biggest ship I’ve ever seen!’ she cried.

‘That’s not big,’ said Felix. ‘My friend went on a ship that was really big. It had restaurants and swimming pools on board, and a theatre …’

‘A theatre?!’ squeaked Petronia. ‘That’s not possible. You couldn’t build a theatre on a ship. It would sink.’

‘If we’re going all the way to the apartment,’ snapped Zoe, coming up behind them, ‘then walk faster!’

‘Only slaves and lowly people rush around in public,’ answered Petronia, sounding very haughty.

 Felix saw Zoe raise her eyebrows.

‘Petronia, are you the daughter of a king or something?’ he asked.

‘My father is dead,’ said Petronia. ‘There are no kings anymore anyway. But I come from a very important family. My mother puts on big public banquets, donates prizes, and pays for repairs to the temples. One day I am going to do that too, and everyone will praise me and clap when I arrive anywhere.’

Zoe’s eyebrows were now almost shooting off the top of her head. Felix chuckled. Petronia sounded like an awful show-off, but … Felix remembered the crowd clapping when Eugenia arrived at the speech day. I guess she’s just telling the truth, he thought.

He watched her as they headed along the path. She held her back straight and glided her feet, bowing her head, and looking like a graceful, modest queen. But then she flicked a glance sideways, and her eyes were bright with mischief and curiosity. They were almost black, and her brows were so neat and dark they looked as if they’d been painted on.

Other people on the path turned to stare as she paraded past them in her long yellow dress, her hair piled up like a glossy crown, and earrings made of gold and pearls jingling in her ears. Felix saw Zoe look around uncomfortably and try to hurry Petronia along.

 ‘At last!’ Zoe cried. ‘This is where we turn.’

The apartment was down a street lined with pretty buildings. There were shutters at the windows painted in soft, faded turquoise, iron carriage lamps jutting from the walls, a couple of trees in pots, and window boxes filled with red geraniums.

But Petronia stopped dead, staring through a railing fence. There was a small playground on the other side, where children were clambering noisily over brightly-coloured climbing frames, flying through the air on swings, and bouncing up and down on see-saws.

‘What in Juno’s name is that place?’ exclaimed Petronia.

‘A playground,’ Felix told her.

‘A what?’

Zoe glanced back impatiently. ‘Come on,’ she called.

‘It’s just a place for children to play,’ said Felix, taking Petronia’s arm and trying to hurry her along.

‘A special place … just for children to play?!’ she gasped, twisting back to have another look. ‘When I am older, I am going to pay to build a playground like that!’

‘And this is the apartment block,’ announced Zoe.

She unlocked the entrance door and they stepped into a small, dark hallway.

 Zoe flicked on the light switch and Petronia gasped.

‘How … did … that … ?’ she stammered.

‘Electricity,’ spluttered Felix. ‘Come on, there’s lots more to see in here.’

Zoe was pulling open the door to their apartment, and Petronia, her eyes wide, stepped inside.
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‘KIDS, IS THAT YOU?’ CALLED a voice, and Felix beamed as Dad came striding out of the kitchen holding a dish of pastries. Zoe’s mum was behind him.

‘I got these …’ Dad started to say, then stopped. ‘Oh, hi, you’ve brought a friend.’

‘Dad, Mum Two, this is Petronia,’ said Felix.

‘Nice to meet you, Petronia,’ said Dad. ‘I’m Darren, but everyone calls me Daz. Even my cheeky son, sometimes.’ He ruffled Felix’s hair.

‘I call him Darren,’ said Zoe in a cold voice.

There was an awkward silence.

‘Yes, well, I bought you both these pastries,’ said Dad. ‘They looked delicious.’

‘I don’t eat cake,’ said Zoe.

Felix felt his heart tighten at the disappointment on his dad’s face. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ he said, grabbing the plate quickly. ‘All the more for me and Petronia.’ He banged it onto the table and picked one up. ‘Mm, yum, chocolate.’ 

Zoe went to stand beside her mother. ‘Petronia, this is my mother, Belinda,’ she said.

‘Lovely to meet you,’ smiled Mum Two.

Felix grinned at the expression on Petronia’s face. Mum Two liked wild clothes, and today she was wearing an oversized pair of overalls that she’d decorated with a rainbow collection of pockets.

‘We’re taking the hire car back now,’ said Dad, putting an arm around Belinda’s waist, and guiding her out the door. ‘Won’t be long.’

‘If you guys go out again,’ Belinda called back over her shoulder, ‘make sure you’re back by four forty-five.’

As the door clicked behind them, Felix watched Petronia scan the living room.

There wasn’t much to see: a comfy leather couch, a yellow-painted dining table and chairs, and a few prints on the white walls.

She pursed her lips. ‘You must be very poor,’ she announced, ‘to live in a place like this.’

Felix gaped at her. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ he asked.

‘Everything!’ exclaimed the Roman girl. ‘You don’t have any mosaics on your floor or wall paintings or columns or—’

 ‘We’re only staying here for a few days,’ said Zoe. ‘We live far away, in a country called Australia. That’s why we speak English.’

‘And that’s what I’m speaking too,’ said Petronia.

‘Actually, that’s weird,’ said Zoe. ‘We’re in France. I wonder why you’re not talking French.’

‘I guess we just speak the first language we hear when we change time,’ said Felix. Then he grabbed Petronia’s arm. ‘Come and see our bathroom.’

There’ll be lots of things to impress her in there, he thought. The washing machine, the hair dryer, the plastic soap pump …

He pushed her through the door and stood back, waiting for her reaction.

It was not what he expected.

‘Is this dismal place where you have to wash, now the bathhouse is ruined?’ exclaimed Petronia.

Then Felix remembered the grand bathhouse they’d seen when they went back in time, with its archways and statues …

‘And this!’ squawked Petronia, bending to pick up the toilet brush. ‘Doesn’t this hurt?’

‘Hurt?’ sputtered Zoe from the doorway.

‘We use a sponge on a stick,’ said Petronia. ‘It’s much softer.’

‘Oh!’ gasped Felix. ‘You mean you use a sponge for wiping your bottom?’

‘Of course.’

Felix had to bite his tongue not to laugh.

 ‘That brush is for cleaning the toilet,’ he said. ‘We use …’

Petronia wasn’t listening anymore though. ‘Show me a better room,’ she said, pushing past Zoe. ‘What’s over there?’

‘The kitchen,’ said Felix, running to catch up with her. ‘This is the stove. I bet you cook with fire. Well, we just push this button and …’

But Petronia was staring at the shiny, stainless-steel fridge.

‘A cupboard made of silver,’ she whispered in an awed voice. ‘Is it for storing treasures?’

Zoe actually smiled.

‘It’s a fridge,’ Felix said. ‘For keeping things cold. Feel.’

He yanked open the door and pushed a can of diet cola into her hand.

‘Ouch! It’s freezing!’ Petronia jumped back, letting the can drop to the floor.

Felix burst out laughing. ‘Wait till you taste it,’ he said, swooping to pick it up.

‘Felix, don’t!’ cried Zoe.

But he was already popping it open. He hooted with delight as cola spouted everywhere, pouring all over his T-shirt and the floor.

‘Fe-e-elix,’ wailed Zoe. ‘Mum sent us out because she wanted to get the apartment clean before we hand back the keys, and now look what you’ve done.’

 Felix shrugged. ‘Daz told her not to. He said we should just pay for the cleaning service,’ he said. ‘This is supposed to be a holiday.’

Zoe yanked open the cleaning cupboard. There was a lot of angry clattering before she hauled out the mop. ‘Move out of the way,’ she growled.

Petronia stepped back, staring, as Zoe swished the mop around the floor.

‘You told me you weren’t a slave,’ she said in an accusing voice.

‘I’m not.’

‘Then why are you cleaning the floor?’

Zoe glanced up, looking hot and cross. A strand of fair hair was hanging over her face. ‘Someone has to.’

‘But that’s what slaves are for,’ said the Roman girl, triumphantly. ‘I don’t understand why you don’t have them anymore.’

‘Huh.’ Zoe blew her hair out of her eyes, not bothering to answer.

‘Here, have a taste, Petronia,’ said Felix, pouring a trickle of fizzy cola into a glass for her.

‘You haven’t put the warm water in it yet,’ she said.

‘Water?!’

He glanced at Zoe. She had stopped mopping and was staring at Petronia too.

‘It doesn’t need water,’ he said.

‘Of course it does,’ she said impatiently.

 Shrugging, he held the glass under the tap for a moment.

‘There you go,’ he said.

She took a sip and nearly choked. ‘Eugh. Does … does this funny dark wine come from your own villa?’

‘Wine?!’ squawked Felix.

‘Villa?!’ exclaimed Zoe.

They looked at each other and began to giggle. Zoe shoved the mop back in the cupboard.

‘Children don’t drink wine!’ chuckled Felix. ‘And anyway—’

‘They do in my time,’insisted Petronia. ‘Everyone drinks wine.’

‘Cool!’ said Felix. ‘Now, look, this is the …’

He tried to show her the stove again, but Petronia had wandered back to the living room. Her eyes grew very round as she noticed the side-table covered with seashells and ornaments by the wall.

‘How do you make a sacrifice with all this rubbish around?’ she demanded.

‘Sacrifice?!’ gasped Felix and Zoe together.






[image: Image]

‘WE DON’T MAKE SACRIFICES,’ SAID ZOE.

Petronia stared at her in horror.

‘But … your goddess will be furious if you don’t,’ she cried. ‘She’ll punish you!’ She spun back to the little table. ‘Quick! Tidy up your shrine.’ She lifted up one of the seashells. ‘Get rid of all this rubbish on it. You can make a sacrifice right now!’

‘Er, you’ve got it wrong,’ said Zoe. ‘This isn’t a shrine.’

But Felix galloped over and scooped as many shells as he could into his arms. He laughed as he carried them to the couch, dropping some on the floor on the way. He heard one smash and kicked it under the couch. This was fun! They were going to have a Roman shrine – and a sacrifice!

‘Petronia, is that right now?’ he asked.

 ‘Felix, stop making more mess,’ complained Zoe. ‘And this is not a shrine!’ She stomped over and started to gather the shells from the couch.

‘We need flowers,’ announced Petronia, and she leaned out the open window, reaching for the bright red geraniums that grew in a planter box outside. She began to pull off the flowers.

‘Stop!’ Zoe dropped the shells and grabbed her arm. ‘This isn’t a shrine,’ she repeated. ‘And we are not making a sacrifice! We don’t kill animals in here and splatter blood all over the place!’

Petronia blinked at her. ‘Not an animal,’ she said. ‘We will make an offering of incense, wine and fruit.’ Turning again, she started to pick more flowers.

Fruit?! Felix was disappointed. Oh well, he thought, it’ll still be fun doing a real Roman ceremony.

Zoe put her hands on her hips. ‘And just who are we supposed to be making this offering to?’ she said to Petronia’s back.

‘Your goddess, of course,’ Petronia called over her shoulder. ‘Venus.’

‘She must mean this,’ said Felix, tapping the little statue in the middle of the table. It was a lady made of white plaster, wearing nothing but a bit of drapery over her legs.

Petronia turned around again, her hands filled with flowers. ‘Our gods at home are made of silver or bronze,’ she said. ‘This one is … Well …’ She screwed up her face. ‘She’s not even painted,’ she said, ‘but we can still pray to her.’ 

She began to spread her flowers across the tabletop and around the statue.

Felix’s eyes widened. She seemed to have picked an awful lot of flowers … and leaves! He glanced towards the planter box. Uh oh. There was nothing left of the pretty geranium bush except a few knobbly stems.

Zoe straightened from picking up the scattered shells, and followed his gaze. ‘Petronia!’ she gasped, ‘what have you done?’

‘I’ve made the shrine ready for the sacrifice,’ answered Petronia proudly. ‘Now we need a fire.’

‘Fire!’ Zoe looked as if she was about to burst into flames herself. ‘Absolutely … incontrovertibly … NO! We’d set off the smoke alarm – and probably burn the place down, knowing Felix.’

Petronia sighed. ‘We’ll manage with just fruit and wine then,’ she said. ‘Have you got some perfume?’

‘Yes,’ cried Felix, ‘if it’s not packed yet …’

He dashed to the bathroom. Mum Two’s toiletries bag was still lying on the bench. He snatched out her bottle of perfume and ran back with it.

‘Hey, you can’t …’cried Zoe, but Felix unscrewed the lid and wafted it under Petronia’s nose.

‘That will please the goddess,’ she nodded, taking the bottle from his hand.

 ‘Wait. That’s Mum’s new French … You can’t …’ Zoe wailed.

But the Roman girl was already splashing it all over the table. Felix gulped as she went on tipping it … and tipping it …

‘Hey, that’ll do!’ he said, grabbing the bottle back.

He’d only meant for her to use one drop, but a third of the perfume was gone – and the smell of it was filling the room. He rushed to open another window.

When he glanced at Zoe, she was standing, frozen, with her mouth hanging open.

‘I didn’t think she’d use that much,’ he muttered. ‘I didn’t …’

His stepsister snorted. ‘The trouble with you is you never think,’ she snapped. ‘Well, it’s time to … Where’s that wretched girl disappeared to?’

As she looked around in alarm, Petronia’s voice came drifting from the kitchen. ‘I’ve found the wine and fruit,’ she called.

Felix galloped into the kitchen and grinned as he saw Petronia solemnly pick up the can of cola. She still thought it was wine! Wrapping his arms around the giant wooden fruit bowl, he followed her back to the table.

‘We are not doing this,’ said Zoe crossly. ‘Petronia, it’s time for you to go home!’

‘Zoe, don’t be a spoilsport. Everything’s ready now,’ said Felix. ‘And we’ll never get another chance to do a real Roman sacrifice! Come on, it’ll be fun.’ He glanced at Petronia. ‘Does this go on the table … I mean, the shrine?’ he asked, waggling the bowl. 

‘It is fruit, isn’t it?’ asked Petronia, peering into the bowl. ‘I know that one’s an apple, but …’

‘Yep. An apple and two bananas,’ said Felix.

‘Fruit for an offering has to be perfect,’ declared Petronia. ‘Are those curvy things supposed to be so … brown?’ She poked at the speckled, overripe bananas.

Zoe made a hissing noise.

‘Yes,’ said Felix hastily. ‘They are absolutely perfect. And this bowl is heavy.’

Turning, he dumped it on the table, and pushed it towards the statue.

‘Careful!’ cried Zoe.

But it was too late. The side of the wide wooden bowl caught the statue on the legs. The next instant, the little white figure had flipped over the bright red geraniums, turned a somersault, and was toppling off the edge of the table.

There was a crunch, and the statue’s little head, with her neat twisty bun, snapped off her neck and rolled clinketty clink across the tiles to Felix’s foot.

‘Oops,’ said Felix.

‘Fe-e-elix,’screeched Zoe, ‘what have you done?!’

But Petronia just stood staring, her face as white as the plaster of the statue.
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‘I BET THEY CHARGE US a fortune for breakages,’ moaned Zoe.

‘We can stick it together again,’ said Felix. ‘It’s only the head.’

But when he stooped to pick it up, he saw it was a lot worse than he’d thought. There were fragments all over the floor.

Oh well.

He rose and placed the biggest pieces on the table. Then, with a grin, he balanced the head on one of the broken arms.

‘Look, she can carry her own head!’ he chortled. ‘She’s a ghost.’

He glanced at Petronia, hoping for a smile, but all he saw was a girl who looked like a ghost herself. A frightened ghost.

 ‘Felix, are you never sensible?’ groaned Zoe. ‘Just chuck those pieces in the bin and—’

‘No!’ gasped Petronia. ‘You can’t throw them out. You have to bury them.’ Felix could see she was almost crying. ‘Venus is going to be so angry,’ she quavered. ‘She’ll punish all of us!’

‘Don’t worry,’ Felix assured her. ‘I’ll bury them right now.’ Snatching the pieces up, he ran to the window, reached over the sill and shoved them into the soil of the planter box. ‘See? All fixed!’

‘Fixed?!’ snorted Zoe. ‘Now there’s a big gap on the table where there’s supposed to be a statue.’

‘We can … find a new one,’ said Felix.

‘Yes, a new one!’ gasped Petronia. ‘And then you can make an even better sacrifice. That will please the goddess!’

Zoe threw her hands in the air. ‘Sure, we’ll just pop out and get a new goddess. And where do you propose to do that, Felix?’

He pulled his bottom lip. He had a feeling … ‘Didn’t they have statues in that souvenir place where I wanted to get the coins?’ he said.

Zoe stared at him. ‘Maybe …’ she said. ‘All right, we’ll go there. But fast or we’ll miss the train. I don’t know how we’re going to buy the statue, get back here and tidy up all this mess in time though.’

‘And take Petronia back,’ Felix reminded her.

 ‘Oh my god!’ Zoe clapped a hand against her forehead. ‘It’s impossible. Felix, you stay here and tidy up and I’ll take Petronia back and get the statue.’

‘No!’ said Felix indignantly. ‘It’s my stylus. You stay and I’ll take Petronia.’

‘You know I can’t let you wander around in the past on your own,’ cried Zoe.

Petronia had been looking from one to the other. ‘No one is taking me back till we’ve done the sacrifice,’ she announced.

There was silence as they both turned to look at her.

‘We can do the sacrifice by ourselves,’ said Zoe firmly. ‘After I take you back.’

‘You don’t know how.’

‘You can tell me. Now come on. The place to get the statue is right near the bathhouse. Felix, give me the stylus.’ Zoe held out her hand.

‘No!’ said Felix again. They glared at each other. Then he looked down at his watch. ‘It’s only three thirty,’ he said. ‘We’ve got till four forty-five.’

Zoe blew out a noisy huff. ‘Well … if we run,’ she said. ‘And that means you too, Petronia. None of your “I have to walk like a lady” stuff. Come on. We’ve got to find that new statue.’ As she pushed Petronia out the door, she leaned towards Felix. ‘And they’d better have one in that shop,’ she growled in his ear, ‘or we’re in big trouble.’
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‘I CAN’T GO IN HERE!’ exclaimed Petronia, stopping abruptly in the doorway of the souvenir shop.

Felix cannoned into the back of her. ‘Why not?’ he demanded.

‘A shop is not a suitable place for a well-brought-up girl.’

‘Petronia!’ Zoe’s eyes were popping in exasperation. ‘Where did you think we’d get a statue?’

‘I expected it would be at a temple.’

Zoe snorted. ‘Well, it’s not, and we’re in a hurry. If you want to get a statue, it has to be from here … If they have any,’ she added, shooting a glance at Felix. ‘Come on. In our time, even kings and queens go into shops. It’s fine.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes!’ said Zoe.

 Felix gave his stepsister a look.

‘I’ve seen a documentary,’ she said loftily. ‘It was about Queen Elizabeth going shopping. Or Prince William. Or someone. Come on.’

As they filed through the entrance, Felix’s eyes flew across the confusing jumble of souvenirs. He could see scarves, tea towels, T-shirts, key rings, but …

‘So where are they?’ snarled Zoe.

‘I can’t …’ Felix began and then with relief, he spotted them, a row of statues, standing on a shelf behind the counter. ‘There!’ he exclaimed.

‘They’d better have the right one,’ said Zoe, and she marched across the shop. ‘I need a Venus, please, er … s’il vous plaît,’ she said.

‘Bien sûr. Zey are all Venus,’ said the woman behind the counter. ‘She is the Venus of Arles. Verrry famous. Which size you like?’

Felix goggled up at the statues. When he looked at them properly, he could see they were all exactly the same naked lady as the one he’d broken. But they ranged in size from as small as his hand to almost as big as a toddler.

‘Er, the middle one,’ said Zoe, then hastily pushed it back again when she saw the price. ‘A bit smaller,’ she said.

She reached into her soft brown shoulder bag for her purse, then hesitated, glancing from the statue, down to her bag, and back again. ‘I … I’ll come back for it in a minute,’ she told the woman. ‘Une minute.’ 

‘Where’s Venus?’ demanded Petronia, when Zoe stepped away from the counter, empty-handed. ‘You said—’

Zoe caught hold of her sleeve and dragged her towards the door. ‘It’s too big and bulky to lug around while we go back in time,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll get it afterwards.’

‘You promise?’ asked the Roman girl. ‘And you promise to do the sacrifice?’

‘Yes.’

‘So, you are coming back too?’

‘Absolutely. There’s no way I’m letting Felix take you by himself.’

‘Huh,’ said Felix.

‘I can show you my home!’ said Petronia eagerly. ‘And you will see how a proper shrine should look and—’

‘Oh no, we can’t stay long,’ protested Zoe.

‘It’s all right,’ said Felix. ‘Remember, the time didn’t change here at all when we went back before. It stayed two o’clock.’

Zoe pursed her lips.

‘I wish you had girl’s clothes though,’ said Petronia. ‘If you go back dressed like that …’ She frowned at Zoe’s short pink dress. ‘ … everyone will think you’re a boy.’

 ‘They’ve got long dresses for sale over there,’ said Felix helpfully, pointing at the clothes rack.

‘I can’t afford one!’ squawked Zoe. ‘That statue will practically clear me out.’

‘You like a dress, yes?’ cried the saleswoman, bouncing over. She always seemed to sense what they wanted. ‘Bargain prices. End of season!’

‘It needs to be long,’ said Zoe.

‘Ah, I have just ze right one!’ said the woman, dragging out a huge dress in grey linen. ‘Beautiful. Is only ten euros.’

‘It looks like a maternity dress,’ said Zoe.

‘It looks suitable to me,’ said Petronia.

Zoe wrinkled her nose. ‘I’ll try it on,’ she said reluctantly.

A minute later there was a clatter as she flung open the curtain across the tiny changing room.

‘It’s ghastly,’ she said.

Felix burst out laughing. ‘You look like an elephant,’ he hooted.

‘Thanks, Felix,’ she growled.

‘It’s perfect,’ said Petronia.

‘It suits you,’ said the saleswoman. ‘Bargain!’

Zoe turned back to frown at herself in the mirror again.

‘Hey, what did the cheese say when it saw itself in the mirror?’ cried Felix, grinning. ‘Halloumi!’ he crowed. ‘Get it? Hello me!’

 ‘Felix, don’t waste time with jokes,’ snapped Zoe. ‘Let’s buy this and get out of here!’ She grabbed her purse out of her bag.

‘Wait,’ said Petronia, ‘if Felix is coming back too, he’ll need different clothes as well.’

‘Can’t afford it,’ said Zoe shortly.

‘Oi, that’s not fair,’ Felix protested. ‘I found the—’

‘Shh,’ hissed Zoe, jerking her head at the hovering saleswoman. ‘I’ve got to spend the rest of my money replacing that stupid statue you broke,’ she said. ‘You’ll just have to wait here.’

Felix glared at her. ‘That’s not fair!’ he repeated.

I’m the one who found the stylus, he thought. You didn’t even believe in it. And you certainly didn’t want to go back in time!

‘I know! What about that?’ cried Petronia, pointing at Zoe’s pink embroidered dress, still lying on the floor.

‘No, he can’t …’ Zoe began, but Felix, with a shout of triumph, leapt to snatch it up.

‘It’s perfect,’ he said, and pulled it straight over his head.

Now his stepsister had no excuse to say he couldn’t go back with them.
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‘DO YOU REMEMBER THE PRAYER?’ asked Petronia as they headed up the street.

‘Of course,’ said Zoe. ‘You were telling me how to do the sacrifice the whole way here.’

‘But you have to get it right,’ said Petronia. ‘It’s Gracious Venus, be—’

‘I know!’ exclaimed Zoe. ‘I could do it in my sleep! Gracious Venus, be honoured by this offering and forgive us—’

‘There’s the bathhouse!’ cried Felix, pointing towards the end of the alley.

They all walked the last few steps in silence, staring at the crumbling bricks, dirty stones, sprouting weeds … and the soft drink bottle jammed into a hole.

‘It looks awful like this,’ whispered Petronia as they came to a halt.

 ‘Quick, get the stylus out, Felix,’ ordered Zoe.

Eagerly, he lifted the hem of the pink dress, and pulled the stylus from the pocket of his tracksuit. The instruction sheet tumbled out too and he grabbed it before it fell to the ground.

‘I know this by heart,’ he said, and he shoved it into the bottle.

But then, ‘Felix, your shoes!’ cried Petronia suddenly. ‘You can’t wear shoes like that!’

He stared at his bouncy runners with their white soles and fluoro green laces. No, they probably didn’t look very Roman.

‘All right, I’ll go barefoot,’ he said.

‘With all that mule dung around?!’ squeaked Zoe. ‘No, you’ll just have to stay behind.’

‘No way,’ said Felix.

Tearing off his shoes and socks, he stuffed them into a gap low in the crumbling wall.

‘There!’ He straightened up again. ‘Oh, wait, my watch!’ He checked the time as he pulled it off. ‘Exactly three fifty,’ he announced. ‘I’ll hide it under the bottle. And no-ow …’ He swept the stylus dramatically through the air. ‘Off we go!’

He turned to the wall.

‘Wait, do it lower down this time,’ ordered Zoe.

As he dropped onto his knees, Zoe and Petronia pressed close, hanging onto him.

He scraped the first letters: A … V …

 ‘Ready?’ he asked.

‘Ready!’ they shouted together.

Then a wave of panic hit him. What if …

Don’t be stupid, he told himself. Nothing can go wrong. And with three quick slashes, he finished the last letter, E, and waited.

The wall was blurring … It was rising … He tilted his head back … It was high above him now, a new wall, shining with stripes of bricks and stone …

‘I did it!’ he shouted. And he turned, beaming, to Petronia. ‘You’re back,’ he said.

But she was staring around with a bewildered expression on her face.

‘Where’s Grillius?’ she demanded. ‘And Ursico? And the other two boys?’

‘They must be here,’ said Felix.

He stood up and looked around too. He could see hawkers, shoppers, beggars … people everywhere, but … Turning in a slow circle, he ran his eyes up and down the street. What had happened to Petronia’s attendants? And … he stared at the cobblestones on the road in front of him. The heap of mule dung was gone too!

Felix’s heart began to thump uncomfortably. What had gone wrong?
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PETRONIA’S BROWS DREW DOWN INTO the frown Felix was beginning to recognise.

‘Why are the shadows in the wrong place?’ she demanded. ‘It’s not afternoon anymore. It’s early morning. Why …’ A shocked look came over her face. ‘Felix, you promised me time would stand still while I was away!’ she cried. ‘But I must have been away the whole night!’

‘It stopped when me and Zoe went,’he mumbled.

‘I knew something would go wrong,’ said his stepsister accusingly.

‘Ro-oses!’ warbled a high voice. One of the young hawkers had a basket of pink roses hanging by a leather strap around his shoulders. ‘Ro-o-oses,’ he called. ‘Fresh roses for sale!’

Petronia stared at him. ‘Where did he get roses in March?’ she gasped. ‘And why is it so warm suddenly? This feels like nearly summer, not … Felix?!’ 

Felix felt a rush of panic. It wasn’t only the wrong time of day. It was the wrong season … Maybe it was even the wrong year! What had he done? Had the stylus made a mistake? What if Petronia wasn’t even born yet? What if she was dead!

‘I said this was a bad idea,’ groaned Zoe, holding her head in her hands.

‘It’s because you angered the goddess! Now she’s punished us!’ howled Petronia.

‘L–let’s … go to your place,’ stammered Felix. ‘And … uh … you keep out of sight while I find out what’s going on.’

Petronia’s face crumpled. ‘But how can I get home without Grillius and the boys?’

‘We’ll come with you,’ said Felix. ‘You don’t need them.’

‘I’ve never been out without Grillius!’ wailed Petronia.

Felix recalled the big, burly attendant who’d marched in front of her, clearing the way.

‘I can walk in front of you, like Grillius,’ he offered.

‘He doesn’t just walk in front. He teaches me. He makes sure I always behave like a well-brought-up girl. He …’

‘You seem to know perfectly well how to behave,’ said Felix. ‘Let’s go.’

 ‘Uncle Numerius will be furious when he finds out I’ve been traipsing around town with only a girl and a boy to attend me.’

‘Well, Uncle Whatever-his-name-is doesn’t need to know,’ said Felix. ‘Come on. Where do you live?’

‘We don’t have much time,’ said Zoe, her face tight. ‘We’ve got to be back at the hotel in less than an hour.’

‘It’s all right, time will just …’ Felix started to say, then trailed off as Zoe glared at him.

‘Obviously, time does not stop,’ she snarled.

Felix bit his lip.

‘The house is down that way,’ said Petronia, pointing. Then abruptly she straightened up and she was the grand princess again. ‘All right, you go first, Felix. But …’ She pursed her lips. ‘You don’t look very big and strong.’

‘I do so,’ said Felix, flexing his muscles and trying to make himself look bigger.

‘Why does he need to be big and strong?’ Zoe wanted to know.

‘To protect me from the crowds, of course.’

Zoe gave Felix a look. ‘If we get attacked by thugs or something,’ she hissed in his ear, ‘I am going to kill you!’

Felix opened his mouth, and then closed it again. This was not the time to point out to Zoe that her threat did not make sense.

‘We’ll be fine,’ he said.
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 People were milling all over the wide footpath in front of them: men were chatting, or crowding up to the open storefronts to buy, beggars were propped against walls, dogs were fighting over scraps, children were chasing each other or playing games with nuts and stones between the shoppers’ legs …

Felix drew a deep breath, puffed out his chest and tried to look fierce like Grillius had. He took a step but no one paid any attention.

‘Get out of the way,’ he barked, and shoved a few people aside with his elbows. A gap opened in front of him, and Felix strutted forward. ‘Make way,’ he bellowed at the top of his voice. ‘Make way!’

But then, to his annoyance, he heard Zoe screeching at him from behind. ‘Felix, remember, you’ve got bare feet! Watch where you’re stepping.’

Two of the men who had moved aside burst into guffaws and Felix glowered as he stomped along, his cheeks pink.

The Roman roads were straighter and broader than the little alleys in modern Arles. Mule and bullock carts lumbered over the paving stones, the metal rims of their wooden wheels clashing and rattling.

Suddenly, he felt Petronia catch hold of his dress. ‘It’s there, on the other side of the jewellery shop,’ she hissed.

From the corner of his eye, he saw her shrink back in the shadow of a doorway, pulling Zoe in beside her.

 He paused, trying to decipher the bewildering array of goods outside the stores. There were blue and green glass bottles, shiny metal pots, dangling dead ducks in their feathers …

‘Get a move on!’ ordered Zoe.

At last, he spotted the jewellery display.

‘All right,’ he called.

He marched ahead, past the tinkling array of glass beads and silver bangles and then …

‘Wow!’ he gasped.

Petronia’s house clearly belonged to somebody important. It had a sweep of wide steps leading up to double front doors and fancy columns with carved tops supporting a portico. The lower half of the walls were coloured bright red, and people were seated beside the entrance on a long, red bench. Felix thought he recognised one of them from the group of followers who had clustered around the sedan chair.

The doors stood wide open and as he climbed the steps, he could see inside to an entry hall almost as grand as the one at the bathhouse. It had a mosaic pattern on the floor, and marble columns and statues everywhere, and gold paint … And beyond that, he could see a courtyard with a fountain trickling into a pond … and past that, another grand room, and an even bigger courtyard!

But the doorway was blocked by a man with his arms crossed and a forbidding expression on his face. Was that Uncle What’s-his-name?

 Felix felt the eyes of the figures on the bench turning to watch him as he walked up to the door. The man gave him a supercilious inspection, from the brown curls on his head to his bare toes, and Felix straightened as tall as he could.

‘I’ve come—’ he began, but the man interrupted him.

‘Beggars, hawkers, that way,’ he snapped, jerking his chin at a small door to his left. A closed door.

‘I just—’ Felix tried again.

‘Scram!’ roared the man.

Felix sighed and walked up to the closed door. It was made of solid planks, studded with big, shiny nail heads. The instant he knocked, a woman pulled it open and peered out at him.

‘Yes?’ she enquired.

‘I’m looking for … for Miss Petronia,’ stammered Felix.

The woman frowned, and Felix gave her a nervous smile. Would she even know who Petronia was?

‘Miss Petronia would not be speaking to the likes of you,’ said the woman disapprovingly. ‘And anyway, she is not here. Be off with you.’ And she slammed the door.

Felix stared at the solid planks barring his way. Now what was he supposed to do?
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‘BOY?’

Felix swung round. An old man dressed in rags was slumped on the footpath beside him. He had one bare, mottled leg stuck out in front, and the other was just a stump, cut off below the knee.

The man thrust a filthy, claw-like hand at Felix.

‘Money?’ he croaked, then hacked out a long, wet cough.

‘Er, no, sorry,’ said Felix, backing away.

‘Wait,’ wheezed the man. He spat on the footpath, then patted his chest. ‘Listen … Petronia …’ He spoke in short, rattling gasps. ‘Petronia … not here … She fell in street … like dead … been sleeping … forty-four days!’

Felix blinked, trying to make sense of the man’s words. Petronia asleep? But … And then he remembered how he and Zoe had woken up, as if from a dream. So that was how it worked! The stylus left some sort of sleeping body behind. But … 

‘Where’s Petronia now?’ he asked.

‘Taken …’ The old man had another coughing fit.

‘Where?’ asked Felix anxiously.

‘To sacred springs … for healing,’ the old beggar gasped out at last. ‘Near … country villa.’

Felix whirled round and rushed back to the others.

‘Petronia, when you went forward in time, the …’ He gulped. ‘The stylus left a sleeping body in your place and … and they’ve taken it to a healing spring, near some villa. They think you’ve been asleep for forty-four days.’

‘Forty-four days!’ shrieked both girls together.

‘Everyone will think I’ve been struck by some terrible plague,’ wailed Petronia.

‘Does that mean forty-four days in our time too?’ exploded Zoe. ‘Mum’ll be going insane … Oh Felix, what have you done?!’

He looked desperately from one to the other.

It can’t be forty-four days in our time, he thought. When we went back before, the time didn’t pass at all … Well … maybe just a few seconds …

He screwed up his forehead, trying to work it out.

‘If Petronia came to our time for nearly two hours,’ he muttered, ‘and that was forty-four days in the past … I need something to write with.’ He whirled around to Petronia. ‘How do Romans write?’ 

Petronia was still scowling at him. ‘Use your stupid stylus,’ she said. ‘And write on that.’ She indicated a broken clay pot lying at the edge of the road.

Felix scratched furiously at the curved surface of the pot. Then, ‘Two and a half!’ he exclaimed, and sat back on his heels, grinning with relief.

‘What’s two and a half?’ grunted Zoe.

Felix paused. There didn’t seem to be a Latin way to say ‘minute’. He’d just have to use the English word.

‘A Roman day is only two and a half minutes in our time,’ he replied. ‘So …’

‘Who cares about that?’ snapped Petronia. ‘How am I getting back to Mother and everyone?’

‘Uh … I guess you’ll have to go to that villa,’ said Felix.

‘How?’

‘I don’t know. How do you usually get there?’ said Felix.

‘The steward hires us a carriage.’

‘All right, so hire a carriage then. Where did you put that money pouch?’

Frowning, Petronia patted the shawl draped across her chest and shoulders, and pulled the little leather bag out of its folds.

 ‘But you’ll have to accompany me,’ she declared. ‘I can’t go by myself.’

Zoe gave a moan.

‘How long does it take to get there?’ asked Felix.

‘One day. It’s our country villa at Avennio. Villa Fontanicum.’

‘A day is only two and a half minutes in our time,’ whispered Felix. ‘Five minutes to go there and get back again. That won’t make us miss the train.’

Zoe glowered. ‘It’d better not …’ she threatened. ‘But …’ She blew out a noisy sigh. ‘All right, Petronia, we’ll come.’

The Roman girl looked blankly back at her, and Felix realised it had never crossed her mind that they wouldn’t. She just expected everyone to do what she wanted.

‘Where do we hire a carriage?’ he asked.

‘At the north gate. It’s right over the other side of the city. That direction.’

‘All right, come on then,’ said Felix. He stood up tall, pretending to be the man in the bright green cloak again.

‘Wait!’ cried Zoe. ‘Give me the stylus to put in my bag.’

‘What for? It’s my stylus.’

‘Because you’ll lose it.’

‘I will not.’ He stared back at her crossly. ‘I’ve been carrying it around all this time, and I haven’t lost it.’

 Surreptitiously, he pressed his hand to his pocket to check. Yes, it was still there.

Then he spun around and set off again. ‘Make way, get out of the way,’ he bellowed.
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‘THAT IS SO DISGUSTING!’ SQUAWKED ZOE.

Felix spun round to see what she was looking at. In the middle of the footpath, a man was standing peeing into a huge pot as high as his knees.

‘What on earth?’ sniggered Felix.

‘That’s for the laundry, of course. For washing the clothes,’ said Petronia. ‘How do you get your clothes clean?’

‘Not with pee!’ replied Zoe in horror. ‘And … is that stinky place the laundry then?’ she gasped, her voice coming out with a choking noise.

As they made their way past the large open workshop, Felix stared at the people tramping and splashing around in huge smelly troughs, and when they left it behind he looked around eagerly for more weird things to see.

 They were walking along a wide road now, sloping down a hill.

‘There’s the gate!’ he cried, pointing excitedly at a huge, ornate archway built of stone rising up on their left. Carts, mules, bullocks and men flowed in and out carrying loads.

‘That’s not the north gate,’ said Petronia. ‘That’s the entrance to the dock area. We definitely don’t want to go through there. I shouldn’t even be anywhere near it!’

‘Why not?’

‘Uncle Numerius says it’s all rough types there, and dangerous. When the wine, cheese and fruit are sent downriver from our villa, it’s always the steward who goes to meet the boat.’

‘Who is this steward you keep talking about?’ asked Zoe.

‘The man who runs our house and makes sure all the slaves do their work.’

‘Is he a slave too?’ asked Felix.

‘He used to be when he was younger. He’s a freedman now. But look!’ Petronia pointed at the wall that towered ahead of them across the road. It was pierced by another archway. ‘That’s the gate,’ she said. ‘The carriages will be on the other side.’

As the three of them made their way through, Felix stared at the sentries standing guard. They had shiny helmets on their heads, brown cloaks over their short white tunics, and long spears in their hands.

 There was a single carriage waiting on the other side. It looked rather like a wagon from a cowboy movie, with straight walls made of wooden planks, an arched roof covered with some sort of animal hide, a large door and window, and huge wooden wheels. A bunch of mules stood harnessed and ready, nodding their heads or twitching their long ears. But the man in the driving seat out the front was slouched over, chin on his chest, snoring.

‘You go and hire it,’ said Petronia, handing Felix the pouch.

Felix grinned jauntily as his stepsister folded her arms and looked cross.

‘Tell him we need to get to Avennio,’ instructed Petronia.

Felix sauntered up and stroked one of the mules on her long nose. She gave a funny, squeaky bray, and the driver shook himself awake.

‘What do you want, boy?’ he called.

‘We want to hire a carriage … to Avennio.’

The man took a hard look at Felix. ‘Show me your money,’ he said.

Felix eased the pouch open and shook it over the palm of his hand. A few little coins tumbled out.

The same ones I saw in the souvenir shop! he thought, recognising the beaky profile of Emperor Constantine.

He held them out so the driver could see.

 The man snorted.

‘That’s not even enough to buy you a ride to the next tree,’ he scoffed.

‘But we need to get to Avennio,’ said Felix.

‘Well, you won’t be going by carriage,’ said the man, slouching down again and closing his eyes.

Felix stared at him for a moment, then plodded back to the girls.

‘He said it’s not enough money,’ he told them gloomily.

‘Huh,’ said Zoe.

Petronia put her hands on her hips. ‘Then how are you going to get me there?’ she demanded.

Zoe raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s not our—’

‘I know!’ said Felix. ‘Didn’t you say something about boats travelling from the villa? Maybe they’re cheaper.’ He thought of the tourist boat they’d seen on the river that morning. ‘A boat’d be fun,’ he said.

‘I can’t go on a boat!’ said Petronia. ‘Then we’d have to go to the docks, and I’m not allowed there.’

The three of them looked at each other.

‘We’re not going anywhere dangerous,’ said Zoe.

‘We’ve got no choice,’ said Felix.

He saw Petronia rub her lips nervously together. He was scared too, but he wasn’t going to show it.

‘Come on,’ he said.

And Zoe and Petronia reluctantly followed as he turned and marched back up the road.
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THEY STEPPED THROUGH THE ARCHWAY into a crowded, noisy square. There were braying mules and shouting men; goats, in a bleating mass, being herded by a man with a stick; and carts, heaped high with teetering loads, clattering over the cobblestones.

‘Where are the docks?’ shouted Zoe.

‘I think over there,’ Felix shouted back, pointing to a glimpse of the river visible between the buildings opposite.

‘Hang onto me!’ ordered Zoe.

Clinging together, they plunged into the raucous crowd and burst through the gap.

‘Made it!’ chirped Felix. ‘And, wow, look at that.’

‘It’s the boat bridge,’ said Petronia. ‘It’s famous.’

Felix stared. The bridge seemed to be made of planks balanced on top of a line of boats.

 ‘I’m not walking over that,’ said Zoe.

Felix scanned up and down the river.

‘I think we’ll have to,’ he said. ‘The docks are on the other side.’

Zoe scowled as she followed his gaze.

‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ said Felix.

They joined the stream of mule carts and porters heading towards the bridge.

‘Hey, what did the big boat say to the little boat?’ demanded Felix, glancing from one girl to the other.

Petronia stared back at him, puzzled.

Zoe rolled her eyes.

‘Nothing, of course,’ hooted Felix. ‘Boats can’t talk!’

‘Pff,’ snorted Zoe.

As they stepped onto the bridge, Felix let go of her arm, and darted through the crowd to peer over the rail. He could see the prow of a boat, jutting out from the wooden planks under his feet. It looked very funny. And when he turned his head he could see a whole line of them, spanning the river, holding up the planks for the bridge. He could even feel the bridge rising and falling, just like a boat.

‘Felix!’ A rough hand yanked the back of his dress, and an angry voice shouted in his ear. ‘Do not just beetle off like that!’ yelled Zoe. ‘You’ll get lost. Or fall in the water.’

 ‘I’m fine,’ said Felix, shaking himself free.

The bank on the other side of the bridge was even noisier and busier. Everywhere there were people loading and unloading boats. Felix stared at something made of wood and ropes that creaked and groaned as it raised a heavy sack from a boat.

‘Zoe, look, that’s a Roman crane,’ he said.

There were men in ragged, sweaty tunics rolling a huge slab of stone over logs, and others, bent double, heaving a pile of columns on a sledge up a ramp. There was a yell as one of the columns toppled off. Felix jumped backwards and Petronia let out a shriek.

‘This place is dangerous,’ she gasped.

‘Let’s hurry and get out of here,’ said Zoe.

She marched them towards a cluster of wooden sailing boats that looked like tubby little pirate ships.

‘Felix, give me the pouch of money,’ she ordered, holding out her hand.

‘Why? I can—’

‘Give!’ she snapped, and, ‘Good morning,’ she called to a man standing supervising the loading of a boat. ‘We want a ride to Avennio.’

‘You’re in the wrong place then,’ he said. ‘We’re all heading for the sea. You need the barges up there.’ He pointed to a line of long boats that were so low and flat they looked as if they would tip anyone overboard with the slightest rocking. ‘Those ones are going upriver,’ said the man. 

Zoe’s face dropped, but she turned, without speaking, to lead the way along the dock.

‘Careful,’ chortled a man, emptying a big clay basin full of filthy water right in front of her.

They all jumped as liquid splashed over the path.

‘Don’t want to get your pretty dresses dirty, do we, ladies?’ leered the man.

‘I don’t like it here,’ muttered Petronia.

Zoe lifted her skirt to step over the puddle, and stalked up to the first barge.

‘Are you going to Avennio?’ she called.

There was a man leaning over the boat with his back to them. He straightened up and turned. He had a swarthy face, a straw sunhat, a drooping moustache and black bushy eyebrows.

‘We could stop there if you make it worth my while,’ he said, grinning greedily, and showing a few stumps of broken teeth. ‘Four nummi per passenger,’ he stated.

Zoe peered into the leather pouch. ‘One,’ she bargained.

The man spat onto the path. ‘I’ll do it for three.’

Zoe looked in the pouch again. ‘Two,’ she replied.

‘Are you trying to rob me?’

 ‘There are plenty of other boats,’ said Zoe, starting to walk away.

‘All right, all right, I’ll do it for two. You’re all small. Now, my name is Anatolius. That’s Tiro, my prowman …’ He gestured to the man standing at the pointed front of the boat glaring at them. He was a stocky man with a completely bald head, bulging muscles, and a long, pointed stick like a spear in his hand. ‘And that scoundrel of a deckhand is my nephew Borius.’ The teenager gave them a curious stare as he picked his way over a cargo of crates and barrels towards the prow.

Anatolius turned back to his waiting passengers. ‘You ready to leave now? Any luggage?’

‘No luggage,’ answered Zoe.

‘Right, hand over your money. I’ll just round up some haulers and we’ll get going. If the gods are kind, we’ll reach Avennio in three days.’

‘Three days?’As he strode away, Zoe spun round on Petronia. ‘You said it would only take one day!’ she cried.

‘It’s only one day in a carriage. Barges must be slower.’

Zoe threw up her hands. ‘We can’t do it! We can’t spend six days wafting there and back in boats. We’ll miss our train. I’m sorry, Petronia, but you’ll have to go on your own.’

Petronia stamped her foot. ‘I can’t!’ she growled.

 ‘Two and a half minutes times six …’ muttered Felix. ‘That’s twelve … plus three … Zoe, it’s only a quarter of an hour in our time,’ he exclaimed.

Petronia’s eyes lit up, but Zoe put her hands on her hips.

‘Felix, you’re only guessing that’s the way it works,’ she said. ‘If you’re wrong it’ll be a disaster! My mum …’

‘I’m not wrong,’ insisted Felix. ‘It makes sense.’

Zoe gave him a long look. ‘All right,’ she said at last. ‘Petronia, we’ll come. But you’d better be right, Felix.’






[image: Image]

‘PUT YOUR BACK INTO IT, you weakling. You’re not worth your own piss!’ roared Tiro, and Felix flinched as the big bully of a prowman aimed a punch at Borius’s head.

But Borius ducked out of the way, and the next moment the man and the teenager were arranging the barrels and crates in neat rows on the floor of the barge.

The boatmen wore tunics, like all of the Roman men, but theirs were stained and torn, and woven from pale, undyed wool. Felix could see the muscles standing out on their bare arms and legs as they worked. Even Borius had bulging muscles, though he only looked about sixteen.

Tiro glanced at the three passengers standing, watching, then he swung himself to the riverbank and marched up to them.

 ‘You,’ he snarled, thrusting his face right into Felix’s, ‘had better watch it. If I catch you messing around with the cargo, I’ll …’ He shot out a thick, stubby finger and stabbed Felix in the chest. ‘I’ll throttle you.’

‘Hey!’ gasped Zoe, catching Felix as he staggered backwards.

‘Girls on board … Pah!’ snorted Tiro.

He gave a threatening shake with his spear-like stick, and then stalked back to the barge.

Felix, Zoe and Petronia looked at each other. ‘Zoe, hire a different boat,’ ordered Petronia. ‘I don’t like this one.’

‘We don’t have enough money left,’ said Zoe.

Petronia gave a petulant scowl, and put her hands on her hips.

At that moment, Borius came sprinting across the cargo, leaping nimbly from barrel to barrel between the crates.

‘I’ll help you aboard,’ he called, but he blushed scarlet when he took Zoe’s hand.

‘I don’t need help,’said Felix, jumping in by himself.

The barge lurched under him, and something rattled inside the wooden crates.

‘Watch it, you little rat!’ roared Tiro.

Felix was glad they were at the far end of the barge from the prowman. They stood crowded together in the small space behind the cargo.

 Petronia folded her arms. ‘Where am I supposed to sit?’ she demanded.

Borius, poised above them on a barrel, looked back at her in confusion. ‘Wherever you can,’ he said.

‘I’ll sit there then,’ said Petronia, indicating a platform of boards stretched over the narrow back of the boat.

‘No, that’s for the captain,’ said Borius.

‘He’ll have to make room for me,’ said Petronia haughtily.

‘Er …’ Borius pointed at the handle of a giant oar that jutted over the platform. ‘That is the steering oar,’ he said. ‘He needs …’

Petronia ignored him. ‘Help me up,’ she ordered.

The deckhand shrugged, and jumped down to assist her, then he glanced at Zoe.

‘You … you could sit on there,’ he suggested, nodding at one of the barrels lying on its side at the edge of the cargo.

Then, still pink in the cheeks, he bounded back to Tiro.

‘This is not comfortable,’ grumbled Zoe, struggling to balance on the barrel. It had curved wooden sides with rings of cane around them and a wooden stopper sticking up in the middle.

Perching on the other end, Felix looked at the tools, pots and sacks scattered about.

 ‘Is that a fire?’ he exclaimed, staring into the broken base of a huge clay pot.

Flames danced at the bottom, and a wide clay bowl of water sat simmering on an iron tripod.

‘Don’t get too close,’ warned Zoe.

‘I thought I’d just stick my hands in the fire and check if it was real,’ said Felix.

‘You’ll burn yourself!’ screeched Zoe.

Felix rolled his eyes. ‘I was kidding,’ he said.

‘Huh,’ said Zoe.

‘There she is,’ trumpeted a voice, ‘Lady Luck, best barge on the Rhodanus River.’ And Anatolius came striding along the dock, followed by a mob of ragged, dirty-looking men.

‘Tiro, throw out the cables,’ he ordered.

The prowman picked up three thick ropes fastened to a post at the front of the boat, and sent them snaking overboard. The mob of men lunged to pick them up.

‘Borius, cast off!’ yelled Anatolius, and he landed with a thud on the platform next to Petronia. ‘What are you doing here?’ he snarled. ‘Get off.’

‘I …’ Petronia began to protest, but Zoe hastily pulled her down.

‘Felix, move over,’ she said.

Felix sprang up, and nearly lost his balance. Laughing, he grabbed the low side of the boat.

‘Careful!’ warned Zoe.

 Up on the platform, the captain was bellowing at the top of his voice.

‘Prowman,’ he roared.

Tiro raised his long wooden rod and thrust it against the dock. Borius, leaping back on board, snatched up a rod as well, and Felix stared, bewildered, as they both pushed against the dock. How were they expecting to go anywhere with those ruffians on shore hanging onto the boat by the ropes?

But then the rough men began to move. With the ropes looped over their shoulders, they strung themselves out in three lines along the bank.

‘Haul!’ thundered Anatolius.

The thirty men bent over double, straining forward, like horses pulling a cart.

‘They’re trying to pull the boat!’ exclaimed Felix.

‘Of course,’ said Petronia.

‘But … they’re on the shore and we’re in the water.’

‘They’re on the towpath,’ said Petronia, as if that explained it.

Bewildered, Felix turned his head from the haulers to Tiro and Borius thrusting against the dock, and the captain, veins bulging in his neck, throwing his whole weight onto the steering oar …

‘Put some muscle into it, you weaklings!’ yelled Anatolius.

 ‘H-e-eeave!’ shouted the haulers on the bank, but …

‘Why aren’t we moving?’ Felix demanded. ‘Is the boat too heavy?’

Zoe was peering over the side at the slapping, frothing river.

‘Maybe the current’s too strong,’ she said. ‘Look at all that water rushing in the other direction.’

‘H-e-eeave!’ groaned all the men again. Each of them had a stick, like a walking stick, that he stabbed at the ground as he tried to pull.

Felix felt the deck quiver under his bare toes, and finally, almost imperceptibly, the barge started to edge up the river.

‘Heave, heave!’ the men shouted again, but their voices were full of energy now, and the barge began to move faster, gliding over the water.

‘We’re off!’ shouted Felix. ‘Off to Avennio!’
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‘EW, MY SHOES ARE GETTING WET,’ complained Petronia, and they all looked down to see water seeping through the floor of the barge.

‘Captain, we’re leaking!’ squawked Zoe.

Without glancing down, Anatolius called out, ‘Nephew, bring a bailer.’

Borius came leaping towards them with a large wooden scoop in his hand.

‘Vah, that’s just a dribble,’ he scoffed. ‘There’s not even enough there to be able to scoop it up.’

‘But it shouldn’t be leaking at all. We’ll sink,’ cried Zoe. ‘Captain, put us back on shore. And give us our money back.’

Anatolius snorted. ‘Haven’t you noticed we’re in a river?’ he sneered. ‘All boats leak. What do you expect? And I’m not turning back for a couple of snivelling brats.’

 Zoe stared up at him, disbelief on her face.

‘I’ll leave the bailer here,’ said Borius, dropping it in the puddle on the floor. ‘When there’s enough water, you can scoop it up yourselves.’

‘Wait,’ called Zoe, as he started to leave, ‘when are we going to use oars or sails? Those men can’t tow us all the way to Avennio.’

‘That’s exactly what they’ll do,’ he said.

‘What?!That’s ridiculous.’

At that moment the Lady Luck began to rock violently.

‘Borius,’ trumpeted Tiro, ‘get your worthless hide back here.’

The next moment Felix was watching excitedly, fingers clutching the side of the boat, as the two boatmen fought off branches that were hurtling down the river, threatening to crash into the barge. Tiro and Borius reached far out over the water, shouting and flailing around with long rods in their hands.

I wish I had a stick to help them, thought Felix.

Water flew in his face and a whole small tree sailed past, its branches clawing at the air.

And then, ‘Is that an arm?’ he gasped. He craned to look back behind him as something long and pale that seemed to have arms and legs went tumbling and rolling past and vanished out of sight.

‘I think I just saw a dead body!’ he exclaimed, spinning around to Zoe and Petronia.

 They were clinging to the edges of the barrel, looking anxious.

‘Felix, bail out the water,’ ordered Petronia.

‘No!’ barked Zoe. ‘Get away from there and find somewhere to sit.’

At that moment, more water gushed over the side.

‘If I don’t bail, we’ll sink,’ cried Felix.

Hastily rolling up his tracksuit pants, he splashed around, making the girls squeal as he hurled scoops of water overboard.

‘That’s enough,’ growled Zoe eventually. ‘The river’s calmed down now.’

Felix dropped the bailer in a puddle with a last splash, and grinned.

‘I’m starving,’ he said. ‘Have you got anything to eat?’

His stepsister glared at him. ‘Where do you think I’d be hiding any food?’

‘In your bag?’ he suggested hopefully.

‘I don’t pick up pizza scraps from restaurants, like some people!’ she retorted.

Pizza scraps! Of course!

Felix thrust his hands in his pockets and felt around.

None left, he thought sadly. I must have fed them all to the pigeons.

He pulled his hands out again. And then froze.

If my pockets are empty … he thought.

He thrust his hands in again, his blood pounding. But there was nothing there, nothing. Except … He let out a silent wail. His fingers had stabbed through a hole in the corner of one pocket – a hole just the right size for a thin, pointed stylus to slip through.
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FELIX’S EYES FLEW TO THE floor at his feet. Maybe it was just … But no, he would have spotted it while he was bailing.

I should have given it to Zoe to mind, like she asked! he thought, thumping his fists against his thighs.

His gaze spread out over the vast sea of crates and barrels that stretched in front of him, nearly up to the prow of the boat. Could it have rolled in there? But … how could he possibly find a little stylus in all of that?

I’ve just got to! he thought. And before Zoe knows it’s missing!

The girls were busy giggling with their heads together …

Cautiously, he crouched down, and wiggled his fingers into a gap.

 ‘Felix, what are you doing?’ demanded Zoe.

‘Uh …’ Felix sprang guiltily upright. ‘Your … your skirts are soaked,’ he gabbled.

‘Yuck!’ Zoe leapt to her feet, hitching up her dress to wring it out.

Felix grabbed the chance to plunge his hand between the crates again.

‘Boy!’

This time it was the captain’s voice, thundering from above.

‘There’s pottery in there,’ he bellowed. ‘Brought all the way from Africa. You break it, you pay for it.’

‘Felix, what are you up to?’ cried Zoe. ‘Get away from there. You’re going to break something and we certainly don’t have enough money to pay for it.’

Felix slouched away, scowling.

‘I’m not breaking anything,’ he growled.

He slumped on the damp floor of the boat and glared at the rows of crates and barrels. The stylus had to be in there somewhere, but how was he supposed to look?

At that moment, Borius came bounding over the cargo and dropped down beside Zoe.

‘Hungry?’ he asked.

‘Charge them two more nummi if they want to eat,’ bellowed Anatolius, but Borius was already dropping large, round biscuits into a bowl. They looked like the sort of healthy, wholemealy biscuits Mum Two would approve of. The deckhand added hot water from the fire pot, and something that smelled like vinegar from a strange-shaped leather bag, then mixed it all with his fingers. 

‘Hardtack in wine and water,’ he announced, and held it out.

‘I am not accustomed to eating sailors’ food,’ said Petronia, taking hers with a frown.

Zoe shuddered and shook her head.

‘More for everyone else then,’ shrugged Borius.

‘I am going to starve,’ moaned Zoe as he hurried off again. ‘That food must be crawling with germs. Did you see his hands?!’

‘Tastes okay,’ said Felix, though it didn’t really. It tasted like Weet-Bix soaked in vinegar.

But he didn’t feel hungry anymore anyway. He slouched back again, leaning against the side, staring at the cargo. Maybe with the rocking of the boat, the stylus would come rolling out, and he could pounce on it …

But as the hours passed, nothing rolled out except dribbles of water. The air grew chilly, and the tall trees along the bank began to cast long black shadows over the water.

‘Tiro,’ called Anatolius, ‘find a safe place to pull up.’

‘Hooray, we’re stopping for the night!’ cried Zoe.

‘I hope our accommodation will be somewhere respectable,’ said Petronia.

 Anatolius angled the Lady Luck towards the bank and in minutes the girls were clambering ashore.

‘Come on, Felix,’ called Zoe.

He sent a sorrowful glance at the cargo, then climbed reluctantly out of the boat.

To his astonishment, Zoe began leaping around, slapping at her ankles, then at her neck. ‘This place is infested with mosquitoes!’ she screeched. ‘We’ve got to get out of here fast. Borius, where are we staying tonight?’

The deckhand stared at her. ‘Here,’ he answered. ‘Camping on the bank of the Rhodanus.’

‘Camping?!’ gasped Petronia.

‘Whaaat?!’ squawked Zoe.

The men began building a fire and Felix glanced back at the boat. Maybe, he could … But no, there was still someone on board, and he recognised the silhouette of the captain’s wide straw hat.

A cloud of smoke billowed from the campfire.

‘Hey, Zoe, go over there!’ cried Felix. ‘Mozzies don’t like smoke. They’ll leave you alone. When I camp with Dad—’

‘I don’t like smoke either,’ croaked Zoe, waving a hand in front of her face.

‘And we can’t go over there near those awful men,’ said Petronia.

Felix rolled his eyes. ‘Suit yourselves,’ he said.

 He strode over to the fire and plonked down next to the men. They were passing a clay jar around, lifting out something to eat with their fingers. The jar reached Felix and he peered curiously at the round brown objects bobbing around under a layer of scum.

‘Pickled onions,’ grunted the man next to him.

Copying everyone else, Felix dipped his hand into the pot, pulled one out, and took a bite. Instantly, he wished he hadn’t. He felt as if the top of his head was exploding.

‘Nice,’ he croaked, tears spurting out of his eyes.

The man guffawed … and Felix was swamped by a reek of onion breath.

He turned to see what the girls were up to, and saw that, despite their complaints, they were heading towards him. Petronia walked in front, moving in her most haughty way. She still had the remnants of her fancy hairstyle, and the setting sun glinted off her dangling earrings, the gold threads on her yellow dress and the bangles on her wrists.

The men fell silent as she glided closer. Onion-breath jumped off the log he was lounging on, and Petronia took his place without even nodding her thanks.

‘This is probably crawling with ants and beetles,’ muttered Zoe, but she sank onto the log too, pulling her skirt tight around her legs.

 ‘Have something to eat,’ offered Borius, hurrying over with a wide-necked clay jar.

Petronia dipped in her hand and pulled out a peeled, hard-boiled egg.

Then Borius glanced at Zoe, blushing, and drew one out for her. ‘For you, Miss.’

Zoe stared. The dirt from Borius’s fingers was smeared all over the white.

‘Thank you,’ she finally choked out.

‘Nephew, don’t waste our provisions on passengers,’ roared a familiar voice, and Felix spun round.

The captain was stomping up to the fire.

That means the boat is empty now! thought Felix, heart leaping. This is my chance!

Forcing himself to rise slowly so the girls wouldn’t notice, he slid a small step backwards. Then another … Zoe and Petronia were still nibbling at their eggs …

With a final step, he turned and ran. The Lady Luck was lying, silent and empty, by the shore …
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FELIX HURTLED OVER THE SIDE of the barge, dropped to a crouch and waited, his heart pounding. He could hear the wooden boards creaking, the ropes squeaking, the water slapping the sides … but no one was yelling or running after him.

He glanced around. The inside of the barge was grey and shadowy, except for the glow from the fire pot, but he could make out the dark bulk of the cargo just a few steps away. In a low stoop, he crept towards it and eased his arm between the crates. The boat rose and fell like a huge animal breathing.

He stretched out his fingers …

‘RAT!’ bellowed a voice.

Felix shot to his feet, the rough wood of the crates tearing his skin.

Tiro was glaring down at him from the captain’s platform.

 ‘I warned you to keep away from that cargo!’ he roared. ‘If I catch you here again, I’ll tan the hide off you and throw you in the Rhodanus! Now, scram!’

Felix flew for the side of the boat, slipping and sliding as he clambered out.

‘Bully, bully, bully,’ he growled between his teeth.

If he couldn’t search the boat, how on earth was he going to find the stylus? As he ran back to the others, his eyes were stinging with tears.

‘Where’ve you been?’ demanded Zoe when Felix came panting up to them.

‘I … I …’ Felix glanced over his shoulder. ‘I was … uh … washing my hands in the river.’ He knew Zoe would approve of that!

He flopped on the ground, closed his eyes, and tried to draw in deep, slow breaths. That was what Mum Two did when she wanted to calm herself – usually when Zoe was being mean to Dad.

But behind his closed lids he seemed to see Tiro’s menacing face loom up again, and he hastily opened them – only to see the real man striding towards the fire with two clay jugs in his hands.

That’s what he wanted from the boat, thought Felix.

The captain held out a clay cup and Tiro tilted each jug in turn to fill it up.

‘It’ll be that disgusting vinegar wine,’ said Petronia.

‘But what’s in the second jug?’

‘Warm water, of course. You can’t drink wine without water.’

 Zoe and Felix exchanged glances. Then Zoe bent down to scratch her ankles. ‘These bites are killing me,’ she growled. ‘But you’re right, Felix, smoke does drive the mosquitoes away.’

Felix looked at her in surprise. She had never admitted he was right about anything before!

More cups appeared, and as the jugs were passed around, the men’s voices grew loud and raucous. Some of them burst into song. Others slumped on the ground and began to snore.

‘I’m tired,’ declared Petronia. ‘Where am I supposed to sleep?’

‘Where are we all going to sleep?’ Zoe corrected.

They looked around. There was no sign of any shelter or bedding. Petronia gave a loud yawn and leaned against Zoe’s shoulder. Felix glanced at the boat. Maybe now … But Borius was loping towards it. He sighed and lay down on the ground. It was covered with low, leafy plants, damp and cold.

The two girls sat a while longer, then Zoe groaned.

‘This log’s too uncomfortable,’ she complained, and she slid off and stretched out beside Felix.

‘I’m uncomfortable too,’ Petronia complained, and she followed Zoe off the log, curling up on the other side of her. ‘I want Furia,’ she mumbled.

‘I thought you didn’t like Furia much,’ said Felix.

There was silence for a moment, then, ‘She’s not a very good lap dog,’ said Petronia, ‘but … she always sleeps on my bed with me, and …’ There was a break in her voice. ‘And she’s warm and cuddly.’ 

Felix stared into the darkness, trying to picture the little dog with her spiky fur and sharp teeth being warm and cuddly. The singers were still warbling and now he could hear another sound, a croak-croak, croak-croak.

‘Is that frogs?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. You’re the animal expert,’ said Zoe, and then, ‘I think Petronia’s fallen asleep! I don’t know how she’s managed, in all this racket.’

Felix rolled onto his side with his back to Zoe, and stared at the fire, watching the flames. He should have been feeling the stylus in his pocket, digging into him. But of course it wasn’t there.

Everything is in a mess, he thought miserably. If I can’t find that stylus, we’ll never get back to our own time …

‘I miss Dad,’ he blurted out. And then he thought of Mum Two with her quick smile and her funny clothes. ‘And I miss Belinda,’ he added.

The next moment, to his astonishment, he felt Zoe wrap an arm around his shoulders. ‘You must be cold,’ she whispered. ‘You’ve only got short sleeves.’ She sounded almost motherly, like Belinda.

Felix snuggled up to her, his throat aching. If only he could share with her that he’d lost the stylus, but she would never be so nice to him if she knew.
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FELIX WOKE, SHIVERING WITH COLD. Zoe’s arm was still across his shoulders, but the damp ground had soaked into his clothes and the fire had died down. All around him men were strewn over the ground, snoring.

He stretched out his legs, and winced in pain. His left side was so stiff from lying on the hard ground, it felt as if someone had been beating him. Cautiously, he rolled away from Zoe, and crawled towards the fire. Hunched there, trying to draw in some warmth from the embers, he struggled to work out what to do.

He could go on keeping the secret from Zoe, hoping to find the stylus by himself, but … what if he failed? He imagined himself standing on the dock in Avennio, watching the Lady Luck disappearing up the river, taking the stylus with it – and leaving them trapped in the past! 

No, he thought miserably. I can’t risk that.

He would have to tell Zoe. Then the girls would help him look for it – or distract Tiro while Felix did the searching.

But Zoe will be so angry with me, he thought.

She would go on and on about what a hopeless baby he was …

I’ll wait one more day, he thought. It might turn up … or I might get a chance to look for it, somehow …

Maybe even now, he thought suddenly, while everyone’s asleep!

He spun round to search the long black shape of the barge, lying against the bank, then sagged with disappointment. A shadowy figure was pacing to and fro along its length. A figure with long arms and legs … Borius must be guarding the boat through the night.

Onion-breath gave a sudden snort and opened his eyes. Felix glanced at the sky. A hint of morning light was showing. The rest of the men started to wake, yawning, grunting, and scratching their matted hair and beards.

Petronia sat up and looked around. Her brows were drawn down in one of her scowls, and her long, dark hair was tumbling from its perfect style.

‘Zoe, wake up,’ she ordered.

 The older girl groaned and wrapped her arms around her head.

‘Eia,’ came the sound of Borius’s voice. ‘I’ve brought you some marsh mallows for breakfast.’

Zoe shot up, her eyes bright with hope.

But when Borius handed her a bunch of leaves, her face fell.

‘I hoped I might find some here,’said the deckhand. ‘Mallows grow in mud, near the water’s edge.’

Zoe looked at them sadly as he loped back to the boat. ‘Marsh mallows,’ she scoffed.

‘You could pretend they’re spinach,’ Felix suggested. ‘Mum Two would approve.’

Petronia took a handful and chewed them consideringly. ‘They’d taste better with fish sauce and pepper,’ she observed.

Around them, the other campers were gulping down hard tack, wine and water. Felix scrounged a mug and took a sip as he carried it back to the girls. Yeugh, it still tasted like vinegar.

‘I’d kill for a hot latte with chocolate on top,’ moaned Zoe.

‘Time to leave!’ yelled voices around them, and the men all rose to head back to the barge.

Petronia, Zoe and Felix washed down a few leaves with wine and water, and hurried after them.

But when Felix tried to follow the girls on board, Tiro grabbed him by the shoulder.

 ‘You can pull your weight today, Skinny Rat!’ he snarled. ‘You’re not paying enough to lie around in luxury.’

Felix stared back at him, half excited, half nervous. What did Tiro want him to do?

‘You’ll stay on the bank and help with the hauling,’ growled the prowman.

Felix’s heart sank. If he wasn’t on the boat, there was no way he could look for the stylus. The whole day would be lost!

‘Uh, couldn’t I do what Borius does?’ he suggested. ‘And … and Borius could help the haulers. He’s stronger than me!’

‘I’m not having a useless little rat like you on the lookout with me,’ snapped Tiro. ‘Borius is bad enough.’

‘Cast off!’ bellowed the captain.

Tiro leapt into the barge, and Borius, with a shrug at Felix, untied the mooring rope.

‘Felix, get on board,’ cried Zoe. ‘You’ll get left behind!’

‘Tiro says I have to stay on shore today and help the haulers.’

‘But you don’t even have a pair of shoes,’ wailed Zoe.

I don’t think shoes would be much help, thought Felix.

He looked at the men gathering near the prow to pick up the towing ropes. They all had bare feet and muscles like wrestling stars. 

‘I … I’m supposed to help you,’ he muttered, edging up to the nearest one.

The man straightened, and looked at Felix with his one good eye. The place where his other eye should have been was just a scar.

‘You’ll need a stick then, boy,’ he said.

‘Where … ?’ Felix looked around and saw a pile of branches near the fire that hadn’t been used. ‘Wait for me!’ he cried.

He flew towards it and snatched up a long branch. As he galloped back, holding it high, he could see the tow-ropes stretched taut, and the haulers strung along them, ready to pull.

‘Hop in here,’ called the one-eyed man, gesturing at the space in front of him.

Panting, Felix slid into place and reached out his right hand for the rope. It was so thick he could barely get his fingers around it.

‘One-eye, is that fleabite doing your job for you?’ called a man further back in the line.

One-eye chuckled.

Then, ‘Heave!’ shouted the man at the front.

Felix stabbed his stick into the muddy ground like everyone else, leaned forward and tried to pull. His feet slid and he almost did the splits. He was very glad he had the stick to steady himself. The men were slithering too, grunting and swearing.

 ‘Path’s … too wet,’ groaned the man in front of Felix.

But soon the men were ploughing along with huge strides and Felix was struggling to keep up. Thump with the stick and his right foot … tug at the rope … lift the other foot. Thump, tug, thump, tug …

Then, ‘Tarusco ahead!’ shouted someone and the men slowed.

Felix had a chance to glance up. He saw a woman kneeling on a short wooden pier, washing clothes in the river, and a dock ahead, with barges clustered around, and people loading and unloading.

As the Lady Luck manoeuvred around the other barges, there was lots of yelling from Tiro and Anatolius.

‘What’s it like upriver?’ Anatolius called to the other captains.

‘Been flooding,’ they called back.

Felix heard the haulers all grumbling.

‘That’ll slow us down.’

‘Hard going.’

‘Don’t like the sound of that,’ muttered One-eye.

Felix’s heart sank. It was already hard going. How could it get worse?
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WHEN THEY LEFT THE DOCK behind though, the ground grew firmer, with patches of sand and close-packed pebbles. The haulers started speeding up again.

‘What’s wrong with this?’ Felix asked One-eye.

He gave a grunt. ‘You wait and see,’ he said.

But as they walked on, it didn’t seem too bad at all. The path was bordered with purple flowers and tall, spreading trees. Between them, Felix caught glimpses of whitewashed buildings with red-tiled roofs, flocks of sheep, and pale hairless pigs snuffling around in the mud. After a while, he let go of the rope and just strolled between the men.

No one is fooled that I’m helping anyway, he thought.

The day grew warm. The air filled with the faint scents of earth and flowers – and the strong stink of sweat. Felix could see huge damp patches spreading on the tunic of the man in front. 

‘Island ahead!’ shouted Tiro.

‘Here we go …’ said One-eye.

Felix couldn’t understand why he sounded anxious. The island was only a low hump, barely sticking out of the river. It didn’t have dangerous cliffs or anything, just low bushes and pebbles.

He looked at the barge. The captain was steering towards the narrow channel between the bank and the island, and Zoe and Petronia stood up to see what was happening. Felix waved to them, but at that moment, white water came roaring and foaming through the channel, hitting the barge and making it wallow violently. The girls fell back and Felix heard one of them scream.

Suddenly, everything was panic. Tiro and Borius began frantically fending off trees and branches being swept down in the flow. Felix saw the captain wrestling with the steering oar, struggling to keep the boat pointing forward, but the thundering water was pushing and shoving it … driving it backwards, spinning it sideways …

‘Heave!’ shouted the haulers.

Their muscles and tendons stood up like ridges of stone as they strained against the river. A wave burst over the towpath, and Felix grabbed onto the rope too. Maybe, his little bit would help.

 ‘Heave! He-e-e-eave!’

Felix hauled till his arms and back were burning. Then, with a lurch like a leaping deer, the Lady Luck shot forward. The men cheered as they almost fell on top of each other.

‘Clear of the narrows!’ yelled someone.

Felix let go of the rope, staggering, his legs nearly collapsing under him.

‘We’ve done it!’ he cried, turning to grin at One-eye.

The hauler shook his head as they set off again. ‘Only … beginning,’ he grunted. ‘Look.’ He jerked his chin at the towpath ahead, and Felix saw that the river, rippling and roaring beside them, was so high now it kept lapping over the bank.

But the other haulers began to call excitedly to each other.

‘Aramo tonight.’

‘Stay at an inn!’

‘Beds!’

‘A proper meal!’

A bed and a proper meal, thought Felix happily.

A barge came towards them, travelling fast. There was no sign of haulers or sails. It was just riding on the current.

As it drew near, Felix heard the captain calling out to Anatolius. ‘Watch out for the Druentia!’ he warned.

 There was a loud curse from behind.

‘What’s the Druentia?’ asked Felix.

‘You’ll see,’ came the gloomy answer.

Now the ground grew sludgy again and the only sounds were the suck of feet through mud, the shouted, ‘Heave, heave,’ and the thud of sticks, the panting of breaths. On and on …

When the way was too hard, the men piled into rowboats to be carried to the other side of the river and set off again on the opposite bank.

Felix had never walked so far. Or for so long. His legs were aching and his feet were chopped to pieces by stones and twigs.

He glanced at the barge, and longed to be riding on board with the girls.

But when I see Zoe again, he thought miserably, I’ll have to tell her about the stylus being lost.

The sun sank lower and lower in the sky and still they struggled on.

It was only when dark blanketed the path, that the captain at last gave the order to halt.

Felix dropped to the ground where he stood, feeling as if he could never get to his feet again. In moments, the barge was moored, and the girls were hovering over him. He gave Zoe a twisted smile.

‘You were right. A pair of shoes would have been nice.’ Then he grinned. ‘Remember those weird cures the hawkers were selling behind the bathhouse? Maybe some hedgehog’s ash would make me feel better!’ 

‘Get up, you lazy rat,’ growled an angry voice, and Tiro came stamping up. ‘I saw you slouching along not helping the haulers. Get off your backside and find some firewood.’

Zoe turned on him, her face furious. ‘Stop pushing Felix around,’ she cried. ‘He’s just a kid. And we’ve paid our fares. He doesn’t need to work.’

‘Two measly nummi!’ snorted Tiro, but to Felix’s astonishment he stamped off again.

‘And two nummi is more than we should have paid,’ Zoe shouted after him, then she plonked herself down beside Felix. ‘I found out that the captain tricked us!’

‘Yes,’ said Petronia. ‘He pretended he’d have to make a special stop for us in Avennio. But it’s not true.’

‘Borius says they’re stopping there anyway to deliver the cargo,’ said Zoe.

Deliver the cargo?! Felix sat bolt upright. If the boat’s going to be unloaded, he thought elatedly, I can easily find the stylus!

So, all he needed to do now was think of an excuse to hang around the dock when they got there, till the barge had been emptied …
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DURING THE NIGHT, FELIX WAS vaguely aware of anxious voices and men moving about, but he was too exhausted to even wonder what was going on.

It wasn’t until Zoe shook him by the shoulder that he finally opened his eyes. ‘Felix, it’s late. We’re leaving!’ she cried.

‘Ouch!’ he said, struggling to sit up. Every bit of him was aching.

‘I’m sore too,’ complained Petronia. ‘That rock was digging into me all night.’ She pointed down at a small stone on the ground.

Felix opened his mouth to say, Why didn’t you move it? then closed it. Of course, it would never occur to Petronia to do something for herself.

‘Come on, you’ve got to get up, Felix,’ said Zoe urgently. ‘I wouldn’t put it past that captain to leave without us.’

 But when they reached the Lady Luck, Anatolius, Tiro and Borius were all crammed into the prow, shouting and struggling with something in the water while the haulers crowded around, either helping or watching.

‘What …’ Felix started to ask, and then he saw.

An avalanche of trees and branches was piled against the front of the boat. They must have been carried down by the current during the night.

One-eye came staggering away, dragging a giant branch.

‘Warned … it would get bad,’ he panted. ‘Look at the towpath!’

Felix looked. The river had risen so high, water was pouring over the bank. And it had strewn branches all along the path, blocking the way.

‘How do we walk through that?!’ squeaked Felix.

‘That bully is not going to make you walk today,’ said Zoe in a determined voice.

And it seemed she was right. When the boat was cleared, all three passengers climbed aboard without being stopped. Felix flopped onto the floor and dropped his head on the sack of hard tack.

‘I’m just going to lie here all day,’ he announced.

But as soon as the barge began moving, rocking and bucking on the wild river, he heard Tiro bellowing for him.

 ‘Rat!’ shouted the prowman. ‘Get your lazy backside over here! We need another hand to keep the boat clear.’

‘No!’ snarled Zoe, catching hold of his dress as he stumbled to his feet. ‘Ignore him. If you try to do what they’re doing, you’ll fall in the water.’

Felix peered forward. Tiro and Borius were shoving frantically at huge branches being driven against the barge.

‘Boy!!!’ roared Tiro.

‘Zoe, let go!’ demanded Felix. ‘Those big branches could smash the boat. We’ll sink!’

She stared at him, then stood up. ‘I’ll help,’ she yelled to Tiro. ‘I’m bigger and stronger.’

‘I’m not having a girl up here!’ bellowed the prowman. ‘Send that lazy boy.’

‘Zoe, I’m fine,’ cried Felix, and in one bound, he leapt from the keg they used for a seat onto an upright barrel.

‘Wo-o-ah!’ he gasped, almost toppling right off the boat.

He stared into the yellowish, muddy water raging and foaming along the side.

‘Felix, get down!’ shrilled Zoe.

‘Borius does it!’ he yelled back.

He lunged onto the next barrel, and teetered there, whirling his arms around.

‘Don’t step on those crates,’ warned the captain.

 ‘Just run, Felix,’ called Borius.

So Felix did. He leapt onto the next barrel. And the next. The boat wallowed and the barrels rose and dipped, disappearing from where they’d been an instant before. He began to laugh.

This is fun!

He was nearly there …

He thumped down onto the planking beside Tiro and glanced back in triumph at Zoe.

Her face was buried in her hands. Only Petronia was watching. But at the sound of her clapping and cheering, Zoe lifted her eyes.

‘Be careful, Felix,’ she wailed.

Tiro thrust a long pole at him. ‘Get over there and help Borius,’ he ordered.

Felix bounded up to the deckhand, swinging the pole eagerly.

‘Watch it, you nearly had my head off!’ roared Tiro.

Borius was bent over the side, lunging and shoving at the branches. Eagerly, Felix reached over, trying to copy him.

‘I’ll get it,’ he cried, as another branch zoomed towards them.

Stretching as far as he could, he gave it a huge push.

Then, ‘Eeek!’ he yelped, beginning to topple after it.

 He grabbed the side and pulled himself back, laughing, but the pole clattered out of his hand.

‘Don’t drop that!’ shouted Borius, catching it just in time. ‘If you lose the rod, Tiro will throw you … Ai, gods and goddesses, look at that one!’

A whole spiky tree was whirling and thrashing straight at them.

‘Get it before it hits us!’ yelled Borius, leaning far out to stab it away.

Clutching the boat with one hand and the rod with the other, Felix slashed at the tree.

‘Got you!’ he screamed as it rolled away and sailed past them.

‘Here comes another one,’ hollered Borius.

As each tree or branch hurtled towards them, Felix got more and more excited. This was just like being in a sword battle in a movie.

Then, ‘The Druentia!’ bellowed Tiro, and Felix glanced up to see another river pouring in from his right.

The muddy yellow of the Rhodanus was suddenly foaming and swirling with the grey water of the Druentia. Felix stared in astonishment as huge trees were tossed around as if they were no more than little twigs. They spun and twirled, smashed by waves, then disappeared, sucked down into whirlpools.

The boat bucked and rocketed, drenched by water gushing over the sides. The shouts of Tiro and Anatolius rose in panic, and Felix saw Zoe frantically struggling with the bailer. 

‘Can’t see the islands!’ roared Tiro. ‘Borius, over here.’

Felix gulped in dismay as Borius leapt away, leaving him to guard his side of the boat alone.

But there was no time to think. A tree was shooting towards him like an arrow from a bow.

Felix flung himself forward as far as he dared. The first branches hit the boat and he plunged his pole in, trying to force them away. But he wasn’t strong enough. Water was pounding at his face and his eyes, and he could hear the branches crashing and smashing against the planks.

‘Help!’ he yelled, but nobody came.

Tears of terror and frustration streamed down his cheeks, mingling with the river water. He grabbed the pole with both hands and shoved harder. Down, down …

‘Get away!’ he screamed.

And the next moment he was flying over the side of the boat. He saw the foaming river rushing up to meet him.

‘Zoe!’he cried, as he smashed through a thousand spiky branches into freezing water.
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HE COULD FEEL THE WAVES pummelling him against the tree, then tossing him up and sweeping him downstream into a broiling, foaming whirl of water. He thrashed and fought with his arms and legs, but the river was choking him, pushing him under …

Then a hand gripped the neck of his dress and dragged him upwards. He gasped for air as someone rolled him onto his back.

‘Felix!’ shrieked Zoe’s voice in his ear, and her arm wrapped around his neck, jerking his chin up.

A rope came flying through the air and hit him in the face. Zoe caught hold of it.

‘Pu-u-ull,’ she screamed.

Felix could feel her long dress drifting and tangling around his legs as they were hauled through the water.

 They crashed into the side of the barge, and Felix had a glimpse of Borius peering over, and dropping another rope. He was vaguely aware of Zoe tying it around him, and Borius hauling him up with his strong, muscly arms.

And then he was vomiting up water and lying exhausted on the floor of the boat, with a soaked Zoe beside him, kneeling in a puddle, and screaming at him, ‘Never, never scare me like that again!’

‘I d-d-didn’t mean to f-fall in,’ he stammered through chattering teeth.

Zoe heaved a sigh and peeled her wet hair off her face. ‘I told you it’d happen,’ she growled.

She tried to wring out the metres of cloth in her long grey dress. ‘Petronia, find the bailer and get rid of some of this water,’ she snapped.

‘I don’t …’ Petronia began.

‘Yes, you do!’ Zoe flared up. ‘Friends help each other. We’ve come on this stupid river trip because of you, and the least you can do when we nearly drown is help us get dry.’

Scowling, Petronia crawled across the floor, dragging the wooden scoop beside her.

‘It just spills out again,’ she complained, when she tried to lift it over the side of the rocking boat.

‘I’ll do it,’ offered Felix. ‘I made the mess, I’ll—’

‘No, you stay there near the fire,’ ordered Zoe.

She snatched the bailer out of Petronia’s hand.

 ‘Zoe, you’re wet too,’ he replied.

But for once he did what he was told, and curled around the fire pot.

He couldn’t stop shivering though. While his front grew gradually warmer, there were still trickles of icy water running down his back.

At least the barge was plunging and swaying less, now they had passed the Druentia.

‘Boy, tend that fire,’ called the captain.

Felix gladly snatched up the leather bag that held the firewood and added a few sticks to the flames.

When Zoe came to join him, he shuffled around to give her more room.

‘Petronia, lend us your mantle,’ said Zoe. ‘You don’t need it, and we’re drenched and frozen.’

Petronia’s hands flew to the shawl draped around her shoulders. ‘I can’t take this off!’ she protested. ‘I wouldn’t look decent.’

Zoe stared at her. ‘Felix and I are dying of hypothermia, and you’re worried about how you look?’

‘Appearances are extremely important,’ said Petronia. ‘You’ve seen how those rough men respect me because of the way I look.’

‘But … this is an emergency!’

Petronia pressed her lips together and swung away, her hands still stubbornly clutching her shawl.

‘You are so self-centred and conceited!’exclaimed Zoe.

 Felix sat feeling miserable and guilty. Zoe was cold and wet, and the girls were fighting – all because of him. He looked round, wishing a dry blanket could suddenly materialise …

Borius came bounding over the cargo towards them. There was something long and brown flapping in his hand.

‘Here,’ he called. ‘I got my cloak out of the clothes chest. Do you want to borrow it?’

Felix reached up and grabbed it, beaming with gratitude.

‘See, Petronia?’ said Zoe as she and Felix snuggled together under the prickly woollen cloth. ‘That’s what friends do.’
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‘MY DRESS ISN’T DRY YET,’ grumbled Zoe the next morning. ‘I was freezing all night.’

‘I’m sorry,’muttered Felix. He didn’t dare complain that his own clothes were still cold and wet.

‘Next time I tell you something is too dangerous,’ lectured his stepsister, ‘listen to me!’

‘Avennio today!’ cried Petronia as they climbed into the barge.

‘Huh,’ said Zoe and she turned away to sit on a lumpy leather sack instead of the barrel.

But the Roman girl seemed unaware she was out of favour. She chose a sack next to Zoe, and went on chatting the way she always did.

‘I can’t wait to show you Villa Fontanicum,’ she exclaimed. ‘Especially the courtyard. We’ve got a huge aviary full of songbirds and an outdoor dining area. When Mother has guests, the slaves serve food out of little boats that float around in a pond, and—’ 

‘Petronia, don’t make up stories,’ said Zoe.

Petronia looked hurt and surprised. ‘It’s true!’ she said. ‘And in the river garden there are chairs carved out of pink marble, with tiny fountains next to them, and …’

Felix was too impatient to listen. All he wanted to do was reach Avennio, see the cargo unloaded, and find the stylus again! He just had to work out how to stay long enough on the dock to watch …

He scanned up the river, anxious for a first glimpse of the town. They were passing men fishing with nets, and a girl minding a flock of geese …

‘See the road there, on the far side of that villa?’ said Petronia.

Beyond some whitewashed buildings and fields, Felix could make out a bullock cart and a carriage trundling along what must be the road.

‘That’s the road we usually take,’ said Petronia, ‘instead of this horrible boat you hired for me.’

Felix heard his stepsister draw in her breath sharply, but he broke in quickly as a cluster of buildings came into sight ahead.

‘Is that—’ he began.

‘Avennio!’ cried Petronia.

Felix craned his neck to see better. A massive structure, surrounded by tall columns, soared high above the rest of the town.

 ‘What’s the giant building?’ he asked.

‘The forum.’

‘What’s a forum?’

‘Don’t you have a forum?’ asked Petronia in surprise. ‘It’s the main meeting place in town, where important people give speeches.’

Now the river widened, spreading around a cluster of islands.

‘Nearly there,’ chirped Petronia.

The haulers began to climb into rowboats tied up at the bank. Felix and Zoe watched in consternation as the men were ferried around the islands to the towpath on the far side of the river.

‘What’s going on?’ demanded Zoe.

And then they saw there were crowds of barges drawn up on the furthest side of the river, away from Avennio.

In a few minutes Lady Luck had been hauled up to join them, and Felix, Zoe and Petronia were standing on a wooden pier, surrounded by the noisy clatter and bustle of a dock. In the distance, they could see the town, and a long row of giant arches supporting the imposing forum. But between the dock and the town lay a vast stretch of water, dotted with islands, and no sign of a bridge.

‘The captain’s tricked us!’ cried Zoe. ‘How on earth are we supposed to get over to Avennio?’
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FELIX WAS NOT THE LEAST concerned about getting to Avennio … yet. What he needed to do was wait right here, till the barge was unloaded. He looked around for some way to cause a delay. Maybe he should pretend to trip and hurt himself, or …

‘Rat!’ shouted Tiro. ‘Get your lazy backside back on board and help with unloading.’

‘No, Felix,’ cried Petronia. ‘We have to go!’

‘No, Felix, that is not part of the deal!’ cried Zoe indignantly.

But Felix happily leapt on board. The bully had given him a chance to stay!

The other carriers, though, were not impressed.

‘Get out of the way, fleabite!’

‘You’re too short!’

‘Go and get in someone else’s way!’ they shouted.

 Grinning, Felix bounded from crate to barrel and back again. He didn’t care how much he was yelled at. All he wanted to do was find his stylus.

As each piece of cargo was carried off, his eyes darted eagerly to the deck underneath.

The barge was getting emptier and emptier … Any moment now he was going to find it!

‘Felix, come here. Stop wasting time!’ yelled Zoe. ‘You’re not even helping.’

He glanced at the shore. Both girls were glowering at him.

‘Coming!’ he called, and took one step towards them, his eyes fixed on the floor.

The men were lifting the last crate now. The stylus was going to be there …

But it wasn’t.

He gazed in disbelief at the empty floor, then frantically scanned the whole boat again. There was not a glint of bronze anywhere. He began to feel sick. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t!

‘Fe-e-elix,’ screeched Zoe.

Somehow, he made it to the side of the boat, and clambered out.

‘About time,’ complained Petronia.

‘You’ve wasted about an hour!’ scolded Zoe. ‘We’ve been waiting and waiting for you!’

Felix stared at her miserably. It doesn’t matter how much time we waste now, he thought. We’re never going to get home anyway.

 But he couldn’t bear to tell Zoe. Not yet.

‘Did … did you find out how to get to Avennio?’ he croaked out.

‘Well, it turns out we don’t need to get to Avennio,’ said Zoe. ‘Petronia says the sacred spring and the villa are that way!’ She waved her hands at a rocky slope rising behind the dock. ‘Come on.’

Felix trudged after them, but all he could think about was the missing stylus. What on earth had happened to it? And what was going to happen to him and Zoe? How were they going to survive, stuck here in the past?

Behind the docks, there were stalls selling food and clothes, and a line of donkeys and mule carts waiting for hire.

Felix saw Zoe march up to one of the mule drivers then come back shaking her head.

‘Too expensive,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to walk. Which way?’

Petronia indicated a cobblestoned path winding up the hill. ‘But wait,’ she said. ‘How much money is left?’

Zoe tipped the last few coins onto the palm of her hand.

The Roman girl looked hurriedly around the stalls. ‘We need to get you a mantle,’ she said. ‘Quick, buy one over there.’ She pointed at one of the stalls with bits of fabric on display.

 ‘I don’t need a mantle now,’ said Zoe, her mouth twisted in a wry smile. She wasn’t angry anymore. ‘My dress is nearly dry, from the sun.’

‘It’s for when we get to the villa,’ insisted Petronia. ‘So you look respectable.’

‘Respectable?!’ snorted Zoe. ‘All of us are smothered in mud, and our clothes are all wrinkled, and your hair is a mess!’

‘All the more important,’ said Petronia. ‘If you have a mantle, they will not mistake you for a lowly person. Hurry!’

While Zoe rushed off, Felix stared at a little beggar boy sitting in rags among the stalls.

Zoe and I are probably going to end up starving beggars like that, he thought, looking in horror at the boy – almost as skinny as a skeleton.

He recalled the beggar he’d seen back near Petronia’s town house, the man who had sent them on this wild journey. It had all been so fun and exciting back then, walking through the streets, looking …

Walking through the streets! Of course! That was where he must have dropped the stylus! It was somewhere back in Arles, maybe even on the dock when they had boarded the boat. He remembered Tiro punching him in the chest and making him nearly fall over …

Zoe reappeared with a shawl draped around, the way Petronia wore it. She held out a handful of dried apple quarters. 

‘I grabbed some of these to share,’ she said. ‘I knew you’d be screaming for food, Felix.’

‘Yes!’ he exclaimed.

A moment ago he had felt too sick with worry to swallow anything, but now … he was absolutely starving.

Everything is going to be all right, he thought.

When they got back to Arles – or Arelate, as the Romans called the city – he would find the stylus. It might take a while, but it had to be there somewhere. He would keep on hunting until he found it!

He chewed some of the dried apple and grinned at the two girls in front of him. ‘Hey, what’s the best thing to put in an apple pie?’ he asked. They both looked at him. ‘Your teeth!’ he hooted. ‘Get it? Y—’

‘Yes, we get it,’ said Zoe.
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THEY SET OFF, AS FAST as Petronia’s stately pace would allow them, along the cobbled path.

Soon, they were overtaking a woman who was shuffling along, led by a small boy. When they passed her, Felix realised the woman was blind.

She must be going to the healing spring to get a cure, he thought. I wonder if it will work?

Almost at once, the noise of the docks and stalls fell away and they were heading through countryside. To the right was a hill of white rocks and low shrubs; to the left were green farmlands with distant glimpses of the river.

They passed a group of people struggling to carry a huge man with swollen legs on a stretcher of wooden poles and ropes.

‘Good health,’ the man called to them in a weak voice.

 ‘Good health,’ they all called back.

Ahead, a woman with a baby was swaying along in a mule cart. All at once, there were shouts from behind, and the pounding of footsteps, and eight slaves came jogging past, carrying someone in a sedan chair.

They disappeared around a bend, and quiet fell again, except for the clip-clop of the mule’s hoofs.

On they went, past a vineyard and an orchard of apple trees with tiny unripe fruit.

‘Felix, are you all right without any shoes?’ asked Zoe suddenly.

‘Uh …’ Felix would have liked to be wearing his bouncy runners, but he was used to the pain from the cuts and bruises on his feet now. ‘I’m okay,’ he said.

He glanced at Zoe’s feet. There’d been a huge drama when Dad had told her the new sandals she wanted to buy for the trip weren’t suitable.

‘How … how are your sandals?’ he asked, and held his breath.

‘I’m sure the ones I chose would have been fine,’ said Zoe. ‘But, these are probably better. Darren was right,’ she finished grudgingly.

Felix was so astonished that he didn’t even correct her for calling him Darren.

‘We’re getting close,’ said Petronia eagerly. ‘Villa Fontanicum is just down that way.’ She pointed to a track leading towards the farms. ‘But we’ll head straight to the spring. My family will be taking my sleeping body there every day trying to cure it. I can’t wait to see their faces when the real me turns up again. Mother will be there, and Uncle Numerius, and Grillius, and … and … and Tessilla,’ she finished with a catch in her voice. 

Felix looked at her in surprise.

‘Who’s Tessilla?’ he asked.

‘My … nursemaid,’ faltered Petronia. ‘She and Grillius have looked after me ever since I was a baby. He is the stern, gruff one who tells me how to behave, but Tessilla … Tessilla’s the one who gives me hugs, and calls me her little chick, and sleeps in my room, and … and …’

‘It’s all right, you’ll see her in a moment,’ said Felix.

But the path began to climb steeply uphill and their steps slowed.

‘This is … ridiculous,’ panted Zoe.

‘Not much further,’ gasped Petronia.

The sun was high now, glaring off the white rocks around them, but from somewhere ahead came a hubbub of voices.

‘We’re nearly there,’ cried Petronia.

And sure enough, around the next bend, they saw a huge stone wall with a wide gate facing the path.

‘That’s it,’ said Petronia.

‘Thank … goodness,’ panted Zoe.

 Felix looked eagerly at the wooden stalls crowded around the entrance. ‘Do they sell food?’ he asked. The shrivelled-up apple pieces had not been very filling.

‘You have hollow legs!’ complained his stepsister. But, ‘What on earth?!’ she squawked when they drew close.

Most of the goods spread out for sale were bits of statues carved from stone. Felix and Zoe stared at the sculptures of feet and hands, faces and even bottoms. Behind each stall, a man sat carving, bashing away with chisel and hammer in a cloud of dust.

‘Why are they making only bits of statues?’ demanded Zoe.

‘They’re the parts that need healing,’said Petronia. ‘For making offerings. Come on.’

‘Look, there’s somebody buying one,’ broke in Felix, and he watched as a woman on a stretcher began to bargain with a stallholder for one of the stone legs.

‘Don’t stop, Felix,’ exclaimed Petronia. ‘Lead the way through the gate!’

Just inside, a group stood silent around a huge block of carved stone. A man dropped something onto chunks of glowing charcoal laid on top and a trail of smoke and incense drifted upwards. The man raised his hands and began to chant a prayer.

Must be a sacrifice! thought Felix excitedly.

 There were people all around them, carrying bits of carved bodies, wine and flowers. Many called, ‘Good health’ when they passed.

As Felix followed a brick path, he saw more men – and women and children too – praying around stone blocks, and others hobbling or being carried towards a small temple surrounded by columns. Some people were carefully setting out their carvings on tables – or even hanging them in trees. Felix stared, astonished, at stone legs and arms dangling from the tree branches.

‘I can’t see Mother or anyone near the sacred spring,’ said Petronia worriedly.

Felix turned to follow her gaze and saw a waterfall splashing down a rockface into a deep, green pool. Men and women were standing around it, throwing in coins, like into a wishing well.

‘I hope they’re with the goddesses,’ said Petronia.

The path led them towards a large stone carving of three women seated in a row. But when they reached it, Petronia glared around in disappointment. ‘We’ve got here before them,’ she grumbled.

Felix stared. It looked like a battlefield. Sick and injured people were sprawled all around the carving of the goddesses. They lay on stretchers, and propped up in helpers’ arms, sipping from glass goblets while boys wandered among them, serving a clear liquid from silver jugs.

 ‘Must be the sacred water,’Zoe whispered to Felix.

‘They’re cooking, too,’ he said, pointing eagerly at a few clay pots steaming over little fires. Was there a chance to get something to eat?

He watched as a man lifted his pan off the flames, and scooped out a few round brown things that looked like …

‘Snails!’ said Zoe. ‘Ew.’

The snails were dropped into a small stone bowl and the man began to crush them, shells and all, with a thick, short stick.

‘Is he going to eat them like that?’ gasped Zoe.

‘No, he’s making a cure,’ said Petronia. ‘He must be a doctor. He’ll mix them with raisin wine now.’

Felix and Zoe stared as the doctor mixed the crushed snails with amber-coloured liquid, and gave it to one of the patients to drink.

‘Zoe, Zoe, look now!’ cried Felix, nudging her urgently.

A woman had marched up to the fire with a dead mouse dangling by its tail from her fingertips.

‘She’s just making an earache cure,’ said Petronia, when the woman dropped the mouse into the fire. ‘She’ll mix the mouse ash with honey. That’s what my nursemaid Tessilla does when I have sore ears.’ She turned, frowning, towards the gate. ‘Where … ?’ Then her face cleared. ‘There’sTessilla,’ she exclaimed. ‘And … there …’

 She went on speaking but her words seemed to grow faint as a grand procession made its way towards them. Lady Eugenia – wearing her showy collar of gold and jewels – was near the front, and behind her, looking like a dead body on a stretcher, was …

‘Petronia?’ gasped Felix and Zoe together, and they both spun around.

The girl who had travelled with them all the way from the future was no longer standing at their side.
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THE PROCESSION REACHED THE STONE carving, and the four men carrying the stretcher lowered it to the ground. Felix stared at the girl lying on it, pale and unmoving.

‘She is asleep, isn’t she? Not … dead?’ he whispered anxiously.

Zoe’s lips pressed into a thin, straight line and she didn’t answer.

‘We woke up straight away,’ muttered Felix, ‘when we came back to our time. Remember? We were lying on the footpath, and then we …’

He broke off as a woman wearing a white, stiff-looking scarf around her hair dropped to her knees and raised Petronia’s head.

‘Must be Tessilla, the nursemaid,’ murmured Zoe.

 A boy with a water jug rushed towards them and Felix began to jig up and down.

‘Come on, Petronia, wake up!’ he cried. But then … ‘Nooo,’ he wailed as the family closed in around her. ‘I can’t see!’

‘We have to get closer,’ said Zoe abruptly.

Then, to Felix’s astonishment, she bent down and thrust her fingers into the pot sitting by the fire.

‘Eek, ouch,’ she squeaked. ‘Still hot!’ But she snatched out a few dripping snails.

‘What … ?’ he sputtered.

She straightened up with an excited gleam on her face.

‘Quick, Felix, do your stuff,’ she ordered. ‘Tell everyone to make way.’

‘F-for who?’

‘For the great Doctor Zoe!’

‘What?!’

‘Go on!’

Bewildered, he marched forward, shoving everyone out of the way with his elbows. ‘Make way for the great Doctor Zoe,’ he shouted.

In a moment they reached the group around Petronia.

‘Make way for the great Doctor Zoe!’ Felix bellowed again.

Two boys at the edge of the crowd glanced around and moved aside. Felix’s eyes flew to Petronia, lying on the stretcher. His stomach twisted in fright. She was still asleep! Had something gone wrong? And then he remembered how he’d felt himself, not wanting to wake up, clinging to the strange dream about the floating sedan chair and the yapping dog … 

Zoe pushed past him, yelling at the top of her voice and holding the snails high above her head.

‘Behold!’ she shrieked.

With a sickening CRUNCH, she squashed the snails in her fist, then swooped down and smashed them into Petronia’s hair.

‘Wake up!’ she ordered.

In the startled silence, Petronia opened her eyes.

Felix let out a breath of relief, and all around there were gasps and squeaks of astonishment.

Petronia stared up at Zoe.

‘I’m the great Doctor Zoe,’ Zoe told her hastily.

‘Doctor?’ queried Petronia.

‘My little chick, you’re awake!’ cried the kneeling nursemaid, kissing her on both cheeks. Petronia blinked at her. ‘T … Tessilla?’ she stammered.

‘My daughter has been returned to us,’proclaimed Lady Eugenia, with her hand on her heart.

Petronia struggled to sit up. ‘Mother!’

‘And I’m …’ said Felix, stepping forward.

His stepsister elbowed him back. ‘You’re my slave,’ she hissed.

 Felix opened his mouth, but now a grandly dressed man standing beside Eugenia, began to speak.

‘Doctor Zoe, we give you heartfelt thanks for restoring my brother’s daughter to health. Please accept the hospitality of the Villa Fontanicum and accompany us now to celebrate this most miraculous cure.’

So, he’s Uncle Numerius, thought Felix.

Petronia started to clamber off the stretcher, which was raised on four short legs.

‘Daughter, take care! You have been ill for so long,’ cried Eugenia.

Petronia hesitated.

‘Doctor, is it advisable for my niece to walk yet?’ asked Numerius.

‘If I assist her,’ said Zoe.

Felix rushed to grab Petronia’s other arm, and they pretended to help her off the stretcher.

When she rose to her feet, the watching slaves broke into cheers.

‘Petronia, you will make a sacrifice to give thanks for your wonderful recovery,’ announced Eugenia.

‘Yes, Mother.’

As usual, Petronia bowed her head, but her face lit up with excitement and Felix watched curiously as she said something to Zoe in a quick, urgent undertone. He waited for her to turn to him as well, but when she didn’t, he frowned in annoyance. What secret were the two of them keeping? 

As they set off in slow procession, people stared at the empty stretcher and the girl being helped along. From behind, Felix could hear Tessilla murmuring over and over again, ‘Oh, my chick, I can’t believe you have recovered.’

Then they halted at one of the huge stone blocks, and Felix immediately leapt to Zoe’s side.

‘What did Petronia tell you?’ he demanded.

‘Shh,’ she hissed. ‘You’ll find out.’

Two slaves, carrying a silver jug and basin, stepped forward, and Lady Eugenia, Uncle Numerius, Petronia, and even Zoe, held out their hands to be washed.

Then the Roman girl lifted her mantle to cover her head, and another slave – a small girl this time – offered her a silver box. Everyone waited in hushed silence as Petronia drew out something pinched between her finger and thumb and dropped it into the charcoal on top of the block. As smoke and incense spiralled outwards, she added a trickle of wine, and stretched her hands wide, palms up.

‘Kindly Mother Goddesses of this spring,’ she proclaimed, ‘I give praise and thanks …’

Felix gave his stepsister’s dress an impatient tug. ‘What did Petronia tell you?’ he asked again.

‘Shh,’ she said crossly.

 He scowled and looked around. The nursemaid was dabbing her eyes with her sleeve, Lady Eugenia was giving a pleased, haughty smile, Numerius was looking stern, and Grillius was crossing his arms and glaring at the staring faces around them.

At last Petronia came to the end of the prayer. She kissed her fingers to her lips and twirled in a slow, ceremonial circle.

And then the others moved away, and Felix turned to her, brimming with expectation. But again, Petronia just looked at his stepsister.

Zoe gave a conspiratorial smile, and opened her fist. ‘Look,’ she breathed to Felix, showing him a little yellowy-brown lump she’d been hiding inside. ‘Petronia gave me some incense too.’

To Felix’s astonishment, she lifted her own mantle over her head, and stepped towards the stone block. She dropped the incense on the charcoal, and waved her arms through the drifting smoke.

‘Gracious Venus, be honoured by this offering,’ she chanted, reciting the words of the prayer Petronia had taught them. ‘Forgive us if there is anything we have done to displease you.’

Then she, too, touched her fingers to her lips and turned in a circle.

‘Perfect! Now everything is fixed!’ exclaimed Petronia. ‘You’ve made your sacrifice to Venus. And I’ve found my family.’

 Her hand gripped Felix’s shoulder, and he could feel her bouncing happily as they set off after Eugenia and Numerius, out through the gate, back past the wooden stalls, back along the winding path …
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AND THEN THEY REACHED THE point in the road where a path led to the villa. The procession turned and began to head down the green slope, between trees and pastures of sheep.

A cluster of white buildings came into sight, and a tiny dot of a creature burst out of a door, yipping frantically.

‘Furia!’ cried Petronia. ‘Tessilla, you brought her with you!’

She turned a beaming face to the nursemaid. ‘Thank you!’ she gushed.

Tessilla looked startled. ‘Of course we brought her,’ she said. ‘You should have seen her lying beside you, day after day, pining. We had to stop taking her to the spring though. She kept …’

Furia had been leaping up the path towards them, but now she burst upon them, and Petronia broke away from Zoe and Felix to catch her in her arms. 

‘Furia,’ she chuckled as the little dog frantically licked her face. ‘I missed you too.’ She rained kisses on the ugly, hairy head.

‘Well, that’s a turn-up,’ said Tessilla. ‘She usually scolds that creature. And me,’ she added.

But then Petronia thrust the dog at Felix. ‘Here, you carry her for me,’ she said.

The little dog was panting and shaking with excitement. Felix hugged her close and patted her soothingly.

Still beaming, the Roman girl took Zoe’s arm and they set off again. They were nearly at the villa now. Felix could see a rectangle of buildings and colonnades around a courtyard – That’s probably the main house, he thought – and a scattering of structures off to each side that seemed to be barns or other farm buildings.

‘Ooh, it looks like they’ve finished the new apse for the dining room,’ said Petronia, pointing at one of the rooms around the courtyard.

‘Apse?’ asked Zoe.

‘It’s the latest fashion,’ said Petronia. ‘See that round wall sticking out? It has a curved couch in it for the adults to lie on when they have feasts. But …’ She glanced back at Tessilla again and lowered her voice so the nursemaid couldn’t hear. ‘I guess it’s not the fashion in your time anymore.’

 And now they were on the pebbled path leading to the entrance. Felix’s heart began to pound as fast as little Furia’s.

In a moment he would step inside a real Roman villa, and see how the real Romans lived!

But when they passed through the big double doors, he found that instead of being inside a house, they were looking out over the huge courtyard garden. In front of them were flowering trees and painted statues, ponds in the shapes of circles and squares, fountains and flowerbeds … And around it all were elegant white buildings, red-roofed verandahs and rows of columns.

‘Come and see the aviary,’ said Petronia eagerly, and she led them along a path to a strange structure made of netting and filled with birds. Furia immediately began barking and trying to wriggle out of Felix’s arms.

‘Shh,’ he said, gripping her tighter.

‘And this,’ said Petronia, stepping under a pergola, ‘is our outdoor dining area.’

It had very wide stone benches around three sides of a pond. There were vines twining up the pillars and over the wooden beams, and a back wall painted with a garden scene.

Petronia gestured at the pond. ‘That’s where we float the boats of food,’ she said. ‘And there …’ She pointed emphatically at an arched niche cut into the back wall. ‘ … is a proper household shrine.’

 ‘Oh!’ exclaimed Felix and Zoe together, and Felix darted over for a closer look.

Little god and goddess statues were arranged on a shelf in the niche, decorated with garlands of pink roses and ivy.

At that moment, a woman popped out of a building on the right. Her hair was piled up in lots of plaits on top of her head, and she was dressed in a sea-green robe with billowy sleeves and a clatter of copper bangles, but her skirt was not as long as Eugenia’s or Petronia’s – in fact it only came halfway down her shins.

‘Rustica,’ grunted Tessilla. ‘That woman always turns up, like a bad smell.’

‘Miss Petronia,’ cried Rustica, sweeping her hands out wide. ‘You’re awake! Praise the goddesses!’

‘Praise this wonderful doctor too,’ smirked Petronia, indicating Zoe.

‘I knew that fool Tessilla’s cures were rubbish,’said Rustica, shooting a scornful look at the nursemaid.

‘And what did you do to help her, you smelly old wind bag?’ snapped Tessilla.

‘Ah, Rustica,’ said Lady Eugenia, sailing down the path. ‘Tomorrow, before we return to town, I will host a feast to celebrate Petronia’s recovery.’

‘Yes, madam,’ said Rustica.

‘And the doctor will be staying with us, of course,’ said Lady Eugenia.

 ‘No, I—’ Zoe protested.

‘I will not hear of your leaving yet, Doctor,’ said Lady Eugenia. ‘Housekeeper Rustica will arrange everything.’ And she swept away, followed by Uncle Numerius.

I can see where Petronia gets her manners from, thought Felix, but … He looked worriedly at Zoe. They had to get back to Arelate and find the stylus. To his relief, Zoe turned urgently to Petronia.

‘We can’t stay!’ she exclaimed under her breath. ‘We have to go home. We’ll miss our train, and—’

‘Of course you’ll stay,’ Petronia hissed back. ‘If you return to town with us by carriage, it will be much faster than trying to get back on another awful boat.’

‘Doctor,’ interrupted Rustica, and both girls jumped. ‘Where can I send a boy for your luggage? Is it in Avennio?’

‘Avennio? Luggage?’ For an instant Zoe looked confused, then her face lit up. ‘Everything I brought was stolen by bandits!’ she declared.

‘Bandits?!’ gasped Rustica, looking horrified.

Felix beamed. ‘Yes, three big men with sticks,’ he declared, ‘but I fought them off, and—’

‘Felix,’ growled Zoe.

‘Doctor, come with me and I will find some slaves to attend to your, er …’ The housekeeper’s eyes swept over Zoe’s dirty, crumpled elephant dress.

 ‘No, the doctor will come with me,’said Petronia.

She headed for one of the verandahs, and Zoe, Felix and Tessilla hurried after her.

At last! thought Felix. I get to see inside the house!
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‘MISS PETRONIA, YOU’RE AWAKE!’ SHRIEKED four girls, rushing forward as they stepped into the room.

‘Girls, don’t crowd her,’ scolded Tessilla. ‘She should rest now. Help her onto her bed.’

The four girls, still exclaiming excitedly, half-carried Petronia to a bed against the wall, lifted her legs for her, pulled off her shoes and propped pillows under her head.

Those must be some of the slaves Petronia’s always waffling on about, thought Felix. And no wonder she complained about our rooms in the future being too plain!

This room was decorated all over. The floor was a mosaic of tiny black and white stones, the lower part of the walls were painted to look like pink marble, and the rest of the walls were covered with a design of stripes and flowers.

 Furia started wriggling and whining, so Felix dropped her to the floor. She immediately flew at the bed, sending the slave girls scattering, leapt up beside Petronia, and began to lick her mistress’s face again.

‘Doctor, take a seat here,’ said Tessilla, gesturing at a high-backed armchair woven like a basket.

Zoe grabbed Felix’s arm. ‘Act like a slave,’ she muttered, and sat down.

Copying the girls, Felix knelt to undo Zoe’s sandals and pull them off.

‘Not that. That’s silly,’ hissed Zoe.

But she was wrong!

‘Mogsia, Angela, fill the basin to wash her feet,’ ordered Tessilla.

The next moment, two of the slave girls had set a silver, shell-shaped basin on the floor. The younger one, who only looked about nine, began to fill it with water from a jug.

‘I’ll fetch the hot water,’ said the older girl.

She skipped out of the room and came back carefully carrying a steaming bronze jug, with a cloth wrapped around the handle to stop it burning her fingers.

‘Careful, Angela,’ she whispered to the younger slave, as she added the hot water to the basin. ‘And don’t make such a mess,’she scolded Felix as he merrily helped to splash water all over Zoe’s filthy feet.

 ‘What have I got in my hair?’ asked Petronia suddenly. ‘What is Furia crunching on?’

Zoe grinned. ‘It’s the snails I used for curing you,’ she said. ‘You can wash them off now.’

The remaining slave girls looked at each other but neither of them rushed forward.

‘Go on,’ snapped Tessilla.

One of the girls reluctantly picked up a jug of water and a cloth, but the instant she took a step towards the bed, Furia wobbled onto her bandy legs and bared her teeth.

‘Furia, stop being naughty,’ said Petronia.

At that moment another bunch of slaves burst through the door carrying small tables and plates of food.

‘Miss Petronia!’ they cried. ‘Rustica said you’ve recovered.’

In minutes the room was a hubbub of noise and activity with slaves everywhere – washing Zoe and Petronia, doing their hair, setting out a meal, all screeching with excitement and ordering each other around. Loudest of all though was Furia, who had been scooped up by Felix and was now struggling in his arms again, barking and growling.

‘Calm down, Furia,’ said Felix, looking eagerly at the food being set out on the tables.

He could see a circle of white cheese with a strange pattern on it, like a basket, some hard-boiled eggs, olives and cherries, a stew of tiny, whole fish in a sauce of raisins, onions and herbs, and a round loaf of bread, sliced like a cake. 

As Petronia swung her feet off the bed, Felix jumped up too, letting Furia slip out of his arms again. It was time to eat. At last!

Petronia perched on a basket chair beside Zoe, and Furia leapt onto her lap, sniffing excitedly at the food.

Petronia stroked her between the ears and popped a slice of egg in the little dog’s mouth. Furia licked the palm of her hand and wagged her curly wisp of a tail.

‘Good girl,’ murmured Petronia.

Felix stepped forward, breathing in the delicious scent of freshly baked bread. But as he reached out a hand to pick up a piece, Zoe’s eyes opened wide and she shook her head at him.

He stopped, his hand frozen in the air. No one except Petronia, Furia and Zoe were eating. The slaves seemed to be just hovering around, or pouring drinks for them. Felix felt his stomach give a big, angry growl. This wasn’t fair! He was starving!

Then he saw Zoe lean over and say something to Tessilla. The next moment Tessilla was demanding everyone’s attention.

‘Pax, quiet! The doctor says Miss Petronia should be left in peace now. You may go and get your own meals early. Her own slave will attend them.’

 A moment later the three friends were left alone, except for Furia, still perched on Petronia’s knee.

‘Quick, Felix, shut the door and come eat with us!’ said Zoe.

There were no more chairs, but Felix pulled over a wooden stool. He watched with delight as Petronia dipped her hand in the serving bowl of wet, sticky-looking stew, plucked out a little fish and popped it in her mouth. He did the same.

‘They’ve forgotten to bring spoons or anything,’ complained Zoe.

‘Use your fingers!’ said Petronia.

Felix waited to see what the Roman girl did next. She took an olive, chewed it, and tossed her pip on the floor. Grinning, he copied her again.

‘Felix, that’s rude! Don’t throw your pips on the floor!’ scolded Zoe.

‘Petronia does,’ said Felix.

‘The slaves will clean them up,’ said Petronia. ‘But I need a bowl to wash my fingers. Felix …’

‘No, I’m hungry. And I’m not really a slave,’ he said.

Petronia scowled at him, and then, to his astonishment, she slid Furia to the floor, stood up and poured a bowl of water for herself. Felix and Zoe stared as she picked up the bowl and a linen towel, and carried them over to set on one of the small tables beside them.

 ‘See, I can manage without slaves too,’ she said. Then she scattered some of the tiny, syrupy fish on the floor for Furia.

They had almost polished off every plate of food when the door began to open again. Felix leapt away from the table, dropping the bread he’d been stuffing in his mouth.

Tessilla strode in, followed by Mogsia and Angela. Mogsia was carrying a dress over her arm.

‘Doctor, I have brought you a fresh robe to put on,’ said Tessilla, then she looked in surprise from the bowl of water and towel sitting on a table, to Felix standing with nothing in his hands.

‘Felix, that will do. You may go now,’ said Zoe.

‘Take Furia with you,’ added Petronia.

He stared at them. Where was he supposed to go? What was he supposed to do? Just wander around the villa on his own?

‘Come on, Furia,’ he said, ‘we’re not wanted in here.’
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AS FELIX STEPPED OUTSIDE HE was blinded for a moment by the sunlight pouring into the garden. The air was filled with the scent of lavender … and a volley of yips as Furia took off towards the aviary.

‘Furia, stop!’ shouted Felix, leaping over low hedges and flowerbeds to catch her. ‘Leave the poor birds alone!’

The cage was filled with terrified twitterings and flappings of wings.

He reached the dog and fought to pick her up as she squirmed and nipped. ‘Come on, Furia,’ he panted. ‘We’ll go somewhere else. Somewhere indoors.’

He struggled with her to a building that stretched along the opposite side of the garden. It had another columned verandah, and large windows divided into small squares of greenish glass. He peered through the nearest window. 

‘Wow!’ he breathed.

The huge room inside was empty of furniture but the floor was covered with an amazing mosaic in reds, greys, greens and yellows, and all over the walls and ceiling were painted pictures of flowers and animals.

But it wasn’t quite finished. He could see a boy at the far end with a paintbrush in his hand. The wall he was painting curved around in a half-circle.

That’s the new apse Petronia was talking about, Felix realised. This must be the dining room.

The boy didn’t look much older than he was.

‘Furia, let’s go in and watch him,’ said Felix.

There was a door standing open a bit further along the wall. Felix peeked inside. There was no one else around.

‘Come on, Furia,’ he whispered.

He tiptoed through the door and stood listening. The only sounds were the quiet humming of the boy painter in the next room, and Furia’s indignant squeaks. They were in an entrance hall – another grand entrance hall with statues and a mosaic floor.

Padding quietly on his bare feet, Felix reached the door to the dining room and peeked inside. Furia immediately let out a menacing growl, and the boy spun round. Felix had a glimpse of a startled face, and bright carrot-coloured hair, then Furia leapt out of his arms and the next instant the room was in turmoil. 

‘Sto-op!’ yelled the boy.

But Furia didn’t stop. As she skittered towards him, she sent a clay pot crashing on its side. A cloud of red dust blew into the air.

Thank goodness it’s only powder paint! thought Felix, diving after her.

But as he and the boy chased Furia, she sent another pot crashing, and this one was already mixed … Yellow paint spilt out onto the beautiful mosaic floor. The dog splashed through it and shot off again, leaving a trail of tiny yellow pawprints.

The boy stopped running and began to laugh.

‘Look … look at the dog,’ he gasped.

Furia was now covered in red and yellow splotches.

Felix began to chuckle too.

Petronia is not going to be happy, he thought, but thank goodness this boy isn’t angry.

Furia skidded to a halt and looked at them in surprise. Quickly, the boy snatched her up, holding her at arm’s length to avoid the tiny sharp teeth.

‘What’ll I do with her?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. Pet … Miss Petronia told me to look after her, but—’

‘You didn’t do a very good job,’ snorted the boy.

 Felix shrugged. ‘I’m just a visitor here.’

‘So am I,’ said the boy. ‘Let’s find someone else to take care of her.’

He carried Furia out of the room and came back a moment later with nothing in his hands but a bundle of wet rags. He wiped up the spilt paint, threw the rags into an empty wooden bucket, and looked at Felix.

‘My name’s Carotus,’ he said. ‘Who are you, and how come you’re visiting?’

‘I’m Felix, and I …’

But as Felix answered, he realised the other boy was staring at his tracksuit pants, and the pink dress with the T-shirt sleeves peeking out. Felix began to feel uncomfortable. No one else had noticed his clothes were a bit strange, but this boy seemed to be taking in every detail. Maybe because he was an artist.

‘So … you’re … uh … a painter,’ said Felix, gesturing at the wall.

‘Yes, I used to be a household slave,’ said Carotus, ‘but my master, Maximus, apprenticed me to a wall painter. I’m a freedman now, and I’ve made quite a name for myself. You see, the things I paint …’ Carotus spoke the next words without taking his eyes from Felix’s face. ‘… are animals from a mythical land,’ he said. ‘A land called Australia.’

‘Australia?!’

 Now it was Felix’s turn to be startled. He was sure the ancient Romans weren’t supposed to know about Australia.

A slow grin spread over Carotus’s face. ‘Heard of it, have you?’ he asked.

Felix didn’t know how to reply. There was a pause.

‘I’ve just finished this animal,’ said Carotus. ‘It’s called the Red Kangarus.’

He pointed at a creature that looked like a frog with a long tail. It was painted dark wine red.

Felix burst out laughing.

‘Kangaroos don’t look like frogs,’ he spluttered.

‘And they’re not that colour! But how do you know about Australia and kangaroos?’ he demanded.

‘How do you know?’ retorted Carotus.

The two of them eyed each other.

Then Carotus glanced around and leaned forward. ‘Do you … come from the future?’ he whispered.

Felix’s jaw dropped. ‘How did you … ?’

‘I knew it!’ said Carotus. ‘I met another boy from the future once.’

‘You did?!’

Felix felt a rush of relief pour over him. Maybe this painter would know a different way to get back! Maybe there was no need to find the stylus at all!
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‘YIP! YIP! YIP!’

The sound of Furia’s high-pitched barking rent the air, and then came the alarmed cries of birds.

Felix began to run across the room.

‘Who’s minding Furia?’he yelled over his shoulder.

‘I just dumped her outside,’ said Carotus.

‘Oh no!’

Felix burst into the garden, and saw other people rushing out of doors everywhere, pointing and exclaiming. Furia had caught the net from the aviary in her teeth, and was trying to yank it down. Grillius crashed towards her, ploughing through a bed of lilies, and wrangled the net away, cursing as the little creature turned and nipped him.

He stamped across the courtyard, his face purple. ‘This dog is a menace,’ he growled.

 Tessilla hurried forward with a piece of cord.

‘Pax, Furia, pax,’ she soothed, and slipped the cord through the little dog’s collar.

Grillius dropped Furia to the ground and looked at his clothes.

‘What’s that wretched animal done to my clothes?’ he grumbled. ‘What on earth is she covered in?’

Tessilla’s eyes darted around the courtyard till she spotted Felix. ‘Boy, come here,’ she snapped.

Felix opened his mouth to protest. It wasn’t his fault what Furia got up to. She wasn’t his dog!

To his relief, though, Tessilla just jerked her head at Petronia’s room. ‘The doctor wants you,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand why she tolerates such an incompetent slave,’ she added, under her breath.

Felix grinned. If you only knew! he thought.

He hesitated, glancing back at the dining room. He needed to speak to Carotus again …

But Tessilla was watching him. Reluctantly, he walked past her into Petronia’s room. The two girls were alone, and Zoe sprang to her feet as he stepped through the door.

‘Felix!’ she exclaimed. ‘Look at me!’

Her grey elephant dress was gone and she was wearing a long dress of sapphire blue, the same colour as her eyes. Two wide bands of purple and white vine leaves were woven into it from her shoulders right down to the hem, and a mantle of matching blue was draped around her shoulders. 

‘Don’t I look like a real Roman?’ she beamed. ‘And tomorrow, for the party, they’re going to do my hair properly, and make-up too.’

Then she frowned at Felix.

‘We need to find some different clothes for you to wear,’ she said.

The next thing he knew, he was being hustled off to have a wash – in a big bath with a whole lot of naked men and boys he didn’t know! Afterwards, he had to put on a prickly brown tunic, and little shoes, like ballet slippers, that tied around his ankles.

He kept his tracksuit pants on though. He couldn’t risk Zoe demanding to look after the stylus because he didn’t have a pocket.

When he got back to the room, she glanced at his pants, opened her mouth, then closed it again. But she grabbed the pink dress and T-shirt out of his hands.

‘We’ll need these when we go back,’ she whispered. And she bundled them up in a cloth with her elephant gown.

And then she went back to her role as a doctor.

‘Petronia, we will go and sit in the courtyard,’ she said. ‘And I will give you more treatment.’

Good, thought Felix, then I can go back and talk to Carotus!

 But Zoe insisted on his being her slave assistant, sending him running all over the garden to find flowers and insects she could pretend to rub onto Petronia. While the girls sat in the shade of a large tree drinking wine and water – ‘You’ll get drunk!’ he muttered to Zoe – he had to run around in the sun.

Through the green glass window, he could see Carotus still working away at his painting, but there was no chance to speak to him.

Furia was brought back, bounding ahead of Angela on the end of her lead, looking scrubbed and clean. She immediately rolled in a flowerbed and bounced out, covered in soil and lavender heads.

And then it was dinner time – in Petronia’s room again.

‘It’s weird the way she never eats with her mother or uncle,’ Zoe whispered to Felix.

But Felix didn’t care where Petronia ate. He just wanted the meal to finish so he could get back to Carotus. He couldn’t help watching though, intrigued, as dish after dish of mysterious-looking food was carried in. Zoe’s face grew increasingly anxious.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, pointing at something brown with a strong fishy pong being set on the table in front of her.

Furia was dancing about on her tiny hind legs trying to reach it.

 ‘Liver with pine nuts, pepper and fish sauce,’ answered the slave.

Zoe’s mouth turned down.

‘And this one?’

‘Calves’ brain pudding.’

Zoe looked as if she was going to be sick, but the moment the slaves filed out, Felix grabbed a handful of the pudding.

‘Mm, tastes a bit like your mum’s meatloaf,’ he said, grinning at his stepsister.

She glared at him and began to pick at a bit of smoked ham glazed in honey. ‘It’d be all right without this spicy sauce,’ she muttered.

Felix was sharing a dish with Petronia. It was a silver platter filled with crushed nuts, peas, bacon and sausage swimming in white sauce. Petronia ate neatly, scooping it up with her bread, but Felix slopped it happily into his mouth.

‘Felix, you know you won’t be able to eat with us tomorrow in front of all the guests,’ warned Petronia. ‘You’ll have to wait on Zoe.’

Felix grunted, licked his fingers and jumped to his feet.

‘Where are you going?’ squawked Zoe as he headed for the door. ‘You’re supposed to be waiting on us.’

But he dashed out of the room, past the other slaves, who turned to look in surprise, and in through the doorway on the opposite side of the courtyard. 

‘Carotus,’ he shouted, bursting into the dining room. And then he stopped, staring around in dismay. The room was empty.

‘Carotus?’ he called again.

Maybe the red-head was through that other door? Felix charged towards it and peered inside. But that room was empty too.

I’m too late! he thought in despair.

His whole body slumped as he wandered back to the middle of the dining room. And then he noticed there were paint pots and brushes still lying on the floor.

Maybe he hasn’t finished!

Felix lifted his head and anxiously scanned the walls. They were divided into panels, some painted to look like yellow, pink or green marble, and others with a different, very odd-looking animal inside each painted frame. There was the frog-kangaroo and a furry duck with four legs – Is that supposed to be a platypus? he wondered – and a striped snake and a fat white chicken with a bright yellow crest. Maybe that’s a cockatoo, he thought.

But there were two empty panels.

‘Yes, he still has to come back!’ cried Felix aloud. I’ll speak to him tomorrow.

And twirling on his heel, he ran back to the girls.
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‘SLEEP ON THE FLOOR?!’ COMPLAINED Felix a couple of hours later.

Zoe was going to share Petronia’s room, taking Tessilla’s bed, but Felix was handed a big bag of coarse linen stuffed with something that felt – and smelt – like hay.

‘Mogsia usually sleeps outside my room but you can take her place tonight,’ said Petronia.

‘What about a blanket?’ demanded Felix.

‘Slaves don’t have blankets,’ said Petronia. ‘They use their cloaks or something.’

Felix spread out the bag on the hard verandah floor and sighed as he lay down. It wasn’t quite as bad as the muddy ground he’d slept on all through the boat trip, but he’d hoped that being in a house would mean a proper place to sleep at last. He pictured Zoe and Petronia inside, lying cosily on beds with mattresses and blankets. Even Furia was on a real bed, cuddled up to her mistress … 

He wriggled and tried to get comfortable, but every time he moved, the stuffing rustled, and a new spike of long dry reed poked through the linen. And he was cold.

He curled into a ball, hugging his arms and trying to get warm.

Trust Zoe to rig it so she gets to be an honoured guest while I’m just a slave, he thought grumpily.

The sky turned from grey to black and he stared up at the myriad tiny stars. They were so much brighter than the ones at home.

Home …

He suddenly felt very, very lonely. Would he ever see his real home again? Would he ever finish making that movie about aliens with Fletcher and Travis, or …

‘Yes!’ he told himself fiercely.

Tomorrow he’d find out what Carotus knew about travelling through time. And if that didn’t help, well, he’d just have to find the stylus.

There was the sound of tiptoeing footsteps behind him, then Zoe’s whisper.

‘Are you okay? I was worried you might be cold. I brought my mantle.’

‘Thanks,’ he whispered back.

 And as he felt her hands tucking the cloth around him, he was almost tempted to tell her about the lost stylus … But …

No. She’d just go back to treating me like an annoying little pest, he thought.

The next thing he knew, it was morning and the sun was shining into his eyes.

He threw off the mantle.

Carotus! He had to find Carotus.

Leaping off the verandah, he galloped across the courtyard garden. The bushes he brushed against were wet with dew and the birds sang and trilled in their aviary.

But when he reached the window and peered eagerly inside, there was no sign of Carotus. It was too early.

Oh well, he’d grab some breakfast and come back.

Petronia’s room had filled with slave girls swarming around Zoe and Petronia, while Furia stood on the bed snarling and baring her teeth.

‘Felix, where’ve you been?’ cried Petronia. ‘Take Furia away.’

This time, Felix made sure he tied the cord around the little dog’s collar. He sneaked a handful of cherries off the platter of breakfast food, and hurried her over to the dining room window.

‘We’ll wait here for Carotus,’ he told her.

 But they had to keep moving out of the way as people rushed to and fro preparing for the visitors and the feast. Gardeners swept and raked the gravel paths, and trimmed and weeded the already perfect flowerbeds and bushes. A stream of slaves arrived to carry silver jugs, platters and bowls from a locked cupboard near the dining room, and Housekeeper Rustica, who was supervising them, kept shooting disapproving glances at Felix and Furia.

Every few minutes, Felix panicked that he must have missed seeing Carotus arrive, and he spun round to look through the window again, only to find that there was still no movement inside.

After a while, Petronia appeared on the verandah followed by a tall young lady with fair hair piled up in an equally elaborate hairstyle, pink-rouged cheeks and black rings of make-up around her eyes.

Who’s that? thought Felix, and then, with a shock, he realised it was Zoe.

The two girls walked towards him. He stared at the flower earrings hooked into Zoe’s ears, and the bracelet of chunky, multi-coloured beads clinking around her wrist. She was trying to glide in a queenly way, like Petronia, but she couldn’t help looking at Felix and grinning.

‘We are going to the river garden now, to wait for the guests to arrive,’ Zoe said. ‘And remember, stand behind my chair and act like my slave,’ she hissed, as Grillius, Tessilla, Mogsia and Angela hurried out to join them. 

Felix sent a last, frustrated glance towards the dining room, then he and Furia followed the others.

They walked past Petronia’s room and through a colonnade of tall columns and fancy statues, into a wide garden. There were trees pruned in the shapes of animals, flowering oleanders and roses, and views down to the river.

‘The marble chairs with fountains!’ exclaimed Zoe as the sun sparkled off the mottled pink stone and dancing water.

On their seats were cushions made of striped fabric in gold and turquoise, but of course only the girls got to sit. Felix had to stand behind Zoe, while Grillius, Tessilla and the two slave girls hovered around Petronia.

‘There’s our private pier,’ said Petronia, pointing down a broad path through the centre of the garden to a wooden pier on the bank. ‘Mother’s guests will arrive by boat. Ooh, here comes Mother.’

Petronia rose to her feet as Lady Eugenia and Uncle Numerius, followed by a flock of slaves, strolled across the garden. This morning, Eugenia reeked of cinnamon-scented perfume, and she seemed to be wearing even more jewels than on the first day they’d seen her.

 It was only when the adults were seated under two spreading shady trees, the white fluffy dog on Eugenia’s lap, that Petronia sat down again.

While everyone else waited, watching the barges go up and down the river, Felix fidgeted impatiently, wondering if Carotus was back in the dining room.

Then, ‘Is that boat heading this way?’ asked Zoe.

Felix leaned forward to see. It was a rowboat, with dark red and green paintwork and gleaming bronze fittings. Two men were at the oars, and another man, wrapped in a gold-coloured cloak, was seated on a bench.

‘Yes, they’re coming here!’ he said, as the rowers veered the boat towards the bank.

‘Quick, Furia, sit on my lap,’ said Petronia, patting her knee. ‘Good dog!’ she exclaimed, as Furia obediently leapt up, and settled down.

A peacock came wandering across the garden, flaunting its magnificent iridescent tail.

‘Hang onto Furia!’ warned Felix.

But he was too late. Giving a series of frenzied barks, the little dog hurtled off Petronia’s lap.

‘No,’ screamed Petronia.

Tessilla, Mogsia and Angela all wailed. The peacock opened its beak in an ugly screeching cry.

Felix threw himself full length on the ground and just managed to catch the end of the lead, still tied to Furia’s collar. He hung on with both hands, and hauled her back. 

‘I wish I had a proper lapdog, like Mother,’ grumbled Petronia. ‘You hold her, Felix.’

Then she plastered a smile on her face and turned to see who was climbing off the boat.
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FOR A MOMENT THE PEOPLE arriving were masked from sight by the cluster of slaves helping them disembark. Another boat pulled up and more people piled out, then a lone man strode forth, his long, golden cloak billowing in the breeze. A string of slaves hurried after him.

‘That’s … Caelius Saturninus Dogmatius!’ Petronia shot to her feet, sounding breathless and awed. ‘He’s … he’s a friend of Uncle’s and …’

She stopped, looking flustered.

‘Why is he so special?’ asked Zoe.

‘He’s …’ Petronia gave a coy smile Felix had never seen on her face before. ‘He’s probably the man I’m going to be betrothed to in a couple of years,’ she said in a low voice.

‘Betrothed!’ gasped Zoe. ‘You mean … engaged to be married?!’

 ‘Yes.’ Petronia’s smile grew wider. ‘Mother and Uncle Numerius have been having discussions. Shh, here he comes.’

Lady Eugenia and Uncle Numerius had risen too.

‘Ave, Eugenia, ave, Numerius,’ said the man, clasping Numerius’s hand.

‘Ave, Dogmatius,’murmured Eugenia. ‘So pleased you could come.’

‘And your lovely daughter is recovered, I hear,’ cried Dogmatius, glancing vaguely around.

‘You may greet him, Petronia,’ muttered Grillius.

‘How are you going, sir?’ asked Petronia, peeking through her eyelashes, and blushing.

As Dogmatius turned towards her, Furia gave a growl, and Felix stared at the man in dismay. He had deep creases down his face and grey streaks through his neat, dark hair. He was much too old for Petronia! And the man didn’t even speak to her. He took a seat on the curved marble bench beside Uncle Numerius.

Felix leaned closer to Petronia. ‘Why are you marrying such an old man?’he demanded in a whisper.

‘Dogmatius is from a very important family, like ours,’ answered Petronia. ‘His father and grandfather were leading men in Arelate, and he has a rich estate near one of ours.’

‘But …’

 ‘Petronia, here come more guests,’ said Grillius.

For the next few minutes Petronia was occupied with greeting the new arrivals. But the guests, even though they’d been invited to celebrate her recovery, only spoke to her briefly. They clustered around Eugenia and Numerius, taking seats on marble benches or high-backed chairs, with their slaves standing behind them.

Felix, Zoe, and Petronia were left to chat among themselves.

‘Petronia, you can’t marry someone just because he’s rich and important!’ hissed Zoe. ‘That’s wrong.’

Petronia looked at her blankly. ‘Who are you marrying then?’

‘Me? I’m only fifteen. I have no idea yet. If I ever decide to marry someone it’ll be because I love them.’

‘That’s silly,’ scoffed Petronia. ‘And what do you mean you’ll decide? Uncle Numerius and Mother are going to choose the right man for me.’

‘Why aren’t you choosing for yourself?’ asked Felix.

‘How would I know the most suitable person?’

‘Er …’

‘Is Dogmatius nice at least?’ asked Zoe.

Petronia shrugged. ‘I don’t really know him,’ she said.

‘In that case,’ cried Zoe, sweeping to her feet, ‘you need to get to know him better. Felix, you carry that stool for me.’ She nodded at a fancy folding stool with bronze legs and a red, fringed cushion. 

Felix shoved the dog at Grillius and picked up the stool.

‘Petronia, stop! Where are you going?’ demanded Grillius.

‘She needs to sit in the shade,’ said Zoe, with a determined air. ‘Come with me, Petronia.’

Holding Petronia’s arm, she guided her right into the midst of the crowd. As Felix followed, close on their heels, he saw Eugenia’s surprised face, and then her gracious party smile.

‘Friends, I wish to introduce to you the wonderful Doctor Zoe, who cured my daughter,’ she said.

‘Petronia needs to sit here in the shade,’ said Zoe.

She tried to push her patient onto the marble bench next to Dogmatius, but Petronia resisted and sat down hastily on the stool Felix placed beside it.

Shrugging, Zoe took the marble seat herself. Felix watched her in admiration. His stepsister seemed very cool and composed among all these grand strangers. And with her hairstyle, jewellery and make-up she looked like a real Roman lady.

More slaves appeared, bringing low tables and silver platters of food.

‘Ah, such a magnificent spread,’ declared Dogmatius. ‘And I daren’t taste a morsel. Not a morsel.’ He turned to Zoe. ‘I have the most sensitive stomach, Doctor, the most sensitive stomach. I am such an interesting case, let me tell you. My own cook is ordered to make me nothing but boiled fish and boiled chicken. Do you hear me? Boiled fish and boiled chicken. That is all. Anything else is poison to me. Except … perhaps …’ His eyes glazed for a moment. ‘ … a tender suckling pig steeped in sweet wine from Syria … Ah! But if I was to have a mere taste of those magnificent sea urchins there, a mere taste mind you, ai, I would be in agony for hours afterwards. Agony, I tell you. My whole household would be awake all night listening to me writhe in misery.’ 

Felix glanced at Petronia. She was listening with her mouth open and a worried expression on her face.

‘Doctor, there is only one thing I can eat from here. I challenge you to guess what it is.’

‘Uh … bread?’ suggested Zoe.

‘That is right! You are a doctor, you understand. But tell me, Doctor, is there anything you can recommend to cure me?’

Before Zoe could reply, he rambled on. ‘And food is not my only woe, Doctor, oh no, not my only woe. I am the lightest sleeper. The tiniest sound is agony to me, agony. In my household, when the slaves rise in the morning to open the shutters and bring the water, they must do it in complete silence. Complete silence, you hear? The minutest noise is like a hammer to my head. And once I am woken, ai, do you think I can return to sleep? Oh no! Tell me, Doctor, is there a cure for that?’ 

This time, he actually stopped for an answer.

‘We-ell,’ said Zoe slowly, ‘I think the best cure …’

Dogmatius leaned forward, absent-mindedly filling his mouth with spicy radishes as he listened. Felix watched with interest. Would he explode in agony? But nothing happened, and Zoe went on speaking. ‘For your stomach ailment, sir, I would advise … uh … a mixture of mouse dung and … and horse urine taken before each meal.’

‘Heed that,’ ordered Dogmatius, turning to one of his slaves.

Somehow, Zoe kept a straight face, but Petronia clapped her hand over her mouth to smother her giggles, and Felix had to bite his tongue to stop himself from laughing.

‘As for your sleeping,’ said Zoe, ‘I suggest a dose of … of …’

But her words were lost in a racket of excited yipping as Furia came charging into the group, her lead dragging along the ground.

The white dog, who’d been nestled on Eugenia’s lap, eating tidbits from her fingers, shot upwards.

 Furia hurled herself at Eugenia’s knee, and the other dog began to bark too.

‘Snowflake, behave,’ chided Eugenia.

The white dog immediately lay down again.

‘Furia, behave, come here,’ pleaded Petronia, but Furia kept dancing on her hind legs, pawing at Eugenia’s knee and snapping at the white fluffy thing on her lap.

Grillius, purple in the face, dived through the crowd, grabbed Furia, and carried her away.

‘Dangerous dog,’ commented Dogmatius. Some of the other guests murmured in agreement.

‘Aren’t you afraid to have her in the house, Eugenia?’ asked one lady.

‘She just needs a bit more training,’ said Eugenia.

Petronia threw her mother a surprised, grateful look.

‘Well, I wouldn’t tolerate a dog like that in my household,’ growled Dogmatius.

Zoe glanced at Petronia and rose to her feet. ‘Petronia, I think it is time for your rest,’ she said.

But as soon as they were out of earshot of the guests, she flung round to Petronia.

‘You can’t tell me you want to marry that ridiculous, pompous, boring old man,’ she exclaimed.

Petronia looked stubborn. ‘I will marry whoever is chosen for me,’ she insisted.
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ZOE THREW UP HER HANDS. ‘I don’t understand you Romans,’ she said. ‘And anyway, we have to get back to town. When are those guests leaving?’

‘Not for ages,’ said Petronia. ‘They will talk all afternoon and—’

‘What?! Your mother said we’d leave after the feast!’ exclaimed Zoe.

‘And we will, but that wasn’t the feast. That was just lunch. The men will feast later. We’ll leave in the morning.’

Zoe puffed out her lips in annoyance and began to count on her fingers. ‘One … two … three days on the boat. One day finding the sacred spring and getting here … Plus today … Plus tomorrow … Six days!’

‘That’s exactly what we planned,’ murmured Felix. ‘Remember – six times two and a half minutes is a quarter of an hour in our time.’ 

Zoe frowned. ‘It had better be. If you’re wrong …’

But Felix wasn’t hanging around to argue about time again. He had to see Carotus. It wouldn’t matter what time it was if they didn’t have a way to get home!

He charged towards the dining room, and skidded to a halt, raising his hand to rap on the window. But his fist froze in the air. There was no one inside.

He stood there, staring through the glass, unable to believe it.

Carotus, where are you? he wanted to scream.

‘Furia, behave!’ bellowed an angry voice behind him.

Felix looked around. Grillius was stomping into the courtyard, struggling to stop a wriggling, yapping Furia from jumping out of his arms.

And behind Grillius came the two girls. Felix’s heart sank. Right now, he couldn’t face Zoe again. There was no way he could pretend to her that everything was all right.

‘Here, give me Furia,’ he cried, grabbing the dog from Grillius.

Taking one end of the lead, he dropped Furia to the ground and flew towards the gate where they’d entered yesterday.

‘Come on, girl, we’re going for a run,’ he cried.

‘Felix,’ Petronia called, ‘don’t let Furia …’

 But Felix didn’t stop to listen. He pulled Furia through the big double gates, pausing only to untie the cord from the little dog’s neck, then she raced away, yipping and bounding across the fields.

Felix tried to keep up with her, but she sped off, vanishing from sight, so he slowed down, and just tramped across the grass.

From nowhere he seemed to hear Daz’s voice. There’s no such word as can’t.

I’ll get back to you somehow, Dad, he promised.

The warmth of the sun and the scent of the grass began to make him feel better. He lifted his head. In the distance he could see the woolly shapes of sheep. Birds flitted, and a sound like the playing of a flute drifted on the air.

Then suddenly the yapping of Furia and the deeper baying of another dog broke the spell. The barking grew louder and more frantic and Felix shot forward, flying across the grass in the direction of the noise.

He spotted the sheep scattering, a boy running, and then a tiny Furia standing on her little bandy legs barking up at a massive, white dog with a huge, hairy head and broad shoulders. The bigger dog stopped barking and gave a low menacing growl.

‘Furia, get away!’ yelled Felix, and he caught her and dragged her off, just as the other boy arrived too, looking angry.

 ‘What do you mean by letting a dog loose among the flock?’ he demanded.

‘Sorry.’ Felix was panting for breath as he retied the lead. ‘She’s not my dog. She belongs to Miss Petronia and she … she’s not very well trained,’ he finished, repeating Eugenia’s words.

A menacing rumble was still coming from the white dog’s throat.

Felix saw the other boy thread his fingers through its leather collar – a vicious-looking collar that bristled with nails.

‘It’s all right, Tauron,’ soothed the boy and then he smiled at Felix. ‘Well, no harm done. I’m Liscus,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’

The boy was dressed in a brown tunic similar to Felix’s, but there was no decoration of large red and white circular patterns woven into the skirt and sleeves. And of course he wasn’t wearing tracksuit pants. He had strips of fabric wound round the lower half of his legs, like Felix had seen in photos of men in the First World War.

In a minute they were sitting on the grass together, the sheep grazing around them, and Furia, struggling and protesting, on Felix’s lap.

The shepherd boy lifted something to his mouth and began to blow. It was a set of wooden rods all different sizes, fastened in a row from smallest to largest. As he moved it from side to side, soft, fluting sounds warbled out.
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 On Felix’s lap, Furia stopped wriggling. Her ears twitched and she lay down, resting her chin on her paws. To Felix’s amazement, he felt the small weight of the little body relax; her eyes closed and she began to breathe slowly and rhythmically … in … out.

‘Can I have a try?’ whispered Felix.

‘Don’t let the dog go,’ warned Liscus, passing it over.

Felix turned the instrument around, inspecting it curiously. The rods were hollow most of the way through.

‘I made it,’ said the boy, ‘from reeds I cut, down by the river.’

Felix lifted it to his lips.

‘Don’t put your mouth on it like that,’ chuckled the shepherd boy. ‘Blow across the top.’

Felix managed to coax out a note, and Liscus beamed. ‘That’s right, you’ve got it!’

As Furia lay sleeping, Felix and Liscus took turns playing the flute.

‘Tomorrow, I’ll make you your own flute, if you like,’ offered Liscus, as Felix managed to whistle out the tune of ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’.

Felix shook his head. ‘I’m leaving in the morning,’ he said.

Then Liscus glanced at the sky and jumped to his feet. ‘It’s late!’ he cried. ‘I’ve got to get the sheep back to the fold.’

 Using the flute, he rounded up the flock, and began to herd them down the hill.

‘Felix,’ he called, pausing in his flute-playing, ‘you come too. Just hang onto your dog!’

The fold was a long, low building with straw all over the floor. A grey bushy tail with a black tip was dangling from the door frame.

‘What’s that?’ asked Felix.

‘A wolf ’s tail. To protect the sheep,’ answered Liscus.

‘Did you kill the wolf yourself?’ asked Felix excitedly. Liscus was only about the same age as he was.

‘No, the wolf was attacking our sheep but Tauron fought her off and—’

‘Tauron did?!’

The huge white dog chose that moment to bare her teeth at Furia. Felix took a hasty step away, but Furia hurled herself forward, snapping and snarling.

‘Furia, no!’ yelled Felix, feeling the thin cord of the lead strain and rip apart.

He threw himself after her, but he was too late. The bigger dog lunged at his tiny adversary.

‘Tauron, stop,’ roared Liscus.

Furia let out a squeal. Filled with terror, Felix shot out his hand and somehow connected with the little dog’s leg. ‘Furia!’ he cried.

 Liscus pulled Tauron away, and for an instant Felix held the bundle of black, brown and white fur quivering and whimpering in his hands, then she spun round and sank her tiny sharp teeth into his wrist.

‘Ow!’ cried Felix, letting go.

The tiny dog leapt to her feet, and fled, yowling, back up the hill.

Felix clamped his hand over his stinging wrist and tried to run after her, but she was gone in an instant, vanishing among some trees in the distance.

Slowly, Felix turned back and saw Liscus standing miserably with his hand through Tauron’s collar.

‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered.

And Felix saw, to his horror, that there was blood around the big dog’s mouth.
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‘I TOLD YOU TO BE CAREFUL!’ Petronia screamed. ‘I told you not to let Furia run off.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Felix mumbled.

He didn’t dare glance in Zoe’s direction. He knew the accusing look that would be in his stepsister’s eyes.

‘My little chick,’ cried Tessilla, rushing over to give Petronia a hug. ‘Don’t worry, your doggie will come running through that door any moment now. You’ll see. She’ll be hungry soon.’

Felix prayed Tessilla was right. But he couldn’t get the image out of his head of that blood on Tauron’s mouth. And the sound of Furia’s scream …

‘I told you, I warned you!’ Petronia stormed at him again as Tessilla tried to get her to lie down on her bed.

 Felix bit his lip and lowered his head. Why … why hadn’t he stopped to listen when she’d called out to him?

‘It’s not Felix’s fault,’ Zoe burst out suddenly. ‘Furia is always escaping and running off. You know that.’

Felix felt his heart tighten. Zoe wasn’t cross with him. She was defending him! She reached out to squeeze his hand and he lifted his head to shoot her a look of gratitude.

But Petronia sprawled on her bed and began to sob.

‘I’ll never see Furia again,’ she wailed.

Zoe hurried over to sit beside her.

‘Don’t be silly, she’ll come back. She always comes back.’

Petronia sat up and sniffed. ‘I’m hungry,’ she mumbled.

‘And here comes your dinner,’ said Tessilla in a comforting, motherly voice.

The usual cluster of slaves was parading through the door, bringing the delicious aroma of hot food into the room.

Felix waited expectantly for Zoe to shoo everyone away so he could join in the meal. But today, she didn’t.

Instead, he found himself being pushed back against the wall as the real slaves bustled about, serving dish after dish, pouring drinks, and bringing water and towels. Petronia chatted and ate, and he realised Zoe was right. If the three friends had been alone, Petronia would have gone on fussing about Furia. This way, she seemed to have forgotten all about her for a few moments. 

But Felix hadn’t.

He sidled towards the door and slipped outside. Maybe he’d find Furia somewhere in the courtyard …

Loud voices and laughter were coming from the marble dining couches under the pergola. The men had started feasting.

That’s where Furia’ll be! he thought. If she’s anywhere …

The little dog would not miss out on scrounging for scraps. He hurried forward and peered through the vines. Smoke and a smell of incense drifted from the shrine, and in front of it, Uncle Numerius, Dogmatius and the two other men from lunch were lounging on their sides on the wide stone benches.

He stared, intrigued, as a slave reached into the pond in front of them, and picked up a wooden dish shaped like a boat. It was true then! They really did eat from boats floating on the water.

Each guest dipped a hand in the boat, and scooped up something green and leafy, dripping in sauce – even Dogmatius. Had that picky old man already tried out the revolting cure Zoe had made up for him? 

But there was no sign of Furia.

It’s not likely she’ll be anywhere else in the courtyard, he thought dismally.

He trailed around anyway, but he knew it was useless. There were no screeches of alarm from the aviary, and no other sights or sounds of a dog.

Behind him the party began to break up, the men heading for their boats to be rowed back to their own villas before the sun set.

Felix reached Petronia’s room and stepped sadly through the door. The slaves had cleared away the meal here too and Petronia’s eyes shot towards him. But at the sight of his empty arms, her face fell.

‘Furia didn’t come!’ she cried. ‘You all said she’d come back to eat, but she didn’t!’

Felix felt the guilty lump rise up in his chest again.

‘She’ll come in the morning, my pet,’ soothed Tessilla. ‘When you open your eyes, she’ll be sitting right here, waiting for you to wake up, just like she did all that time you were sick.’

‘And I’ll never complain about her again,’ sniffed Petronia.

‘That’s right my chick,’ soothed the nursemaid. ‘Now let me brush out your hair, and you can lie down and have a nice sleep.’

 ‘I won’t be able to sleep without Furia,’ said Petronia, her voice cracking.

But she allowed her nursemaid, Mogsia and Angela to untwist her fancy plaited bun and brush out her locks.

‘Felix, leave the door open so Furia can get in,’ called Zoe, climbing into bed.

Wish I had a pillow and cover too, he thought, watching the two girls settle down to sleep.

Their beds had curved ends like the arms of couches, long pillows covered with purple striped fabric, and blankets made from animal skins.

Out on the verandah, he lay down on his prickly bag of reeds. It was only just starting to get dark. Behind him, he could hear the murmuring of the girls’ voices, and then they fell silent.

But Felix couldn’t sleep. As night stole over the garden, he stared and stared into the darkness, yearning to hear a patter of tiny paws, and see the glint of a pair of little dog’s eyes.
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‘TESSILLA, STOP PACKING!’ STORMED PETRONIA. ‘We can’t leave without Furia.’

But the nursemaid, her mouth pursed, kept on gathering up silver hairpins and sliding them, one by one, into the little wooden travelling case. Then she picked up one of the green glass bottles of perfume, and stared down at it, her bottom lip quivering.

‘My little chick, you know your mother said we are leaving this morning,’ she said.

‘We ca-a-an’t!’

‘Petronia,’ exclaimed Zoe, ‘I don’t understand why you don’t just tell Eugenia you’ve lost your dog and you can’t go yet.’

‘A daughter can’t tell her mother what to do!’ howled Petronia, and she buried her face in her pillow, sobbing.

 The four slaves, who’d been running around the room gathering up things to put in the big travelling chest, stopped and stared at her.

Felix and Zoe looked at each other.

‘Do you think Furia has really run away?’ whispered Zoe.

‘She couldn’t have,’ said Felix. ‘I think … I think she’s injured.’ He had a horrible image of the little dog lying helpless, and Tauron bounding over the pastures towards her … ‘We have to go and look for her,’ he said urgently.

‘But—’

‘We have to!’ he said.

Zoe sighed. ‘I know.’ She put on her doctor’s voice. ‘If Petronia travels in this distressed state it could bring back a recurrence of her illness,’ she proclaimed. ‘It is imperative to find the dog as soon as possible. Tessilla, you must inform Lady Eugenia.’

The nursemaid shrank back. ‘I can’t do that,’ she gasped.

Zoe threw up her hands. ‘Then I will tell her myself,’ she said, and she marched out of the room.

Petronia sat up, rubbing her eyes, and they all watched the door in silence till Zoe came back.

‘Lady Eugenia said we will not leave till the dog is found,’ she announced. ‘So come on, we have to hurry and look for her.’

 Felix snatched up his shoes.

‘Come on, Petronia, get off your bed and put your shoes on too,’ said Zoe.

‘I’m not …’ Petronia started to protest, and Zoe crossed her arms.

‘She’s your dog,’ she said firmly.

‘Mother and Uncle Numerius won’t be looking,’ muttered Petronia, but she climbed off the bed.

When they all streamed out the door, they were astonished to see Grillius and several other people from the household tramping around the courtyard calling Furia’s name. The search party headed towards the river garden, and Tessilla, Mogsia, Angela and the other two girls immediately followed.

‘She won’t be down there,’ said Felix, exasperated. ‘She’ll be in the paddocks or the wood. Come on.’

With Petronia and Zoe at his heels he began to hurry towards the gate but as he ran, he shot a glance towards the dining room. A figure was moving behind the glass. Carotus!

‘Wait!’ he cried. He hurtled up to the window, rapped on the glass and dashed inside. ‘Carotus, help! We’ve lost Furia,’ he called.

Without stopping to ask questions, the red-head threw his brush in a pot of paint and raced for the door.

The two of them jumped off the verandah into the courtyard.

 ‘This is Carotus,’ panted Felix. ‘He’s helping us.’

Outside the gate Felix glanced anxiously towards the fold. The sheep – and the vicious white dog – were still there. And so was the shepherd. He dashed towards them.

‘Liscus, Liscus, have you seen Furia?’ he called.

The shepherd boy was sitting on the ground behind one of the sheep.

‘Don’t make so much noise,’ he said as Felix came running up.

The boy reached his hands between the sheep’s back legs, and a stream of something white shot between his fingers to a large bowl resting on the ground.

‘You’re milking a sheep?!’ gasped out Felix in surprise.

Liscus chuckled. ‘Of course! Did you think milk grew in a jug, city boy?’

‘I …’ Felix was about to say, In my world milk comes from cows, but he stopped himself.

‘Have you seen Furia?’ he asked again.

‘Not since she ran off yesterday.’

‘She hasn’t come back,’ said Felix. ‘And I’m scared …’ He looked at Tauron.

‘I’ll keep an eye out for her,’ said Liscus. ‘But if she bothers the sheep again, well, Tauron will do his job.’

Felix bit his lip and turned to find the others behind him. ‘Come on, we’ve got to find her. Fast!’ he said.

 He and Carotus began to sprint across the grass towards the trees.

‘Carotus,’ he panted, ‘where were you yesterday?’

‘Went to Avennio to get more paint.’

‘Oh!’

Felix glanced back. Zoe and Petronia had fallen behind, trying to pick their way through the hundreds of sheep droppings. This was his chance.

‘I need to ask you,’ he said, ‘about travelling through time. Can you do it yourself?’

‘Oh no!’ laughed the red-head. ‘But I met a boy who could.’

‘How did he do it?’ asked Felix eagerly.

‘Found a stylus and wrote with it,’ said Carotus.

Felix groaned. ‘That’s what I do too,’ he said. ‘Only I’ve lost it.’

‘Lost it? Holy Jupiter!’ exclaimed Carotus. ‘Where?’

‘In Arelate, I think. I hope!’ said Felix. ‘But it’s a secret. Zoe – my stepsister – doesn’t know. We have to find Furia fast, so I can get back and look for it!’

He began to call as loudly as he could. ‘Furia! Furia!’ But there was no answering Yip!

And when they came to the edge of the wood, he halted, suddenly scared to go any further. What if he found a little furry body lying among the trees? Carotus, though, had no such qualms. He went galloping off, calling Furia’s name.

 Zoe and Petronia came puffing up to Felix.

‘What are you doing just standing there?’ demanded Petronia. And then her voice sharpened. ‘What’s wrong? Has something happened to Furia?’ ‘Of course not. I … I don’t know.’ Felix looked helplessly at Zoe.

Zoe took his hand, then reached out to grasp Petronia’s as well. ‘We’ll all walk in together,’ she said, ‘and look for her.’

Felix knew Zoe was trying to sound calm and confident but he could feel how anxious she was by the grip of her fingers.

‘Let’s all shout together too,’ she suggested, pulling them forward. ‘One, two …’

‘FURIA!’

They could hear Carotus’s voice in the distance like an echo, but there was still no answering bark.

‘If she was somewhere around, she would bark,’ said Petronia. ‘Unless … unless …’ She faltered to a stop.

‘Maybe she hasn’t heard us,’ said Zoe.

‘What’s that?’ cried Petronia.

They all stared at a small hump lying under a tree. Felix felt as if his heart was going to pound right out of his chest.

‘It’s not moving,’ he croaked.

Zoe dragged them a step closer. ‘It’s just a tree root,’ she exclaimed.

 Carotus reappeared, running through the trees. ‘Can’t find her,’ he called.

At that moment there was the sound of a flute being played.

‘Oh no!’ Felix spun round.

Liscus was moving the sheep up the hill. And a big white dog was bounding beside him.

‘That’s Tauron!’ he whispered.

As the sheep stopped to crop the grass, Tauron flopped down in a patch of sunshine, resting his chin on his paws.

Felix began to breathe again.

But the next moment the dog stood up and began to trot around, sniffing the ground.

‘He can smell Furia,’ squeaked Petronia.

They all watched in horror as the dog moved closer and closer to the wood.

Then Felix snapped out of the trance. ‘Come on,’ he shrieked. ‘Don’t just stand here. We have to find her first!’

He began to race between trees, leaping over roots and crashing through branches.

‘Furia, Furia!’ he shouted.

A branch whipped his face, scratching his cheek, but he kept on running.

He could hear Zoe, Petronia and Carotus pounding along behind.

 Then Petronia screamed, and Felix turned his head to see the huge shape of Tauron leaping past.

‘Nooo!’ yelled Felix.

He lunged at the dog, crashing face down on the ground, but Tauron sped on.

The others came panting up behind him.

‘Felix, what’s happened to your face?’ cried Zoe. ‘It’s bleeding.’

Felix struggled to his feet. ‘I’m okay,’ he said.

‘Don’t stop!’ shrieked Petronia. ‘Keep …’

She broke off as the sound of the flute grew suddenly louder. The next instant, Tauron came lumbering back again, heading towards the sound. They stood frozen, staring in horror at something small and red clamped between his jaws.

‘No-o-o!’ gasped Petronia in a despairing voice.

‘Follow him!’ shouted Carotus.

Tauron scampered out of the wood and dropped his loot at the shepherd boy’s feet. As Liscus bent to pick it up, the four of them came rushing up to him. They all gazed at the small blood-soaked bone he was turning over in his hand. Tauron stood panting, his tongue lolling and a pleased expression on his face.

Liscus looked round at the four pairs of watching eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I think this bone must come from your little dog.’
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PETRONIA RAN SOBBING ALL THE way back across the pasture with Felix and Zoe at her heels. As they burst through the gate into the courtyard, Grillius stepped forward, a finger raised admonishingly.

‘Petronia, what is the meaning of this?’ he demanded.

‘Furia is dead!’ wailed Petronia. ‘The shepherd’s dog killed her.’

‘Well, that is no reason for such unseemly behaviour. Pull yourself together before you greet your mother and your uncle.’

Felix glanced across the garden and saw Eugenia and Numerius seated on the marble benches, staring.

Petronia sniffed and tried to walk steadily towards her mother.

 ‘Mother, Uncle Numerius, Furia is dead,’ she said in a small, wobbly voice.

Eugenia pursed her lips. ‘Stop all this fussing,’ she said. ‘And remember your dignity. When we get back to town, we will purchase a new dog for you.’

‘A well-behaved one, like Snowflake there,’ said Uncle Numerius.

Eugenia stroked the little white dog on her lap. ‘You may go to your room now, daughter. We shan’t depart till the morning.’

‘It is too late to leave today,’ growled Uncle Numerius.

Petronia made it into her room before she burst into another flood of tears.

‘I don’t want another dog. I want F-F-Furia,’ she sobbed.

‘By all the gods and goddesses, what is the matter?’ cried Tessilla, rushing up and throwing her arms around her.

‘Furia is dead.’

‘Oh, my little chick. Now come and lie down, and I will make you a nice soothing potion. Angela, run and ask that old wind bag, Rustica, for boiled garlic.’

As the little slave girl hurried out of the room, she almost bumped into Carotus hovering in the doorway.

 The painter caught Felix’s eye and held out his hand. Something small and bloody was lying on his palm. Felix’s heart turned over.

‘Miss Petronia,’ called Carotus, and Petronia turned, her face puffy from crying.

‘The shepherd boy sent the bone for you,’ said Carotus. ‘He thought you might like to bury it.’

‘Oh!’ gasped Petronia. ‘We could … we could make a funeral.’

She glanced questioningly at Tessilla and the nursemaid nodded.

‘A good idea, my chick.’

Carotus placed the bone on a table near the door and slipped away.

A moment later, Housekeeper Rustica marched into the room.

‘Turning up like a bad smell,’ muttered Tessilla.

‘What’s this I hear about the young miss needing a healing potion again?’ boomed Rustica.

‘She is distressed about the loss of her dog,’ said Tessilla, ‘so I naturally sent one of the girls for—’

‘We all know how useless your healing remedies are!’ snorted Rustica. ‘What does the doctor advise?’

Everyone turned to Zoe.

She stared back at them. ‘Uh, I recommend …’ There was a tiny pause and Felix watched her thinking. ‘Lavender scent rubbed on her forehead,’ she announced, giving Felix a flicker of a wink. Lavender was Mum Two’s favourite remedy. She used it for everything, from sleeplessness to stomach-aches. 

‘There is lavender perfume right here,’ cried Tessilla.

She rushed to the low wooden cabinet where some of Petronia’s toiletries were still laid out, grabbed one of the glass perfume bottles and started to sprinkle it over Petronia’s head.

‘I don’t want it now,’ snapped Petronia, ducking away as the whole room filled with lavender fumes. ‘But Rustica, I need … I need a burial container.’ She pointed at the bone on the table.

The housekeeper stared at it. ‘Poor little creature,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘What a sad ending.’

Felix heard Petronia draw in a shuddering breath, then she lifted her chin. ‘Rustica, send me a storage jar the right size,’ she ordered.

‘Yes, miss.’ Rustica hurried out of the room.

‘And girls …’ Petronia turned to her cluster of slaves. ‘Get my darkest clothes ready.’ She turned for the door. ‘I will supervise the flowers.’

As she stalked out to the garden, Felix and Zoe hurried after her.

‘Slave!’ called Petronia.

A man pruning a rose bush snapped to attention.

Felix and Zoe glanced at each other. Their friend was sounding just like Lady Eugenia.

‘Miss Petronia, I am sorry to hear of your loss,’ said the man.

 ‘I will be holding a funeral,’ said Petronia. ‘You may attend. But I will need roses. Choose the best blooms.’

As the man began cutting them with his curved pruning knife, Petronia and Zoe sat on a bench to watch. Felix, of course, had to stand behind them.

‘What else do you need for a funeral?’ murmured Zoe.

‘There should be someone playing music,’ said Petronia.

‘I can play Liscus’s flute,’ said Felix. ‘He taught me.’

Zoe glanced round in surprise.

‘Good,’ said Petronia. ‘But … I don’t suppose Mother will let a dog be buried in the family tomb.’ She scowled. ‘It will have to be beside the road instead.’ All at once, her strong facade crumbled, and her voice began to wobble. ‘There won’t be any monument, though, to show where she’s buried.’ Tears trickled down her cheeks again.

‘We can make a monument,’ said Felix.

‘Yes, all we need is a piece of wood,’ said Zoe. ‘We can write her name on it with … with … I know, you can scratch it on with your stylus, Felix.’

‘No!’ he cried in alarm. He searched desperately for an excuse. ‘It wouldn’t show up enough,’ he mumbled. ‘I … How about Carotus paints it?’ he burst out. ‘And he can paint her picture on it too!’
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‘YOU GO IN FRONT.’

‘No, you stand over there.’

‘I’m carrying that!’

From the gateway, Felix and Zoe watched, bemused, as everyone flurried around the courtyard, trying to arrange themselves for the funeral procession.

‘Pa-a-ax!’ cried Petronia. She stamped over to Zoe’s side. ‘Mogsia, Angela, bring the bone over here,’ she ordered.

The bone had been cleaned, covered with flowers, and laid on a red and gold mantle on a marble bench. The four slave girls ran to grab the corners of the mantle and juggled it awkwardly across the courtyard.

‘Now,’ said Petronia, ‘Tessilla, you and Doctor Zoe carry it to the burial.’

 Zoe and the nursemaid solemnly took the corners from the slave girls’ hands.

‘Do I come next?’ asked a boy about Felix’s age.

He took a step forward, proudly holding out the clay burial jar. His usual job was carrying the tables and serving meals.

‘No!’snapped Petronia. ‘The chief mourner comes next. That’s me. And you girls are mourners too.’

With squeals of excitement, the four slaves sat down to untie their shoes, and pull the pins out of each other’s hair.

‘You should have dark dresses, like me, but never mind,’ said Petronia.

She wore a navy blue dress with red tassels, and a deep purple mantle. Her feet were bare and her long hair tumbled around her face instead of being piled up in one of her usual fancy styles.

The boy with the burial jar looked at her hopefully again, but Petronia ignored him.

‘I need Carotus now and the monument,’ she said. She looked around. ‘Where’s Carotus?’ she demanded. ‘Why isn’t …’

‘Here he comes,’ said the nursemaid.

The red-haired boy strode from the dining room, a broad grin on his face and a large wooden board under his arm.

‘I had to put beeswax on the painting so it wouldn’t wash off in the rain,’ he explained. ‘Here it is, miss.’ He swept it into the air and the whole procession crowded around to see. 

Their chatter dropped to an awed silence. The whiskery little dog looked out eagerly, as if she was about to leap up and lick Petronia’s face. Carotus had painted tiny white dots in her eyes so they glistened, just like in life.

‘I did a good job, didn’t I?’ he said.

Petronia just stared, without speaking, and Felix could see her gulping and trying not to cry.

‘It’s … It’s really Furia,’ she choked out at last.

Then she glared at the watching crowd.

‘Everyone, get in line,’ she snapped. ‘We’re doing the funeral now.’

Felix hurried to the front and lifted the shepherd’s flute to his lips. ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’ wasn’t exactly a funeral tune, but Petronia wouldn’t know that.

Playing slowly and carefully, he led the way out the gate and up the path. When he reached the last note, he glanced back.

The four girl slaves were wailing dramatically, beating their chests and pretending to tear out their hair while Petronia trudged along, head bowed. Following behind, came the rest of the procession: Carotus with his painting, the boy holding the burial urn, three more serving slaves carrying wine and food, and, finally, the gardener, with a spade slung over his shoulder.

 ‘Felix, keep playing,’ said Zoe.

But Petronia had stopped walking. ‘This will be the burial place. Under the old oak tree,’ she said in a low, quavering voice.

Carotus propped the painting at the foot of the tree and the gardener hurried forward. For a few minutes, the only sounds were the thud of his spade and the man’s grunts.

And now, at last, Petronia nodded to the boy with the urn. He pranced forward, pink with importance, and lowered the clay jar into the hole.

Felix felt his own throat tighten as he saw the silent tears streaming down Petronia’s cheeks. She turned to Zoe and Tessilla but when she tried to pick up the bone, her hand was shaking so much she kept dropping it back onto the cloth.

Felix wanted to cry too.

‘I’ll help you, my little chick,’ murmured Tessilla.

She picked up the bone and placed it in the trembling fingers.

Petronia sank to her knees and dropped the bone in the jar. It made a horrible little clunk as it landed and she pressed her knuckles to her mouth.

‘Now … her lead,’ she whispered in a muffled voice, ‘and wine.’

A small serving boy stepped forward, looking solemn and a bit frightened. He was holding a silver wine jug, and a broken cord. The one I brought back when Furia ran away, thought Felix miserably.

 Petronia took the lead and bowed her head over it for a moment. Then she let it slide into the pot and poured on a trickle of wine.

Still on her knees, she raised her eyes to the painting rammed into the ground above the grave. For the first time, Felix noticed the words Carotus had written at the top. FURIA and VALE.

Vale! he thought. That’s the word for goodbye. The word I have to write with the stylus when … when … He clenched his teeth. I will find it! And we will leave!

Petronia began to speak.

‘Alas, what a darling I have lost. Never again will you jump up to give me a thousand kisses or … or greet me with … with …’

Her voice broke, and Tessilla knelt down to wrap an arm around her. Felix remembered the boys at the speech day, pretending to be grieved about a dead son. This real grief was nothing like their acting.

Somehow, Petronia forced herself to go on. ‘Furia, you died, not of length of years, but by the vicious tooth of that hound, Tauron. And I … I lay you now in your final resting place.’

Snatching up a handful of earth, she cast it in the hole, then flung herself, sobbing, into Tessilla’s arms.

‘Hush, dear,’ soothed the nursemaid. ‘You did very well. Now don’t spoil it.’

 Petronia sat back, rubbing her eyes. ‘We … we will have a funeral meal now,’ she said in a muffled voice, ‘and share the food with Furia.’

With Furia?

Felix watched, perplexed, as more serving slaves hurried forward and laid platters of food on the ground. There were dates, walnuts, boiled eggs, bread and some sort of sausages in sauce.

Petronia picked up one of the sausages and took a bite.

‘Furia will like this,’ she nodded, and with a half smile she dropped it into the hole.

‘Vale, Furia, my precious little dog,’ she whispered.
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‘FU, THERE’S THE BAD SMELL,’ said Tessilla as they all trooped back through the gate into the courtyard.

Housekeeper Rustica was standing in the middle of the garden, and she seemed to be waiting for them. She hurried towards Petronia.

‘Thank the gods, tonight is Lemuria,’ she said.

‘Only peasants believe in Lemuria,’ snorted Tessilla.

‘What’s Lemuria?’ asked Petronia, looking from one to the other.

‘You don’t know?’ cried the housekeeper. ‘It’s when you banish the ghost of anyone who has died a violent death. If we don’t observe it, poor little Furia’s ghost will come into the house and terrify us!’

Petronia looked at her in horror and all her attendants gasped.

 ‘It’s a silly, old-fashioned custom,’ said Tessilla. ‘Don’t pay any attention, my chick. Come.’

She led the way towards Petronia’s room, and the slave girls followed, whispering and glancing back at the housekeeper.

‘You won’t be scoffing when the ghost attacks you,’ Rustica called. Then she lowered her gaze to Petronia, still standing staring at her. ‘Don’t worry, miss, and don’t listen to that old snake-tongue. I will fetch you in the middle of the night just as I ought, and we will perform the ceremony. I don’t allow ghosts in my household.’

As she strode away with a loud sniff, Felix gave Zoe an excited nudge. ‘A ghost-banishing ceremony?’ he whispered.

That night, Zoe insisted they should all try to sleep first, and he lay impatiently on his spiky mattress, listening to the murmurs of the girls in the room beside him.

He must have fallen asleep though, because the next thing he knew, Rustica was kicking him awake.

‘Stand up and hold these, boy,’ she growled.

Springing to his feet, he took the bowl she thrust out to him, and peered inside. It was filled with a mound of black-coloured beans.

The sort of thing Mum Two would eat, he thought.

Rustica held a little clay oil lamp in her hand. Its yellowy flame flickered on her face from below, giving her a spooky, ghostly look herself. 

As she glided past him, a small figure emerged out of the shadows behind her – the slave girl, Angela. She had a white towel draped over her shoulder, and she was carrying a washing bowl and water jug.

‘I’m scared,’ she whispered.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t let the ghosts get you,’ Felix whispered back. ‘I fought off the bandits who attacked the doctor on our way here, remember?’

The two of them tiptoed after Rustica into Petronia’s room and fell silent as Petronia climbed out of bed in her long, white sleeping gown. Her face was deathly pale, and her eyes black and shadowed with fear. Even Zoe looked solemn as she took a place beside Rustica.

‘And now …’ The housekeeper faced the door, and gestured to everyone to do the same.

‘I give you warning,’ she barked, her voice startlingly loud, ‘that you must not dare to look behind.’

Felix had to bite his cheeks to stop himself giggling. Of course he would look behind!

‘No one must speak, except me,’ Rustica went on. ‘I will make the sign of protection, wash my hands in the water from the sacred spring, and cast an offering of beans to the ghosts. We will begin.’

Grandly, she raised a fist high in the air, her thumb jutting between her first two fingers. There was a pause, then she turned to Angela and held out her hands. 

Angela, trembling with fright, poured the jug of water over her fingers and dried them with the towel.

Felix held out the bowl of beans.

In silence, Rustica took a handful of beans, glared warningly at her audience, and threw them over her shoulder. Felix heard them plop behind them onto the floor.

‘With these beans,’ Rustica intoned, ‘I redeem this household from danger.’

Without looking back, she took a step towards the door. Her feet were bare and they made no sound. They all shuffled along with her. Felix saw Petronia clutch Zoe’s hand in a tight grip. Another few steps, and they were standing on the verandah.

The courtyard was silent and dark except for the little pool of flickering light around Rustica’s lamp. Nothing moved. The statues, benches and columns were pale and ghostly. All Felix could hear was his own breathing.

Suddenly, Rustica’s voice rent the silence. ‘With these beans …’ She grabbed another handful and threw them over her shoulder. ‘… I redeem this household from danger,’ she boomed.

As she took a few more steps along the verandah, Felix sneaked a glance behind him. Of course there were no ghosts to see, but as he turned back he caught Angela watching him with a look of terror on her face. He grinned at her. 

‘With these beans …’ Rustica intoned again, taking another handful.

Felix rolled his eyes at Zoe.

But the housekeeper kept repeating the words over and over, making her way all around the courtyard. People began to appear in doorways, staring sleepily at the strange procession. Felix heard a few whispers, but no one else spoke aloud.

Finally, they reached the gate, and Rustica chanted the words for the last time. ‘I redeem this household from danger,’ she finished.

She turned to wash her hands again, and then picked up an empty bronze jug and dish lying by the gate.

Felix nearly jumped out of his skin as she clashed them together with all her force.

‘Spirits of the Dead!’ she screamed. ‘Depart! Leave our house!’

She repeated it again and again, nine times, till she was puffing for breath.

Then, at last, she swivelled to look back the way she had come, giving Petronia a prod to do the same.

Felix saw the Roman girl tense with apprehension, her eyes darting towards her own room, and then the colonnade around the garden, where the housekeeper had strewn the beans.

 There were people standing in all the shadowed doorways. But there were no ghosts.

She breathed out a sigh of relief.

‘I have duly performed the sacred rites,’ boomed Rustica.

‘And what a load of hot air that was,’ muttered Tessilla from the shadows.
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‘TIME TO LEAVE,’ CALLED GRILLIUS, from the doorway, and a swarm of boys burst through the door to gather up the bundles and wooden boxes Tessilla had piled up ready.

‘Felix,’ cried Zoe, ‘you carry this one,’ and she grabbed a bundle off her bed. ‘It’s our old clothes,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t lose it!’

Felix took it reluctantly. He didn’t seem to be too good at looking after things.

‘Where is Miss Petronia?’ demanded Grillius. ‘And Tessilla?’

Everyone paused, and looked with surprise around the room.

‘I think they went to say goodbye to Furia,’ said Mogsia.

She was right. Petronia came back with eyes red from weeping, and Felix felt a stab of guilt. Furia getting killed was his fault, no matter what Zoe said. 

‘Hurry, Petronia, it is time to leave,’ said Grillius.

The slaves crowded around to rearrange Petronia’s mantle and wash her face. Then Grillius and Tessilla led her out of the room again, marching each side of her.

Felix and Zoe followed, hurrying to keep up, and found themselves heading across the river garden to a little fleet of rowboats tied up at the pier.

‘What’s going on?’ demanded Zoe. ‘Petronia promised we’d travel by carriage.’

Eugenia greeted Zoe at the pier. ‘Ah, Doctor, I am glad you can accompany us. It puts my mind at ease to know you will be keeping an eye on my daughter’s health.’

But Zoe could get nowhere near Petronia. The pier was crowded with the travellers climbing into boats, and people from the villa handing down their luggage or watching them depart. As Felix and Zoe tried to push their way through, they glimpsed Petronia in the first boat pulling away from the bank.

In moments Felix and Zoe were hustled into a boat themselves, the mooring ropes cast off, and the oarsmen pulling on the oars.

‘Goodbye and good luck, Felix!’ called Carotus, his words almost drowned in all the shouting of departure.

 Zoe’s face was thunderous as they headed up the river and saw the towering forum of Avennio loom into sight again.

They pulled up at a pier just near the town, and as Felix and Zoe clambered ashore, they saw Petronia waiting for them.

‘At last!’ exclaimed Zoe. ‘Petronia, what is going on? Why are we in Avennio? Where are the carriages?’

Petronia pointed to a wide, paved road, a short walk away.

‘Over there,’ she said.

‘Oh!’ said Zoe.

Four wooden carriages, each pulled by mules, were drawn up waiting for them. As Zoe, Petronia, Eugenia and Numerius climbed into the front one, Felix paused to admire the silver decorations glittering all over it. There were small statues of tigers each side of the driver’s seat and silver bells on the harnesses of the mules. When he tried to follow the others, though, he found a curtain swept across the doorway in his face.

The driver picked up the wooden box used for a step, hopped onto his seat and flicked the reins.

‘This carriage is full, boy,’ he called down, ‘you’d better find yourself a ride, quick smart.’

Felix looked around in panic. All the other travellers had vanished, and the first three carriages were already moving off.

 He raced towards the last carriage, threw the bundle inside, and hauled himself up, just as the carriage jerked forward.

‘No room in here,’ protested a voice.

Felix sat up, puffing for breath, and looked around. There was a clutter of wooden boxes on the floor of the carriage, and a bench seat at each end. Mogsia and Angela were seated on the bench behind the driver, but the voice belonged to a haughty girl sitting opposite. He recognised her as one of Eugenia’s slaves.

‘I … can … stay on the floor,’ Felix panted.

‘It’s all right, you can fit next to me,’ offered Angela, sliding along her seat for him.

Felix tried to stand up, lurching as the carriage trundled over the paving stones. He dropped onto the bench, and turned to look through the wide door opening, clutching his bundle tight.

They were rolling past an orchard, and he stared out at the tiny green apples growing on the trees, at the birds flitting through the branches … Bumpety-thump, bumpety-thump went the huge wooden wheels with their iron rims. He waited for the carriage to speed up, but it didn’t.

This is no faster than walking, he thought.

He turned to speak to Angela and saw, to his astonishment, that all three girls had fallen asleep already.

The carriage had reached a vineyard and he slouched lower on his uncomfortable wooden seat, glaring at the boring rows of grapevines. How was he supposed to get through the next few hours stuck in this slow, bone-rattling carriage with no one to talk to? He thought of the last school bus trip when he, Fletcher and Travis had competed making up silly jokes. Their efforts had been so ridiculous, they’d rolled off their seats laughing. What was Travis’s last one? Something about volcanoes and puffer fish? If he could only have Travis and Fletcher beside him now! 

I’ll never complain about Travis’s long, pointless jokes again, he vowed, if only … He drew in his breath. He had to find the stylus again.

He rested his chin on the bundle and frowned out the doorway, not really taking in the view. The moment they got to Arelate, Zoe would demand they leave. Somehow, he would have to make an excuse to delay. Even if Petronia convinced Zoe to look at the town house, that could only take an hour. He’d need longer than that to have a real chance to find the stylus. And if he couldn’t … if he had to tell Zoe …

A wave of loss made his stomach twist in pain.

In the last few days Zoe had become a real big sister. She’d saved him from drowning, stood up for him against the bully Tiro, and covered him with her mantle … If she found out what an idiot he’d been, losing the stylus …

I have to find it again, I have to! And before she realises it’s gone!
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FELIX JERKED HIS HEAD UP. Somehow, he had managed to doze off. He straightened, trying to get rid of the crick in his neck. The sound of the wheels was different, and when he glanced out he saw they had turned off the road onto a dirt track bordered by tall, pointed spruce trees.

The carriage ground to a halt, and he stood up, pins and needles tingling his legs.

Around him, the girls yawned and stretched.

‘We must be stopping for lunch,’Mogsia mumbled.

Felix staggered to the door, and jumped down, shaking his stiff legs. In front of him was a large courtyard surrounded by a single-storeyed white building with a red-tiled roof and a long, colonnaded verandah.

‘Felix!’

 A figure came hurtling towards him from the first carriage. It was Zoe, running with her arms outstretched. She looked as if she was about to pull him into a hug, but then she remembered at the last moment she was supposed to be Doctor Zoe, and she quickly dropped her arms, staring at him instead.

‘Oh Felix, I was terrified you’d been left behind.

I was worrying about you the whole way!’ she gasped out. ‘What happened?’

‘Your driver said your carriage was full,’ he said. ‘But I got a ride in this one, with Angela and Mogsia. They fell asleep though. It was so boring.’

‘My ride was weird! Numerius and Eugenia spent the whole time arguing about who Petronia should get betrothed to. And they didn’t ask for her opinion once, even though she was sitting right in front of them.’

‘Is she still going to marry that doddery old man?’

‘That’s what they were arguing about. Numerius thinks the sun shines out of Dogmatius’s backside, but you’ll never guess who Eugenia has picked.’

‘Carotus?’ asked Felix.

‘Don’t be silly. Petronia’s too high and mighty to marry a boy who used to be a slave. No, remember that speech competition we saw? Well, Eugenia likes the boy who won it, Sebastianus.’

‘The one you said was cute? Does Petronia think he’s cute too?’

 Before Zoe could answer, Angela appeared at her elbow. ‘Doctor, I’ve been sent to tell you they are going to have lunch now,’ said the slave girl. ‘In the garden.’

Felix watched as Zoe joined the other honoured guests sitting around on large, basket-weave chairs in the courtyard.

‘Come on, Felix, we go to the kitchen,’ said Angela.

Felix looked around as they headed across the yard. He couldn’t see any big buildings like the ones at Villa Fontanicum.

‘This place doesn’t seem grand enough for a friend of Lady Eugenia’s,’ he said.

‘It belongs to Icciana, who used to be one of her favourite slaves,’ Angela explained. ‘Lady Eugenia freed her and gave her this farm.’

‘Will she free you and give you a farm too?’ asked Felix.

‘Maybe, if I please her enough! I’d rather have a house in town though. Poor Icciana has to put on a fancy spread every time Lady Eugenia travels to or from Villa Fontanicum.’

As they reached the kitchen, one of the slaves came out carrying a whole pig’s head on a platter.

Zoe won’t want to eat that! thought Felix.

The slaves, of course, had nothing so exciting to eat. Taking some gritty bread and a few dried figs, Felix wandered off to explore. Near the kitchen was a vegetable garden with plants laid out in neat rows. 

And herbs too, he thought, recognising the smell of oregano that Dad put in spaghetti sauce.

There was a woman turning the handle of a winch to draw up water from a large well. And against a wall, lay three strange, tube-shaped baskets. Each had a tiny hole in the side …

Beehives! guessed Felix, seeing a tiny bee come buzzing out.

Further on, a man was cooking something in a huge iron pot over an outdoor fire. As Felix watched, the man dipped a bowl into the pot, and lifted it out, dripping with something white. He tipped it into one of the wooden buckets standing beside him on the ground.

‘Is that milk?’ asked Felix, strolling closer. ‘What are you making?’

‘Cheese,’ piped a tiny, bent woman, trotting up to them.

She heaved one of the buckets off the ground, and lurched off with it towards a small, dilapidated building.

The man dropped the bowl with a clatter into the iron pot. ‘That’s it,’ he said.

He stooped over and, with a loud grunt, picked up a bucket in each hand.

 ‘I can take this one,’ offered Felix, reaching for the last bucket.

It was only half full but he had to grip the metal handle with both fists and use all his strength to raise it a fraction off the ground. He staggered after the man, trying not to slosh milk over the sides.

When he finally made it inside, and thumped the bucket to the earth floor, the tiny woman came hurrying over. She was holding a fig twig, still with its big green leaves attached. To Felix’s surprise, she dunked it in the milk and began to swish it around.

‘What’s that for?’ he asked.

‘To curdle it,’ said the woman. ‘Look, like this.’

She turned to another bucket, where the milk had already turned into a white, lumpy soup, smelling like yoghurt. Plunging in her hands, she squeezed the lumps together and lifted them up to show Felix.

‘See,’ she said. ‘And there are the finished cheeses.’

He followed her gaze and saw there were rows of shelves around the walls. Some of them held baskets filled with the soft white curds, and some of them held rounds of fresh cheeses that had been tipped out of the baskets to dry.

‘Fe-e-elix, where are you? We’re leaving!’

‘Oh,’ gasped Felix, ‘I have to go!’

‘Here, take this for your journey,’ said the old woman, pulling a dry cheese off the shelf.

‘Thank you!’

 The cheese was firm and white with a neat pattern of basket-weave all over it. But as Felix ran with it to the door, he remembered, with a rush of guilt, that he was supposed to be carrying the bundle of clothes! What had he done with it? Had he left it in the carriage? Was it lying in the grounds of this farm somewhere? With Angela running ahead, he kept stopping and looking, his eyes darting everywhere.

‘Hurry up!’ cried Angela. ‘They’re leaving!’

The first carriages were rumbling along the driveway. Angela bounded up the step to the last carriage and as Felix clambered after her, he saw, to his relief, that the bundle was lying on the floor by his seat. He hadn’t lost it!






[image: Image]

‘I’M GOING TO SEE TIGER in a moment!’ cried Angela, as the big arched gateway to Arelate came into sight.

‘Who’s Tiger?’ asked Felix.

‘My pet bird. One of the other girls promised to keep feeding him. But … since Furia got killed, I keep worrying about him.’

‘What sort of bird is he?’

‘A common sparrow,’ snorted the haughty girl on the opposite bench.

‘He’s not common,’ said Angela. ‘He doesn’t have a cage like the birds at Villa Fontanicum but he lives in the garden and feeds from my hand.’

‘Sparrows are for killing and eating,’said Haughty Girl.

‘They are not,’ protested Angela, but Felix recalled the stall where he and Zoe had seen a woman grilling sparrows over a fire. ‘Furia used to chase Tiger, you know,’ she whispered, ‘but she never caught him.’ 

For a moment, there was silence between them.

‘It’s really sad Furia died, isn’t it?’ said Angela.

Felix nodded bleakly. He was remembering walking down the path from the sacred spring and seeing Furia race ecstatically out of the gate to meet Petronia. He could see again that little bundle of brown, white and black fur leaping into her mistress’s arms, covering her face with doggy kisses, and Petronia hugging her back, telling her how she’d missed her …

Then he realised they were nearly at the archway, and he jumped to his feet, shoving the bundle under the bench. He had to start looking for the stylus!

‘What are you doing?’ cried Angela.

‘Just …’

He lurched across the swaying floor, grabbing the doorframe. It was here that he’d tried to hire the carriage.

His eyes flew over the paving stones, searching for a glint of bronze between the toes of scampering children, the plodding feet of porters, the bare feet of beggars. As the carriage trundled on, he kept on standing, peering out. The stylus had to be here, somewhere …

One street was so packed with shoppers they flowed off the footpaths and onto the road. Felix felt a stab of shock as he caught sight of a little dog darting among them – a funny little dog just like Furia, with tufty brown, white and black fur. A wave of fresh misery poured over him. It couldn’t be Furia, of course. Furia was dead. 

A woman tried to pick up the dog, but it nipped her hand, and darted away. Felix shook his head and half-smiled. That was just what Furia would have done.

The little dog came scampering past the carriage, almost under the wheels.

‘There’s a dog who looks just like Furia,’ exclaimed Mogsia, pointing past Felix.

‘No, it’s even smaller,’ said Angela.

‘It must be a stray. Look how muddy it is,’ said Felix.

But as they all peered out the door after it, the little scrap of a dog disappeared.

Now they were turning into a street Felix recognised. He saw the jewellery store where Zoe and Petronia had hidden in the shadows, and beyond it, the wide steps and fancy portico of the house. His eyes scoured the last few metres as the carriage began to slow. He hadn’t found the stylus yet …

There was a shout from the girls behind him.

‘We’ve arrived,’ cried Mogsia.

Felix leaned further out the door. Two of the carriages were pulling up ahead and a crowd of slaves had come out of the house to greet them. As Petronia climbed down the step from the second carriage, there were gasps and cheers from the waiting slaves. 

‘The goddesses be praised!’

‘The young miss is healed!’

And then, with a fusillade of yipping, the stray dog burst into sight again, zooming along the road, its tiny paws moving in a blur.

Petronia spun round. ‘Furia!’ she screamed.

‘No,’ Felix called, ‘it’s not …’ And then he stared in disbelief as the scrap of brown, white and black fur hurled itself into her arms and began to lick her face all over.

‘Furia,’ sobbed Petronia. ‘You’re not dead! You must have walked back from Avennio all by yourself, you poor, clever little dog!’

Everyone stared in astonishment, and Felix felt his whole face split into a grin.

So it was Furia I saw in the crowd! he thought. And that bone didn’t come from her at all!

Laughing with excitement, he leapt from the carriage and galloped towards his friend.
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‘PETRONIA, THIS IS NOT A seemly way to behave,’ growled Grillius, muscling his way in front of Felix.

‘But it’s Furia!’ cried Petronia. ‘She’s not dead!’

Felix tried to dodge around the broad back of Grillius to pat the little dog too, but before he could manage it, Grillius was shooing Petronia into the house.

‘Young lady, stop making a spectacle of yourself in the street,’ he scolded.

The other slaves went swarming in after them, and by the time Felix managed to get through the door, Petronia and Furia had been mobbed by Tessilla, Zoe, Angela and the other girls, all gawping and exclaiming.

‘It’s impossible!’

 ‘I can’t believe it!’

‘There, my little chick, I told you she’d come back.’

‘After all that worrying …’

‘I said it looked like Furia.’

As Felix wormed his way through, Petronia turned to him with an ecstatic smile.

‘Can you believe it?!’ she cried.

Laughing, he shook his head and stretched out his hand to the little dog. Instantly, Furia’s tiny tongue shot out, covering his fingers with kisses.

‘She must be starving!’ he exclaimed.

‘Now, my chick,’ he heard Tessilla say, ‘you had better go and lie down or you’ll make yourself ill again.’

‘No!’ cried Petronia, and she sent a pleading look at Zoe.

‘She needs to spend time with her dog,’ said Zoe in her doctor’s voice. ‘But … without all this crowd around.’

‘Hmff.’ Tessilla looked put out, but she always obeyed Zoe’s instructions. ‘I must supervise the unpacking,’ she said. ‘Come, girls.’ She jerked her head at the four slave girls and began to make her way out of the room.

Angela, though, spun back to push something into Felix’s hands. It was the bundle of old clothes. ‘You left this in the carriage,’ she said. ‘You could have lost it.’

 In a rush, all Felix’s worries about the stylus came pouring back. He glanced at Zoe. She was rolling her eyes at him and shaking her head. He gave her a weak, guilty smile.

But she doesn’t know the half of it yet! he thought.

‘Angela,’ said Petronia, ‘go and tell them in the kitchen to send food for Furia. And now, Zoe, I am going to show you the house.’ She lowered Furia to the floor with a pat, and linked her arm through Zoe’s. ‘And then we will look around town,’ she announced.

‘Remember, we can’t stay long,’ warned Zoe.

Felix glanced towards the front door.

‘Uh … I think I’ll go outside and—’

‘No!’ exclaimed Zoe. ‘You are not wandering around on your own.’

Felix sagged in frustration. He really needed to search for the stylus. He picked up Furia and rested his cheek on the little dog’s head.

‘Ew, you stink,’ he whispered. What on earth had she been rolling in?! There were suspicious-looking dry lumps in her fur.

‘Now this room,’ said Petronia, waving her hand around the big hall they were standing in, ‘is where Mother sees her clients.’

Felix followed reluctantly as Petronia led them around the room. It had columns decorated with gold paint, an ornamental pond, and a mosaic floor with pictures of fish and fierce-looking faces.

 ‘And now you must meet Grandfather,’ said Petronia, stopping in front of a small cupboard. ‘Here he is.’

She pulled open the door and the gruesome head of a man almost popped out at them. He had a fixed, glassy stare.

‘Augh!’ screeched Felix, jumping back and crashing into Zoe.

Furia let out an indignant yip and Zoe gasped.

But then, ‘It’s not real,’ said Zoe scornfully. ‘It’s wax or something.’

‘Yes, it’s wax,’ said Petronia. ‘They did a good job, didn’t they? Grandfather was a delegate to the emperor. And this one …’ She opened another cupboard. ‘… is Great Grandfather.’

This time, even Zoe squealed. Great Grandfather had a wig made of actual hair, and glistening glass eyes, but the wax of his face was melted and sagging.

‘I wish I could show you my other grandfather,’ said Petronia, ‘but he’s at Uncle Numerius’s house.’

‘What about your grandmothers?’ demanded Zoe. ‘Where are they?’

‘No one makes wax heads of women,’said Petronia.

‘Why not?!’ protested Zoe. ‘You’re always telling us how important your mother is.’

‘Yes, but she can’t be a government official like a man.’

‘Huh,’ said Zoe. ‘So what does she do then? Who are these clients she sees?’

 ‘They’re … just people who come every morning. Mother gives them money and sometimes they ask for other help too. Then when she goes out they follow her so everyone can see how many clients she has, and how important she is.’

Felix remembered the people he’d seen crowded around Eugenia’s sedan chair.

‘When I’m older,’ added Petronia, ‘I want to have so many clients they will block the roads!’

‘Petronia, you don’t just help people to make yourself look important,’ said Zoe.

‘Why not? I like being important,’ said Petronia.

Zoe rolled her eyes.

But now they had reached the end of the room, where double doors led into a small courtyard garden. As they stepped through, Felix saw a startled movement near the foot of a statue, and Angela jumped to her feet. A little brown bird fluttered out of her hand, chirruping in alarm.

‘Angela,’ said Petronia sharply. ‘I—’

‘That’s Angela’s pet sparrow,’ Felix told her quickly. ‘His name’s Tiger. She missed him.’

Petronia paused, then closed her mouth again and just marched across the garden. Angela threw Felix a grateful glance, and scuttled off.

They proceeded through another grand reception room, through more double doors into another, larger garden.

 ‘We have two courtyard gardens,’ explained Petronia, ‘because this used to be two houses. Mother joined them together.’

With a delighted yip, Furia wriggled out of Felix’s arms, bounded forward and jumped into the pond. It ran around three sides of the courtyard, almost like a moat, and was dotted with low, bubbling fountains.

The dog splashed around, yipping and trying to bite the gushes of water.

‘Furia,’ groaned Petronia.

‘At least she’s getting clean,’ grinned Felix. ‘She was very grubby.’

The little dog lolloped out again, trailing water, and shook herself vigorously.

At that moment a slave boy came hurrying across the garden with a large platter of food.

‘Miss, where would you like this?’ he asked.

Petronia looked at the wet dog. ‘In the garden, I think,’ she said.

She sat on a marble bench and, to Felix’s astonishment, patted her lap for Furia to climb up. The first day he’d met her, when Furia had gone for a swim in the bathhouse, Petronia wouldn’t go near her pet! Now, she didn’t seem to mind at all that the dog was soaking her dress while she fed her tiny tidbits with her fingers.

‘Felix, we didn’t tell you the good news,’ exclaimed Zoe. ‘Lady Eugenia won the argument!’

 ‘What argument?’

‘You know. About who Petronia should marry. Eugenia finally insisted that Petronia was her daughter, and it was her job to choose. And she chose Sebastianus!’

‘Yay, good riddance Dogmatius,’ said Felix.

Petronia flicked an awkward smile at them. ‘You’re right. It will be nicer to marry someone closer to my own age.’

‘And he’s cute, isn’t he?’ said Zoe.

Petronia lowered her head again, her cheeks going pink, and went back to feeding Furia.

Felix sighed, and glanced around. There was a verandah all around the garden with doors leading into more rooms …

I hope we don’t have to look in those rooms too! he thought.

Zoe bent close to his ear. ‘Do you know Petronia has absolutely no friends apart from us?’ she whispered.

‘What about at school?’

‘Apparently Roman girls don’t go to school – at least, only some of them do. Petronia just has tutors. We’re the first friends she’s ever had, and she’s really upset about us leaving.’

Felix bit his lip. If he didn’t find the stylus, at least there’d be one person who’d be happy! But they couldn’t really stay …

 ‘Petronia, when are we going to look around town?’ he blurted out.

For a moment there was no answer. He watched impatiently as Furia licked Petronia’s fingers.

Then she smiled and stood up. ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Furia will be sick if she eats any more.’

‘Woo hoo!’ cheered Felix, and he bounded in front of the others towards the front door.






[image: Image]

AS PETRONIA SKIRTED THE POND in the entrance hall, she lifted one hand to snap her fingers. Instantly, a slave, waiting like a statue by the wall, came scuttling over.

‘Send for Grillius and my attendants,’ ordered Petronia.

Zoe and Felix barely had time to raise their eyebrows at each other before Grillius and the three slave boys popped out of a side room.

‘I wish to show Doctor Zoe the statue of Great-Great Grandfather,’ said Petronia.

‘Ah,’ said Grillius, ‘that would be proper. But …’ His mouth turned down as he eyed her, standing there with a wet Furia in her arms, dripping all the way down her dress. ‘You need to look more respectable to make an appearance in the street.’

 So Angela and Mogsia were sent for, and while Felix jigged with impatience, the girls rubbed Furia dry, tidied Petronia’s hair, and draped her in a large, ornate mantle with bright pink tassels.

At last they were ready. To Felix’s surprise, Petronia insisted on carrying Furia. They set off, Grillius in the lead, Petronia and Zoe a few steps back and the three boys behind. The slaves were all clothed in grand attire too, to show off the importance of the household. Grillius wore his bright green cloak fastened at the shoulder with a shiny bronze pin. The slave boys had bird decorations woven into their tunics – though the smallest one’s clothes were a bit too big, and his green leggings concertinaed around his ankles.

As everyone else proceeded slowly and elegantly, Felix scampered to and fro around the boys, scanning the ground in every direction for a sign of the stylus.

They hadn’t gone far when he caught a glimpse of something glinting between the paving stones. With a thrill of triumph, he dived to snatch it up. But it was only a broken loop from an earring. He threw it down in disgust.

‘Eia, that could be valuable,’ exclaimed Ursico, the tallest slave boy, scrabbling to pick it up again.

‘Is it gold?’ demanded the slave next to him, peering through a fringe of dark curls.

‘I want to see,’ said the littlest boy.

‘It’s mine,’ said Ursico, clenching it in his fist.

 Now, as Felix went on hunting, he could feel the eyes of all the boys watching. The next time he bent to pick something up, a figure pounced in front of him.

‘I got this one!’ yelled Curly-locks in triumph.

‘Hush, Quartus,’ said the smallest boy, glancing anxiously at Grillius.

‘Who cares about old Grillius,’ snorted Curly-locks, but they all began to walk quietly and sedately again.

‘Quartus, what did you pick up?’ demanded Felix crossly.

‘A coin,’ smirked Quartus, showing it to him.

Felix sighed. He wished he had his friends from home to help him. Travis would come up with some whacky idea, like sweeping the streets with a giant magnet – was bronze magnetic? – while Fletcher would make LOST STYLUS notices to put all over town. For an instant Felix thought a notice might actually be a good idea. But no – Zoe would see it and know he’d lost the stylus.

You don’t care what Zoe thinks of you, Fletcher would scoff.

But, Yes, I do care what Zoe thinks of me … now, thought Felix.

‘Hey,’ he said, looking at the boys walking beside him, ‘why did the dinosaur cross the road?’ Three pairs of eyes stared back at him in bewilderment. ‘Because chickens weren’t invented yet!’ he said, bursting into sniggers.

 The three boys looked blank.

Oops, thought Felix, maybe Romans don’t know about dinosaurs.

He bent his head, and kept on searching.

Then, just before they reached the bathhouse the procession veered off the path. Felix glanced up, annoyed.

Grillius was leading them through a colonnade between a perfume shop and a small temple into a garden.

‘There’s Great-Great Grandfather,’ announced Petronia and she came to a halt in front of a tall, startlingly-coloured statue standing on a pedestal among the trees and flowers.

Great-Great Grandfather was carved in stone and dressed in something long, white and drapey – The sort of costume people put on when they’re pretending to be Romans, thought Felix. He had highlights of glittering gold in his painted hair and beard, aqua blue eyes, and bright red straps on his shoes.

‘He’s … amazing,’ said Zoe.

‘Mother has just paid for his paint to be touched up,’ said Petronia. ‘And she pays to keep this park tidy too. Come and look around.’

As the two girls wandered off, Felix glanced impatiently towards the road. They were wasting time in here!

But Furia, Grillius and the boys were having fun. The dog eagerly sniffed every tree, Grillius began chatting with another man, and the boys squatted on the pebbled path to play a game. The smallest one gathered up two of the pebbles, put his hands behind his back then held out his fist. 

‘One or two?’ he demanded.

‘Two,’ guessed Quartus.

‘No, only one,’ hooted the little boy, opening his fist to show. ‘First point to me. Now, guess how many this time.’

‘Felix!’ called Zoe.

He turned to see the two girls sitting on a stone bench a long way into the park. Petronia was glancing around, as if to check no one was near. The moment he drew close, she leaned towards him.

‘I’m planning how to build one of those … those play gardens like we saw in your time!’ she whispered. ‘Mother always complains there isn’t anything new the city needs. We already have a bathhouse and theatre and stuff. But I know something new!’

‘We’re trying to work out what equipment they can make,’ said Zoe. ‘Swings would be easy, but I don’t think they could make a slide …’

‘I want one of those climbing things,’ said Petronia. ‘They looked fun. And that would be easy to make from wood and rope.’

‘How about a sandbox?’ suggested Felix.

‘What’s that?’

 ‘It’s a big … er, box filled with sand. Big enough for lots of children to sit in.’

‘What do they do in it?’

‘Uh …’ Roman children wouldn’t have plastic dinosaurs and toy diggers. ‘You could give them … old pots and tiny spades to build little forts with,’ he suggested.

‘Good!’ said Petronia. ‘And I’ll put up a big inscription telling everyone that I built the very first play garden in the city!’

Zoe gave her a look. ‘Petronia, it’s not about—’

‘I know, it’s not about looking important,’ said Petronia, ‘and I am doing it so children have somewhere fun to play. But still …’ She glanced sideways. ‘It is nice to be recognised! And maybe they’ll even put up my statue,’ she added with a cheeky smirk.

But Felix had had enough of standing around chatting.

‘Where are we going to look now?’ he asked.

‘Nowhere.’ Petronia stood up and clicked her fingers for Furia. ‘It’s time to go back for dinner.’

Felix stared at her in dismay. He hadn’t found the stylus yet!

‘And it’s time for us to leave,’ said Zoe. ‘We’ll just grab our old clothes. If I’d known we were heading nearly all the way to the bathhouse, I would have brought them with us!’

 Felix felt his whole body sag. Unless, by some miracle, the stylus happened to be lying, dropped, just near the baths, he would have to tell Zoe it was lost … He trailed moodily behind the others as they headed back to the town house.
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‘AH, DOCTOR ZOE,’ CRIED EUGENIA, as they came through the front door. ‘Dinner today will be in your honour. I have invited my friends and clients to meet the wonderful doctor who cured my daughter.’

‘Oh no, we … I …’

Felix leapt to Zoe’s side. ‘It’ll only take a few seconds in our time,’ he hissed in her ear. He held his breath while Zoe hesitated.

At last, ‘Thank you, Lady Eugenia. I am delighted,’ she replied.

Felix gasped in relief. While Zoe was eating, he’d have one last chance to look!

But first, he had to sneak away …

The dinner was taking place in one of the rooms opening off the large courtyard garden. Felix hung back as Petronia and Zoe, followed by Tessilla and Grillius, entered through a pair of double doors. Felix caught a glimpse of a huge room filled with smiling people in glowing, colourful robes. 

But he didn’t wait to see more. Bursting with impatience, he turned and raced back again – past the bubbles of water spouting in the moat, through the bigger reception room, across the smaller courtyard … and then … He jerked to a stop.

The steward was blocking the front door. Memories of his first visit came flooding back. He remembered that man eyeing him up and down, ordering him to use the side door. So that must mean … He spun round. Yes, there was a room on the left, and through that … He dived inside. There was the little door.

The woman he’d seen that first day was still there, but she barely blinked as Felix flew past. He yanked open the door, and almost trod on a beggar sitting on the ground outside. Felix gasped. He recognised the stump of a leg, the claw of a hand, the tattered clothes …

The old man stared back at Felix and hacked out the same long, wet cough. ‘Money?’ he pleaded.

‘Oh! I’ll … I’ll see what I can find,’ Felix stammered.

He turned and pelted back up the stairs to Petronia’s room. With any luck … Yes, there was that little pouch of coins, lying on a table. This wasn’t stealing. The man had helped them to find Petronia’s family. 

‘Here,’ he said, thrusting two shiny nummi into the man’s hand.

And now he was racing along the street, past the jewellery stall, past the shadowy doorway where the girls had waited for him.

That was where Zoe asked me to give her the stylus, he thought, with a sharp stab of regret. If only …

But no, he’d been too cocky. He’d insisted on keeping it himself … Oh! He skidded to a halt, remembering.

He had checked his pocket to make sure the stylus was still inside. And it had been!

He spun round. That meant it didn’t fall out between here and the bathhouse. It had fallen out … He began to run again, head bent, eyes raking the ground. He must have lost it later, heading this direction, towards the city gate.

All that searching this afternoon was a waste of time, he thought crossly.

He zigzagged from one side of the road to the other, checking every paving stone, peering into porticoes, even kicking mule droppings aside in case the stylus was hidden underneath.

Every now and then, he glanced round to check he was going the right way. Yes, there was the stinky laundry he had seen last time with people tramping around in huge troughs. There was even a man peeing in the big pot outside again. 

Then he realised his shadow was stretching tall in front of him, and he looked anxiously over his shoulder.

The sun was sinking. It was getting late.

Help!

If he didn’t get back before sunset, the guests would be gone, and Zoe would be looking for him.

But I can’t go back till I find the stylus! he thought.
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HE GLARED AT THE SUN, willing it to stop in its tracks, and then he dashed forward, his eyes darting feverishly over the ground.

‘Sorry! Sorry!’ he gasped, as he crashed into hawkers, trod on people’s toes and knocked shoppers’ baskets out of their hands.

Shouts and exclamations followed him as he ran.

‘Oi, watch where you’re going!’

‘What’s the panic?’

‘Slow down, lad.’

But he couldn’t slow down.

He hurdled over a hen that was running, clucking and flapping, from a chasing boy. He almost got his fingers crushed snatching something off the road before the wheels of a mule-drawn cart trundled over it.

 He veered around a man with a little black goat, who was shouting and gathering a crowd.

‘Fortunes!’ he heard the man yelling. ‘Let the goat predict your future!’

‘Will my wife have a son?’ called someone in the audience.

As Felix panted past, he glimpsed the man hand over a coin, and the fortune-teller bend to hear the goat’s bleating.

‘She says “yes”!’ he proclaimed, and everyone cheered.

I wonder if the goat could help me, thought Felix.

But he didn’t have any money, so he ran on. The arch to the docks was rising up on his left, but … He thought of the rough crowds, the man throwing dirty water in front of Zoe, Tiro almost punching him … He wouldn’t go in there again unless he had to. He’d search the city gate first, just down the hill …

He threw a glance upwards and his heart gave a wild lurch. Pink was spreading over the sky! The sun was really setting now!

He swung his head from the gate to the direction of the house. Did he have time to rush back?

No, he thought in despair, it’s too late. The guests will already be leaving and Zoe will be tearing around the house in a panic looking for me.

He covered his face with his hands.

If I have to tell her I’ve lost the stylus, that we’re stuck in the past … No, I can’t do it!

He flung round and began searching again. He’d find the stylus before he saw her. She’d be angry with him for going off on his own but at least she need never know about his losing the stylus.

But now, as he worked his way down the hill, he noticed that everyone else seemed to be rushing in the opposite direction. And there were strange rattling and scraping noises to either side of him. He glanced around, puzzled. Shopkeepers up and down the street were dragging wooden shutters along grooves in the footpath, closing up their stores. And now he noticed there were no more carts rumbling over the paving stones.

As he stood there, staring in bewilderment, the street grew more and more quiet. In a few seconds it was silent and deserted. Even the beggars were gone.

I’m the only one left! he thought. Except the four soldiers standing at the city gate with their pointed spears.

He felt suddenly frightened. What did everyone else know that he didn’t? Was it too dangerous to be out in Arelate at night?

He bit his lip.

I’ll run all the way to the gate, he thought. It can’t be dangerous there, with the soldiers guarding it. And it won’t take long to search – with the streets empty.

 But before he could move, there was a scuffle and a squeak in the shadows between the buildings. Felix’s heart flipped. Was someone being attacked?

He looked at the soldiers guarding the gate. They didn’t move.

Should I try to help? he thought. But I’m only a kid.

Then a stray dog came padding out, a rat clamped in its jaws, and Felix blew out a breath. He began to scurry down the hill, his eyes shooting across the ground from side to side. As he neared the gate, he started flicking nervous glances at the soldiers. Maybe there was some law that people had to get off the streets at sunset. Were they going to be angry?

When he reached them, they looked down at him fiercely. Their tall, shiny helmets had curved points that reared on top, like the crests of cockatoos.

‘It’s late,’ growled one of them. ‘Evening’s not a time to be out on your own. What are you up to?’

‘I … I dropped something. I just want to look for it. I’ll be right back.’

He dashed through the gate and peered around. Twilight had closed in, cloaking everything in a grey murk.

‘What have you lost?’ demanded the soldier.

‘A … a bronze stylus,’ said Felix.

‘Pah,’ snorted the man. ‘A valuable thing like that wouldn’t lie around here for long!’

 The words hit Felix like an explosion. Of course, with all the beggars and children in the streets … He pictured Ursico, Curly-locks and Quartus scouring the ground for dropped valuables …

But it has to be somewhere for me to find, he thought, in a wave of panic. It has to be!

‘Give up, boy,’ said the man.

No! thought Felix.

‘Go home,’ rumbled another soldier.

Home?! Felix felt his jaw start to tremble. I might not have a home anymore! he thought.

He scanned desperately over the paving stones.

‘It might be there!’ he cried, noticing a few straggling weeds growing at the side of the road. He dived towards them and plunged his fingers among the long grasses, scrabbling eagerly. The stylus could have rolled in here, out of sight … But he straightened up, defeated.

‘You’re right,’ he muttered. ‘It’s not here.’

Dragging his feet, he made his way back through the gate again. In front of him lay the way to the docks. He drew in a deep breath. That was the only place left to look. But … If he went there now, he’d have no big stepsister to stand up for him and take charge, and no Petronia with her queenly ways, warding off the men.

But … I have to go, he thought.






[image: Image]

THE ARCHWAY TO THE DOCKS was like a shadowy cave. Felix stepped nervously through and gazed around. Last time he’d been in this square he’d been almost trampled by bleating goats, mule carts and shouting men, but now it was eerie, silent and deserted.

And huge, he realised. He’d have to search fast. It was getting darker every minute.

He began to scurry across the paving stones, his eyes flying left and right. The square was surrounded by colonnades, each one a pool of shadow. He ran to the first colonnade and peered around the columns.

Eeek!

He nearly jumped out of his skin.

There was a body lying there!

And then it gave a loud snore. Felix blew out a breath. It was just a drunk sleeping in a doorway.

 Heart still hammering, he dashed around the rest of the square. There were no more bodies.

But there was no stylus either.

And it was growing gloomier and gloomier. By the time he reached the ramp that led to the boat bridge, it was so dark, the river was just a black vastness stretching in both directions, and he could barely see the ramp or the bridge.

I’m too late! he thought.

But, Don’t give up! Don’t give up! whispered a voice in his head.

He clenched his fists. ‘No, I won’t give up,’ he muttered. Somehow, even in this utter blackness, he would go on looking.

Pulling off his shoes, he began to cross the ramp, using his bare toes to feel around for the stylus. It was unnerving, stepping where he couldn’t see. The minutes seemed to stretch into hours, but finally he was suspended over the black pit of the river. He could feel the boards of the bridge swaying up and down under his feet. He groped for the rail and kept on moving one foot in front of the other.

He must have been halfway across when he noticed the flickering lights on the opposite bank.

That’s where the barges are moored, he thought. The lights will be coming from the fires on board, or maybe from the oil lamps of the men guarding them.

So it won’t be so dark over there! he realised, with a surge of excitement.

 He almost sprinted off the bridge, then slowed down again, scanning eagerly around. On this side, he could just make out his feet, and the grey surface of the dock.

And he was no longer alone. Three boatmen were crouched in front of the first barge, playing some sort of game. They were half-lit by the pale glow of an oil lamp on the ground beside them, and half hidden in shadow. One of them glanced up as Felix tried to sidle past.

‘Eia, look at this,’ he cackled. ‘A creeping little mouse.’

‘You’re taking a risk, boy, wandering around on your own at night,’ said another one, and gave an evil leer. His mouth was almost toothless, and in the spooky yellow light he looked like a Halloween pumpkin.

‘Let’s teach him a lesson, friends,’ said the third, and they all began to laugh, lumbering to their feet.

Felix stared back in terror. Should he try to run away? Or would that just egg them on? He could never out-run these huge, muscly men …

Thoughts of Zoe flashed into his mind: Zoe yelling ‘Hey!’ at Tiro when he’d tried to knock Felix over, Zoe turning furiously on Tiro, telling him they’d paid their fares, that Felix didn’t need to work …

Zoe was never afraid of bullies. He wished she was here now.

 He tightened his jaw, and tried to glare back, like Zoe would.

‘Can you … teach me … how to play your game?’ he said, his voice coming out in a squeak. He indicated the dice in the first man’s paws.

‘Play the game? That’s a good one!’

They all guffawed, slapping their legs. But now their mood had changed.

‘Shove off, little mousie, and stop bothering us,’ growled the Halloween pumpkin, and they all crouched down again and went back to tossing their dice.

Trembling, Felix stumbled to the next mooring post.

This was the spot where Lady Luck had been tied up. There was a barge there now, a long, dark shape with a lone figure hunched over a fire pot, but Felix barely glanced at it. He was intent on the ground in front of him. This was where Tiro had pushed him. This was where the stylus might have fallen out …

‘What are you up to, Rat?’ growled a familiar voice.

Felix’s head shot up. The figure rising to his feet, a black silhouette beside the fire, was Tiro, and the barge was the Lady Luck.

‘I’m … looking for something I lost,’ said Felix.

‘What does a rat like you have to lose?’ scoffed the prowman.

 Felix scowled. He had something extremely important to lose! ‘A bronze stylus,’ he announced.

A grin spread over the prowman’s face. He bent down, rummaged among his sacks, and straightened up. ‘You mean … this?’ he said, and he opened his fist to reveal a small bronze rod lying on his palm.

Felix gaped. That was it! That was the treasure he’d been seeking for seven days.

‘How … ? Where … ?’ he stammered, and then, ‘It’s mine! Give it back!’ he shouted, and he darted forward, stretching out his hand.

‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Tiro, clapping his fist shut and raising his arm in the air. ‘You want it – you pay for it.’

Felix stared at the stylus waving tantalisingly above his head. And suddenly all the terror he’d been bottling up, all the frustration at Tiro’s bullying, came spilling out. With a howl of rage he launched himself at the prowman, pummelling him with his fists, yelling and screaming. He felt a hand grasp him by the neck of his tunic, almost choking him, then he was flung backwards onto the dock. He sprawled, winded, then sprang up again, but now there were boatmen from all the other barges charging along the dock towards him. They closed in, their faces hostile, their stances menacing.

‘I warned you to shove off,’ snarled Pumpkin Head.

 Felix stood panting, staring around in despair, then back at the gloating Tiro.

‘You can have your little stylus back, Rat,’ said the prowman. ‘You just have to pay me a hundred nummi.’ His lips curled in a smile. ‘Go on. Go find the money.’

Felix felt a wave of helplessness pour over him. He couldn’t fight all these men on his own. But he had to get the stylus back. He’d have to find a hundred nummi somehow!

He turned to leave but the other men were blocking his way.

‘Let him through,’ growled Tiro. ‘He’s going to fetch me some loot.’

As the other men stepped grudgingly aside, laughing, Felix slipped between them and began to run.
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HE PANTED AND STUMBLED THROUGH the darkened streets, waves of terror and elation sweeping through him. He had found his stylus – but he had no idea how to get it into his own hands.

A hundred nummi. A hundred nummi! he kept repeating to himself. How am I going to get that?

Something squished under his bare feet and he slid and shuddered and ran on. There were no street lights, only an occasional glimmer through a slit in a closed shutter to guide his way.

And as he passed the dark and silent buildings, one after the other, a new fear gripped him. How on earth was he going to get back inside Petronia’s house? The doors would be closed tight, and everyone would be asleep. Except, of course, for Zoe …

 A groan burst out of him. He had wanted so desperately to have the stylus safe in his grasp before he saw her again, and now … His steps slowed to a stagger, his breath coming in sobs.

And now here he was in Petronia’s street. Through eyes blurred with tears, he saw, to his astonishment, that the steps and the portico were shimmering with light. Someone was standing at the open side door, holding up a lantern, and peering the wrong way up the road.

He would know that figure anywhere now.

‘Zoe!’ he gasped in a loud whisper.

She spun round.

‘Felix!’

And then she was running towards him, her lamp swinging wildly.

‘Felix, what happened to you?’

She dumped the lantern on the ground, and threw her arms around him, and he hugged her back, tight as tight, as though he would never let her go. For one instant he felt safe again, safe in her arms. Everything would be all right. Zoe would fix it.

‘Did you get lost, you idiot?’ she asked, with a crack in her voice.

He pulled away, scrubbing his cheeks with the back of his hand.

‘I … I lost …’ He started. But then he looked into her face, and he still couldn’t do it. He couldn’t tell her the truth. He couldn’t bear that look of concern turning into accusation. ‘Yes, I got lost,’ he mumbled. 

‘I told you not to go out on your own,’ she scolded. ‘I knew you’d get lost or something.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘Well, we’re stuck here for another night now. We can’t go waltzing around in the dark looking for the bathhouse. Come on. You can sleep on the floor in Petronia’s room. I’ve got Tessilla’s bed again.’

But before they went upstairs she tiptoed to a boy sleeping against the front door, and stood the lamp beside him. It had curved, yellowish walls with a flame burning inside and it cast a pool of golden light around him.

‘He’s the lantern boy,’ she whispered. ‘He’s supposed to be ready in case anyone arrives late at night.’

As they crossed the courtyard towards the large reception room, they walked carefully, trying not to make too much noise. Zoe glanced at Felix’s feet.

‘What have you done with your shoes?’ she demanded.

‘I …’ Felix couldn’t tell her they were lying in the square by the docks.

But Zoe didn’t seem to expect an answer.

‘You’re hopeless,’ she grunted, but he glimpsed a smile as she shook her head.

 A lamp glowed in a bronze stand at the side of the room, casting enough light to see their way up the stairs.

‘Do you know Eugenia has a slave for every single job,’ whispered Zoe. ‘There’s that boy to let people in the door, a slave to look after the furniture, a slave to look after the silver, a slave to mend clothes … There’s even a slave to keep the other slaves in order!’

They reached the balcony at the top of the stairs, and she fell silent. Slaves lay asleep in front of each bedroom door, wrapped in their cloaks. Felix and Zoe stepped carefully over Mogsia, padded into Petronia’s room, and peered around in the darkness.

‘She’s asleep,’ hissed Zoe.

Felix could just make out their friend, her head on a striped pillow, breathing softly. Furia was snuggled under her arm.

When he looked back at Zoe, she was pulling the cover off the other bed. It was a thick red blanket with a woven border of birds and leaves.

‘You can sleep on that,’ she said, spreading it on the floor.

‘But … you’ll be cold,’ he mumbled.

‘We’re both going to be cold,’ she answered gruffly. ‘Now go to sleep.’

Felix heaved a silent sigh as he lay down. He was sick of sleeping on the floor. He had never appreciated how much of a luxury it was to have a nice soft mattress, a pillow and a cover. 

One hundred nummi, he thought bitterly. One hundred nummi! How am I going to get one hundred nummi?

He closed his eyes. Would Petronia have a hundred nummi? It sounded an awful lot of money, if you could buy food and medicines for only a couple of nummi …

He was dreaming of rivers of coins pouring over him when he realised that someone was trying to wake him.

He opened his eyes to see Petronia kneeling at his side, shaking his shoulder.

‘Felix, where did you disappear to last night?’ she demanded. ‘Zoe was frantic!’

He sat up and stared at her in surprise. He’d never heard Petronia worry about anyone else’s feelings before. Maybe she was learning to be a bit less of a princess.

‘I got lost,’ he said.

‘Well, now you’re here, you can convince Zoe to stay longer,’ said Petronia.

On the other bed, Zoe gave a loud yawn, then yelped and leapt off the bed. ‘Is it morning?’ she cried. ‘Come on. Time to leave.’ She grabbed their bundle of old clothes and began to untie it.

Felix’s stomach twisted with dread. This was it then. This was when he had to confess to losing the stylus. He drew in his breath.

 ‘I told you, you can’t leave without seeing the theatre!’ Petronia burst in. ‘Felix, make her change her mind. Mother gave tickets to everyone at the dinner. And the show’s this morning. It’s silly to miss it.’

Felix felt a glimmer of hope. If they could manage to stay a bit longer, then maybe …

‘W-what’s the show about?’ he stammered.

‘It’s irrelevant,’ said Zoe. ‘We are not going. We’ve already stayed days longer than we meant to! Here, put these on top of your tracksuit pants!’ She tossed his T-shirt and the pink dress towards him.

‘But …’

‘You can’t miss the theatre!’ Petronia wailed. ‘They have real mountains and sheep and rivers and jugglers and monkeys and smoke. You have to see it!’

Felix saw Zoe hesitate as she tugged the elephant dress over the long white tunic she’d worn for sleeping.

Quickly, he jumped in. ‘You said it’s this morning?’ he asked Petronia.

‘Yes, we’ll go as soon as Grillius comes to fetch us!’

Zoe bit her lip.

‘It’ll take barely a moment in our time,’ said Felix, trying to sound persuasive.

If he could delay them even a few minutes, there was a chance something might happen so he could get the stylus back.

 ‘I’ll be ready,’ he added hastily, yanking off his brown tunic and thrusting his arms into the T-shirt and pink dress. ‘But … let’s just watch a little bit first. We can’t leave Roman times without seeing real Roman theatre.’

He turned his eyes on his stepsister, and held his breath.
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‘ALL RIGHT, JUST FOR A little bit,’ said Zoe grudgingly.

Petronia cheered and Felix blew out a huff of relief.

‘We should grab opportunities whenever we can,’ he said. ‘That’s what my …’ He trailed off, and Zoe rolled her eyes.

‘Don’t tell me … it’s what Darren says,’ she finished for him.

Petronia was bouncing with excitement. ‘You’ll love it,’ she said. ‘You’ll want to see the whole show.’ Then her face fell, and she grabbed Zoe’s hands. ‘But don’t leave afterwards. You and Felix are my only friends.’

‘We have to,’ said Zoe.

Petronia pouted, then scooped up Furia and pressed her face into the little dog’s fur. ‘You love me, don’t you, Furia?’ she said.

 Zoe sighed. ‘It’s not that we’re not your friends,’ she said, ‘but we can’t stay in your time forever.’

‘I don’t see why not,’ grumbled Petronia.

Felix looked at her in dismay. He’d been hoping she’d help him get the stylus back, but if she didn’t want them to leave …

‘Oh, I nearly forgot.’ Petronia dropped Furia to the floor and picked up something from one of the side tables. ‘Here’s your ticket, Felix,’ she said, pressing it into his hand.

It looked more like a coin than a theatre ticket, carved out of something white, like bone. On one side was a head wearing a funny hat with wings sprouting from it. On the other side was a Roman numeral.

‘That tells us what entrance to go in,’said Petronia. ‘We sit right up the top. At least … Zoe and I get to sit. You’ll have stand with the other slaves.’

‘Make sure you stay where we can see each other, Felix,’ warned Zoe, ‘so I can wave when it’s time to slip out.’

At that moment, Tessilla came bustling through the door followed by a bunch of slaves.

‘Time to get ready,’ she called.

‘Come on, Doctor!’ cried Petronia. ‘You need your hair done too.’

‘My last Roman makeover,’ Zoe whispered, leaning towards Felix. ‘Then home!’

 She sat down with Petronia and while they were having their hair plaited, twirled and pinned, she kept sending him secret smiles. He gave her ghostly grimaces back. All he could think about was the bathhouse wall and that moment when she would turn to him, expecting him to produce the stylus …

And I won’t be able to, he thought. Unless …

An idea was beginning to trickle into his mind. If Zoe couldn’t see him in the crowd in the theatre, then maybe … It would mean missing the show, but …

His thoughts were interrupted by breakfast, and he had to rush around breaking Zoe’s bread for her and pouring her wine and water.

Two sedan chairs were waiting to take them to the theatre. Lady Eugenia stepped into the first.

‘Doctor, you will accompany my daughter,’ she ordered, peering through the curtains, and Zoe’s face lit up with excitement as the two girls clambered inside the next chair.

They all set off: two sedan chairs, a wave of chattering clients and attendants, Felix, Angela, and an agitated Furia dancing on the end of a lead. As they pushed their way through the people streaming towards the theatre, a crowd even bigger than Eugenia’s came surging right down the middle of the road.

That’d be enough clients to satisfy Petronia, thought Felix, staring at the musicians tooting on long pipe things, men holding flaming torches, boys singing, girls scattering roses, all with wreaths of flowers and leaves balanced on their heads. Other people stopped to watch and cheer, even the crowd around Eugenia.

‘That’s the procession for Mercury,’ said Angela.

‘Who’s Mercury?’ asked Felix. ‘He must be really important.’

Angela gave him an amused glance. ‘He’s the god, of course. It’s the festival of Mercury today. Look, here comes his statue.’

Mercury was being carried by four men, high on a platform at the back of the crowd. He was naked except for a cloak over one shoulder and …

The funny hat with wings, thought Felix, recalling the head on the ticket.

A goat with pink roses and coloured ribbons wound around its horns trotted in front of the statue. The sight of it reminded Felix of the fortune-teller … And suddenly, in a Travis-like flash of inspiration, he knew how he could earn some nummi.

I can be a fortune-teller! he thought. I’ll sneak out of the theatre, and Angela can help with her sparrow. I’ll pretend it tells me things. Maybe I can earn enough money before Zoe finds me again!
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 ‘Angela …’ he burst out.

Then he stopped, staring in dismay across the road. As the parade passed, Tiro and the other boatmen from the night before had come into sight. They were charging along, swinging their huge muscly arms, as if they would thump anyone who got in their way.

Including me, thought Felix.

‘What are you staring at?’ asked Angela.

‘Those … men,’ he croaked.

He couldn’t take his eyes from the boatmen’s big stomping boots. They seemed heavy enough to punch holes through the paving stones – and easily heavy enough to trample a boy. He remembered the way the men had threatened him down at the dock.

Then Tiro turned his head in their direction, and Felix shrank back, a sick feeling in his stomach.
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FELIX TRIED TO HIDE BEHIND Angela, but the prowman’s searching eyes picked him out.

‘Look, the rat’s over there!’ he bellowed.

The other boatmen – and other people in the street – turned to see where he was pointing. Felix wanted to sink into the ground.

Then a leer spread over Tiro’s face. He reached into a pouch hanging from his belt and drew out something that glinted in the morning light. ‘I’ve still got it!’ he trumpeted, waving the stylus tauntingly in the air. To Felix’s dismay, he began to swagger across the road.

‘Got the money to buy it back yet?’ he roared.

Felix cringed, glancing anxiously at the sedan chairs. To his horror, Zoe was tweaking the curtain open to look out. He saw her catch sight of Tiro – saw her eyes widen as she spotted the stylus in his hand … And then every speck of colour drained from her face. 

‘I’m sorry,’ moaned Felix under his breath.

The next moment, with a snarl, Furia tore away from Angela and hurled herself at the prowman.

‘Furia,’ shrieked Angela as the clever dog sank her tiny sharp teeth into his arm.

‘Get this beast off me!’ roared Tiro, trying to shake free. ‘Here, catch,’ he yelled, lobbing the stylus towards Pumpkin Head.

‘That’s mine!’ yelled Felix, but when he tried to step in the way, the other fellow batted him to the ground with a thump of his elbow, and scooped the stylus out of the air.

‘Give it back,’ demanded Felix, leaping to his feet again.

He had a glimpse of a crowd of gaping faces, standing around staring, and Tiro still trying to fight off a snapping, snarling Furia.

Then Pumpkin Head snorted, ‘Here, Oico,’ and tossed the stylus to one of the other boatmen.

‘Vah, watch how you throw it,’ snarled Oico, dropping it as the tip stabbed his palm.

Felix threw himself towards it, but Oico had already snatched it up, ignoring the blood dripping from his hand.

 ‘Too slow, boy,’ he taunted, and tossed the stylus back to Pumpkin Head.

The next instant the stylus was flying from man to man and Felix was charging from side to side, trying to snatch it back.

‘Stop it! Stop! It’s mine!’ he yelled.

But they went on teasing him, laughing, throwing it lower and lower, feinting that they were going to toss it one way, then throwing it in another.

Tiro strode over to join in, and Felix spun round to see Angela clutching Furia, watching with frightened eyes, and Zoe … No, he didn’t dare look at Zoe again.

‘Here, Tiro,’ yelled Oico, tossing it towards the prowman.

‘Noooo!’ screamed Felix and he tried to fling up his hand to block it.

But against his will, his hand jerked out of the way before the stylus could stab into it, and the whole crowd burst out laughing.

Felix screwed his eyes shut, burning with rage and humiliation. He tried to take a breath. Mum Two would tell him to centre himself, to calm down …

This is your chance to get it back, he told himself, gritting his teeth. Enough stuffing about. Next time they throw it … Just get it! Even if it pierces right through your hand. Or your heart … Even if it kills you!

 He opened his eyes again. To his dismay, Tiro was dropping the stylus back into his pouch.

‘Missed your chance, Little Rat,’ he sneered.

Felix stared as Tiro turned to leave.

‘No!’ he yelled. ‘You’re … you’re just scared I’ll catch it, you … you … mouse!’

Tiro spun back, his face contorted in rage.

‘What did you call me?’ he growled.

‘Mouse. Mouse. Mouse!’ shouted Felix, his heart thudding so hard against his chest, he thought Tiro must hear it.

‘I’ll show you mouse!’ roared Tiro.

And snatching the stylus from the pouch again, he flung it with all his strength.

But this time Felix was ready. As it streaked over his head, he leapt backwards, his hand flying into the air … The stylus was hurtling, a gleaming arrow, sharp and fast … It was coming down … Every nerve in Felix’s body screamed at him to dive out of the way … But he lunged towards it, his arm on fire, and …

SNAP!

He stared, stunned, as the stylus trembled in his fist.

He’d done it!

Cheers rose around him. People clapped and stamped their feet. Big, nasty Oico swung an arm around Felix’s shoulders.

 ‘Well done, boy, you got it!’ he chuckled.

Tiro came storming over, but the other boatmen punched him on the shoulders.

‘Come on, Tiro, the little rat’s won it. Fair and square.’

And now, at last, shaken and shocked, Felix turned to look for Zoe. But she wasn’t in the sedan chair … She wasn’t anywhere in the mass of faces. And then he saw her, pushing her way roughly to the front of the crowd.

She burst out and flung her arms around him.

‘Hey, you can’t hug your slave,’ he protested, his face pressed into her shoulder.

‘I don’t care!’ she cried. ‘You’re not really my slave. You’re my brother. And I don’t care what anyone thinks of us now. We’re leaving anyway. But …’ She straightened up and looked into his eyes. ‘What happened? How did that bully get your stylus? When did he get it?’

Felix took a deep breath. ‘He must have got it ages ago,’ he said. ‘I was too scared to tell you, but I’ve been trying to find it ever since we got on the boat.’

‘On the boat?! You mean this whole time you’ve been worrying about the stylus being lost?’

He nodded glumly.

‘Oh, Felix!’ She pulled him close again. ‘You are an idiot.’ He could feel her leaning her cheek on his hair, then she raised her head again. ‘But you are brave too. You stood up to that bully Tiro and you beat him!’ 

Felix grinned. ‘I did, didn’t I?’
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‘YOU LOOK AFTER IT NOW,’ said Felix, thrusting the stylus at Zoe. ‘My pockets aren’t safe!’

He watched anxiously as she pushed it to the bottom of her bag.

‘Don’t lose it,’ he warned.

‘I’m not the one who loses things!’ she snorted, but he could tell she was only teasing him. And suddenly he was bubbling over with happiness. He’d won the stylus back, he was about to see an amazing performance, and then he was going back to his own world, to Dad and Mum Two, Fletcher and Travis …

‘I wonder how they make mountains and rivers on a stage,’ he said, as Zoe began to tug him through the crowd.

‘They’ll just be painted backdrops,’ said Zoe.

 Felix was disappointed. ‘Maybe the sheep’ll be real,’ he said hopefully.

They reached the sedan chair, where Petronia was peering out, obviously burning to ply Felix with questions. But with Grillius standing watchful at her side, all she could do was send Felix sparkling glances through her window.

Zoe climbed in and settled back on her cushions, and as the two girls bent to whisper to each other, Felix felt a stab of guilt.

Petronia is going to be left without friends again, he remembered.

But what else could they do?

The theatre was a huge structure at the top of a hill. On one side, was a towering, curved wall with tiers of arched openings all the way around. As they drew near it, Felix tilted his head back to gaze up at the stone carvings of stamping bulls, rearing horses and flying cherubs that decorated the archways.

No wonder Petronia couldn’t believe a theatre would fit onto a ship, he thought. This place is humungous!

Men were streaming through entrances dotted around it, but the women all seemed to be heading for the one doorway.

One lady, arriving with her crowd of attendants, held out her arms as Eugenia stepped from her sedan chair.

 ‘My Eugenia,’ she cried.

‘Dearest Donata,’ answered Eugenia, and they kissed each other on the cheek.

Standing by Donata was a girl dressed in a long robe down to her toes, and gold loops with red stones dangling from her ears.

She’s about Petronia’s age, thought Felix. And I don’t think she’s a slave …

The girl seemed to have her own slave, who was holding up a large ginger cat for her to pat. And behind her was a man, hovering the way Grillius did near Petronia. Only this girl’s Grillius was old and doddery.

Then Donata noticed Zoe and Petronia emerging from the other chair.

‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, turning to the girl with the cat. ‘Valentia, this is Eugenia’s daughter, Petronia. I’ve mentioned her to you a few times.’

‘It is lovely for our daughters to meet at last,’ said Lady Eugenia. ‘Girls, I trust you will be friends …’ and the women moved slowly towards the entrance, chatting together.

Valentia turned and gave Petronia a wide, friendly smile.

But Petronia, to Felix’s astonishment, ducked her head, an uncertain expression on her face.

Grillius is always making such a fuss about being modest in public, he thought.

 ‘She doesn’t know how to make a friend!’ he whispered to Zoe.

Zoe drummed her fingers on her shoulder bag, then spoke to Valentia herself.

‘Is that your cat?’ she asked.

The girl turned her smile on Zoe. ‘Yes, he’s called Bucco.’

Petronia’s eyes flicked upwards and she stretched out her hand to pat the cat. ‘He’s nice,’ she said. ‘I’ve got …’

At that moment, Furia broke away from Angela again, and came yipping through the crowd.

‘Oh no!’ groaned Felix and Zoe together.

Felix dived to grab Furia by her collar, but before he could reach her, Bucco leapt to the ground, arched his back, and faced the dog, spitting and hissing. Furia skidded to a halt, stopped in mid-bark, and stared with her round black eyes at the creature in front of her.

‘She’s never seen a cat before,’ giggled Petronia.

The two animals were about the same size, one sleek and elegant, the other bandy-legged and ugly.

Both girls knelt down to stroke their pets, and the old man standing behind Valentia peered over her shoulder.

‘Valentia,’ he quavered. ‘Do not keep your mother waiting. As the wise Cicero said, Duty tells us to fulfil our obligations to our parents.’

 Valentia rolled her eyes at Petronia, but she stood up. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘We’ll sit together, and our pets can get to know each other too.’

As the two girls headed shoulder to shoulder through the archway, smiling at each other, Felix nudged Zoe.

‘Looks like Petronia’s got herself a Roman friend,’ he whispered happily.
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INSIDE THE ENTRANCE WAS A flight of stairs, then a tunnel that wended upwards, then more stairs, then another tunnel …

They finally emerged right at the top, at the very back of the theatre – the part Dad called ‘the gods’.

Ushers were leading the grandest ladies to high-backed chairs arranged behind a wooden railing and a row of columns. When Zoe sat down, Felix took up a post standing beside her, staring over the railings. Thousands and thousands of men were crammed onto curved tiers of stone benches below.

Far down at the bottom was a semicircle of marble floor with a gigantic red curtain hanging across the back.

‘Hey,’ said Felix, leaning down to speak in Zoe’s ear, ‘why aren’t thieves allowed on a stage?’

 She gave a resigned sigh. ‘Go on, tell me,’ she said. ‘Why aren’t thieves allowed on a stage?’

‘Because they’d steal the show!’ he spluttered. ‘Get it?’

The corners of her mouth actually curled up in a smile. Then suddenly, the red curtain began to drop, disappearing down a slot in the floor. Felix gasped out loud as a mountain came into view, and for an instant, he didn’t realise it was just painted wood. There were real bushes and trees jutting out of it, and real water trickled from a fountain down the side, like a river.

This is as good as Petronia said! he thought as the audience ooh-ed and ah-ed around him.

He glanced at the girls. Zoe was staring with her mouth open, but Petronia and Valentia were whispering to each other, their pets on their laps.

Furia’s actually behaving! thought Felix.

He grinned to himself and looked back at the stage. Real sheep were wandering around on it. One of them trotted behind the mountain, leaving little brown deposits on the floor, and the audience tittered.

But now, for the first time, Felix noticed the back wall of the stage.

‘Wow!’ he breathed.

It towered up taller than the mountain, divided into tier after tier of arched doorways and columns. Colourful statues posed between the columns, and among them was a figure of a naked lady with pink-painted skin, a neat twisty bun, and a bit of drapery over her legs … 

The Venus of Arles! Felix realised, remembering what the lady in the shop had called her.

But this statue was not plain white like the ones in the shop – and she was huge, even bigger than a real lady!

He bent eagerly towards Zoe. ‘Did you see the Venus statue?’ he whispered.

She looked puzzled for a moment and then her eyes widened. At the same instant, a cheer rose from the audience, and Felix jerked upright again. An actor was flying through the air on the end of a rope! He had a big heavy mask over his face, with gaping holes for eyes, a red-painted mouth, auburn curls and … wings sprouting from a cap on his head.

Mercury! guessed Felix.

As the man bounced onto the stage there was a blare of music – Well, not exactly music … thought Felix, gaping at the motley band on the marble floor below. They were clashing cymbals, clattering wooden clappers with their feet and shrilling on long thin pipes. Then a few of the statues along the back wall began to sing.

‘Oh!’ gasped Felix. Some of them were real people.

 Mercury danced to the middle of the stage, held out something round and golden to the audience, then he turned and darted up some steps to vanish through another door in the wall.

‘What’s it all about?’ Felix demanded, leaning towards Zoe.

‘How should I know?’ she answered.

The singers started up again, and Felix strained his ears, trying to make out the words over the racket of the band. Then another figure appeared, prancing down the steps at the back of the stage. She was dressed in a saffron yellow robe, with a shiny band around her head, and a sceptre in her hand.

Is she supposed to be a queen? wondered Felix.

He felt Zoe tug at his dress, and he bent down so she could put her mouth to his ear.

‘Petronia says all the characters are the same actor. A man called Pylades,’ she said.

A man! Felix watched Pylades sashay up the steps again. He’s a good actor. He really looks like a lady.

‘Pylades pretends to be three different goddesses,’ Zoe shouted over the noise of clapping. ‘The story’s about a beauty competition or something, and the winner gets that golden apple.’

The next goddess was something to do with war. On top of her mask, she wore a battle helmet.

But the audience didn’t seem impressed.

‘Bring on Venus!’ yelled someone.

 They began to hoot and whistle, and Furia bounced up on Petronia’s lap, yipping excitedly. Then a few men lifted their arms and started hurling things. The goddess turned and stomped angrily off the stage.

‘Ve-enus!Ve-enus!’ chanted the audience of men.

Felix watched the back wall intently. How was Pylades going to turn himself into a lady with no clothes on?

Suddenly, a masked figure peeped around the central door of the stage and the chants broke into a storm of cheering. The actor was wearing a mask painted with bright red cheeks, a simpering smile and big coils of hair touched with real gold. Then Venus swanned into sight – wearing a long, floaty gown – and pranced around the stage, hips swinging while the theatre was somehow filled with the scent of perfume. The audience clapped, cheered and stamped their feet, and Felix and Zoe rolled their eyes at each other and laughed.

The show ended with Venus, proclaimed the winner, raising aloft the golden apple.

In a spectacular finale, a fountain of saffron mist shot out the top of the mountain, and floated downwards, covering the sheep below in a cloud of yellow.

The audience erupted, cheering and throwing shoes and hats into the air, and Felix and Zoe jumped up too, stamping and yelling. Felix glanced across at Petronia and saw that she, Valentia and their two mothers were clapping politely, while Furia danced around barking and Valentia’s cat clawed at the railing and yowled. 

Zoe, her eyes still sparkling, turned to Petronia. ‘Goodbye,’ she cried.

The smile fell from Petronia’s face and she jumped to her feet.

‘Stay,’ she pleaded. ‘It isn’t finished …’

Zoe shook her head. ‘We’ve stayed long enough,’ she replied, and she gave Felix an eager push towards the exit.

He stumbled a few steps then halted and swung back. ‘Wait, I can’t just …’

Petronia was standing in the middle of the cheering crowd, staring after them. But as he lifted his hand to wave, her new friend called her attention and she turned away.

Then a loud trumpeting noise from the band made him glance down at the stage. Someone was blowing a long instrument like an elephant trunk. And, gallivanting into sight, came a monkey on the end of a string, pulling a man in a jingling red and yellow jester’s hat.

‘Zoe, look!’ he exclaimed.

His stepsister heaved a sigh. ‘Felix, you’ll always find something more to see,’ she said. ‘But we have to leave. Come on. We’re going home.’

 And suddenly Felix’s heart was leaping with excitement. Home! They were going home! He turned his back on the monkey, and Petronia, and followed Zoe into the tunnel.
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HURRYING ALONG THE EMPTY STONE walkway, Felix began to giggle.

‘Did you notice what the Romans call this tunnel in Latin?’ he asked.

Zoe thought for a moment, then, ‘Vomitorium!’ she squawked, and they both exploded into laughter.

‘Shh, shh!’ hissed Zoe, trying to stop.

‘Maybe we’re supposed to vomit all the way,’ sputtered Felix and he made a loud retching noise.

‘Stop it,’ scolded his stepsister, but she was still giggling too.

With a final ‘Bleuagh’, Felix raced ahead, jumped down the last few steps and pounded out of the tunnel.

‘Come on,’ he yelled, and pointed to the left. ‘That way!’

 They flew past children playing the pebble game, a group of men arguing at a corner, a cobbler hammering a shoe, a juggler twirling knives, a boy driving a herd of pigs down the middle of the road …

There’s still so much to see! thought Felix.

‘Slow down!’ panted Zoe, holding her ribs. ‘I’ve got a stitch.’

And then they reached the place where Felix had fought with Tiro, and he glanced at Zoe’s shoulder bag.

‘The stylus is still safe, isn’t it?’ he blurted anxiously.

Zoe patted her bag. ‘All safe,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry.’

He shook his head. He still couldn’t believe she wasn’t complaining, or blaming him for losing the stylus.

A week ago, if someone had told me Zoe could be nice to me, he thought, I would have laughed my head off. I don’t think I’d even have believed she would dive in to save me from drowning! I’d have pictured her standing on the boat and cheering. But now …

And then he stopped short, as if someone had caught him by the back of his dress and held him tight. Would she still be like this when they got back? What if it was just because they were two people from the future, alone together in a strange world?

‘Zoe …’ he began.

 ‘Look, there’s the funny stripey wall of the bathhouse!’ she exclaimed, and they both broke into a run again.

‘Watch out for mule dung,’ he called.

‘Watch out yourself. You’ve got bare feet!’ Then, ‘There it is!’ Zoe gasped, coming to a halt and pointing at the AVE he had scratched into the bricks. It was just at the perfect height now.

She pulled the stylus out of her bag and held it towards him.

He looked at her. ‘Do … do you want to do it?’ he offered.

‘Me?’ Her eyes widened. Then she smiled and shook her head. ‘No, you were the one who dragged us into this. You fix it!’

He turned to the wall.

‘Wait! I nearly forgot!’ she cried. She gripped a big bunch of his pink dress in her hand. ‘Okay. Ready now.’

He looked at her, waiting, her face lit up with excitement.

Please don’t change, he thought, and he pressed the stylus into the brick and began to scratch … V … A … L … E …
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‘OUCH!’ SPUTTERED FELIX, AND HE sat up and glared at the crowd of people hanging over him. Someone had just poured cold water all over his face.

Shoving the stylus in his pocket, he lumbered to his feet.

‘Hourra! Bravo!’ the strangers cheered in French.

Then they all turned to Zoe, still lying on the ground with her eyes shut.

‘No!’ yelled Felix, and he grabbed the arm of the eager woman about to pour water over Zoe’s face as well. ‘Leave her alone,’ he ordered, and he dropped onto his knees at his stepsister’s side.

‘Zoe,’ he whispered.

Her eyes shot open. ‘Ew, why are you dripping on me?’ she complained, and he sprang away, eyeing her nervously.

 She sat up and rubbed her forehead.

‘We’re back,’ he said, and watched as she looked around, taking in the crumbling bathhouse, the motor scooter parked on a kerb, the pizza sign at the cafe where they’d eaten lunch. She heaved out a deep, relieved sigh.

‘And no Romans this time,’ added Felix.

But their rescuers were still babbling excitedly in French. One woman rushed into the cafe, and came back with a tea towel for Felix to dry his hair.

‘Merci,’ he said.

And now the crowd were trying to herd them towards the cafe.

‘Venez manger! Quelque chose à boire!’ they urged. ‘Eat! Drink!’

‘Er, thank you. No. We’re fine now,’ said Zoe.

She rolled her eyes at Felix and he grinned back at her, his heart lifting.

It took a lot of ‘Mercis’ and ‘Nons’ but finally they persuaded the do-gooders to leave them alone.

‘Phew!’ exclaimed Felix. ‘And now …’

He peeled off the wet pink dress, tossed it to Zoe and dived at the bathhouse wall. ‘Still here,’ he cried, waving his shoes and socks in the air.

‘Never mind those,’ exclaimed Zoe when he sat down to pull them on. ‘Find your watch! Quick! What time is it? We have to be back by four forty-five!’

 He bounded to his feet and turned to the wall again. But as his hand closed around the soft-drink bottle, he felt a flicker of anxiety. What if his calculations were wrong?

With a sidelong glance at Zoe, he pulled out the watch.

‘It should be about eight minutes after four,’ he muttered.

He lifted his thumb to switch it on, then hesitated, staring at the blank, dark face of the watch. How much time had those interfering busybodies wasted? ‘Actually, it’s probably a quarter past four by now,’ he said.

‘Come on!’ squawked Zoe.

Taking a breath, he pressed the button.

‘Four fifteen!’ he shrieked, holding out the watch to show Zoe.

She gaped as if he was showing her an Olympic medal.

‘We’re back in loads of time!’ he beamed. ‘We can get that Venus statue, and … Wait, I just need to put this back.’

He reached into his pocket – the one without the hole – and pulled out the stylus.

‘Aren’t you going to keep it to show your friends?’ demanded Zoe.

‘Nah, that’d be a waste. I can’t use it at home,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave it here so someone else can travel through time.’ He dropped it into the bottle, making sure the message was safely tucked around it. 

‘Well … at least tell the next person about the two and half minutes thing. Here, I’ve got a pen.’ Zoe began to rummage in her bag again. ‘A real pen,’ she added, lifting her eyes and giving him a smirk.

Felix shook his head, grinning too. ‘Let them work it out for themselves. That was half the fun.’

As he propped the bottle in the crack, he felt Zoe sling an arm around him.

‘It was fun, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘Except when you decided to fall in the river!’

‘But you saved me,’ said Felix.

They were both silent, staring at the glass bottle glinting in the sun.

‘Hey,’ said Zoe suddenly, ‘why did the boy throw the clock out the window?’

Felix turned to gape at her.

‘Because he wanted to see time fly!’ crowed Zoe.

And they both burst out laughing – even though it wasn’t very funny.

‘It’s not … that bad … having a kid brother,’ hiccupped Zoe.

‘Not as bad as having a big sister,’ snorted Felix, and he ducked as she pretended to punch him. ‘Pax, pax,’ he cried, the way Tessilla did, and for a moment he could almost see the nursemaid in her white, stiff headscarf.

 ‘All right, enough mucking around,’ said Zoe. ‘Let’s buy that statue.’

But when they reached the shop, Felix let out a groan.

‘Oh no, I forgot to bring back any coins for my friends!’ he cried. ‘Couldn’t we get just two here?’

‘Coins?’ Zoe’s mouth curled at the corners, and reaching into her bag, she pulled out a leather pouch like Petronia’s. ‘You mean these?’ She tipped the pouch over her hand and a silvery stream of coins poured out.

‘What the … ?’

‘Lady Eugenia gave them to me this morning. For looking after her daughter.’

‘Cool! Can I have a couple for Travis and Fletcher?’

‘You can have enough for your whole class if you want. Now come on …’ She dropped them back in the pouch. ‘Before Mum and Daz get totally frantic.’

Felix stared at her. She’d said ‘Daz’, not ‘Darren’!

And then they were bursting through the door of the shop together, laughing and jostling.




GLOSSARY

Ai – Latin exclamation expressing grief or concern.

Apse – Semicircular-shaped alcove in a building.

Aramo – Roman name for modern Aramon.

Arelate – Roman name for modern Arles, pronounced ‘ah-rey-lah-tay’.

Ave – ‘Hello’ in Latin, pronounced ‘ah-way’.

Avennio – Roman name for modern Avignon, pronounced ‘ah-wen-ee-oh’.

Barge – Flat-bottomed boat used to carry cargo on a river.

Bien sûr – ‘Of course’ in French.

Colonnade – A row of columns on the front of a building or supporting the roof of an open walkway.

Druentia – Roman name for the Durance River, pronounced ‘drew-en-tiya’.

Eia – ‘Hey!’ in Latin.

Fermé – ‘Closed’ in French.

Fu – Latin exclamation indicating a bad smell.

Hawker – Someone selling goods in the street.

Hypothermia – Dangerously low body temperature, first described by ancient Greek doctor Hippocrates.

King Priam of Troy – The story of Troy (a city in what is now modern Turkey) and its long war against the Greeks is told in the poetry of Homer, much admired by the Romans and studied in their schools. 

Latin – Language spoken around the Roman Empire.

Mantle – Shawl-like cloth draped around the body.

Merci – ‘Thank you’ in French.

Mercury – A messenger god.

Nummi (singular: nummus) – Low value coins used in the 4th century Roman Empire, pronounced ‘nou-mee’.

Pax – ‘Quiet!’ or ‘Peace’ in Latin.

Portico – A grand entrance with columns.

Prow – The pointed front of a boat.

Prowman – Boatman who stands in the prow, testing the depth of the water with a stick.

Rhodanus – Roman name for the Rhône River.

Roman – A person living anywhere in the Roman Empire (which included most of Europe and the Mediterranean), or their way of life.

Sequere me – ‘Follow me’ in Latin.

S’il vous plaît – ‘Please’ in French.

Stylus – Shaped stick for writing in wax.

Tarusco - Roman name for modern Tarascon.

Ubi est Grillius? – ‘Where is Grillius?’ in Latin.

Vah – Latin exclamation of surprise or anger, pronounced ‘wah’.

Vale – ‘Goodbye’ in Latin, pronounced ‘wah-lay’.

Venus – Roman goddess of love.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

IT IS A THRILL BEING an author – creating characters, making up scenarios for them and then working out how they respond. I always think I am in control, but then the characters take on lives of their own and don’t always behave quite the way I planned. In A Message Through Time, I never knew that Felix was going to tell jokes till they started popping out of his mouth. I am not the sort of person who tells jokes myself, so I don’t know where these came from!

When I wrote my previous book, The Boy Who Stepped Through Time, I worked for the first time with a collaborator – my sister! Tamara is a historian and archaeologist specialising, very conveniently, in ancient Roman times. It was exhilarating having someone to bounce ideas off and to do all the intensive detective work needed to get the historical details correct. We quickly decided that one book together wouldn’t be enough, so we promised ourselves that any intriguing detail we discovered about Roman life that didn’t fit into The Boy Who Stepped Through Time would go into our next book. I also discovered that I absolutely love writing time-slip. It is so revealing and thought-provoking to throw modern people into the past and see how they react – and cope! It is also a great lark to bring someone from the past into the future, so I decided to do that in A Message Through Time. 

The characters for my books are often inspired by real people. Perry from The Boy Who Stepped Through Time is based on my nephew. When his older sister read the book she commented, ‘I’m glad I’m not the one you sent back through time!’ As soon as she said that, I knew I would have to include a teenage girl who didn’t want to go back in time in my next book – and that was the beginning of Zoe’s character.

A Message Through Time is not a sequel to The Boy Who Stepped Through Time and you don’t have to read one book before the other. I had terrific fun sending completely new characters into the past. This time, my main characters are not prepared at all for what happens to them. Felix and Zoe know nothing about Roman times and are dressed in completely inappropriate modern clothes. However, I couldn’t resist creating some links between the two books, so I let some of the characters from The Boy Who Stepped Through Time make tiny, but important, reappearances.

Anna Ciddor, Melbourne, 2023




THE TRUTH BEHIND THE BOOK

Researcher’s Note

EVERY DETAIL OF ROMAN LIFE in this story is based on archaeological evidence or Roman writings, mosaics, paintings and sculptures. Even though I have been researching Roman archaeology for forty years, to find the information Anna needed for this book and for The Boy Who Stepped Through Time, I read more than one thousand books and articles and sent questions to archaeologists and historians around the world. I hope you enjoyed finding out about Roman barges, sacred springs and ghost banishings as much as I did!

Arles (Arelate)

The story is set in 315 CE, when Arles was an important city, with a new public bathhouse. Few houses in town had private bathrooms, so people went to bathhouses to wash and also for exercise and entertainment. Bathhouses had libraries and meeting places, so we have imagined that a school speech competition might take place there. Arles had a very grand theatre decorated with marble and statues, including the famous Venus of Arles found there. You can still see some of the theatre and bathhouse walls today, but of course you must never write graffiti on an ancient building like Felix does – only characters in fiction can do that! 

Barges and the Rhône

Unlike sea ships with sails or boats with oars, the heavy barges carrying goods up the Rhône (Rhodanus in Latin) from the port of Arles (Arelate) were dragged by teams of men walking on the riverbanks. The work was very slow and very hard, and if the towpaths were blocked, the haulers would have been ferried across to the other side in rowboats. The barges could return downstream more quickly by floating with the river current. We modelled the Lady Luck (a real Roman boat name) on an archaeological discovery in Arles of a barge found preserved in the water for two thousand years. It still had its towing mast, three cups used by the boatmen and a clay pot used for a fire.

Girls and women in Roman society

Roman women were expected to behave modestly and did not participate in politics. However, rich women like Eugenia owned property, had clients, and made donations for public buildings, events and charity, which earned honour for them and their families. If a young girl like Petronia had no living father, a male guardian like Uncle Numerius would look after her inheritance. Rich boys and girls were cared for by nursemaids and slaves like Tessilla and Grillius, rather than by their parents. Wealthy girls were educated, but although some girls went to school, many were taught by tutors at home. Women of lower ranks worked as doctors, hairdressers, shopkeepers, and in many other jobs. 

A Roman girl married in her late teens or even younger, usually to an older man chosen by her relatives. Roman marriages were alliances between two families, not a love match.

Roman dogs

Rich Romans had lapdogs, just like modern celebrities. Images show small white fluffy dogs like Snowflake, which look like a modern spitz. Archaeologists have also found a small lapdog like Furia, with bandy legs, bulging eyes and a flat face like a modern Pekingese. But we had to imagine the colour of Furia’s fur!

Sometimes Romans buried their pet dogs in graves with carved messages and images, and the words Petronia speaks at Furia’s funeral are taken from these monuments.

Roman sheepdogs guarded the sheep, but did not herd them like modern sheepdogs.

Food

We found out about the food mentioned in the story – including sparrows and the pale, slimy baby eel the man is eating in Chapter 3 – from Roman poems, letters, archaeological finds and recipes. Hard tack was made from salt, flour and water, and baked until it was very dry and hard, so that it would last a long time on a journey. Romans ate informal meals in many different rooms or even outdoors.

Freed slaves and clients

Slaves like Carotus and Icciana could be freed by their owners, and often continued to work for them, like Eugenia’s steward. They could become successful artisans, business owners or professionals.

‘Clients’ depended on rich Roman men and women for financial and other assistance as the Romans did not have modern systems of government welfare, insurance or bank loans. Clients would pay morning visits or form a procession walking through town to show their gratitude.

Eugenia’s villa and town house

High-ranking Romans had holiday villas by the seaside or near springs, as well as their main house in town. Eugenia’s Villa Fontanicum (a Roman villa name, which means ‘Place of the spring’) is modelled on a villa found at Roquemaure, near the Rhône River in southern France. There really was a new dining apse built at this villa in the early 4th century! Roman writers describe aviaries made of nets and food floating in dishes shaped like boats like the ones at Villa Fontanicum. Eugenia’s town house is based on a real Roman house excavated at Vienne, near Arles. 

Gods, goddesses and festivals

The rituals and words that Rustica uses at Lemuria are described by the Roman writer Ovid, who lived three hundred years before the time of the novel, but it is quite possible that people in the countryside still observed these customs in 315 CE.

Theatre performances were held during festivals, and there really was a Roman festival of Mercury, which took place on 15 May. The story of the golden apple was a popular theme for Roman theatre. The main roles described in the book – all played by one male actor – are the messenger god Mercury, Juno the queen of the gods, the warrior goddess Minerva, and Venus, goddess of love.

At the sacred spring, Felix and Zoe see the three Mother Goddesses who were especially worshipped in this region.

When Carotus exclaims ‘Holy Jupiter!’ he means the king of the gods.

Names

People in the Roman Empire spoke Latin and Greek, so for our modern characters we chose the names Felix (Latin) and Zoe (Greek), which would be familiar to the people they meet in Roman times.

Caelius Saturninus Dogmatius was a real high official in this area in the early 300s CE.

The names of Felix’s friends, Travis and Fletcher and the slave girl, Angela, are the winners of a competition linked to The Boy Who Stepped Through Time.

The author tried to make Travis and Fletcher similar to their real characters. The real Angela has a pet bird called Tiger, which happens to be a name the Romans used for pets too!

Strange but true

Vomitorium was one name for a passageway at the theatre that could ‘vomit’ out many people quickly!

Ancient Arles really did have a famous bridge made of boats.

Romans brought sculptures of body parts to temples at springs or threw coins in the water to ask for healing from illness or give thanks for a cure.

Roman families kept wax images of their important male ancestors in cupboards which were opened to show off to visitors. We don’t know what they looked like, so Great Grandfather in Chapter 44 is inspired by a wax portrait head with glass eyes and natural hair found in a 4th century tomb. 

Romans counted time in hours but not minutes or seconds, as they didn’t have precise clocks.

The horrible cures in Chapters 3 and 27 are from a real Roman medical book!

Want to know more?

To find out more details, or learn some of the secrets of my detective work, visit https://annaciddor.com/tamaras-secrets/

I extend a huge ‘thank you’ to the many people named in the acknowledgements who helped with my research. Any errors are my own.

Tamara Lewit (School of Historical and Philosophical Studies, the University of Melbourne)
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