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Salve (hello)!

 

Welcome to the fourth and final Roman Quest.

This story takes place in various provinces of the Roman Empire in the spring and summer of 96 AD, during the reign of the Emperor Domitian.

Some of the events in this book are true and most of the places are real. You can still find Roman remains and artefacts in Verulamium (St Albans, UK), Gesoriacum (Boulogne-sur-Mer, France), Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium (Cologne, Germany), Nemausus (Nîmes, France), Ostia (Ostia Antica, Italy) and of course Rome, the ‘Eternal City’. To learn more about the Emperor Domitian, start by reading the biography written by Suetonius, an eyewitness of his reign.

Most of my chapter headers are in Latin, and refer to something in that chapter. See if you can guess what the Latin words mean. Then turn to here to see if you were right.

Vale (farwell)!

Caroline
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PROLOGUS

The little girl in the tartan tunic was running for her life.

Six-year-old Bouda was the youngest cutpurse in Tyranus’s gang. She was used to fleeing from the people she robbed. But on this foggy winter day in the docks of Londinium she was running from two Roman soldiers.

Their hobnail boots clattered on the wooden wharf as they chased her around oak barrels of beer from Germania, past amphoras of olive oil from Galatia and between crates of Samian ware from Gaul.

Bouda knew the docks of Londinium like a rabbit knows its warren.

But the soldiers were bigger and faster.

What would they do with her when they caught her? Would they beat her? Imprison her? Crucify her?

Her bare feet thudded faster than her heart and her red hair flew out behind her.

Bouda was proud of her hair and liked to leave it unpinned. Tyranus said it was like a flame in the fog.

It was foggy now, and in a world of white her shining copper locks might get her killed.

Behind her a clatter of armour told her one of the soldiers had slipped and fallen on to the wet planks.

As the other soldier stopped to help him, Bouda darted underneath an unhitched wagon.

Crouching in the murky light, she shrank back against one of the wheels and waited for the soldiers to hurry past. But instead of running on they stopped right beside her hiding place.

She could see the hems of their red woollen tunics, their bare legs, their boots and the tips of their swords.

‘Jupiter’s eyebrows!’ panted the one with hairy calves. ‘Where’s she gone?’

‘I think she went into that warehouse,’ gasped the one with the bumpy knees.

‘Impossible! It’s too far away and the door is closed. She was right in front of me, almost within arm’s reach!’

‘Why are we chasing her anyway?’ The wagon creaked as one of the soldiers leaned against it. ‘I mean, I know she runs with that gang of cutpurses, but she’s only a little girl. It’s humiliating.’

‘What’s humiliating is that she got away,’ muttered his companion. Then he lowered his voice even further. ‘There’s a rumour she’s Boudica’s great-granddaughter.’

Underneath the wagon, the little girl’s eyes grew wide. Her boss Tyranus often told her she was descended from the famous red-haired warrior queen named Boudica. But whenever she told the older children they never believed her.

‘Boudica’s granddaughter? Hah!’ scoffed the soldier with bumpy knees. ‘I’ll bet they say that about every red-headed girl here in Britannia.’

‘Apparently this one is legitimate. They say one of Boudica’s daughters died giving birth to a baby girl. The soldiers of the Second Augusta gave the baby a ring to show that one of them was the father. That daughter grew up wild and when she in turn had a baby, she abandoned the infant with nothing but the swaddling bands she was wrapped in and her grandfather’s ring.’

Little Bouda glanced down at the ring on her thumb. The stone was the same reddish orange as her hair. Carved into it was a tiny creature with a goat’s body and a fish’s tail: a Capricorn. Did it really prove she was Boudica’s descendant?

‘Even if she is Boudica’s great-granddaughter, why does the governor want her?’

‘It’s not the governor who wants her. It’s Domitian.’

Bouda’s green eyes grew wider. Domitian was the Emperor of Rome. Everybody knew that.

‘It’s been nearly forty years since Boudica burnt Londinium in her rebellion against us Romans,’ said Bumpy Knees. ‘But it’s risen from the ashes like a phoenix. Nobody cares about Boudica any more, much less her great-granddaughter.’

‘Domitian does. He hasn’t been doing well in his wars recently. Remember how he dressed up some slaves as Germans for his first triumph and everybody laughed at him? He needs a good show of power.’

‘And you think a little girl will do it for him?’

‘Yeah. I reckon he’ll parade her through the streets of Rome and then publicly execute her.’

Bouda’s throat was suddenly dry. She longed to visit Rome, which Tyranus often praised, but not if it meant a parade that ended in her execution.

Shivering, she shrank back against the wooden wheel of the cart.

Suddenly an arm darted through the spokes and hooked her waist. Before she could scream, a cold hand clamped over her mouth.

After a moment of pure terror, she relaxed. It was a boy’s hand. She knew it belonged to Ferox, the nine-year-old in charge of the younger cutpurses. He must have been looking for her all this time.

Bouda hated Ferox and considered biting his hand, but his reaction might cause the soldiers, who were already moving away, to come back, so she let herself go limp instead.

After the two legionaries had disappeared into the fog, Ferox dragged her out from under the wagon. ‘Where were you? Did you get any purses?’

When Bouda refused to answer he reached down the front of her belted tunic and found two money pouches. She had cut their strings with the small folding knife tied around her wrist.

Smirking, he took the pouches, and when she glared at him he pinched her bare arms to make her squeal. But Bouda refused to make a sound. Even when he slapped her face she remained stubbornly silent.

With a muttered oath Ferox grabbed her wrist and dragged her back along the foggy wharf, between crates, amphoras and barrels and finally up dark wooden stairs to the upper floor of a warehouse. Tyranus sat behind a table laden with items from the morning’s haul. He was examining the carving in a signet ring.

‘Bouda nearly got caught by two Roman soldiers,’ said Ferox, still gripping her arm so hard that it hurt. ‘They think she’s Boudica’s great-granddaughter. They were talking about sending her to Rome to be in the Emperor’s triumphal procession.’

The boss of the East End Gang got up, came round the table and squatted down so that his head was level with Bouda’s. Tyranus had large dark eyes with long eyelashes and would have been good-looking, if not for the scar across his nose. ‘You know what Domitian does to little girls?’ he said in a voice as soft as velvet. ‘He does horrible things. And then he eats them.’

Bouda stared bravely back at him, her mouth clamped shut. She was determined not to cry.

Tyranus stood up and shook his head. He glanced at Ferox. ‘Did she at least cut a purse or two?’

‘No,’ Ferox lied. He released his grip on Bouda and pulled out three pouches. They included the two he had found down the front of her tunic. ‘I got these, but she’s useless.’ He spat on Bouda’s bare foot. She managed not to flinch.

‘Don’t be so hard on the girl,’ said Tyranus, emptying the contents of the purses on to the table. ‘She is only six. Still …’ He picked up a thin rod made of birch and turned to Bouda. ‘You know the rules,’ he said. ‘If you come back empty-handed, you get the rod.’

Bouda nodded, shot Ferox a glare and then grinned. She brought her right hand to her mouth and spat out the pearl she had been holding in her cheek for nearly an hour.

It was covered with saliva but that only made it gleam more.

‘Well, well, well.’ Tyranus put down the rod and took the pearl. ‘Look at that. The best tribute I’ve had all week. You did well, my little flame.’ He patted Bouda’s head. ‘Tonight you’ll get a slice of bread and honey as your reward, and you can sleep nearest the brazier.’

Ferox gave her a filthy look as she followed him out, but Bouda didn’t care. She felt her heart swell with happiness. Tyranus was proud of her!

‘Remember, Bouda,’ Tyranus called after them. ‘Gold and gems and pearls are the only things that will keep you safe in this world.’

Later that night, huddled on the sleeping mat with the other girls, Bouda was content. What made her happy was not the bread and honey in her stomach or her place nearest the brazier, but the memory of Tyranus’s look of pride and his words of praise. They warmed her more than any coals in a bronze tripod.

‘Gold and gems and pearls,’ she whispered, ‘are the only things that will keep me safe in this world.’
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