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Salve (hello)!

 

Welcome to the third Roman Quest.

This story takes place in the ancient Roman province of Britannia in the summer of 95 AD, during the reign of the Emperor Domitian.

None of the events in this story are true, but some of the places are real. You can still see Roman remains and ruins in Corinium (Cirencester), Viroconium (Wroxeter), Deva (Chester), Mamucium (Manchester), Eboracum (York) and Camulodunum (Colchester).

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

Vale (farewell)!

Caroline




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


[image: images]






 

 

 


[image: images]



Chapter One

LUCUS

The night his sister Ursula fell from an ancient oak tree while cutting mistletoe with a golden sickle, Juba knew he had to get her away from the Druid academy.

It was late one evening near the end of June when Juba returned from a shopping expedition to the nearest town, Lactodurum. As the two white ponies pulled his chariot into the secret grove called Mistletoe Oak, he could hear chanting. He reined in the team and jumped down. Although it was nearly midnight, he could make out four figures standing beneath the ancient tree that gave Mistletoe Oak its name. Holding a white cloak stretched out between them, they were looking up and chanting, ‘From air to us but not to earth, send your gift, O goddess.’

Juba shivered. On a moonlit night like this, Britannia really did seem to be at the furthest edge of the world. It was hard to believe that less than a year ago he and Ursula and their older brother Fronto had been living in Rome in an opulent villa only a stone’s throw from the Emperor’s Palace.

He unhitched the two ponies and led them into the torch-lit tent. It served as stables for a team of black ponies as well as the whites, and also two oxen. He could brush and feed the ponies later, but he wanted to find out what strange rite the student Druids were performing.

‘I’m sorry I’m late!’ he called as he came out of the tent. ‘One of the wheels came off and I had to find a blacksmith.’

The two boys and two girls stopped chanting and turned their heads. As Juba came closer he could make out their faces in the purple dusk. Unlike him, they were all Britons with pale skin.

‘Where’s my sister?’ he asked.

‘Up in the highest branches,’ said a youth with dark red hair. ‘She’s gathering mistletoe according to the custom.’ Although not yet fourteen, Prasutus had appointed himself their temporary teacher.

Juba frowned. He did not mind the Druid’s philosophy of a peaceful life in harmony with nature, but he was deeply suspicious of any magic they attempted. Not only was sorcery illegal in the Roman Empire, it was dangerous.

From far up above, Juba heard his sister call down. ‘Why have you all stopped chanting?’

‘Your brother’s back!’ A pretty girl with copper-coloured hair laughed. ‘You’re in trouble now!’ Bouda had befriended them in Londinium and offered to be their guide. The descendent of a warrior queen named Boudica, she was not at Mistletoe Oak to learn Druid ways, but to survive. Like Juba and Ursula, Bouda was hiding from men who wanted to hurt her.

Juba cupped his hands around his mouth to direct his voice upwards. ‘Ursula! Why in Jupiter’s name are you gathering mistletoe in the middle of the night?’

‘The sprigs have to be gathered with a golden sickle under the light of a Druid moon!’

‘What’s a Druid moon?’ Juba looked at the others.

Silver-blonde Bircha pointed up. ‘That’s a Druid moon,’ she said. ‘See how it looks like a capital letter D?’

‘I suppose.’

‘That’s how you can tell it’s a six-day-old moon!’ said Bircha’s older brother Bolianus. He had feathery brown hair and a nose like a hawk’s beak. ‘The D stands for Druid.’

‘You mustn’t let the mistletoe touch the ground,’ Prasutus explained. ‘That’s why we’re holding the cloak.’

As if on cue, a sprig of mistletoe tumbled down from the dark upper branches and landed softly in the middle of the cloak.

‘From air to us but not to earth, send your gift, O goddess,’ Bircha chanted. She reached out her right hand, gently grasped the mistletoe and put it carefully in a basket on the ground. ‘That’s eight!’ she called up to Ursula. ‘You only need one more!’

Juba frowned at Prasutus. ‘Is this for another one of your potions?’ he asked. A few months earlier, Ursula had drunk a potion that helped her hear what trees were saying. Juba knew he should have put a stop to it there and then.

‘Yes,’ said Prasutus. ‘This potion will allow her to advance from Leaf level to Fur level and eventually to Feather level. Then she’ll be able to fly!’ His dark blue eyes gleamed in the moonlight.

‘Fly? How will she fly?’

‘The potion loosens her soul, so that she can send it into a bird and see through its eyes.’

Juba’s jaw dropped. ‘What?’ Like his Roman father, Juba observed the Stoic philosophy, which taught that the best life was achieved by avoiding extreme emotions, especially anger. He was having trouble controlling his anger now, so he took a deep breath.

‘Ursula is very gifted,’ said Prasutus. ‘She achieved Leaf level on her first attempt. Now she has to achieve Fur level by inhabiting a mouse, shrew or other small mammal. Then she can move on to Feather.’

Juba glared at him. ‘How can you let her do that? I thought you Druids believed the human soul to be divine and immortal, as we Stoics do!’

‘We do!’

‘Then how can you even think of sending someone’s soul into a shrew or a mouse? What if their soul gets trapped?’ Juba realised he was shouting. He took a deep breath to calm himself.

‘But Juba,’ came Ursula’s voice from high above, ‘the risk is worth it if it means I’ll be able to fly! Keep chanting!’ she commanded the others. ‘I have to get one more.’

‘From air to us but not to earth, send your gift, O goddess,’ they chanted.

The final sprig dropped onto the cloak and Bircha put it in the basket.

‘Send your gift, O goddess,’ echoed a harsh voice from one of the branches. It was Ursula’s talking bird, Loquax.

From high above, Juba heard the ominous crack of a branch, and then his sister screamed.

Ursula was flying.

But not in a good way.
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Chapter Two

CASUS

As Ursula fell from the highest branches of the lofty oak, time seemed to stretch out like a clump of sheep’s wool pulled from a spindle.

She saw images from her life passing before her eyes, like frescoes on a wall.

The oldest images came first.

She saw her fair-skinned mother weaving at the loom and her dark-skinned father arranging gemstones on a piece of silk. She saw her old door-slave Cardo letting her toddle out of the villa and across a cobbled street to a spattering fountain. It was the first time she had realised there was a world outside her vast Roman townhouse.

She saw the faces of her older brothers Juba and Fronto looking up at her, for she was always climbing things. She saw the black bird that she later named Loquax flapping in the rose courtyard with a broken wing. And the wide-eyed face of her baby sister Dora.

Other pictures that flashed across the wall of her vision were less pleasant.

Fleeing their townhouse at midnight. Stopping for an abandoned kitten. Running in the necropolis of Ostia with the baby sister whom she would never hold again. She saw the linen sail of the ship that would take them away from Italy, and the life she had taken for granted.

She saw Castor, the beautiful Jewish boy who owned the merchant ship Centaur. He had saved her kitten from being washed overboard and later – weeks later – he had told her she was the bravest person he knew. She remembered falling in love with him at that moment, even though she was only nine and he not yet fourteen.

She saw the hundred different views from the top of the mast where she had spent most of the six-week sea voyage.

Then there was the terrifying storm at sea, and later her first glimpse of the white cliffs of Britannia.

She saw the dark and cramped tavern room in Londinium, with its tilted floor. The soldiers who arrested them at dawn and took them to a kind Roman lady named Flavia Gemina, who became their patroness and protector.

Ursula saw her rich and handsome uncle in his palatial villa on the south coast of Britannia. She saw the dozen fair-haired children, chained at the neck in a room of his Italian-type palace. The flight to safety through the marshes of a place called Fishbrook.

The joyful faces of the children’s parents as they drove a fine ox-drawn carruca into the Belgae village called Soft Hill.

And now all the images came faster and faster, as if lit by flashes of lightning.

Herding geese.

Milking a goat.

Watching a lamb being born.

Grinding grain.

The village bard, lit by flickering hearth fire.

Fronto rising up from water, fully clothed.

Juba teaching Latin to the villagers.

A hooded figure in a chariot about to snatch her from a meadow.

Druid pupils sitting cross-legged beneath an ancient oak.

Bouda standing in a chariot, giving a speech to painted Briton warriors.

A man burning to death in a dark forest.

And, finally, Castor’s identical twin Raven who had been raised in Britannia and wore the white cloak of a Druid.

That was the last thing she saw: a white cloak rushing up to meet her.
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