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Introduction – Voices from the Past

History is often told as a story of kings and queens, of great battles fought and won, of powerful leaders whose names have echoed through time. We are taught about castles and crowns, about wars that reshaped nations, and about moments so grand they changed the course of the world forever. But hidden beneath all of that—beneath the noise of marching armies and the weight of royal decisions—are quieter stories. Stories that are often forgotten. Stories of children.

For every king who wore a crown, there were thousands of children who walked the muddy streets outside castle walls, watching a world they did not control unfold around them. For every great battle that filled the pages of history books, there were children waiting at home, wondering if their fathers or brothers would ever return. For every grand palace built, there were children who laboured in its shadow, carrying water, sweeping floors, and dreaming of lives far beyond the ones they had been given.

This book is about those children.

It is about what history felt like, not from the top, but from the ground. It is about the small hands that helped build great things, the young eyes that witnessed terrifying events, and the quiet voices that were never written into the official records. These are not stories of power, but of survival. Not stories of glory, but of courage in its simplest and most human form.

Imagine standing in a narrow street in Roman Britain, the air filled with the sound of hammering and the distant march of soldiers. You are not a general or a ruler—you are a child, watching it all, trying to understand a world that feels both exciting and frightening. Imagine living in a Viking village, where the sea stretches endlessly before you, carrying stories of adventure, danger, and lands unknown. You hear the adults speak of raids and journeys, and though you are curious, there is a quiet fear that lingers in your heart.

Think of a child in the time of the Black Death, standing at the doorway of their home as silence slowly takes over their village, unsure of what is happening but knowing that something is terribly wrong. Or a child running through the burning streets during the Great Fire of London, clutching what little they can carry as the world they know disappears in smoke and flame.

These moments are part of history, just as much as any battle or crown, yet they are rarely told.

Children have always lived through the same events as adults, but they experience them differently. They do not see the world through plans and politics, but through feelings—fear, hope, curiosity, and wonder. They notice the small things: the sound of footsteps outside in the night, the flicker of candlelight in a dark room, the warmth of a parent’s hand in uncertain times. It is through these small, human moments that history truly comes alive.

As you turn the pages of this book, you will step into many different lives. You will walk beside children who lived hundreds, even thousands of years ago. You will see what they saw, hear what they heard, and feel what they felt. Some of their stories are filled with adventure, others with hardship, and some with quiet resilience in the face of things they could not control. But all of them are real in the ways that matter most, because they are built from the truth of how people lived, struggled, and hoped.

You may find that, despite the distance of time, these children are not so different from you. They laugh, they worry, they dream of the future. They feel fear in the dark and comfort in kindness. They wonder what their lives will become, just as children do today.

History is not only the story of what happened. It is the story of people. And within that story, children have always been there—watching, learning, surviving, and growing.

This is their story.
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Chapter One – The Roman Boy
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The morning came quietly, as it often did in the far reaches of Roman Britain, where the land still felt wild despite the steady hand of empire pressing down upon it. A pale mist clung to the ground, curling between the low wooden huts and drifting lazily across the half-built road that cut through the countryside like a scar. The world seemed to hold its breath in those early moments, balanced between night and day, as though unsure which it wished to become.

Marcus was already awake.

He lay still for a moment on his rough bed of straw, listening to the distant sounds that had become part of his life—the dull strike of iron against stone, the murmur of voices carried on the cold air, the occasional sharp command shouted in Latin by a soldier who expected to be obeyed without question. These were not the sounds of the old world his grandfather sometimes spoke of in hushed tones by the fire. Those stories were filled with forests untouched by straight roads, with tribes who answered to no distant ruler, with a life that felt freer, though perhaps harder in ways Marcus could not fully understand.

He pushed those thoughts aside and rose, pulling his simple tunic over his head before stepping outside. The cold hit him immediately, sharp and biting, but he did not complain. This was how mornings were here, and he had long since learned that wishing them warmer would change nothing.

The road stretched out before him, long and impossibly straight, disappearing into the mist. It was the pride of the Romans, his father often said, a sign of their strength and their order. Marcus had heard it described many times—that where Rome went, roads followed, and where roads went, Rome would remain. To Marcus, it simply looked like hard work.

His father was already there.

Bent beneath the weight of a large stone, he worked alongside other men, their movements slow but steady, their breaths visible in the cold air. There was little talk between them this early in the day. Work came first. Words could wait.

Marcus hesitated for only a moment before moving forward. His hands found smaller stones, rough and uneven, their edges biting into his skin as he carried them from one place to another. It was not much, not compared to what the grown men could do, but it was enough for now. Enough to feel useful.

As he worked, he became aware of another sound, faint at first but growing stronger with each passing moment. It was a rhythm, steady and unyielding, like the beating of a great heart. He turned his head toward the source, his eyes narrowing as shapes began to emerge from the thinning mist.

Soldiers.

They marched in perfect formation, their armour dull in the early light, their shields held firmly at their sides. Each step landed at the same moment, each movement precise, as though they were not individuals at all but parts of a single, living machine. Marcus stopped what he was doing, the stone slipping from his hands and falling to the ground as he watched them pass.

There was something about them that stirred something deep inside him. It was not just admiration, though that was certainly there. It was something more complicated, something he could not yet put into words. They were strong, yes, and disciplined, but they were also distant. Untouchable. They belonged to a world far larger than the one Marcus knew.

One of the soldiers turned his head slightly as they passed, his gaze sweeping over the workers by the roadside. For a brief moment, his eyes met Marcus’s. There was no smile, no acknowledgement—only a brief flicker of recognition before his attention returned to the path ahead. Yet it was enough. Marcus felt it like a spark, small but powerful.

“Do not stare,” his father’s voice came quietly beside him.

Marcus started slightly, not realising how close he had come. His father’s expression was not unkind, but it was firm, grounded in a way that Marcus both respected and feared.

“They have their place,” his father continued, adjusting the position of a heavy stone with practiced ease. “And we have ours.”

Marcus nodded, though he was not sure he fully agreed. He returned to his work, but his thoughts remained with the soldiers long after they had disappeared from view.

The day wore on slowly, the sun climbing higher in the sky and burning away the last of the morning mist. The cold gave way to a dry warmth, and the air filled with dust as the road took shape beneath the hands of those who built it. Marcus’s arms began to ache, his fingers sore and raw, but he did not stop. Each stone he carried felt like a step toward something, though he did not yet know what that something was.

At midday, the workers paused to rest.

They gathered in small groups, sitting on the ground or leaning against piles of stone, eating what little food they had brought with them. Marcus sat beside his father, chewing slowly on a piece of coarse bread, his eyes drifting once more to the road.

“Where does it go?” he asked suddenly.

His father followed his gaze, his expression thoughtful.

“Everywhere,” he replied after a moment. “To the great towns, to the forts, to the sea... and beyond that, to places you cannot yet imagine.”

Marcus considered this, his mind struggling to grasp the idea of a world so vast. He had never travelled far from the village. The thought of lands beyond the horizon felt almost like a dream, something not entirely real.

“Have you seen them?” he asked.

“A few,” his father said. “Enough to know that the world is bigger than this.” He gestured around them, taking in the road, the fields, the distant hills. “But also enough to know that wherever you go, work follows. Life is not easier elsewhere, only different.”
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