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Salve (hello)!

 

Welcome to the second Roman Quest.

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

Some of the places in the story are sites that you can still visit today.

The main locations in this book are an Iron Age Village (like Butser Ancient Farm in Hampshire), Aquae Sulis (Bath Spa) and Isca Augusta (the fortress at Caerleon).

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

Vale (farewell)!

Caroline
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Chapter One

DRUIDES

Fronto was eating flatbread with honey and staring into the flames of the central hearth fire when a shout of ‘Kitten in the Deathwoods!’ made him look up. Four lanky hunting dogs waiting in hopes of a scrap also looked up.

Three boys crowded through the single door of the roundhouse. They ran up to him.

‘Kitten in the Deathwoods!’ gasped the boy named Vindex. Like Fronto, he was fourteen years old. Unlike Fronto, he was a Briton, with pale skin, blond hair and smiling blue eyes.

Fronto squinted up at them. Were they joking? Sometimes it was hard to see people’s expressions in the dimly lit roundhouse.

Vindex’s older brother Bruvix kicked one of the dogs aside and spoke to Fronto slowly and loudly, as if speaking to a simpleton, ‘Your sister’s kitten went into the Deathwoods!’

Fronto was confused. Since the night they had fled Rome for Britannia, his sister and her kitten had been inseparable. It even rode on her shoulder. ‘Isn’t the kitten with Ursula?’ he asked them.

‘No,’ said Vindex. ‘She’s gleaning in the barley field. Along with your brother Juba and your friend Bouda and all the other villagers.’

‘We were on our way back here to get some more grain sacks,’ said Bruvix, ‘when Bellator saw the kitten go into the Deathwoods. You can save her if you hurry!’

But Fronto never did things in a hurry. He took another bite of bread and honey and chewed it thoughtfully. ‘Why do you call it the “Deathwoods”?’ he asked them.

‘Because the spirits of our ancestors walk there,’ said Bellator, the skinniest of the three.

‘My grandfather saw a wolf there once,’ added Vindex cheerfully.

‘Also,’ said Bruvix, ‘some people say Druids lurk there, waiting to capture victims for their human sacrifices.’

Fronto swallowed hard and made the sign against evil. Even in Rome he had heard of those terrifying priests.

‘I thought Paulinus killed all the Druids in this province a generation ago,’ he said.

Bruvix shrugged. ‘They say a few got away. And everyone knows the Druids reserve their most horrible torture methods for you Romans.’

Fronto tossed his last piece of bread and honey to one of the waiting dogs; he was not hungry any more.

‘Why don’t you look for the kitten?’ he asked them.

‘The woods are sacred to our ancestors,’ said Bruvix. ‘They are forbidden to us except on special days. But the elders wouldn’t punish you for going there because you and your brother and sister and your friend Bouda are honoured guests.’

‘Because you brought back our kidnapped brothers and sisters,’ added Vindex.

‘Go on, Fronto!’ said Bellator. ‘You’re one of the Three Hooded Questers our bard has been singing about for the past two weeks. Go quest for the kitten.’

‘We’re supposed to be looking for lost children,’ Fronto pointed out, ‘not missing pets.’

‘What’s the matter?’ said Bruvix. ‘Are you afraid?’

Fronto looked up at Bruvix and the other two boys. He would be staying in this village for a few more weeks, maybe all winter, and he did not want to lose their respect.

He carefully brushed the crumbs from his dark brown cloak and stood up. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll look for the kitten in the Deathwoods. Do you have any weapons?’

‘The Romans don’t let us own weapons,’ said Bruvix. ‘Only hunting tools. Can you use a bow and arrows?’

Fronto nodded. ‘Sometimes my father took me hunting when we went to our villa near Naples.’

‘Then you can borrow mine.’ Bruvix ran to a shadowy part of the roundhouse where bows and hunting javelins leaned against the white, inward-curving wall. He returned with a bow as tall as himself and a quiver of arrows.

‘This is my best bow,’ he said. ‘And these are all my arrows. Make sure nothing happens to them.’

Fronto slung the quiver over his shoulder and took hold of the bow in his left hand. It was long and awkward, not like the small bow he had used in Italia. The dogs and boys followed him as he went to the door of the roundhouse and paused for a moment to tap three times on the doorframe at shoulder level: right, left, right. Then he stepped out, careful to use his right foot first.

As he emerged into the bright grey light of an overcast British morning he remembered what Julius Caesar had written about Druids: They make huge statues out of wickerwork, which they fill with people and then set on fire, burning the victims as living sacrifices.

As he moved down a path on a grassy slope between roundhouses and sheep pens, he remembered what a Greek historian had written: Druids tell the future by stabbing their victims and then carefully noting how the blood flows, how the body twitches and what the guts look like.

As he reached the stream by a grassy mound at the edge of the village, he remembered what Strabo had said: Druids often shoot victims to death with so many arrows that they look like hedgehogs.

Fronto gripped the tall bow more tightly with his left hand. With his right, he touched the small bronze statue of Jupiter that he always kept down the front of his tunic for protection.

The Deathwoods stood waiting for him just across the stream. On this side, friendly trees had dropped gold and orange leaves to carpet the ground. On the other side stood dark and ancient oaks. Their branches reached out to him like the twisted arms of burnt men. A few steps across a moss-covered log would take him over Cold Brook and into the brooding forest.

He looked at the boys.

‘Here?’ he said, pointing at the mossy log that bridged the brook. ‘You saw the kitten crossing here?’

‘Yes,’ said skinny Bellator. ‘I saw her go into the Deathwoods right there. She can’t have gone far.’ He looked as if he was trying not to smile.

Fronto hesitated. Something about this felt wrong.

‘You’re not scared, are you?’ asked Bruvix.

Fronto stepped up onto the log and held the long bow horizontally so that it would help him balance. ‘I’m not scared,’ he told them. ‘I’m excited.’ It was something his father had taught him to say whenever he lacked courage. He repeated it, trying to say it with more confidence, ‘I’m not scared; I’m excited!’

But as he took his first faltering steps across the log bridge, he muttered to himself, ‘I’m not scared; I’m terrified!’
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Chapter Two

LARVA

For as long as he could remember, Fronto had craved order and symmetry.

Growing up in a beautiful townhouse in Rome, his first memory had been helping sort his father’s gems in order of size and colour. His second memory was of unrolling some of his father’s scrolls. He’d hated not knowing what the black squiggles meant and had learned to read almost before he could walk.

By the age of five he knew the value of every Roman coin. A quick glance at the ‘heads’ side could tell him which emperor had issued it and a study of the ‘ships’ side could tell him in which month and year. By six he was reading Greek and by seven he had memorised the first four books of Virgil’s epic poem, the Aeneid. By eight he knew all the Aeneid by heart and by nine he could recite half of Homer’s Iliad, in Greek.

He could easily recite things he had learned by heart, but new ideas often made his thoughts freeze. It was the same in life. He hated anything unexpected or different. Most of all, he hated things beyond his control.

When he was five, his older brother Lucius had fallen sick with a fever. Fronto’s parents had put Lucius on a couch in the winter triclinium, covered in furs and propped up with pillows. This room had a view of the fruit garden in one of the villa’s four inner courtyards. The doctor who had come to bleed Lucius daily told Fronto always to step over the threshold of a room with his right foot first. For extra good luck he could touch the doorway three times – right, left, right – as well.

But one time Fronto had forgotten.

He had run into his brother’s sickroom to tell him something. He had been in such a hurry that he did not touch the doorframe three times or even step over with his right foot.

Lucius had died that afternoon, two days short of his seventh birthday.

That was when Fronto’s obsession with leaving and entering different spaces had begun.

Now Fronto jumped down from the log bridge and looked around for a proper entrance to the Deathwoods so that he could cross the threshold properly.

He saw that two of the twisted, black-trunked trees seemed to form a kind of gateway, so he went to them. He reached out to touch them – right, left, right – and shuddered. The bark was damp to his touch, almost slimy. He stepped between the trees, being careful to lead with his right foot first. It was colder here, and damper. He put up the hood of his dark brown cloak.

‘Meer?’ he called. ‘Where are you, Meer?’

Fronto felt foolish calling the name Meer. It was not even Latin. When he had first told Ursula this she only laughed. ‘Meer doesn’t speak Latin. She speaks Kitten and told me her name herself!’

‘Meer?’ he repeated. ‘Hic, hic, hic!’

He stopped and squatted down. Planting one end of the bow in the boggy ground, he used it to steady himself while he searched the forest floor for traces of the kitten’s paw-prints. But all he saw were slimy leaves. Still, there was a sort of path. His knees cracked as he stood up again, and he reluctantly moved forward.

As he followed the slippery path deeper into the woods, he tried to muster his courage by thinking of all the frightening experiences he had survived over the past two months.

He had survived being robbed in Rome’s graveyard during their midnight flight from the Emperor’s henchmen. He still bore the tiny scar of a knife-prick on his neck.

He had survived a six-week sea voyage from Ostia to Britannia. It had ended with a storm so violent that the ship’s goat had been washed overboard. At one point Fronto had been flying like a pennant from the yard arm – clinging by just one hand – when he heard the voice of some god in his head: This is not your time.

Here in Britannia he had survived another nighttime escape through marshes on the south coast as a tide came in. That was when they had saved a dozen blue-eyed, fair-haired children from being shipped to Rome as slaves.

Those children were all from this Belgae village, and that was why they were now honoured guests, welcome to stay as long as they liked. That was why the villagers brought him food and gifts all day. That was why he did not have to work in the fields if he preferred to eat bread and honey by the fire. That was why he could venture into these terrifying sacred woods without rebuke: because he and his siblings had saved the children.

He and his siblings, and the girl named Bouda.

Just the thought of her copper-coloured hair and leaf-green eyes made Fronto feel a little braver.

He stopped. While he had been thinking about Bouda, the path had disappeared and he was now knee-deep in bracken. Not the tender green ferns of spring, but the dying ferns of autumn: yellow, brown, even black. They stank of rot and decay.

He had forgotten his mission: to look for the kitten. Meer was tiny and could not have got this far. He wondered that she could even have crossed the mossy log bridge. Bellator must have been mistaken.

As he turned to go back, his stomach twisted. The woods looked different facing this way. Darker. Thicker. Closer. As if the trees had all taken a step towards him while his back was turned.

‘Meer?’ he said. His voice caught halfway down his throat and sounded like a stranger’s. ‘Meer? Where are you?’

There was no reply. Just the wind moaning in the branches.

‘I’m not scared,’ he told himself. ‘I’m excited. Jupiter Ammon,’ he whispered, ‘give me courage.’

As he started back, he felt the little hairs on the back of his neck rise up. Someone was watching him.

Someone or something!

He stopped and pushed back the hood of his cloak so that he could see to the sides as well as straight ahead. The soft fall of the woollen hood made the arrows rattle in the quiver on his back. He reached over his shoulder and plucked one out. He noticed the arrowhead was flint, but it seemed as sharp as iron so he notched it into the deer-sinew string of the bow.

That made him feel a little safer.

Until he felt the prickle again.

‘There’s nothing here,’ he told himself as he slowly scanned the forest around him. ‘No birds, no squirrels, no insects. Nothing to hurt me. I’m not scared; I’m excited.’

Then he saw it.

Staring at him from parted brambles perhaps twenty paces away was a terrifying face. The man’s hair was set in stiff white spikes and his beard took the form of three dangling blue snakes. More terrifying than spiky hair and snaky beard were his glaring black eyes.

With a yelp of terror Fronto dropped the bow and arrow.

Then he ran.
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Chapter Three

VICUS

Ursula loved living in the village at the foot of the hill.

From a distance, the seven roundhouses reminded her of pointy mushrooms. Smoke from central hearth fires seeped through the conical thatched roofs. Five of the roundhouses contained a different extended family. Of the remaining two, one was the Women’s House and one was the Men’s House. There were also much smaller mushrooms: the grain stores, the chicken coop and stables. There were even beehives with their own little conical roofs.

The village nestled between two woods with a hill at its back and a brook on one side. Before lay a patchwork of barley fields and grazing land. It was called Soft Hill after the sheep-dotted green hill that stood as a windbreak and seemed to watch over the settlement.

When she and her brothers and the British girl Bouda had first arrived, driving their ox-drawn carruca down a path between fields into the village at dusk, the parents of the kidnapped children had run out to meet them. They had cried and laughed and hugged their children, just as any Roman parent would have done.

As the children’s rescuers, she and her brothers and Bouda had been welcomed into the biggest roundhouse. It belonged to Velvinnus, the chieftain of the village.

In her family villa back in Rome, Ursula had slept alone in a small, square cubicle.

Here, everyone slept together in one big space. If a baby woke up crying in the night and the mother was too tired to sing it to sleep, one of its aunts or older sisters would take it.

At home in Rome, her mother had refused to have pets, apart from Ursula’s talking bird.

Here, the big hunting dogs wandered in and out as they liked. Some people even used them as pillows.

In Rome, her mother sang songs at the loom.

Here a man called Bardus sang of their exploits every evening. He sang about the Three Hooded Questers who had travelled across the nameless ocean to Britannia. As he strummed his harp, the bard told how they had travelled by mule-cart and on foot from Londinium to the south coast just in time to save the village children from being shipped to faraway Rome.

He even sang of her: telling how the youngest Quester carried a kitten on one shoulder and a talking bird on the other.

Now, well into their third week in the village, Ursula had gone with Bouda and her brother and almost all the other villagers to glean the last of the barley before the winter frost came. She and some of the younger children were returning with small sacks of barley when they heard laughter from the direction of the Cold Brook.

Some of the little children put down their sacks and ran, so Ursula did, too.

‘Meeer!’ protested her kitten Meer, clinging tightly to her left shoulder.

‘Oh Pollux!’ said her talking bird, Loquax, and he fluttered up from her right shoulder. He had been gleaning barley, too, but had not saved any in a sack.

As they reached the brook, Ursula saw some boys standing with their backs to her.

‘What is it?’ she asked them in Brittonic. ‘What’s happened?’

‘The oldest Roman boy,’ laughed Bellator, without looking round. ‘He’s fallen in the brook!’

‘We tricked him into going into the Deathwoods!’ said Bruvix. ‘We told him his sister’s kitten was––’ He had been turning to look at them but stopped when he saw Ursula. She saw his eyes go to Meer on her shoulder.

‘Oh, there it is!’ he said in an unnaturally loud voice. ‘Look, Fronto! Your sister’s kitten was with her after all. Bellator must have made a mistake.’

Two of the boys laughed again.

Angrily pushing through them, Ursula saw her elder brother standing knee deep in the brook. His curly black hair was dripping wet and his long brown cloak was sodden. Beside him, the mossy log was askew. He must have fallen off it.

Fronto’s eyes were wide and she could see his chest rising and falling as he gasped for breath. He did not look angry; he looked frightened.

‘Druid!’ he cried. ‘I saw a Druid in the Deathwoods!’

‘You saw what?’ Bruvix sounded more scornful than alarmed.

‘A Druid!’ gasped Fronto again. ‘I saw a Druid in the Deathwoods!’

‘Druid in the Deathwoods!’ repeated Loquax, fluttering back down onto Ursula’s shoulder. ‘Druid in the Deathwoods!’

At this, the British boys laughed again. Some of them began to chant: ‘Druid in the Deathwoods!’

‘There are no more Druids!’ cried Bruvix. ‘We made it up!’ He laughed even harder and slapped his own leg.

‘Then it must have been a ghost!’ Fronto cried. ‘I saw a man with spiky hair and snakes for a beard …’ he trailed off and Ursula saw his dark skin flush even darker. His shoulders slumped as he realised they were mocking him. Although she was five years younger than Fronto, she felt fiercely protective of him.

‘Fronto,’ she said, stepping forward. ‘Come out of the stream or you’ll catch a fever.’

She went to the bank of the stream and held out her hand. One of the British boys joined her there and also held out his hand to Fronto. ‘Bruvix is always doing this,’ Vindex muttered under his breath. ‘He even had me fooled.’

Fronto waded towards them and stretched out his dripping hands.

Together, Ursula and Vindex pulled him out of the water.

‘Come back to the roundhouse, Fronto,’ said Ursula. ‘We’ll sit you by the hearth fire and get you dry clothes.’

‘Not so fast.’ Bruvix stood blocking their way. ‘Where’s my bow? And my arrows?’

Fronto hung his head. ‘I dropped the bow in the Deathwoods. And most of the arrows are in the water.’

Bruvix stepped forward. ‘Then you’d better fish them out!’ he cried, and pushed Fronto back into the water.

Everyone except Bouda, Ursula and Vindex burst into laughter, with Bruvix laughing hardest of all.

Ursula gasped with outrage. ‘You big bully!’ she cried, and gave Bruvix an almighty shove that sent him into the brook as well.
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Chapter Four

FOCUS

Fronto had put on dry tunics and felt slippers and was towelling his hair by the central hearth fire back in the chieftain’s roundhouse when Vindex ran up to him.

‘Dallara wants to see you!’

‘Dallara, the wise woman of the village?’ asked Ursula. She was sitting beside her brother gently drying Meer, who had been drenched by Bruvix’s big splash.

Vindex nodded. His face was serious but his eyes were smiling.

Fronto put down the linen towel and said, ‘You’re one of the boys who tricked me.’

‘I didn’t know it was a trick!’ said Vindex. ‘Bruvix and Bellator had the rest of us fooled, too.’

‘Then why are your eyes smiling?’

Vindex shrugged. ‘That’s just the way they are!’

‘He’s telling the truth,’ said Ursula. ‘He was the only one who didn’t laugh when Bruvix pushed you in the water.’

Vindex lowered his voice. ‘Bruvix hates you because he and Bellator were supposed to be guarding the children when they were kidnapped. And because you sit around eating bread and honey while the rest of us have to work.’

‘But your grandfather said I could stay here if I wanted,’ protested Fronto.

‘I know,’ said Vindex. ‘Come on. I’ll show you the way to Dallara.’ He pulled Fronto to his feet and then he held out his hand to Ursula.

‘She wants to see me, too?’ asked Ursula in surprise.

‘Yes,’ said Vindex. ‘Your brother and Bouda are already with her.’

Fronto and Ursula exchanged a glance. They had been in the village two and a half weeks and had not yet seen the mysterious wise woman who lived in the strangely decorated women’s roundhouse.

‘Is she going to ask us to leave?’ Fronto said. He knew that even the chieftain of the village obeyed Dallara.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Vindex. As he led the way out of the roundhouse, he turned his head. ‘Did you really see someone in the Deathwoods?’ he asked Fronto over his shoulder.

‘Yes,’ said Fronto, touching the door of the roundhouse before stepping outside.

‘Was it like a giant man made of woven hazel branches?’

‘No,’ said Fronto. ‘It was a real man with spiky white hair and …’ he trailed off. Had he really seen blue snakes where a beard should be?

Outside, it had started to rain, but the overhang of the thatched roof gave some shelter as he and Ursula followed Vindex round the curve of the wall. About a third of the way round it they made a dash across wet green grass to a smaller roundhouse. This one had black swirls painted on the pale outer wall, as if some kind of magic vine had once curled round it and then died, leaving only its shadow.

The skull of a four-horned ram glared down at them from above the doorway. Fronto made the sign against evil and was careful to touch the doorframe right, left, right as he entered.

A hearth fire in the centre of this smaller roundhouse showed some women by the wall on his left, grinding something pungent in a mortar. Against the right-hand wall he glimpsed a girl sleeping in furs. And propped up against the opposite wall straight ahead was an ancient woman. She raised a claw-like hand and beckoned them over.

As he got closer Fronto saw that she was covered with a chequered rug of blue, yellow and green, the colours of the Belgae. Beside her sat his brother Juba and pretty Bouda. Juba stood up. He had the same black hair, brown skin and grey-green eyes as Fronto, but he was skinnier and younger.

Bouda regarded Fronto with her cat-like green eyes. He remembered the look of scorn on her face when he had been in the brook shouting about the Druid in the woods. His face grew hot.

‘Fronto. Ursula. Come and sit on this side of me,’ the old woman said in Brittonic. She patted some sheepskins on her right. ‘Vindex? You stay too. I dreamt of five.’

The three of them sat on the old lady’s right with Fronto closest to her head. Close up, he could see a strange grey film covered the old woman’s blue eyes. Her gaze was fixed and he realised she was blind.

‘Put that beaver-skin cloak around you, Fronto.’ The old woman’s voice was croaky but strong. ‘I can hear your teeth chattering.’

Fronto found the folded beaver-skin cloak and pulled it around his shoulders. It was the softest fur he had ever touched, and deliciously warm.

‘I have just been speaking to your brother Juba,’ said the old woman. ‘The bard has been singing me your story: how you came from the land of the Romans to our village. Then last night I dreamt of five strangers. Were there five?’ She groped for Bouda’s hand and held it up. ‘I only know of this one, and the three of you. But who is the fifth?’

Fronto looked at his brother and sister. What was the old lady talking about?

‘Maybe you mean Castor,’ said Ursula. ‘He’s a rich Roman boy a little older than Juba. He owned the ship that brought us here to Britannia.’

Bouda added, ‘He’s looking for his brother who was kidnapped as a baby.’

‘Perhaps he is the fifth,’ said the old woman. ‘If so, your paths will cross again.’ She cocked her head in Ursula’s direction. ‘Are you the girl who walks with a kitten on one shoulder and a talking raven on the other?’

‘He’s not a raven,’ said Ursula politely. ‘But he speaks. Don’t you, Loquax?’

‘Ave, Domitian!’ said Loquax.

‘May I hold your kitten?’

The old lady cupped her gnarled hands and Ursula placed Meer in them.

‘Meeer!’ said Meer.

Old Dallara stroked the kitten. ‘Ursula, you have the gift of fur and feathers.’

Ursula frowned at Dallara and opened her mouth, but before she could speak, the old lady said, ‘Fronto, are you the boy who went into the Deathwoods?’

‘Yes. Some boys told me my sister’s kitten had gone there. They lied.’

‘How do the three of you come to speak our language?’

‘Castor – the boy who owned the ship we came on – made us speak only Brittonic on the voyage here. The crew were from Britannia,’ he added.

The old lady gave Meer back to Ursula and took Fronto’s hand in both of hers. The skin over the bones of her hands was soft and cool, and mottled with pale brown spots.

‘Ah!’ she said. ‘Sailors’ calluses on a soft hand. And I can tell you are a watery one. You need the refining fire of discipline.’

‘Yes,’ Fronto sighed. ‘My father always told me I was …’ He hesitated and then said in Latin, ‘phlegmatic.’

‘I do not know that word.’

‘It means my element is water. It means I am easy-going and sometimes lazy. A good follower but rarely a leader.’

‘And yet you are the eldest?’

Fronto glanced at his brother who sat cross-legged on the other side of the woman. ‘Now I am the eldest,’ he said. ‘Once we had an older brother, but he died of fever when I was five.’

‘Ah! That explains why you do not have the spirit of the eldest. Tell me again what brought you here? Your brother’s account only took me as far as the seaport called Ostia.’

In halting Brittonic, Fronto told her how they had spent six weeks on a merchant ship sailing from Ostia to Britannia in order to escape soldiers sent by the Emperor Domitian.
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