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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
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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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Chapter Three

PISTILLUM

‘Pull the cloak tight!’ cried Juba, grabbing an edge of the cloak. The five of them all took a step back, just in time. The cloth was pulled taut, but his sister struck with such force that their arms were yanked down and she hit the earth with a thump.

‘Ursula!’ Juba crouched beside her. ‘Are you all right?’

For a terrible moment she lay utterly still.

Then she gasped and her eyelids fluttered.

‘Thank the gods!’ Juba breathed and then rounded on Prasutus. ‘How could you let this happen?’ he cried. ‘You shouldn’t let her run before she can walk. That’s why I hate all this Druid magic!’

Prasutus did not reply. In the deep violet of twilight his face looked very pale. Juba noticed he was holding his sister’s hand.

‘Meeer!’ A young cat moved stiffly forward and rubbed against Ursula’s cheek, purring loudly.

Suddenly Ursula’s eyes opened. ‘Meer!’

‘She’s right here.’ Prasutus squeezed her hand. ‘She fell too, but she landed on her feet.’

Juba took his sister’s other hand. ‘Ursula, are you all right?’

Ursula blinked up at him. ‘Raven?’ she said.

‘No, it’s me, Juba. Raven went away last month.’

‘I know that.’ Ursula struggled to sit up, and they all helped her. She stroked Meer, who was rubbing up against her. ‘I meant, is he back?’

‘Not yet.’

‘The mistletoe!’ Ursula cried suddenly. ‘Is the mistletoe all right?’

‘Yes.’ Bircha held up a basket. ‘I have all nine sprigs here. None of them touched the ground.’

Juba scowled. ‘I don’t like this, Ursula. Not only is Druid magic illegal, but it’s dangerous!’

‘It’s not dangerous!’ Ursula brushed the stray tendril of black hair out of her eyes. ‘And nobody will find us in this secret glade.’

‘It is dangerous!’ Juba insisted. ‘Mistletoe is poisonous.’

His sister started to rise, but fell back. Juba and Prasutus caught her and helped her to her feet.

As Ursula took a tentative step, she winced. ‘I’m only a little bruised,’ she said. ‘Thanks for catching me.’ She turned to look at the basket full of mistletoe. ‘May I have one of those sprigs? That nice one with the three berries?’ She chose a sprig and limped towards a small round hut, followed by the others.

Juba sighed deeply. His sister was the most impulsive and stubborn person he knew. ‘Dear Jupiter,’ he prayed, ‘give me wisdom.’ Then he went after her.

When Juba entered the roundhouse, firelight showed them gathered around an oak table by one of the curved walls. Ursula was grinding something in the small marble mortar that they used for pepper. As he came closer, Juba saw Ursula put three mistletoe berries in the mortar along with some red moss, dried mushroom and mint leaves.

As she started to grind these ingredients to paste, the others began to chant. Juba marvelled at how his ten-year-old sister had them all under her thrall.

In the flickering firelight, muttering her incantations as she ground pungent herbs, Ursula seemed like a young witch.

He continued to watch in horrified fascination as she added a dollop of honey from a ceramic pot and two splashes of vinegar from a square bottle of pale blue glass. Then she reached for a round jar with air holes in the side and a lid on top.

As she removed the lid, Juba heard squeaking from inside the pot.

Ursula reached in, pulled out a small black pellet and added it to the mixture.

‘Is that mouse dung?’ gasped Juba. ‘Did you just put mouse dung in your potion?’

Ursula nodded and smiled. ‘You have to put something of the host animal in,’ she said. ‘It should really be dried dung but I didn’t have any of that. I only caught the mouse yesterday.’

‘Add some more water,’ advised Prasutus. ‘And I think you should add some mugwort.’

Ursula nodded silently and added water from a jug and crushed leaves from a small clay jar.

‘This is madness!’ Juba turned to the boy who had appointed himself their teacher. In the light of the central hearth fire, Prasutus’s hair was the dark red of iron fresh from the forge.

‘Do you even know what you’re doing?’ Juba asked him. ‘Doesn’t it take twenty years to master the Druid arts? You’re only thirteen years old!’

‘I’m almost fourteen,’ said Prasutus. ‘And Raven was only thirteen the first time he took the potion.’ But his eyebrows came together in a slight frown.

‘Raven was raised by Snakebeard,’ Bolianus reminded him. ‘He studied Druid arts for a long time.’

‘Didn’t Raven tell us this spell was dangerous?’ silver-blonde Bircha said to Prasutus.

Juba looked up sharply. ‘Why?’

Prasutus’s frown deepened. ‘It’s dangerous because you don’t actually become the creature; your soul merely inhabits its body. If the creature dies while you are possessing it, your soul may not find its way back.’

Hawk-nosed Bolianus nodded. ‘Remember the story Raven told us? About the girl who stayed in a deer too long and ended up in a speechless trance? The only thing she could do was beg by the side of the road.’

‘Then for Jupiter’s sake, Ursula, don’t drink it!’ cried Juba. ‘I don’t know why you’re doing this anyway. You almost break your neck getting poison berries. Then you add evil-looking mushroom, bitter mugwort and mouse dung?’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘This is witchcraft! You’re trying to get power.’

Ursula stopped grinding the leaves and looked at him. Her cheeks were scratched by branches and an oak leaf was tangled in her silky black curls, but her grey-green eyes shone almost as brightly as the hearth fire.

‘I don’t care about power,’ she said. ‘I only want to FLY! And this is the first step.’

Then, to Juba’s horror, she drank the potion down in five great gulps.
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Chapter Four

MUS

Ursula almost gagged as she gulped down the bitter sludge of moss, mushrooms, mistletoe, mugwort and mouse dung.

Her whole body shuddered with revulsion as she put down the empty beaker. She must not think about what she had just drunk or she might vomit it all up again. She hadn’t been lying when she told Juba she wanted to fly; it had always been one of her dearest dreams. But she also wanted to fly so that she could impress Raven, whom she loved even more than she loved his twin brother Castor.

Aware that the potion would soon take effect, Ursula picked up the mouse in his jar and limped out of the roundhouse and across the moonlit clearing towards the burrow in the hill where the Archdruid Snakebeard had lived. The small dark space was enclosed and she could send her spirit into the mouse, safe in the knowledge that nothing could happen to either of them in there. She did not want to spend the rest of her life begging by the side of the road.

Halfway across the moonlit glade, she stopped to look around at the night-time trees.

When she had first arrived in Britannia she had not even known the names of the trees.

But now, thanks to Raven, she knew not only their names, but their voices. Hazel had a mink voice: soft and silver-grey. Hawthorn spoke with a dozen voices at once. Holly had a voice as glossy and prickly as her leaves.

Even the thousand-year-old oak at the centre of the grove had once spoken to her in a deep gravelly voice that she felt in her breastbone. He had simply said: ‘Ursula.’

And now she was about to ascend to a new level, where she could understand animals and birds. At the thought of it, a deep joy filled her, along with a deeper surge of love for the youth who had opened this world for her: Raven.

‘I don’t like it.’ Juba came up beside her. ‘If Father or Fronto were here they would forbid it.’

His moonlit face was becoming larger and his voice seemed unnaturally loud.

She knew the potion was beginning to take effect.

Suddenly, a small dark shape emerged from behind the woodpile, scampered across the clearing and leapt up on to Ursula.

‘Meer!’ She laughed as her big kitten clambered up her wollen cloak and crouched purring on her left shoulder.

Almost a year had passed since they had fled Rome one warm August night. Although Meer was almost as big as a full-grown cat, she still liked to perch on her mistress’s shoulder.

Ursula’s soul was loosening and she was about to send it into a mouse. This was not a good time for her big kitten to be here. She shifted the jar with the mouse to her left arm and tried to push Meer off.

But the big kitten stuck like a barnacle to a ship’s bottom.

Finally, someone lifted Meer from her shoulder.

‘Go quickly!’ Bircha’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. ‘I’ll hold Meer. One of you take her to Snakebeard’s Den!’

‘I will.’ Ursula was aware of Prasutus’s hand on her waist, guiding her into a dim warm space. For a moment she was disappointed that it was not Raven. Or Castor. Then she remembered that Raven had left a month ago, and his twin Castor had gone to find him not long after.

Prasutus put a dimly burning oil-lamp on the floor of the small cave carved into the hillside. Then he helped Ursula sit cross-legged with her back against the earth wall of the den. When he had backed out and slid the plank barrier in front of the cave mouth, she scooped the mouse from his jar and put him down before her on the packed earth floor. The golden glow of the oil-lamp showed her his little nose twitching as he explored the new space.

She stared at the mouse, focusing all her attention on him. He stopped sniffing and stared back at her with jet-black eyes.

Ursula felt her soul loosen and detach.

Then, with a dizzy plunge, she fell into his tiny black gaze.

She had become a mouse.
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Chapter Five

SCIRPI

Ursula knew her brother had been right to call it powerful and dangerous witchcraft when her soul fell into the mouse.

The cramped den now seemed like a vast cavern. Her twitching nose had suddenly become exquisitely keen. She could smell olive oil burning in the lamp, sawdust, four different types of leaves, two types of mould, linen, wool and the faintly musky scent of a giant mammal. After a moment, she realised the last smell was made by a human: herself!

She could see her human body sitting cross-legged, eyes closed, tendrils of black hair falling over her smooth brown cheeks.

Unlike her sense of smell, her vision was not keener.

But it was different. All the colours were altered as if her new world was made of metal.

She saw silvery brightness in the open space, but old gold where the floor met the wall of the den. Some instinct told her the dark gold was good and the dazzling silver was bad.

Her feet were extraordinary, like having four huge hands with which she could feel and sense and climb. The earth hummed beneath her mouse palms.

Then a faint but wonderful smell reached her.

Cheese!

Somewhere not too far away was cheese.

The smell of it pierced all the other aromas and went right down to her inmost being, tugging and pulling her to her left.

A dribble of pee leaked out from beneath her tail. She had a tail! The urine was making a hot glowing path on the beaten earth floor where she had been a moment before. The colour was beyond violet; it was a shade her human eyes had never beheld before.

The tantalising scent of cheese lured her to a gate of wooden slats. Impossible to get through, and yet her body would not be denied the cheese on the other side. Somehow, miraculously, she found a slight dip in the earth and pushed her nose into an impossibly narrow gap. She felt the pressure on the top of her skull and the bottom of her jaw. She let her internal organs compress sideways and more pee squeezed out. Her tail felt as big as a tree. It felt every change in texture.

Then she was through and out into the silver night!

The hoot of an owl sent a thrill of terror through her. She could see the looming shape of a huge round building on the horizon. The cheese was in there! Between her and the building was a vast plain. But already she was crossing it, running as fast as she could: going from clump of grass to leaf and anything else that would shelter her.

Abruptly, she was face-to-face with another mouse. This mouse was a male defending his territory.

She could smell his aggression.

See him curl back his upper lip.

See him reveal sharp teeth.

See him prepare to attack.

Suddenly, a shadow snatched him away.

No. Not a shadow.

An owl!

Squealing in terror, Ursula the mouse raced across the clearing and into the big building.

The earthen floor was covered by rushes. Beneath her paws they were as big as logs and it was hard going until she reached a place where they were crushed flat by human feet. The gloriously tangy scent was calling her to a high wooden platform set on four square trunks.

A table! The cheese was on a table!

She craved that cheese as she had craved nothing else in her life. The inner flesh of her cheeks spurted saliva into her mouth at the thought of it. Her pink nose twitched as the scent pulled her forward. Even her whiskers tingled.

And suddenly she was climbing up the tree-trunk table leg and on to the platform tabletop and at last she was upon the cheese. She became teeth and tongue and gullet, and the inexpressibly delicious taste of cheese.

For a blissful few moments she fed on the cheese, until a stab of fear arrived along with the stench of cat pee.

She froze.

Behind her, she heard something padding towards her. The almost silent paws of a giant predator.

Slowly, Ursula turned away from the brick of cheese.

A crouching feline watched Ursula with terrible unrecognising blue-grey eyes. Her shoulder blades were up and her tail twitched.

Meer was no longer kitten-sized. She was panther-sized.

No. She was elephant-sized!

There was no way to escape this supremely dangerous animal.

She was doomed.

She was about to be devoured by the kitten she had risked her life to save.

Unless …

She remembered what Raven and Prasutus had taught her: that the magic loosened the soul so you could send it into another animal. If the magic was still strong enough, perhaps she could transfer her soul into Meer before she was devoured.

But it had never been attempted before.

Not even Raven had tried leaving one creature for another.

But she had to try.

She had to.

She summoned all her resolve and, as her big kitten pounced, Ursula sent her soul leaping into Meer’s eyes.

I must get in, was her last thought as a mouse.
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Chapter Six

FELES

Juba was fast asleep and dreaming of his family in Rome when a scream brought him instantly awake. It was very dim in the roundhouse but Juba could tell by light filtering through a thinning section of the conical thatch roof that it was already getting light outside. These British summer nights were the shortest he had ever known.

Bircha screamed again. Even in the murky gloom he could see her long silver-blonde hair. She was standing by the curved inner wall of the roundhouse, near the table. She held the water jug in one hand and a clay beaker in the other, frozen in the act of pouring a drink of water.

‘Meer’s got a mouse!’ she cried. ‘And I think it’s Ursula!’

Juba scrambled to his feet and squinted at the table.

He saw Meer crouched on one corner of the table, behind bowls and cups near the mortar and pestle. The cat had something in her paws.

Juba cursed silently. He had left a brick of cheese there, only partly wrapped in a piece of cabbage tied with twine. He should have hung it from one of the two roof beams that made an X above them, along with their other stores, but he had wanted a snack before bed.

‘Let her go!’ Bircha squealed, and threw her beaker at the big kitten.

The beaker missed Meer but struck the whitewashed daub wall of the roundhouse, splashing it with water and then bouncing on to the earthen floor.

Absorbed by her prey, Meer did not even look up.

Juba took a cautious a step forward. The cat was definitely toying with something, but what?

The dim light in the roundhouse suddenly grew brighter as someone pulled back the deerskin flap over the door and let in a flood of early morning light. Out of the corner of his left eye, Juba saw a flash of copper-red hair and knew it was Bouda.

Resourceful, quick-thinking Bouda. Always good in a crisis. He allowed himself a flash of gratitude before returning his attention to the thing between the cat’s paws.

Now he could hear squeaking.

The flood of light from the doorway showed that Meer definitely had a mouse.

But was Ursula’s soul really in the mouse?

How was such a thing even possible?

He relaxed a little. She had only been studying Druid ways for a month, and everyone knew it took at least twenty years to achieve full mastery.

The mouse squeaked and his muscles tensed again.

What if it was true? What if Ursula’s soul was somehow caught in the mouse and she could never return to her body?

‘What ARE you doing!’ cried a voice from above, and Loquax flew down from one of his favourite perches in the conical thatched roof.

Startled, Meer let the mouse go.

But only for an instant.

With a pounce that sent a cup rolling, Meer was at the other end of the table, pinning the mouse by its tail.

Loquax fluttered on to Bircha’s shoulder. ‘Carpe diem!’ said the mynah bird.

Juba pointed. ‘Loquax! Attack!’

Loquax tipped his black head and regarded Juba brightly. ‘Ave, Domitian!’ he said, and flew out the bright door of the roundhouse.

Juba cursed softly, then took a deep breath. ‘Bouda?’ he asked. ‘Will you go to the Druid Den and see if Ursula is still in a trance or awake? If she’s awake and in her right mind, we don’t have to worry.’

Out of the corner of his left eye he saw the fiery gleam of Bouda’s hair as she nodded. As she went to follow his instructions, the deerskin flap fell back and the roundhouse grew a little dimmer.

A figure moving on his right attracted his attention. It was Prasutus. He wore only his loincloth and held a stick with a fishing net at the end. Juba gave him a silent nod of approval.
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