

[image: ]




[image: ]






First published by Moon Books, 2013
Moon Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com
www.moon-books.net


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Robin Herne 2009


ISBN: 978 1 78279 211 6


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Robin Herne as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.













CONTENTS


Introduction


A Contention of Druids


First Story Notes


The Fourth Tail


Second Story Notes


The Mark of Cain


Third Story Notes


The Fricwebba


Fourth Story Notes


The Golem of Ipswich


Fifth Story Notes


Suffer a Witch


Sixth Story Notes


Angel’s Blood


Seventh Story Notes


A Doctor Calls


Eighth Story Notes


The Black Dog


Ninth Story Notes


No Way to Treat a Goddess


Tenth Story Notes
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“Some places speak distinctly. Certain dank gardens cry loud for a murder; certain old houses demand to be haunted; certain coasts are set apart for shipwrecks.”


Robert Louis Stevenson


“The world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it.”


Albert Einstein 










Introduction


The animist and polytheist religions of the ancient world embraced, and continue in their modern expressions to embrace, the notion of the spirit of place. The Romans called it the genius loci, and virtually all cultures have their own counterparts –landvaettir, wights, kami, bocain etc. The interactions between the genius and the humans (and other creatures) that dwell within its remit are a subject for considerable reflection for polytheists and animists.


A comparatively new branch of psychology, ecopsychology, is beginning to take a non-religious look at the impact a place can have on the minds of the humans living, working, or otherwise spending prolonged periods there. A polytheist myself, I believe in the existence of these spirits of place as real beings rather than just as poetic abstractions. The relationship flows in both directions – not only does the genius influence people but we, in turn, impact upon it. However, as the genius undoubtedly lasts much longer than a human lifespan, it is probable that the spirit has a greater influence on the human than vice versa.


As the old saying goes, like attracts like – and this is as true of places as it is of people. Some places are fundamentally joyful, whilst others radiate an atmosphere of anger and corruption, and each attracts people suitable to its own nature. Those who do not feel comfortable in such a place soon leave, if they have the freedom to do so. For those that lack an escape route, perhaps their natures are eventually moulded in tune with the place. Spending a prolonged period in a depressing place will wear down even the most ebullient of souls – and perhaps it is to be wished that the reverse is true, and a person deep in the doldrums may be lifted by associating with a vivacious genius.


So often we think in terms of owning houses, farms, woodland and other places or property. We have become used to thinking of the places we inhabit as passive possessions to impose our own decorative tastes upon – but perhaps they also view us as possessions, as things which they encompass or contain, and either enjoy having us within them or resent every minute of it.


Whilst ecopsychology, operating in an essentially atheist paradigm, speaks in terms of the unthinking impact an environment has upon a thinking human, from a pagan viewpoint I suggest that the world around us is very much aware and capable of a form of sapience (albeit not in a human manner), or perhaps rather that the many different parts of the world around us have their own multiple sapiences.


What determines if a genius is happy or hostile in the first place? In honesty, I have no idea (though I’d love to learn, and have helped form a group in Suffolk whose intent is to get on better terms with the local spirits of place and find out more about them). My suspicion is that their character is in part the consequence of experience (much as it is with humans) but also of function. Some places have a function in the grander scheme of things, and the genius regulates this. Some places heal, and doubtless feel wonderful as a result, others act rather like psychic rubbish dumps, breaking down patterns and recycling the forces directed there – a process that may not be pleasant to be around, and so we tend to feel uncomfortable near such unseen activities. That doesn’t make such genii evil, merely unwelcoming – though humans are prone to cast others in a moral context based largely upon how friendly they are towards us rather than a grasp of the bigger picture.


When talking of the purpose of place I am not only referring to the function imparted by humans, but of a pre-existing raison d’etre. Having said that, experience suggests that even short-term human activity can have a major impact, and especially where the focus of people is to a common goal.


Each of these short stories is set in a different century, but all have their central action taking place in the same location, namely Castle Hill in Ipswich. This is a real place, though it bears little resemblance to the fictional version presented in these pages. Interestingly there is an area of the Massachusetts Ipswich which is also called Castle Hill, the location for a number of films. These days the area of the British Castle Hill is a housing estate, as unremarkable as a thousand others like it. Its past is rather more intriguing than its present, having been the location of an extensive Roman villa, then later a wooden castle (hence the name) which was finally demolished on the orders of Henry II in 1176. The succession of buildings which replace the castle in these stories are fictional – but inspired by real sites elsewhere in Ipswich and its surrounding villages.


As well as exploring the nature of the spirit of place, these stories are also united by themes of religion, mysticism and superstition. This latter word is interesting, one of those opprobrious words that are normally applied only to the beliefs of other people for whom we have a low regard.


The stories use a number of different literary styles (first-person narratives, epistolary accounts etc.) largely because I enjoy experimenting, and short stories are a great avenue for doing just that.


A couple of these stories, such as A Contention of Druids, have appeared in shorter versions in magazines and newsletters. Angel Blood was broadcast on Ipswich Community Radio many years ago, having won a competition for people writing stories with a local flavour.


Whatever dwells in the fictional Castle Hill is angry and vindictive, and its poison spreads like a canker amongst all those who come to live upon the hill over the two and a half millennia that separates the first story from the last.










Chapter One


A Contention of Druids


Senorix ran the string of amber beads through his fingers, a gesture that his handsome bodyguard Luccus recognised as signifying deep thought. The old Druid’s eyes took in the desecrated grove where flies gathered on the carcass of the frail old man whose blood splattered the wooden altar. They had delicately searched the diminutive body, the investigator looking at the three small items found in a leather pouch – a knucklebone, a Greek coin, and a wooden talisman.


Riomandus had been his tutor, many decades earlier, and they had remained close after Senorix had attained the Druid’s mantle and been sent out into the world to serve the Iceni. That such a noble life should end in such violence sickened him, inured as he was to the sight of sudden death.


“I don’t like this place,” commented the tactless young warrior as he shooed away a crow that hovered hungrily nearby. “He must have been hated with a passion. The first blow must have killed him, but to go on and on hacking at the body in that manner—”


“Suggests a mind unhinged by rage or fear. See those three wounds to Riomandus’ throat? They have nearly severed his head. I wonder if the murderer was especially incensed by something that my old teacher said?”


“According to the Uerdruis, old Riomandus only arrived here a week ago. What on earth could somebody say in the space of a week to produce such a reaction? Did he have an especially poisonous tongue?” Luccus ran a hand through his long hair.


“Never in all the years I knew him; Riomandus was a man of peace. Even when dealing with idiots he was uncommonly kind and gentle. I had so looked forward to hearing him speak again. His insights into the ways of the Gods were profound, and I have never met anyone who knew more about medicine than he. Come, Luccus, let us consult with the revered Uerdruis.”


“We cannot go ahead with the convocation until the spirit of my dear friend has been satisfied.” The senior Druid’s voice trembled with emotion.


Senorix already understood the importance of the gathering, and the necessity of resolving the vexed issue of rightful sacrifice that threatened to pull the Druid world apart. “Tell me, honoured Dubnos, how did this terrible waste of life come to be discovered?” the sun-browned sage asked, as they stood on one of the few dry patches along the marshy banks of the river and watched the passage of the birds across the grey waters.


“Trenus, guardian of this sacred grove, and his assistant Catus came to prepare the area for the morning prayers – and were nearly knocked down by Riomandus’ own nephew, the warrior Atto, fleeing the scene. That was about an hour after dawn, as Trenus was late waking. I had kept the poor man talking nearly all night, discussing his somewhat eccentric religious views. I was summoned immediately. Riomandus was quite cold and I will swear that he had been dead since no later than midnight, maybe a couple of hours earlier. The last anyone admits to seeing him alive was at the evening meditation.”


The tall, cadaverous Trenus made a comical contrast to the short, rotund Catus as they led the procession carrying the bier with a pale woollen shroud covering the corpse. They wound their way awkwardly down the path that spiralled from the grove atop the hill. Senorix and Luccus waited patiently at the base of the hill until the tubby man sonorously finished chanting the prayers for the dead. The two investigators approached, making the gestures of greeting, and Senorix noticed the thick cataracts that must have rendered Trenus all but blind. The sombre Druid gestured for them to follow him back up to the sacred glade, where his assistant began gathering some articles left upon the wooden altar slab.


“I commend you on the beauty of the holy nemeton that you guard, honoured Trenus. I see that you have recently installed an intriguingly carved pillar behind the altar.”


A smile twitched the sombre features of the guardian, as he indicated his assistant and introduced him as not only the tribe’s gutuator but also an accomplished wood carver.


The short man positively bloomed under the dry praise, gazing puppy-eyed at his superior. “Not only a great singer but an artisan too? I wonder that you are not a devotee of Lugus of the Many Skills, yet I do not recall seeing any of the symbols of the blessed God in the nemeton. Though I am sure I had heard that this glade was dedicated to Belinos – is there not a healing spring near here? But I have not seen the Radiant One’s signs here…nor do I recognise the curious swirling symbols on the new pillar.”


“No,” Trenus cut across Catus’s flustering, “our tribe did once pay homage to Lugus and Belinos amongst others, but we have been blessed with many visions of recent years which have led us to dedicate ourselves almost exclusively to Croucacrumbas. We have always been an impoverished community, this land being little suited to farming. Yet since the Great One called to me, we have had excellent harvests.”


It was something of a running joke that the tiny clan that dwelt in the small village on the banks of the River Ura never knew if they were Iceni or Trinovantes, until the royal messengers passed through. The interminable petty disputes between the two kingdoms meant that the marshy hinterland was often traded back and forth.


“Then I must learn more of this God, for I confess his name is unknown to me. Tell me, had you spoken much to poor Riomandus since his arrival at your community?” Senorix asked, running a hand over his hairless sun-browned pate.


“Very little,” the lips pressed tightly together in disapproval, “our humble nemeton is honoured to have been chosen by the noble Uerdruis for this gathering of the learned. Yet I could wish that some would confine their minds to the needs of their own tribes and not dictate what others should do.”


Catus’s chins wobbled in vigorous agreement, and he suddenly burst into a voluble description of the murderous mannerisms of the warrior Atto who had that very dawn fled the scene of his unspeakable crime of kin slaying. Senorix and his assistant had considerable difficulty tearing themselves away from the singer’s repeated demands for advice on how best to purify a holy place violated by such a deed.


The wretched nephew stared up at his interrogators with grief-swollen eyes. Alcohol had robbed much of his memory of the previous twenty-four hours, and he repeatedly cursed himself for having over-imbibed with his fellow swordsmen. Luccus, who had been one of his drinking companions showed little sympathy and demanded to know the nature of his last meeting with the revered Riomandus.


“It is true that I was unkind to him, may Brigantia forgive me for such churlishness. I was keen to get to the feasting hall for the drinking and…other distractions, and Uncle kept asking me silly questions. I became impatient and snapped at him, but that is all. There was no bad blood between us.”


“What questions did he ask?” Senorix leaned forward, his piercing blue eyes fixing the young man.


“He kept asking me if I’d heard tell of battle captives held for ransom by the local tribe, and then started on about the paw bones I gave him. He always wore a bracelet of dog bones, being especially devoted to the god Noudens, but it broke on the journey and most of the bones were lost in a river crossing. I found a couple of new ones for him, auspicious ones too because they must have been left over from a sacrifice made in the nemeton.”


“And did you know of any captives?”


“No, the Ura clan are peaceful to the point of monotony. They never go to war. I went to the nemeton to tell him as much, but he was dead when I got there.”


They sat on a fallen tree gazing out over the slowly undulating river, Luccus describing a strange dream that had come to him in a grove of Noudens many years earlier and Senorix admiring the passing swans. A tall woman approached them from the direction of the temporary druids’ encampment, and Venerable Senorix recognised her bleached ash staff before he recognised her lined face. He stood and greeted Illica in the traditional manner.


“Why have I not been questioned in the matter of Riomandus’ death?” she thrust her jaw out pugnaciously and glared at him, ignoring Luccus, “I am a natural suspect given the many arguments I had with the dead man.”


“I was not aware that any of these arguments were other than philosophical disputes, Illica, or did you take them as some personal insult?”


“Of course not!” she sounded genuinely shocked, running her hand so vigorously through her iron-grey hair that the tight knot came loose. “I am not some silly maid given to tears and tantrums when her ideas are challenged.”


Luccus looked away, even he was aware of Illica’s reputation for temperamental mood swings since leaving her fertile years behind. He had noted that she was also quite a powerfully built woman, and looked as if she might be easily capable of delivering the fatal wounds.


“I last saw him,” she continued as if Senorix had actually asked the question, “just before dawn. I awoke early, unable to sleep properly in that uncomfortable bed and fed up listening to some idiot playing an improperly tuned lyre. I had gone out in search of something to drink. Riomandus was walking towards the hill where the grove stands. I greeted him but got no response. He was getting a trifle deaf, so I took no offence. Nobody followed him, though I admit I was not really paying much attention.”


“I am quite familiar with Riomandus’ insistence that only a willing sacrifice can carry messages across to the Divine Realms. However, I have never heard your views directly, only second hand.”


“Oh, right, well…” she seemed slightly taken aback by the change of tack in the gentle old man’s questioning, “in my tribe there are certain crimes for which no éraic can be paid. Oh, I know you Iceni demand an honour price for every crime, short of kin-slaying, but that is not our way. Last year an eight-year-old girl was raped in our tribe, and I determined that her own father was guilty of the deed. A depraved creature, I recommended that he be disposed of and the chieftain agreed. He was sacrificed and it wasn’t quick, I can tell you that, but it was a chance for him to redeem an otherwise worthless life by doing some small good for the people he should have cared for in life.”


“That is certainly one view,” Senorix murmured, “the last time I encountered a similar case the man was beaten to death by the father of the child he had abused before any judgement could be passed.”


“People like that are better left as wolf-meat than sent to be amongst the Gods!” Luccus snarled, raising an irate glare from the druidess.


“Do you know what this is?” Senorix asked before his fellow philosopher could launch into a tirade.


“Of course,” she glanced at the old man’s open palm, “it’s a finger bone.”


“I know, which is all the stranger when we are amongst a people who never go to war and abide peacefully by the law of éraic. Were we up amongst you Coritani, I might be less perturbed!”


The silver-haired Uerdruis sat on the raised wooden bench placed in the sacred grove and surveyed the fifty-odd men and women gathered on benches beneath the trees. For the first time in living memory Esico, the headsman of the Clan Ura, had been allowed to bring two warriors into the nemeton, ready to enforce the law. Luccus himself had insisted on also attending to protect his patron and enforce justice on those who might seek to escape it.


The Uerdruis stood and called for the Sword of Nodens to be drawn. Luccus came forward, and held aloft his own blade – under normal protocol the local chieftain would have used his own weapon, but the headsman possessed only an ill-kempt rusty antique. With due reverence, the bodyguard unsheathed the sword and lay both scabbard and blade alongside each other on the altar.


Only when the god of justice was invoked was a weapon permitted in a holy nemeton. Once all prayers and blessings were said, the Uerdruis turned to face the seated sages and banged his apple wood staff causing the bells on it to jangle melodically.


“We gather before the eyes of our Gods to discuss the heated matter of whether sacrifice of a human life must always be of one willing given, as the late Riomandus and his students contend, or if the lives of unwilling criminals and prisoners of battle may also serve as acceptable offerings to the Old Ones, as Illica and her companions claim. Yet first, before we may come to a conclusion on such matters, we must resolve the brutal destruction of one of our own. The Gods have equipped us with the presence of Senorix, whose skill at untangling such mysteries is well known.” He made the gesture of approval towards the thin, hazel-skinned man who sat to his left, hood pulled down. Senorix rose and stepped forward.


“Thank you, learned Dubnos. When searching the body of the revered Riomandus we found a single bone in his pouch, last of several which Atto says he gave his uncle to replace some dog bones lost en route. I conclude from this that Atto did not inherit his uncle’s love of medicine, for this is no canine bone. It is a child’s finger bone, which Atto found in this very glade. My old tutor asked his nephew if any battle captives have been taken by this tribe, perhaps following the logic that Trenus, as a follower of Illica’s school of thought, might have sacrificed some unwilling captive. Yet the headsman here will confirm that they have had no prisoners of any age, so I ask of the guardian how human fingers came to be within this nemeton?”


Trenus shook with suppressed fury as he leapt to his feet, the young headsman paling before the clouded orbs. “Once again an outsider dares to interfere with our ways! What business is it of yours how we honour the mighty Croucacrumbus?”


“You have slaughtered a child in offering?” Dubnos the elegant Uerdruis was incredulous, and even the bombastic Illica looked shocked.


“Three years past He came to me in a vision!” Trenus stumbled rapturously towards the carved pillar. “Our people have flourished since we gave the Lord of the Mound what he desires. You spoke of Lugus – what did he ever do for us? No, only the lord has granted us what we so desperately needed and he asks so little in exchange. With so many mouths to feed, what cost is it to have a few less?”


The gathering erupted in outrage, and the elderly lady near to the headsman raised her staff as if to strike him for tolerating such an outrage. It was not until Luccus and his fellow warriors hauled the increasingly incoherent Trenus away that the Uerdruis was finally able to restore some order.


“Not only must Trenus account for the slaying of Riomandus,” his tremulous voice echoed round the glade, “but Esico must also answer for failing to uphold the duties of a headsman and preventing this madness.”


“Trenus is indeed guilty of the sacrifice of innocents,” Senorix said, turning his back upon the disgraced headsman, “however, I do not believe it was his hand that struck down Riomandus. The guilt is upon his assistant, the singer Catus. Austere Trenus had been talking to our revered Chief Druid all evening, and I doubt so ill-sighted a man could commit any kind of crime in the dark. Catus, you are his right hand in all things, I say that you silenced old Riomandus when he asked too many questions about the bones. Not only did you fear censure for the unwarranted sacrifices, but dreaded what would happen to the Ura if this insane pact was broken.”


Spitting obscenities, Catus lunged at his denouncer with the sacrificial blade drawn from beneath his robes. Luccus was quicker, and a flash of sword severed the murderous arm at the elbow, the blood spouting across the carved pillar in a final offering to Croucacrumbus.



First Story Notes


North Suffolk was mainly under the control of the Iceni, and South Suffolk under the Trinovantes. Exactly where the border between these two tribes lay is anyone’s guess, though the River Lark is often cited as a strong possibility. However, it probably fluctuated over time with skirmishes between the tribes. There is evidence of small-scale settlement in the Ipswich area, most notable for leaving behind a deposit of gold torques. It is uncertain whether these were ritual offerings, or concealed to keep them safe during a raid – with the implication that the people who buried them may not have lived long enough to go back and dig them up.


The Iceni (not their actual name, but a Latin approximation of how to pronounce it) left behind coins bearing horse imagery. In a later trend the imagery switched to that of a wolf – this could suggest a change in religious allegiances from an equine to a lupine deity (or, given that they were polytheists, the introduction of an additional deity), or may reflect alterations in a ruling dynasty with new emblems, or merely artistic trends. The wolf images in time gave way to depictions of the wild boar.


Ancient cemeteries have been found in a number of areas around present-day Ipswich, including a major find of impressive gold torques unearthed in the late 1960s from the Belstead area.


Sadly little is known about the nature and beliefs of the Druids and the peoples they served. In a previous non-fiction book, Old Gods, New Druids, I outlined some of what is known or conjectured. Caesar referred to the druids of Gaul as having a supreme leader, and this concept is drawn upon in the story through the guise of the Uerdruis, or Over-Druid. The story also mentions a gutuator, a term translating as ‘Father of Song’. The function of the gutuator is unclear, but presumably would have involved singing or chanting – something along the lines of a galdr-singer, cantor or choirmaster.


Again referring to our cousins across the Channel Julius Caesar said, “In fact, it is they who decide in almost all disputes, public and private; and if any crime has been committed, or murder done, or there is any dispute about succession or boundaries, they also decide it, determining awards and penalties”. It was this idea that inspired the idea of Senorix, the Druidic investigator in the story.


The Druids served not only as priests, but also as interpreters and upholders of the law. It was the duty of the chieftains and warlords to enforce legal decisions, but they relied on the wisdom of the sages to inform the judgements that they passed.










Chapter Two


The Fourth Tail


“That’s where my poor Appia killed herself.” Quintus’ mask of the prosperous merchant faltered for a moment showing the grief and bewilderment contained beneath. “Of course this silly temple wasn’t there then. The slaves had built a rather charming little bower-seat beneath the shadow of the great oak. Local legend has it that the oak was all that remained of a Druid grove, where terrible rituals took place. Sacrifice you know! Appia was terrified of it.”


“Yet you had a bower built here?” Lady Augusta’s tone, normally haughty, became positively accusatory.


“Oh, she wasn’t afraid of it at first!” Quintus quailed before his sister-in-law’s Medusean gaze, gabbling in a way that none of his cowed debtors would have credited. “No, in fact she was the one who wanted the bower. It was only in the last few months of her life that she began to get these sick fancies. She kept saying she could hear the sacrificial victims crying out in fear, howling for justice. Do you remember the letter I sent you, asking for advice about the Lemuria festival last year?”


Augusta did not mention the illness that had prevented her from leaving the Temple of Minerva in far off Camulodunum. They both knew of it, and the guilt that otherwise she might somehow have prevented her youngest sister’s suicide weighed heavily despite her own lack of culpability.


“I thought it was all just histrionics, may Jupiter forgive me for my short-sightedness, but presumed conducting the ceremony might have been best – if only to allay Appia’s fears. It was that very morning that she sent her slave girl back to the villa to fetch some trifle, and the silly child returned to find her mistress dangling from the branches.”


“What became of the tree?” she asked, casting an unconscious glance at Olivia, her own attendant slave, who walked silently behind them.


“Oh, I had it chopped down and the wood burned far from the house lest it be infected. That stump behind the new shrine is all that remains. You know, dear sister-in-law, that when the slaves were digging up roots they came across three small skulls? Well, they refused to dig any further. In honesty, I didn’t have the heart to flog them into completing the task. I dare say Mother would have done, but I declared the work at an end and that was that.”


“What ceremony did you perform to appease the sacred tree?” The scarlet that infused her brother-in-law’s cheeks was all the answer Lady Augusta needed. She rolled her eyes imperiously, and walked into the wooden shrine that Quintus’s eccentric mother Clara had demanded. She exchanged a conspiratorial arch of the eyebrow with Olivia, who had been otherwise impressed by the beautiful herb garden that made this dank backwater so pleasurable to visit.


Quintus, sensing the unspoken scorn, harrumphed, “Mother has always had strange fancies when it comes to religion. When she heard that one of her friends from Camulodunum had an Egyptian handmaid, nothing would do but that she should have one too. So I got her one from the Midsummer Market, and have rued the day since Tita came into this house. Mother is completely enthralled by her and had this shrine to Bast built on the girl’s guidelines.”


“Bast!”


“An Egyptian cat goddess.”


“I know who Bast is!” the aged priestess snapped, “Last I heard she was devoting herself to Attis and Cybele – rather appropriately. Still, your mother has always been obsessed with felines, so it can come as little surprise that she has changed allegiances. I always thought Egyptian sacred structures were built of marble or sandstone.”


“Oh, well, I refused to provide a marble one.” The portly merchant flushed a little at his own daring. “Mother drops religions almost as quickly as she takes them up, and I really didn’t want to spend a fortune on some shrine she would lose interest in after a month or two. So it was wood or nothi—–ng.”


Lady Augusta gave an involuntary shriek as they entered the gloomy shrine and something hairy thumped against the side of her head. Recoiling, it took the pair some moments to realise what it was dangling from one of the rafters: an overfed dead cat, with a ligature tight about its throat.


Augusta’s exclamation was as nothing compared to that of the matriarch Clara, who howled like a beast in Tartarus when she discovered that her beloved puss had been strangled and strung up.


It was many hours before even a degree of sanity was restored to the villa of Quintus Cornelius Britannicus. The slaves desperately tried to conceal their curiosity as they fetched food and drink for their master and the two elderly women. Clara was short and her once plump flesh had started to sag in on itself like a deflated bladder. She had never much liked her in-law, and only tolerated the other woman because of her high standing within the temple of Minerva. The gaunt priestess cast her prominent eyes over her relations, and wished she had stayed in her beloved temple precincts. Clara disgusted her: a stupid and sadistic woman who spread misery wherever she went. Her brother-in-law had never much impressed her either.


“Before I can investigate these claims of a curse, dearest Clara, I would like to speak to this slave girl of yours – the Egyptian.”


“She’s dead, like my darling little Felicia. It’s the curse you know? Bast is vengeful for the desecration of her temple—” The voluble woman was cut off in mid-tirade, as Lady Augusta shot a glare that had been known to make senators quiver.


“Quintus, explain to me precisely what has happened since my last visit here for the Matronalia. All was peaceful then, and no talk of curses or death.”


Looking wistful, the merchant agreed that life had been good the previous spring and told of how it had all gone wrong within a fortnight of Lady Augusta’s departure. Ignoring the snorts of derision from his mother, Quintus recalled his wife’s gradual descent into madness and fear. At first vaguely anxious, she had become increasingly convinced that spectral voices and restless shades haunted the Druid Oak. Whilst worried about her, Quintus had never guessed that suicide preyed upon her mind and had been shocked when the news was rushed to him as he returned from a profitable trip to Camulodunum. He fretted at length upon the impact that this disaster had had upon their twins, Primus and Prima. The tree had been torn down, and the accursed skulls unearthed. Around midsummer Clara had insisted on the purchase of an Egyptian slave, and almost at once become fascinated by this exotic cat cult. Without saying so outright, he implied that he suspected the slave was making things up to retain a hold over the belligerent matriarch. The wooden shrine had been built within a month, and four months later an exorbitantly expensive statuette of Bast – here Clara burst in to sing the praises of the fabulous antiquity from the tombs of the Pharaohs, formed of ivory and gold, decorated with lapis lazuli – was acquired from a mercantile contact and placed in the shrine amidst bizarre-sounding ceremonies. There the cat had sat throughout the winter, until on the eve of Saturnalia, when it vanished. One of the slaves had been sent out to light some incense, Mother feeling a little unwell that morning. When Mother went to make the noon offerings, the statuette was gone. The girl swore that all had been well that morning.


“She was lying, of course!” Clara leapt in, her face hot with hate. “The procurator flogged her vigorously, but the thieving trollop would not reveal where she had stashed the statuette.”


Sighing heavily, Quintus resumed his explanation of how the villa was searched high and low to no avail. Nearly three months on, and the whereabouts of Bast’s idol remained unknown. Quintus had even paid spies to keep an eye on the black market, but none of the usual fences had handled it. None of the rituals performed by Tita, the Egyptian handmaiden, had proved worthwhile. She herself had been on an errand to buy incense for yet another ceremony when some street thug had robbed and strangled her. Mother had been inconsolable. The procurator, sent out to find the missing girl, had fallen foul of the same gang. His corpse had been found stuffed into a midden heap the following day. Quintus’s own horse had taken ill and died the week after, then one of his warehouses had burnt down – several costly crates of wine being destroyed in the process.


“I should like,” Lady Augusta announced after a lengthy cogitation, “to speak to the girl accused of the theft. Assuming she has not been sold on already?”


Clara dismissed the matter with a wave of her bejewelled hand, “Oh that was not possible. She died as well, though there was nothing sinister to that. She got an infection and died before she could be dealt with. Why are we wasting time talking of her? Someone has murdered my darling Felicia and desecrated the temple of Bast.”


“What was her name?” Lady Augusta asked, pushing a stray coil of faded red hair back behind her ear.


Clara sneered and looked away, whilst Quintus looked merely flummoxed and gazed enquiringly at the new chief slave who discreetly murmured the name – Cunsa.


Augusta meandered through the gardens, lost in thought. She came to rest not far from the Egyptian shrine, where the procurator was arranging branches into a small pyre on the path. She wondered why the chief slave was engaging in so menial a task. Upon enquiry the man mumbled, in a thick local accent, that it was for the dead cat – at the order of the mistress of the house. It being a religious ceremony, of a sort, he felt obliged to deal with it in person.


The dear departed lay in a wooden trough to one side of the shrine. Rather gingerly, the priestess examined the stiffened creature. She instructed the chief slave, known by the name of Brocchus, to untie the ligature. It was a long strip of leather with a short shard of bone knotted at one end, much longer than needed to wrap around the feline’s fat throat.


At her mistress’ side, Olivia murmured one word, “Flagrum.”


“Tell me…Brocchus, I understand that since the old procurator died you have been appointed as the new one?” Lady Augusta spoke gently.


The tall man responded shyly that the master had not yet arranged for a brand new replacement as insisted upon by Clara, but that – as the longest-serving slave at the villa, responsibility for maintaining order had fallen to him in the interim.


“How did he die, the old chief slave?”


“Severus was strangled, mistress. I laid out the corpse myself.”


Augusta thought he was about to add something, when a squeal and a stream of obscenities disrupted the peace of the garden. A tall dark-haired girl burst through the trees, hurling a few choice insults at the near-identical youth that followed her. The twins came to an abrupt halt, quelled by the austere face of their aunt. Through gritted teeth she informed them that their grandmother’s cat had been killed. Prima rolled her eyes and gave a look of supreme indifference, whilst her brother endeavoured to appear sympathetic but ended up looking simply wet.


“You’re not actually going to burn the stupid thing, are you?” the young lady demanded to know, nostrils flaring. “Next the daft old trout will be hiring in teams of mourners to wail.”


“Caterwaul!” Primus dissolved into snorts of awkward laughter. “Sorry Aunt Augusta…are you conducting the cat’s funeral?”


“Certainly not. I have never heard of anything so ridiculous, but I suppose your grandmother will have her way. That is a rather becoming hair comb, Prima.”


“Oh yes, that old thing. One of my suitors bought it for me.”


“How many suitors do you have, girl?” Augusta asked imperiously.


“Enough to fill an arena!” her brother responded for her, a malicious smirk on his lips. “Well, more than Father knows about anyway.”


“Well at least I only accept hair combs from my suitors, not like that avaricious little slut you moon over. How much does it cost to get up Antonia’s stola?”


“Shut your mouth, guttersnipe, or I’ll—”


Lady Augusta’s voice cracked like a whip, “You will do nothing, young man! Such behaviour is extremely unbecoming in those of your station. I shall speak to your father about the pair of you. Have you nothing edifying to occupy your time with?”


The recalcitrant teenagers mumbled apologies and slouched off back to the villa, bickering sotto voce.


Augusta made a brief enquiry of Brocchus, before sending her own slave off on a discreet errand. Olivia scurried away, taking care to avoid the eyes of her fellow slaves as much as possible.


Someone for whom literacy was a chore had clearly written the defixio, nailed to the grave marker with enough force to split the wood. The grave made an ill-tended contrast to the neat, flower-decked one further down the plot.


“A cat for a cat?” Olivia muttered quietly, reappearing at Lady Augusta’s side with all the stealth of a feline herself. “Have I read that correctly, mistress?”


“Yes, I think that’s what it says, though the grammar and spelling are so poor that the author could have intended any of a dozen possible meanings. Though as none of them make any sense, perhaps it is of no significance. Although I am not so sure…oh, of course! How sad. What did you find, Olivia?”


The plump girl produced a wooden rod, roughly the length of her own forearm, simplistically decorated with strips of leather and metal studs, “It was beneath his bed. I also spoke to the house-slaves afterwards as you asked, mistress, and it seems that Severus, the old procurator, was hated by all and sundry for his brutality. None of them would say as much, but I got the impression that the Lady Clara is loathed with a passion. It wouldn’t surprise me if the cat was killed just to spite her.”


Lady Augusta smiled ruefully, “That much I had already surmised for myself, Olivia dear. Were you able to check the other room, as I asked?”


Beaming, the eager Olivia slipped a hand down her own ample cleavage and produced a small glass vial. Augusta removed the stopper, her face ashen as she sniffed the contents, “It wasn’t in the other bedroom at all. I was nervous of going in, in case anyone caught me – even though I was following your instructions, it would still have been difficult to explain. There is a small shrine to the Dioscuri fixed to the wall between the bedrooms, and I tried to make an offering for protection from detection but I’m afraid that I was clumsy, mistress. I knocked over a bottle of scented oil, and when I tried to clear that up the shrine came off the wall. In my defence, it was so poorly attached that it is a wonder it stayed up at all. I found a small niche behind the shrine, dug out of the wall, and the bottle was inside. There is very little liquid in the bottle – is it what you wanted, mistress?”


“It is the last thing I wanted. I rarely wish to be wrong, but this was one of those occasions.” She sniffed the contents of the bottle and grimaced. “What in the name of Minerva’s owl is that ghastly noise?”


“Oh my! Sorry, mistress, but I forgot to say – that must be the cat’s funeral. The lady Clara gave orders…sorry, I mean invited you to attend the ceremony along with the rest of the household. I was supposed to say, but thought that I should attend to your orders first. I think she hopes that a ritual will somehow lift the pall that weighs so heavily over this House of Hades.”


“Do stop flustering, girl. Now, if that harridan wants the miasma banished then so be it. Though this is not a task that I relish completing. Be alert, Olivia, I may need to call upon your strong right hook!”


One swipe of Lady Augusta’s walking stick scattered the Egyptian artefacts from the altar in the garden shrine. Shock and fury battled across Clara’s features, Quintus’ jaw nearly hit the ground, and the twins all but squealed with repressed mirth.


“Be silent, imbeciles!” her tone would have had an emperor leaping to attention, and more than quailed the female slaves who had been ordered to serve as official mourners. “This blasphemous nonsense has continued long enough. You wish the misery lifted from your house, Quintus Cornelius Britannicus?”


The spluttering merchant nodded dumbly, and Augusta held out her hand. Olivia placed the wooden rod into it, and the priestess banged it down on the altar. The family all craned to see the item, staring at it in bewilderment for some moments.


“What is it?” asked Prima.


Augusta nodded, and Olivia whispered, “The handle of a flagrum, young mistress.”


“A what?”


“A whip, stupid!” her brother explained with a theatrically world-weary sigh.


“At my instruction, my slave Olivia searched the villa and found this handle.”


“What on earth can this piece of wood have to do with anything, let alone justify your violating the sanctity of this sacred place?” Clara’s chins wobbled with fury.


“There is nothing holy here,” Augusta snapped. “This leather strip, until recently wrapped around the fat throat of your repellent feline, was once attached to this handle. It is an item that I would have thought you perfectly familiar with, Clara, given that I understand you frequently supervised the brutal floggings of the slaves and encouraged Severus to excesses which, I am quite sure, our new emperor would not approve of.”


Always conscious of imperial spies, even the voluble matron paled at the reference to Julian’s reformatory zeal, “I…well…I believe in a well-disciplined household,” she stuttered.


“Discipline is one thing, savagery quite another. Normally a flagrum is only employed for the severest of transgressions. From what I gather, slaves were frequently flogged half senseless with it for trivial infractions. Some even died – the girl accused of stealing your golden statue being one such. She lies buried with the other slaves, though set apart from them. Her grave is well tended with offerings.”


“Are you suggesting the girl had an accomplice in her theft?” Quintus tried to reassert his authority within the bounds of his own villa.


“Of course not, Quintus! I doubt very much the girl ever stole a thing in her life, except possibly the odd moment of passion. This golden cat…now, I wonder if we were to send a messenger to the household of this girl Antonia whether we would find that she received some very expensive gifts this Saturnalia past?” Her scathing gaze turned upon Primus who flushed scarlet and began backing out of the crowded shrine, as expletives exploded from his father’s thick lips.


“Perhaps Father should take one of these flagra to you, brother dearest! But why did the little snot strangle that flea-bitten cat?” Prima positively crowed at her brother’s sudden plummet from his pedestal.


Lady Augusta sighed heavily and picked up the whip handle, “He didn’t. At this end you can all see where the thongs have been cut. There were once four strands to this flagrum. One was used to kill the cat, and of the others I can but speculate. I suspect they were used to choke the life from the procurator and the Egyptian slave girl. Severus caused the death of the woman you loved, and the Egyptian…did you kill her for the same reason you killed the cat? To make Clara suffer the way you suffered, by taking from her that which she loved, or at least valued?”


Brocchus the chief slave stared at his accuser for a long moment, his eyes misting over, “Cunsa. Her name was Cunsa, and that old bitch couldn’t even remember it even after all the years she had served her.”


Before anyone could make another move, Brocchus upended the urn of oil he had been holding ready for the funeral pyre. It drenched his own clothing and splattered those near him, who immediately backed away.


“The final tail from the whip, were you saving it for the real thief or for—”


“For that poisonous harpy! I had no notion as to who had stolen the statue, though if I had known I would have wrapped it round his thieving neck. Cunsa deserves vengeance, and I have failed her.” He wrenched a burning branch from the brazier and held it to his own clothing. The oil-soaked cloth went up like a candle, filling the shrine with the stench of burning flesh and the screams of the dying and living alike.


In the stampede to evacuate the building the brazier was knocked flying, hot embers igniting the altar cloth, and flames crawling up the walls.


They had sat quietly on the garden bench for an hour. The embers still smouldered, though the twisted corpse of the chief slave had been cleared away. Olivia caught the eye of a villa slave, who signalled that the horses were readied to transport them back to Camulodunum. She murmured as much to the elderly priestess, and helped her to rise.


“Have I done right?” Lady Augusta asked, her voice sharp in the silence. Her large blue eyes searched the slave girl’s face, keen for a genuine answer rather than the usual polite platitudes expected of her class.


“In exposing a murderer, my lady?”


“In concealing one.” The bewildered expression on Olivia’s face prompted the elegant old lady to remove a glass vial from the folds of her dress. “Henbane. They grow it in Rome. Small doses cause terrible dreams and make people see things that are not there. Applied in small amounts over an extended period of time, it can make a person feel they are going mad. Enough of it will kill outright.”


Her brow creased in confusion, Olivia delicately reminded her mistress that the slaves had been strangled rather than poisoned.


“It was not the slaves of whom I thought, but my poor sister. Did she really hear the voices of the lemures, unhappy in their graves, or was she drugged with this to send her mad? Or both? Oh, I don’t suggest that her death was by any hand other than her own – but if a person is sent mad with potions and takes their own life, is that not also murder of a form, in the eyes of Nemesis, if not the courts of man? Acheruntis pabulum. You said you found this in the wall cavity between the children’s bedrooms, hidden behind a shrine to the Divine Twins? I wonder which of them administered it?”


Philosophy was not the forte of a simple slave girl. Augusta emptied the incriminating vial into the ashes of the shrine, and leaned heavily on Olivia as they walked towards the stables.



Second Story Notes


There is comparatively little known about the Roman settlement around the area now called Ipswich (we do not even know what the area would have been called back then), aside from a large villa at Castle Hill, though a plaque dedicated to the god Attis was unearthed from the site. Nothing is known of the family who built it, or even if the same family remained there from the early second until the late fourth century. The villa could have changed hands several times over. All the characters and events of this story are, naturally, fictional.


The majority of the land now called Ipswich was very marshy and of little use for agriculture in those days, which may explain why the Romans had no great enthusiasm for the area. The nearest Roman town of any size was Combretovium (Coddenham) and doubtless the villa would have traded with the people of that community.


For those unfamiliar with the Roman calendar, Matronalia was once the New Year festival in early Rome and held on March 1st. Later the Romans transferred the start of the year to the feast of Janus in the month named after him, which is still the date we cleave to in Europe today. Matronalia, however, remained popular as the major feast of the goddess Juno.


Lemuria was a festival held on May 15th to placate the angry and discontent ghosts. People might become lemures by various unhappy means, such as meeting a violent or gruesome end, by committing suicide, or by being interred without the proper and respectful funeral rites. Lemuria was somewhat like Halloween today, and indeed the Catholic Church used to mark All Hallows in May before moving it to the date we are more familiar with now.


Saturnalia began on December 17th and, as the name suggests, was dedicated to the god Saturnus. Much of what the Romans did during this riotous time provided a foundation for our modern Christmas festivities, from the use of decorative greenery to the giving of gifts. It is almost certain that any Romans resident in ancient Suffolk would have celebrated these dates.


This story is set at the start of the reign of the Emperor Julian the Apostate, who in his very brief reign (from 361 to 363) introduced a considerable raft of changes to the way of life that many had become used to – most famously trying to re-establish polytheist religion in a world increasingly under the political sway of often militant monotheism. His reign was one of great upheaval for the Empire, a last surge of hope for pagans and a challenge to the Church’s thirst for domination.


The life of a slave in the Empire was hard and frequently brutal, dependent on the whims of an owner – even kindly ones probably came to consider slaves as little more than pets or useful items of furniture. This story reflects a little of what those unfortunate people may have endured.
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