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Peter Tremayne is the fiction pseudonym of a well-known authority on the ancient Celts, who utilises his knowledge of the Brehon Law system and 7th-century Irish society to create a new concept in detective fiction.




Sister Fidelma made her first appearance in 1993 in short stories. This is her sixth appearance in novel form. Peter Tremayne’s previous Sister Fidelma mysteries, ABSOLUTION BY MURDER, SHROUD FOR THE ARCHBISHOP, SUFFER LITTLE CHILDREN, THE SUBTLE SERPENT and THE SPIDER’S WEB are also available from Headline and received the following praise:


 


‘The Sister Fidelma stories take us into a world that only an author steeped in Celtic history could recreate so vividly - and one which no other crime novelist has explored before. Make way for a unique lady detective going where no one has gone before’

Peter Haining


 


‘Definitely an Ellis Peters competitor . . . the background detail is marvellous’

Evening Standard


 


‘I believe I have a tendresse for Sister Fidelma. Ingeniously plotted . . . subtly paced . . . written with conviction, a feel for the time, and a chill air of period authenticity. A series to cultivate’

Jack Adrian


 


‘A triumph! Tremayne uses many real characters and events as background . . . bringing the ancient world to life . . . The novels are admirable’

Mystery Scene


 


‘A fast-moving whodunnit thriller . . . Unputdownable’

Irish Democrat


 


‘Sister Fidelma . . . promises to be one of the most intriguing new characters in 1990s detective fiction’

Book & Magazine Collector




Also by Peter Tremayne and featuring Sister Fidelma

Absolution by Murder 
Shroud for the Archbishop 
Suffer Little Children 
The Subtle Serpent 
The Spider’s Web




For Father Joe McVeigh of Fermanagh - in memory of our public debate on the values of the Celtic Church and the Brehon Law system at the Irish Book Fair, March, 1994. Thanks for being a supporter of Sister Fidelma!




Even though I walk through the valley of the
 shadow, I will fear no evil, for You are with me,
 Your staff and crook are my comfort.


 



Psalm 23





HISTORICAL NOTE

The Sister Fidelma mysteries are set during the mid-seventh century A.D.

Sister Fidelma is not simply a religieuse, formerly a member of the community of St Brigid of Kildare. She is also a qualified dálaigh, or advocate of the ancient law courts of Ireland. As this background will not be familiar to many readers, this foreword provides a few essential points of reference designed to make the stories more readily appreciated.

Ireland, in the seventh century A.D., consisted of five main provincial kingdoms: indeed, the modern Irish word for a province is still cúige, literally ‘a fifth’. Four provincial kings - of Ulaidh (Ulster), of Connacht, of Muman (Munster) and of Laigin (Leinster) - gave their qualified allegiance to the Ard Rí or High King, who ruled from Tara, in the ‘royal’ fifth province of Midhe (Meath), which means the ‘middle province’. Even among these provincial kingdoms, there was a decentralisation of power to petty-kingdoms and clan territories.

The law of primogeniture, the inheritance by the eldest son or daughter, was an alien concept in Ireland. Kingship, from the lowliest clan chieftain to the High King, was only partially hereditary and mainly electoral. Each ruler had to prove himself or herself worthy of office and was elected by the derbfhine of their family - a minimum of three generations gathered in conclave. If a ruler did not pursue the commonwealth of the people, they were impeached and removed from office. Therefore the monarchial system of ancient Ireland had more in common with a modern-day republic than with the feudal monarchies of medieval Europe.

Ireland, in the seventh century A.D., was governed by a system of sophisticated laws called the Laws of the Fénechas, or land-tillers, which became more popularly known as the Brehon Laws, deriving from the word breitheamh - a judge. Tradition has it that these laws were first gathered in 714 B.C. by the order of the High King, Ollamh Fódhla. But it was in A.D. 438 that the High King, Laoghaire, appointed a commission of nine learned people to study, revise, and commit the laws to the new writing in Latin characters. One of those serving on the commission was Patrick, eventually to become patron saint of Ireland. After three years, the commission produced a written text of the laws, the first known codification.

The first complete surviving texts of the ancient laws of Ireland are preserved in an eleventh-century manuscript book. It was not until the seventeenth century that the English colonial administration in Ireland finally suppressed the use of the Brehon Law system. To even possess a copy of the law books was punishable, often by death or transportation.

The law system was not static and every three years at the Féis Temhrach (Festival of Tara) the lawyers and administrators gathered to consider and revise the laws in the light of changing society and its needs.

Under these laws, women occupied a unique place. The Irish laws gave more rights and protection to women than any other western law code at that time or since. Women could, and did, aspire to all offices and professions as the coequal with men. They could be political leaders, command their people in battle as warriors, be physicians, local magistrates, poets, artisans, lawyers, and judges. We know the name of many female judges of Fidelma’s period - Bríg Briugaid, Áine Ingine Iugaire and Darí among many others. Darí, for example, was not only a judge but the author of a noted law text written in the sixth century A.D. Women were protected by the laws against sexual  harassment; against discrimination; from rape; they had the right of divorce on equal terms from their husbands with equitable separation laws and could demand part of their husband’s property as a divorce settlement; they had the right of inheritance of personal property and the right of sickness benefits. Seen from today’s perspective, the Brehon Laws provided for an almost feminist paradise.

This background, and its strong contrast with Ireland’s neighbours, should be understood to appreciate Fidelma’s role in these stories.

Fidelma was born at Cashel, capital of the kingdom of Muman (Munster) in south-west Ireland, in A.D. 636. She was the youngest daughter of Faílbe Fland, the king, who died the year after her birth, and was raised under the guidance of a distant cousin, Abbot Laisran of Durrow. When she reached the ‘Age of Choice’ (fourteen years), she went to study at the bardic school of the Brehon Morann of Tara, as many other young Irish girls did. Eight years of study resulted in Fidelma obtaining the degree of anruth, only one degree below the highest offered at either bardic or ecclesiastical universities in ancient Ireland. The highest degree was ollamh, still the modern Irish word for a professor. Fidelma’s studies were in law, both in the criminal code of the Senchus Mór and the civil code of the Leabhar Acaill. She therefore became a dálaigh or advocate of the courts.

Her role could be likened to a modern Scottish sheriff-substitute, whose job is to gather and assess the evidence, independent of the police, to see if there is a case to be answered. The modern French juge d’instruction holds a similar role.

In those days, most of the professional or intellectual classes were members of the new Christian religious houses, just as, in previous centuries, all members of professions and intellectuals were Druids. Fidelma became a member of the religious community of Kildare founded in the late fifth century A.D. by St Brigid.

While the seventh century A.D. was considered part of the European ‘Dark Ages’, for Ireland it was a period of ‘Golden Enlightenment’. Students from every corner of Europe flocked to Irish universities to receive their education, including the sons of the Anglo-Saxon kings. At the great ecclesiastical university of Durrow, at this time, it is recorded that no less than eighteen different nations were represented among the students. At the same time, Irish male and female missionaries were setting out to reconvert a pagan Europe to Christianity, establishing churches, monasteries, and centres of learning throughout Europe as far east as Kiev, in the Ukraine; as far north as the Faroes, and as far south as Taranto in southern Italy. Ireland was a by-word for literacy and learning.

However, the Celtic Church of Ireland was in constant dispute with Rome on matters of liturgy and ritual. Rome had begun to reform itself in the fourth century, changing its dating of Easter and aspects of its liturgy. The Celtic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church refused to follow Rome, but the Celtic Church was gradually absorbed by Rome between the ninth and eleventh centuries while the Eastern Orthodox Churches have continued to remain independent of Rome. The Celtic Church of Ireland, during Fidelma’s time, was much concerned with this conflict.

One thing that marked both the Celtic Church and Rome in the seventh century was that the concept of celibacy was not universal. While there were always ascetics in both Churches who sublimated physical love in a dedication to the deity, it was not until the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325 that clerical marriages were condemned but not banned. The concept of celibacy in the Roman Church arose from the customs practised by the pagan priestesses of Vesta and the priests of Diana. By the fifth century Rome had forbidden clerics from the rank of abbot and bishop to sleep with their wives and, shortly after, even to marry at all. The general clergy were discouraged from marrying by Rome but not  forbidden to do so. Indeed, it was not until the reforming papacy of Leo IX (A.D. 1049-1054) that a serious attempt was made to force the western clergy to accept universal celibacy. In the Eastern Orthodox Church, priests below the rank of abbot and bishop have retained their right to marry until this day.

The condemnation of the ‘sin of the flesh’ remained alien to the Celtic Church for a long time after Rome’s attitude became a dogma. In Fidelma’s world, both sexes inhabited abbeys and monastic foundations which were known as  conhospitae, or double houses, where men and women lived raising their children in Christ’s service.

Fidelma’s own house of St Brigid of Kildare was one such community of both sexes in Fidelma’s time. When Brigid established her community at Kildare (Cill-Dara = the church of oaks) she invited a bishop named Conlaed to join her. Her first biography, written in A.D. 650, in Fidelma’s time, was written by a monk of Kildare named Cogitosus, who makes it clear that it was a mixed community.

It should also be pointed out that, showing women’s co-equal role with men, women were priests of the Celtic Church at this time. Brigid herself was ordained a bishop by Patrick’s nephew, Mel, and her case was not unique. Rome actually wrote a protest in the sixth century at the Celtic practice of allowing women to celebrate the divine sacrifice of Mass.

To help readers locate themselves in Fidelma’s Ireland of the seventh century, where its geo-political divisions will be mainly unfamiliar, I have provided a sketch map and, to help them more readily identify personal names, a list of principal characters is also given.

I have generally refused to use anachronistic place names for obvious reasons although I have bowed to a few modern usages, eg: Tara, rather than Teamhair; and Cashel, rather than Caiseal Muman; and Armagh in place of Ard Macha. However, I have cleaved to the name of Muman rather than  the prolepsis form ‘Munster’, formed when the Norse stadr  (place) was added to the Irish name Muman in the ninth century A.D. and eventually anglicised. Similarly, I have maintained the original Laigin, rather than the anglicised form of Laigin-stadr which is now Leinster.

Armed with this background knowledge, we may now enter Fidelma’s world. The events of this story occur in the month known to the Irish of the seventh century as  Boidhmhís, the month of knowledge, which later calendars would rename Iúil, or July, after the Latin fashion from Julius Caesar who reformed the Roman calendar. The year is A.D. 666.

Finally, in chapter two there is an oblique reference to Fidelma’s lack of respect for Abbess Ita of Kildare. The reason why can be found in the short story ‘Hemlock at Vespers’, first published in Midwinter Mysteries 3, edited by Hilary Hale, Little, Brown & Co, London, 1993, reprinted in  Murder Most Irish, edited by Ed Gorman, Larry Segriff and Martin H. Greenberg, Barnes & Noble, New York, 1996.




Principal Characters


Sister Fidelma of Cashel, a dálaigh or advocate of the law courts of seventh-century Ireland


Brother Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham, a Saxon monk from the land of the South Folk

 



At Cashel


Colgú of Cashel, king of Muman and Fidelma’s brother


Ségdae, bishop of Imleach, Comarb of Ailbe

At Gleann Geis


Laisre, chieftain of Gleann Geis


Colla, tanist or heir-apparent to Laisre


Murgal, Laisre’s Druid and Brehon


Mel, Murgal’s scribe


Orla, sister to Laisre and wife to Colla


Esnad, daughter of Orla and Colla


Artgal, a warrior/blacksmith of Gleann Geis


Rudgal, a warrior/wagon-maker of Gleann Geis


Marga, an apothecary


Cruinn, the hostel keeper at Gleann Geis


Ronan, a warrior/farmer of Gleann Geis


Bairsech, his wife


Nemon, a prostitute


Brother Solin, a cleric from Armagh


Brother Dianach, his young scribe


Ibor of Muirthemne


Mer, a messenger

Elsewhere


Mael Dúin of the northern Uí Néill, king of Ailech


Ultan, bishop of Armagh, Comarb of Patrick


Sechnassuch of the southern Uí Néill, High King at Tara




Chapter One

Hunters were coming. Humans. The baying of their hounds echoed eerily through the narrow glen. Rising swiftly from the waters of a small central lake, a speckled, white-rumped curlew flapped upwards, announcing its annoyance at having to leave a potential meal of choice crab behind; its long down-curved beak giving forth a haunting, plaintive cry - ‘coo-li!’, ‘coo-li!’. It rose upwards into the air until it became a mere black speck, moving in ever widening circles, against the cloudless azure sky. The only other object in that blue canopy was the large, bright, gold-white orb of the sun now settling towards the western half of the sky and whose rays caused the indigo waters of the lake to sparkle like a myriad of bright, glittering jewels as the beams caught it.

It was a hot, lazy day. But now, the sluggish atmosphere was being disturbed as a general alarm began to spread. An otter, with its long body and powerful tail curving behind, ran swiftly for cover with a hunched and rolling gait. On a mountain track, a fallow deer buck, with broad blade antlers, still covered by velvet growth, which would shortly be discarded when the rutting season arrived, halted with its nostrils quivering. Had the baying of the hounds not warned it, the peculiar scent of man, its only feared predator, would have caused the beast to turn and scramble upwards, over the shoulder of the hill away from the approaching menace. Only a single animal remained nibbling on the gorse and heather, apparently unconcerned by the frenzy which seized its fellow beasts. On a rocky protrusion stood a small, shaggy-haired,  sure-footed feral goat, with its spreading horns. With its jaws rhythmically munching, it continued in its indifferent, lethargic stance.

Below, part of the valley was covered with a thicket of shrubs and trees which came down almost to the lakeside. This wood spilled through the northern end of the valley, tumbling to within fifty yards of the lake where low gorse and heather took over and spread through the rest of the basin. Most of the woodland growth consisted of the thorny brushwood of the blackthorn, with its tooth-edged toughened branches, looking little different from the cherry plums which grew amidst it, thickening the spread of the broad trunk oaks with their massive crooked branches and spreading crowns. Along a narrow, dark passage through this forest came the sound of a physical presence pushing rapidly through the restraining branches and the clinging shrubbery.

Out of the woodland thicket there burst the figure of a young man. He skidded to a halt, his chest heaving as he vainly sought to control his erratic, gasping breath. His eyes widened in dismay as he saw the vast, coverless expanse of valley before him, the sides moving gently upwards to the rock-strewn hills. A soft groan of despair came to his lips as he sought for a means of concealment in the bare landscape before him. He turned back towards the thicket but the sounds of his pursuers were close. Behind him, still concealed by the dense wood, he could hear them. The baying of the hounds had turned into frenetic yelps of excitement as they sensed the nearness of their prey.

Grim desperation etched the young man’s features. He began to stumble forward again. He wore a long costume of rough brown homespun, the habit of a religious. It was torn and some thorny branches had attached themselves to it where the wool had proven too strong for the smaller twigs to rip entirely away. Mud and even blood, where the thorns had encountered flesh, stained the young man’s clothing. Two things confirmed that the garment was, indeed, that of  a religious. Firstly, he wore his head shaven at the front to a line from ear to ear, his hair flowing long at the back, in the fashion of the tonsure of St John which was affected by the religieux of Ireland. Secondly, around his neck he wore a silver chain on which was hung a silver crucifix.

The young man, who was in his early twenties, would have been handsome but now his features were twisted in anxiety, his face bore the numerous scratch marks of passing undergrowth. Traces of blood and bruising were to be observed on his ruddy cheeks. Above all, it was the fear in his wide dark eyes that distorted his features. The young man had given himself up to fear, his entire body oozed fear like the sweat which poured from it.

With a smothered cry, he turned and began to run towards the lake, his hands grabbing at his long habit, to stop it encumbering his feet and make his progress easier. He had long ago lost his sandals. His feet were bare, lacerated and caked with mud and blood. He was oblivious to the pain, for pain was the last thing that seemed to permeate his thoughts. Around his left ankle he wore an iron circlet of the sort hostages or slaves wore, for there was a circular link through which a chain or rope might be passed.

The young man had only proceeded a few yards towards the lake when he realised the futility of seeking any sanctuary there. There were only a few shrubs around it and nothing else. It had, for too long, been used as a watering spot by the wild life for there was not even long grass or gorse growing around it. Countless creatures had masticated the verdure into a short stubble over the years. There was no place for concealment.

With a curious whine of desperation, the young man paused and threw up his arms in a helpless gesture. Then he spun round towards the sloping hills where the feral goat still stood in aloof indifference. He began to scramble desperately upwards. His foot caught on the rag of the torn hem of his habit and he tripped and fell heavily; the little breath he had left was knocked from him.

It was at that moment that the first of his pursuers emerged from the forest behind.

Three men on foot came running out of the woods, each holding a leash at the end of which was a large mastiff, each beast straining and pulling, jaws slavering, yelping eagerly as they saw their prey. The three huntsmen spread out slightly but the young man was too exhausted to endeavour to escape. He had raised himself on an elbow and half lay, half sat, gasping as the men approached. There was a fearful resignation on his features.

‘Don’t unleash the hounds,’ he cried breathlessly, anxiety edging his voice, as the huntsmen came within earshot. ‘I will not run any more.’

None of the three made any reply but came to a halt before the young man, their hands firm upon the leashes so that the great hounds were almost within touching distance of him. They strained forward, whining in their eagerness to be at him, the spittle on their muzzles, their great rough tongues almost able to touch his skin. He could feel their hot breath and he cringed away.

‘Keep them back, for the love of God!’ cried the young man as his backward evasive movement caused them to strain forward further with snapping jaws.

‘Do not move!’ ordered one of the huntsmen roughly to the young man. He gave a swift tug on the leash to bring his animal under control. The other men quieted their dogs.

Now, out of the woods, came a fourth figure on horseback. At the sight of this figure, the young man’s eyes flickered nervously. The corners of his mouth pinched as though he feared this figure more than the straining mastiffs before him. The figure was slender, seated at ease in the saddle, and rode with loose rein, allowing the horse to amble forward as if out for a morning ride without an urgency to be anywhere. The rider paused for a moment, gazing upon the scene.

The rider was a young woman. A helmet of burnished bronze encased her head, under which no hair escaped so  tight did it fit. A thin band of twisted silver was set around the helmet meeting at the centre with a gleaming semi-precious stone. Apart from that single circlet of silver, she wore no other jewellery. No cloak adorned her shoulders and her clothing was a simple saffron-coloured linen dress pulled in at the waist with a man’s heavy leather belt with a purse attached. From this belt, an ornate knife in a leather scabbard hung on her right side while on her left a longer scabbard was balanced with the intricately worked handle of a sword protruding from it.

The face was slightly rounded, almost heart-shaped and not unattractive. The skin was pale although there was a slight blush on the cheeks. The lips were well shaped but a trifle pale. The eyes cold and sparkling like ice. A cursory glance would have made one think the woman was young and innocently attractive but a second glance might cause one to dwell on the hardness of the mouth and the curious menacing glint in the fathomless eyes. The corner of her mouth twisted slightly as she saw the huntsmen and their dogs threatening the figure of the young man on the ground.

The leader of the huntsmen glanced over his shoulder and smiled with satisfaction as the woman walked her horse across to them.

‘We have him, lady,’ he called, stating the obvious with satisfaction.

‘That you do,’ agreed the woman in an almost pleasant tone which made her voice sound the more menacing.

The young man had recovered some of his breath now. His right hand was twisting nervously at the silver crucifix which he wore around his neck.

‘For pity’s sake . . .’ he began but the woman held up a hand in a gesture calling for silence.

‘Pity? Why do you expect pity, priest?’ she demanded in a hectoring tone. ‘I have enough pain of my own to cry for another’s pity.’

‘I am not responsible for your pain,’ returned the young man defensively.

The woman gave a sharp bark of staccato laughter which caused even the straining hounds to turn their heads momentarily at the unexpected discordant noise.

‘Are you not a priest of the Faith of Christ?’ she sneered.

‘I am a servant of the True Faith,’ the young man agreed, almost defiantly.

‘Then there is no mercy for you in my heart,’ the woman replied sourly. ‘On your feet, priest of Christ. Or do you wish to begin your journey to the Otherworld laying down? It makes little difference to me.’

‘Mercy, lady. Let me depart in peace from these lands and, I swear, you will never see my face again!’

The young man scrambled to his feet and would have rushed to her stirrup to plead at her foot had he not been held back by the threatening hounds.

‘By the sun and the moon,’ the woman smiled cynically, ‘you almost persuade me that I should not pour water on a drowning mouse! Enough! Nothing emboldens wrong doing more than mercy. Bind him!’

The last order was directed to her huntsmen. One of them handed the leash of his dog to another, drew a large dagger-like knife and moved to the nearest clump of blackthorn, cutting a stout pole some five feet in length. He returned, taking a rope, which he had carried wound around his shoulder, and motioned the young man to come forward. Reluctantly he did so. The pole was placed behind his back, between it and his elbows, and then the arms were tied so that the wood acted almost in the manner of a painful halter.

The woman looked on approvingly. When the binding was completed, by the expedient of another piece of rope tied loosely around the neck of the young man with the other end held in the hand of a huntsman, the woman nodded in satisfaction. She glanced up at the sky and then back to the  group before her. The hounds had quieted, the excitement of the hunt having receded.

‘Come, we have a long journey before us,’ she said, turning her horse and moving off at a walking pace back towards the forest path.

The huntsman leading the prisoner advanced after her with the other two and the hounds bringing up the rear.

Stumbling, the young priest cried out once more.

‘For the love of God, have you no mercy?’

The huntsman jerked quickly on the rope, tightening it around the hapless young man’s neck. He turned to his charge with a black-toothed grin.

‘You’ll survive longer, Christian, if you save your breath.’

Ahead of them, the mounted figure of the woman continued on without concern. She stared straight ahead with a fixed expression. She rode as if she were alone, ignoring those who came behind her.

High up on the hillside, the feral goat stood, watching their disappearance back into the wood, with the same indifference that it had displayed throughout the encounter.

And eventually the circling curlew returned downwards to the lakeside in search of its interrupted meal.




Chapter Two

The religieux sat on a small boulder by the side of the gushing mountain stream, soaking his feet in the crisp cold water with an expression of bliss on his upturned face. He had his homespun brown wool habit hitched to his knees and his sleeves were rolled up as he sat in the hot summer sunshine, allowing the water to gurgle and froth around his ankles. He was young, and thick-set and wore the corona spina, the circular tonsure of St Peter of Rome, on his otherwise abundant head of brown, curly hair.

He suddenly opened his eyes and gazed reprovingly at a second figure standing on the bank of the stream.

‘I believe that you disapprove, Fidelma,’ he said chidingly to the tall, red-haired religieuse who was watching him. The young, attractive woman regarded him with eyes of indiscernible colour, perhaps blue, perhaps green, it was difficult to say. The downward droop of her mouth indicated her displeasure.

‘We are so near our journey’s end that I merely feel we should be moving on instead of indulging ourselves in pampering our bodies as if we had all the time in the world.’

The young man smiled wryly.

‘Voluptates commendat rarior usus,’ he intoned by way of justification.

Sister Fidelma sniffed in annoyance.

‘Perhaps the indulgence is rare and thereby the pleasure is increased,’ she admitted, ‘nevertheless, Eadulf, we should not delay our journey longer than is necessary.’

Brother Eadulf rose from his perch with a sigh of reluctance and waded to the bank. His face, however, wore an expression of satisfaction.

‘O si sic omnia,’ he announced.

‘And if everything were thus,’ rejoined Fidelma waspishly, ‘we would have no progress in life because it would be one long indulgence in bodily pleasure. Thank God that winter was created as well as summer to balance our sensitivities.’

Eadulf dried his feet roughly on the hem of his habit and slipped on his leather sandals.

They had paused in this spot to take a midday meal and fodder their horses on the green grass along the bank of the stream. Fidelma had tidied away the remains of their meal and repacked the saddle bags. It had been the strong midday summer sun that had persuaded Eadulf to cool his feet in the cold stream. He knew, however, that it was not his indulgence that really perturbed Fidelma. He had observed her growing anxiety these last twenty-four hours even though she did her best to keep her apprehension hidden from him.

‘Are we really so near?’ he asked.

Fidelma replied by pointing to the tall peaks of the mountains whose foothills they had entered that morning.

‘Those are the Cruacha Dubha, the black ricks. This is the border of the lands of the clan of Duibhne. By mid-afternoon we should be in the country of Laisre. It is an almost hidden valley up there by that high peak which is reputed to be the highest mountain in this land.’

Brother Eadulf stared upwards at the bald peak which towered among the surrounding heights.

‘Are you regretting that you rejected your brother’s offer to send warriors to accompany us?’ he asked gently.

Fidelma’s eyes flashed a moment and then she shook her head as she realised that Eadulf meant well.

‘What point is there in this entire journey if warriors have  to protect us? If we have to spread our teachings and Faith at the point of a sword then those teachings and our Faith must surely not be worth the hearing.’

‘Sometimes men, like children, will not sit and listen until they are made to,’ observed the Saxon philosophically. ‘A stick for the child - a sword for the adult. It helps concentrate the mind.’

‘Something to be said in that,’ agreed Fidelma. She paused and added: ‘I have known you too long to attempt to keep the truth from you, Eadulf. Certainly, I am apprehensive. Laisre is a law unto himself. While honour and duty make him answerable to my brother in Cashel, Cashel might be a million miles away.’

‘It is hard to believe that there is still an area of this land where the Faith is unknown.’

Fidelma shook her head.

‘Not exactly unknown; rather it is known but rejected. The Faith reached these shores scarce two hundred years ago, Eadulf. There are still many isolated parts where the old beliefs die hard. We are a conservative people who like to hang on to old ways and ideas. You have been educated at our ecclesiastical schools yourself. You know how many cleave to the old path and the old gods and goddesses . . .’

Eadulf nodded reflectively. Only a month ago he had returned with Fidelma to Cashel after spending a short time in the valley of Araglin where they had encountered Gadra, a hermit, who held staunchly to the old religion. But the Faith was still young in many other lands. Eadulf, himself, had been converted only after he had reached young manhood. He had once been hereditary  gerefa or magistrate to the thane of Seaxmund’s Ham in the land of the South Folk before he had fallen in with an Irishman named Fursa who had brought the Word of Christ and a new religion to the pagan Saxons. Soon Eadulf had forsworn the dark gods of his fathers and became so apt a pupil that Fursa had sent him to Ireland,  to the great ecclesiastical schools of Durrow and Tuam Brecain.

Eadulf had finally chosen the path to Rome rather than Iona. It had been attending the debate between the advocates of the Roman liturgy and the observances of Columba in Whitby that Eadulf had first worked with Fidelma, who was not only a religieuse but an advocate of the Irish courts of law. They had been through several adventures together. And here he was, back in Ireland, as special envoy to Fidelma’s brother, Colgú, king of Muman, on behalf of the new archbishop of Canterbury, Theodore of Tarsus.

Eadulf knew well the extent to which people preferred to cling to old ways and old ideas rather than leap into the untried and unknown.

‘Is this chieftain, Laisre, whom we seek, so fearful of the Faith?’ he inquired.

Fidelma shrugged.

‘Perhaps it is not Laisre who is to be feared but those who counsel him,’ she suggested. ‘Laisre is the leader of his people and will respect caste and status. He is willing to meet with me and discuss the matter of establishing a permanent representation of the Faith in his lands. That is a sign of a liberal attitude.’

She paused and found her mind turning over the events of the previous week; thinking of the day on which her brother Colgú of Cashel, king of Muman, asked her to meet him in his private chamber . . .

 



There was no doubting that Colgú of Cashel was related to Fidelma. They shared the same tall build, the same red hair and changeable green eyes; the same facial structure and indefinable quality of movement.

The young king smiled at his sister as she entered the room.

‘Is it true what I hear, Fidelma?’

Fidelma looked solemn, the corner of her mouth quirked downwards.

‘Until I know what it is that you have heard, brother, I can neither verify nor deny it.’

‘Bishop Ségdae has told me that you have surrendered your allegiance to the House of Brigid.’

Fidelma’s face did not change expression. She moved to the fire and sat down. It was her right to be seated in the presence of a provincial king, even if he had not been her brother, without seeking permission. It was not only her rank as an Eóghanacht princess that gave her this right, though that enforced it, but that she was a dálaigh, an advocate of the law courts, qualified to the level of anruth and thus could even sit in the presence of the High King himself if he invited her to do so.

‘You have heard correctly from the lips of your “Hawk of the Borderland”,’ she replied quietly.

Colgú chuckled. Bishop Ségdae’s name meant ‘hawklike’ and he presided at the abbey of Imleach, which name meant ‘borderland’. Imleach was the great ecclesiastical centre of Muman and it vied with Armagh as the chief Christian centre of Ireland. From a child, Fidelma had loved words and their meanings and often delighted in playing word games.

‘Then Bishop Ségdae is right?’ Colgú pressed with some surprise as he realised what this meant. ‘I thought that you were committed to serve the House of Brigid?’

‘I have withdrawn from Brigid’s House at Kildare, brother,’ Fidelma confirmed with a degree of regret in her voice. ‘I could no longer give fidelity to the Abbess Ita. It is a question of . . . of integrity . . . I shall say no more.’

Colgú sat opposite her, leaning back in his chair, legs outstretched, and gazed thoughtfully at his sister. Once she had set her mind to something it was little use pressing her further.

‘You are always welcome here, Fidelma. You have rendered several services to me and this kingdom since you quit Kildare.’

‘Services to the law,’ corrected Fidelma gently. ‘I took an oath to uphold the law above all things. By service to the law, I have fulfilled my service to the lawful king and therefore this kingdom.’

Colgú grinned; the same quick urchin grin that Fidelma often acknowledged an amusing point with.

‘I am lucky, then, to be the lawful king,’ he replied dryly.

Fidelma met her brother’s glance with grave humour on her features.

‘I am glad that we are in such agreement.’

Colgú, however, was serious again.

‘Is it your wish to stay in Muman now, Fidelma? There are plenty of religious houses here which would welcome you. Imleach for one. Lios Mhór for another. And should you wish to remain here in the palace of Cashel, you would be more than welcome. This is where you were born and this is your home. I would value your daily counsel.’

‘Wherever I may serve best, brother. That is my wish.’ Her brother glanced at her searchingly for a moment and then said: ‘When Bishop Ségdae mentioned that you had quit Kildare, I confess that I had thought that your reason might be a wish to travel to the kingdom of Ecgberht of Kent.’

Fidelma raised her eyebrow in an involuntary gesture of surprise.

‘Kent? The kingdom of the Jutes? Why so, brother? Whatever made you think that?’

‘Because Canterbury is in Kent and isn’t that the place to which Brother Eadulf must return?’

‘Eadulf?’ Fidelma blushed but raised her chin aggressively. ‘What do you imply?’

‘I hope that I imply nothing,’ returned Colgú with a knowing smile. ‘I simply observe that you have spent much  time in the company of the Saxon. I see the way that you and he respond to each other. Am I not your brother and have no reason to be blind to such things?’

Fidelma compressed her lips with an embarrassed expression which she contrived to turn into quiet irritation.

‘That is foolish talk.’ The vehemence in her voice was just a little too artificial.

Colgú regarded her long and thoughtfully.

‘Even the religious have to marry,’ he observed quietly.

‘Not all religious,’ pointed out Fidelma, still flustered.

‘True,’ agreed her brother, ‘but celibacy in the Faith is reserved only for those who follow the lives of ascetics and hermits. You are too much of this world to follow that path.’

Fidelma had now contained her embarrassment and restored her composure.

‘Well, I have no plans to go to the kingdom of the Jutes, or any other land outside my own.’

‘Then, perhaps, Brother Eadulf will renounce his allegiance to Canterbury and settle among us?’

‘It is not my position to forecast the actions of Eadulf, brother.’ Fidelma replied with such irritability that Colgú smiled disarmingly.

‘You are angry that I am so forward, sister. But I do not raise this matter from idle curiosity. I want to know just how you feel and whether you are contemplating leaving Muman.’

‘I have answered that I am not.’

‘I would not blame you. I like your Saxon friend. He is good company in spite of being a son of his people.’

Fidelma made no reply. There was silence for a while and then Colgú stretched himself languidly in his chair and his expression became troubled as his mind seemed to turn to another subject.

‘In truth, Fidelma,’ he said at last, ‘I need your services.’

Fidelma’s expression was grave.

‘I was expecting something of the sort. What is it?’

‘You are skilled in problem solving, Fidelma, and I wish to take advantage of that gift once more.’

Fidelma bowed her head.

‘What talent I have is yours to command, Colgú. You know that.’

‘Then I will confess that I did ask you here with a specific purpose in mind.’

‘I had no doubt of it,’ she replied solemnly. ‘But I knew that you would have to approach it in your own way.’

‘Do you know the mountains to the west known as the Cruacha Dubha?’

‘I have never been amongst those mountains but I have seen them from a distance and have heard stories about them.’

Colgú leant forward in his chair.

‘And have you heard stories of Laisre?’

Fidelma frowned.

‘Laisre, chieftain of Gleann Geis? There has been some talk about the man recently among the religious here at Cashel.’

‘What have you heard? You may speak freely.’

‘That his people still follow the old gods and goddesses. That strangers have not been welcome in his lands and that the brothers and sisters of the Faith go into his lands at their own risk.’

Colgú gave a sigh and lowered his head.

‘There is some truth to this. But the times change quickly and Laisre is apparently a man of intelligence. He now realises that he cannot remain a barrier to progress for ever.’

Fidelma was surprised.

‘Do you mean that he has converted to the Faith?’

‘Not quite,’ admitted Colgú. ‘He is still a fierce adherent of the old ways. However, he is willing to consider the arguments with an open mind. There is much opposition among his people, however. So the first step is a negotiation . . .’

‘A negotiation?’

‘Laisre has sent word to us that he is willing to negotiate with me a means whereby he will give permission for members of the Faith to build a church and a school in his territory which will eventually replace the old pagan sanctuaries.’

‘The term “negotiate” implies that he wants something in return. What is his price for allowing the building of a church and school in his land?’

Colgú shrugged slightly.

‘That price is one that we have to find out. But I need someone who can negotiate on behalf of both this kingdom and the Church.’

Fidelma stared thoughtfully at her brother for a moment or two.

‘Are you suggesting that you want me to go to the Cruacha Dubha and negotiate with Laisre?’

Inwardly, she was surprised. She had thought that Colgú was merely seeking her advice on the matter.

‘Who is more assiduous in negotiating and who is more knowledgeable about this kingdom and the needs it has?’

‘But . . .’

‘You can speak as my voice, Fidelma, as well as that of Bishop Ségdae. Find out what Laisre wants; what he expects. If the terms be reasonable, then agree with him. If they be unconscionable then you may tell him that the king and his council must take them into consideration.’

Fidelma was thoughtful.

‘Does Laisre know that I am coming?’

‘I did not presume on your agreement, Fidelma,’ smiled Colgú. ‘He merely asked for an envoy of the Faith to be in his lands by the start of next week and that it should be an emissary worthy of my charge. Will you accept?’

‘If it is your wish that I represent you and Bishop Ségdae. Why isn’t the good bishop here, by the way, to express his views on this matter?’

Colgú grimaced wryly.

‘He is. I have the old “hawk of the borderland” waiting outside until I had talked the matter over with you. He will advise you of his views on the matter later.’

Fidelma examined her brother suspiciously.

‘You were sure that I would go then?’

‘Never,’ Colgú assured her with a smile which did not give weight to his reply. ‘But now that you are going, I want you to take a company of my champions with you. My knights of the Golden Collar.’

‘And what would Laisre say if I came riding into his territory with a band of Niadh Nasc at my command? If I am sent as an emissary, then an emissary I must be. He would only see the company of warriors as an insult and an intimidation to a negotiation. Warriors have no place in the negotiation of the establishment of a church or a school. I will ride alone.’

Colgú shook his head vehemently.

‘Alone into the Cruacha Dubha? No, that you will not. Take one warrior at least.’

‘One warrior or ten, they are all warriors and will cause affront. No, I will take only another member of the Faith to express our peaceful intent.’

Colgú studied her face for a moment and then gave a grimace of resignation, realising that she had made up her mind and when his sister had made up her mind Colgú knew that it was useless to attempt to change it.

‘Then take your Saxon along,’ he insisted. ‘He is a good man to have at your side.’

Fidelma glanced swiftly at her brother but this time did not blush.

‘Brother Eadulf may have other things to do - it is surely time that he returned to the archbishop of Canterbury who sent him to you as an envoy?’

Colgú smiled gently.

‘I think that you will find that Brother Eadulf is willing  to bide a while longer in our kingdom, sister. Nevertheless, I do wish you would allow yourself to be accompanied by my warriors.’

Fidelma was adamant.

‘How can we demonstrate that the Faith is the path of peace and truth if we go with force to make converts? No; I say again, brother, if I am sent to negotiate with Laisre and his people, I must go demonstrating that I place my trust in my Faith and my reliance on a truthful tongue not a sword. Vincit omnia veritas!’

Colgú was amused.

‘Truth may well conquer all things but knowing when and to whom that truth should be spoken is the secret. Since you are fond of Latin tags, Fidelma, I give you this advice - cave quid dicis, quando et cui.’

Fidelma bowed her head gravely.

‘It is advice that I shall bear in mind.’

Colgú arose and went to a cupboard, taking from it a small wand of white rowan wood on which was fixed a figurine in gold. It was the image of an antlered stag, the symbol of the Eóghanacht princes of Cashel. Solemnly, Colgú handed it to his sister.

‘Here is the emblem of your embassy, Fidelma. By this wand you derive authority from me and speak with my voice.’

Fidelma rose, knowing well the symbolism of the wand.

‘I will not fail you, brother.’

Colgú gazed fondly on his sister, then held out both hands and placed them on her shoulders.

‘And since I cannot persuade you to take a troop of warriors with you, I can offer you the next best thing.’

Fidelma frowned as Colgú turned and clapped his hands. The door opened and his Brehon and chamberlain entered. They were followed by Bishop Ségdae, an elderly hawk-faced man whose features seemed to fit his name. They had obviously been waiting outside for this moment. They  bowed briefly to Fidelma in respectful greeting. Then, with no word being spoken, the chamberlain moved forward to Colgú’s left side. He carried a small wooden box. He held out the casket towards the king.

‘I have been meaning to do this for some time,’ Colgú confessed in a confidential tone, as he turned to open the box. ‘Especially after you thwarted the Uí Fidgente in their plot to destroy my kingdom.’

He took out a length of golden chain. It was a simple and unadorned piece some two feet in length.

Fidelma had seen other kings of Cashel perform the ceremony and she suddenly realised what was about to take place. Even so, she was surprised.

‘Do you mean to raise me to the Niadh Nasc?’ she whispered.

‘I do,’ confirmed her brother. ‘Will you kneel and take the oath?’

The Niadh Nasc, the order of the Golden Chain or Collar, was a venerable Muman nobiliary fraternity which had sprung from membership of the ancient élite warrior guards of the kings of Cashel. The honour was in the personal presentation of the Eóghanacht king of Cashel and each recipient observed personal allegiance to him, being given, in turn, a cross to wear which had originated from an ancient solar symbol for it was said the origins of the honour were shrouded in the mists of time. Some scribes claimed that it had been founded almost a thousand years before the birth of Christ.

Slowly, Fidelma sank to her knees.

‘Do you, Fidelma of Cashel, swear on all that you honour to defend and guard the legitimate king of Muman, the head of your house, and receive in brotherhood and sisterhood your companions who bear the order of the Golden Chain?’

‘I swear it,’ whispered Fidelma and placed her right hand in that of her brother, Colgú the king.

He took the length of golden chain and wrapped it around their joined hands in a symbolic act of binding them.

‘Conscious of your loyalty towards our person, house and order, and of the solemn vow you have sworn to obey, defend, protect and guard the same, so now do we bind you with this chain to our service and invest you as a Niadh Nasc. Let death and not dishonour sever these links.’

There was silence for a moment and then, with an awkward laugh, Colgú unwound the chain and raised his sister to her feet, bestowing a kiss on both her cheeks. Then he turned back to the box and took out another length of golden chain. This time there was a singularly shaped cross attached to the end of it, a white cross with rounded ends in which a plain cross was inserted. It was the insignia of the order, a cross that was old before Christian symbolism. Gravely, Colgú placed it around his sister’s neck.

‘Any person within the five kingdoms of Éireann will know this insignia,’ he said solemnly. ‘You have refused the protection of my warriors in the flesh but this will afford you their protection in spirit because anyone who offers offence to a member of this order also offers offence to the kings of Cashel and the brethren of the Niadh Nasc.’

Fidelma knew that her brother was making no idle boast. Few were admitted to the order, even fewer women achieved the honour.

‘I will wear this insignia with honour, brother,’ she said quietly.

‘May it protect you in your journey to the Forbidden Valley and your negotiation with Laisre. Also, Fidelma, remember my exhortation - cave quid dicis, quando et cui.’

 



Beware what you say, when and to whom.

Her brother’s advice was echoing in Fidelma’s mind as she brought her attention back to the grim forbidding peaks of the mountain range above her.




Chapter Three

The climb upwards through the foothills into the mountains took much longer than Eadulf had expected. The track twisted and turned like a restless serpent through precipitous embankments of rock and earth, crossing gushing streams that poured from the towering mountain peaks, through dark wooded glades and across open rocky stretches. Eadulf wondered how anyone could live in such an isolated habitation for Fidelma assured him this was the only route into the region from the south.

As he peered upwards towards the impossible heights, his eye caught something flashing momentarily. He blinked. He had seen the flash at least two or three times before on their upward climb and, at first, he thought that he had merely imagined it. He must have betrayed his concern, perhaps by a tightening of his neck muscles or straining his head too long in the direction of the point of the glinting light, because Fidelma said quietly: ‘I see it. Someone has been watching our approach for the last half hour.’

Eadulf was aggrieved.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Tell you what? It should be no surprise that someone watches strangers riding through these mountains. Mountain folk are a suspicious people.’

Eadulf relapsed into silence. Nevertheless, he continued to keep a wary eye on the surrounding hills. To his perception, the flash was the sun striking on metal. Metal meant weapons or armour. That always meant a potential danger. The  journey continued in silence for a while and still they climbed higher. At one point they were forced to dismount, so steep and rocky did the path become, and lead their horses upwards.

Eventually, Eadulf was about to ask Fidelma if she thought that there would be much further to climb when the pathway suddenly curved around the shoulder of the mountain and, unexpectedly, a broad glen stretched away before them. It was heather filled with a mass of red, orange and green gorse presenting a strange ethereal spectacle. And still the higher mountain peaks seemed as distant as before.

‘This journey is neverending,’ Eadulf grumbled.

Fidelma paused and turned in her saddle to regard the Saxon sternly.

‘Not so. We have but to cross this great glen and pass through those peaks beyond. Then we shall be in the territory of Laisre; in Gleann Geis itself.’

Eadulf frowned momentarily.

‘I thought that you had never been in this territory before?’

Fidelma suppressed a sigh.

‘Nor have I, though I have passed it by.’

‘Then how . . . ?’

‘Ah, Eadulf ! Do you think our people have no knowledge of the making of maps? If we don’t know how to cross our own country, how could we send missionaries across the great lands to the east?’

Eadulf felt a little foolish. He was about to speak again but he suddenly observed that Fidelma’s body had tensed and she was staring across the glen before them, looking upwards into the sky. He followed her gaze.

‘Birds,’ he remarked.

‘The ravens of death.’ Her voice was low.

The dark specks were circling against the azure sky, seemingly moving lower and lower in a spiral.

‘A dead animal, no doubt,’ Eadulf suggested, adding: ‘A big one to attract so many scavengers.’

‘Big, indeed,’ agreed Fidelma. Then she nudged her horse forward with a determined movement. ‘Come on, it is on our way, and I have a mind to see what attracts so many scavengers.’

Reluctantly Eadulf followed her. Sometimes he wished that his companion was not always filled with curiosity about things. He would rather press on out of the heat of the day and reach their destination quickly. Several days in the saddle was enough for Eadulf. He would prefer a comfortable chair and a mug of mead which had been left to chill in some icy mountain stream.

Fidelma had to guide her horse carefully, for the superficially level valley floor was deceptive. The clumps of heather and brambles grew at depths over an uneven terrain. An entire army could have hidden out of sight among the gorse and heather. Their coming had set off an alarmed croaking chorus among the wheeling birds who stopped their whirling descent and rose reluctantly higher.

Abruptly, Fidelma halted her horse and stared at the ground before her.

‘What is it?’ demanded Eadulf, coming up behind her. She said nothing but sat like a statue in her saddle, staring with her features drained of blood.

Frowning, Eadulf edged forward and looked towards the object of her horror-filled eyes.

His face also went ashen.

‘Deus miseratur . . .’ He began the first line of Psalm 67 and then halted. It seemed inappropriate. There had been no mercy shown to those who comprised the curious altar of death before them. Around the rough ground there lay over a score of bodies; naked bodies of young men, arranged in a grotesque circle. That they had met their deaths violently was obvious.

Fidelma and Eadulf sat still on their horses, looking down  at a ring of naked bodies, unable to comprehend what their eyes accepted.

Still without speaking, Fidelma finally slid from her saddle and moved forward a pace or two. Eadulf swallowed hard, dismounted and, taking the reins of both horses, loosely tethered them to a nearby bush. Then he moved forward to join Fidelma.

She stood, hands folded in front of her, her lips compressed in a thin line. There was a slight twitching of a nerve in her jaw which betrayed the emotion her features did their best to conceal.

She took another step forward and let her eyes travel intently around the circle of death. That the naked, male bodies had been carefully laid out after they had met their deaths, there was no question.

Fidelma’s shoulders braced and her jaw thrust out a little as if she were preparing herself for a difficult task.

‘Should we not remove ourselves lest those responsible return?’ Eadulf urged nervously, glancing about him. But the valley seemed devoid of life save the flock of night-black ravens still gathering in the sky above, flying in a chaotic croaking cloud. Some were moving hesitantly down again as if unsure of what their senses told them - that here was rich pickings, carrion for the eating. But some sense told them there was movement among the corpses, living humans who could do them harm. A few, braver than the rest, actually landed a short distance from the circle. Eadulf, in disgust, as they hopped cautiously to the nearest corpses to inspect them more closely, reached down and picked up a stone. He did not hit the ugly black bird at which he aimed but the action itself was enough to cause it to take flight again with an angry squawk which warned its fellows that there was danger below. Some of them still alighted on the ground nearby but out of range and watched with glinting hungry eyes.

‘Come away, Fidelma,’ urged Eadulf. ‘This is not a sight for your eyes.’

Fidelma’s green eyes flashed dangerously.

‘Then whose eyes is it a sight for?’ Her voice was sharp. ‘Whose sight, if not that of an advocate sworn to uphold the laws of the five kingdoms?’

Eadulf hesitated awkwardly.

‘I meant . . .’ he began to protest but Fidelma cut him short with a sharp gesture of her hand.

She had turned and dropped to one knee by the nearest body and began to inspect it. Then, slowly, one by one, she began to move around the circle of bodies repeating her examination, pausing by one body for a longer period than the others. Eadulf gave an inward shrug and, although his eyes kept flickering across the surrounding countryside, he passed the time trying to make some sense from the grim pile of cadavers.

That they were all young males, perhaps the youngest was no more than sixteen or seventeen, the eldest no more than twenty-five, was the first and immediate thing that struck him. They were all naked; their pale skins, parchment white, showed that they were unused to any stage of nudity in life. He also noted the bodies were arranged in a circle with each body placed with the feet towards the centre of the circle. Each body also lay on its left side. He also noted that there were no signs of blood or disturbance of the ground around the circle. To Eadulf this meant that the young men had not been slaughtered at this spot. He was pleased by his deduction.

Fidelma had finished her examination and rose to her feet. There was a small stream about ten yards away and, without a word, she turned and walked with a studied determination towards it. Bending before it, she washed her hands and arms and then splashed the cold water on her face.
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