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    Peter Tremayne is the fiction pseudonym of Peter Berresford Ellis, a well-known authority on the ancient Celts, who has utilised his knowledge of the Brehon law system and seventh-century Irish society to create a new concept in detective fiction.

  




  

     

  




  

    An international Sister Fidelma Society has been established, with a journal entitled                                             The Brehon











































 appearing three times yearly.  To find out more visit the society website at                                             www.sisterfidelma.com
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    Praise for Peter Tremayne:

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     




    


  




  

    ‘The background detail is brilliantly defined . . . wonderfully evocative’                                             The Times

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘Tremayne’s super-sleuth is a vibrant creation, a woman of wit and courage who would stand out in any era, but brings a special sparkle to the wild beauty of medieval Ireland’ Morgan Llywelyn

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘The Sister Fidelma books give the readers a rattling good yarn.  But more than that, they bring vividly and viscerally to life the fascinating lost world of the Celtic Irish’ Ronan Bennett

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘Definitely an Ellis Peter competitor . . . the background detail is marvellous’                                             Evening Standard

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘This masterly storytelling from an author who breathes fascinating life into the world he is writing about’                                             Belfast Telegraph

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘Rich helpings of evil and tension with lively and varied characters’                                             Historical Novels Review

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘The detail of the books is fascinating, giving us a vivid picture of everyday life at this time . . . the most detailed and vivid recreations of ancient Ireland’                                             Irish Examiner

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘A brilliant and beguiling heroine.  Immensely appealing’                                             Publishers Weekly

  




  




  

    By Peter Tremayne
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The Monk who Vanished                                            
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Hemlock at Vespers                                            














































Our Lady of Darkness                                            














































Smoke in the Wind                                            














































The Haunted Abbot                                            














































Badger’s Moon                                            














































Whispers of the Dead                                            














































The Leper’s Bell                                            














































Master of Souls                                            














































A Prayer for the Damned                                            














































Dancing with Demons                                            














































The Council of the Cursed                                            














































The Dove of Death                                            














































The Chalice of Blood                                            














































Behold a Pale Horse                                            














































The Seventh Trumpet                                            














































Atonement of Blood                                            














































The Devil’s Seal                                            














































The Second Death                                            














































Penance of the Damned

  




  




  

    As they are preparing to return to Ireland, Sister Fidelma and Brother Eadulf receive a mysterious summons. Eadulf’s childhood friend, Brother Botulf, has requested their presence at Aldred’s Abbey at midnight on the old pagan feast of Yule.  Fidelma and Eadulf battle against the harsh winter storms to arrive in time, only to find they are too late. Botulf is dead – killed by an unknown hand.

  




  

     

  




  

    As they struggle to comprehend this staggering news, it soon becomes clear that the murder of this young monk is not the only trouble facing the abbey. The abbey is haunted by the ghost of a young woman – a woman some say bears a startling likeness to Abbot Cild’s dead wife.

  




  

     

  




  

    Can Fidelma and Eadulf discover the truth before they themselves fall victim to the danger which pervades the abbey walls?

  




  




  

    In memory of Moira Evans                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































 

(22 September 1951 – 4 August 2001)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































 

a great friend, who offered support                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































and encouragement and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































believed in Sister Fidelma

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     




    


  




  

    Do not stand at my grave and weep.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































I am not there, I do not sleep.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
















































 



I am a thousand winds that blow,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































I am the diamond glints on snow.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
















































 



I am the sunlight on ripened grain,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































I am the gentle autumn’s rain.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































When you awaken in the morning’s hush,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































I am the swift uplifting rush                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































Of quiet birds in circled flight.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
















































 



I am the stars that shine at night.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































Do not stand at my grave and cry,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































I am not there, I did not die . . .

  




  

    Anon.

  




  




  

    Historical Note

  




  

    The Sister Fidelma mysteries are set mainly in Ireland during the mid-seventh century. This story, however, takes place while Fidelma and her companion in adventure, the Saxon Brother Eadulf, are en route to Eadulf’s birthplace of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the land of the South Folk (modern Saxmundham, Suffolk), in the kingdom of the East Angles (East Anglia) in what was to become England.

  




  

    It should be remembered that East Anglia and the kingdom of the East Saxons (Essex) to the south had only been converted to Christianity by Irish missionaries a few decades before Fidelma’s visit, which takes place in December, AD 666.

  




  

    In AD 653 King Sigebert of the East Saxons was baptised by the Irish Bishop of Lindisfarne, Finan. Finan sent one of his brethren, Cedd, to work among the East Saxons. Cedd was to attend the famous Synod of Whitby in AD 664 as an advocate of the Celtic Church. He built a church at Lastingham and died there soon after of the Yellow Plague. King Sigebert and his East Saxons returned to their pagan worship but Eata, the new Bishop of Lindisfarne, sent another Irish missionary to reconvert them.

  




  

    Some years earlier, in the East Anglian kingdom, a prince of the royal house, also named Sigebert, had to flee to Gaul to escape being killed by an ambitious cousin who claimed the kingship. In Gaul, about 610-12, he met the famous Irish missionary Columbanus (c. 540-615), who had founded monastic centres at Annegray, Luxeuil and Fontaine and went on to establish the monastery of Bobbio,  in Italy, which is said to have been the model for the abbey in Umberto Eco’s                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Name of the Rose















































.

  




  

    Sigebert eventually returned to East Anglia having been converted by Columbanus to Christianity. Between 631 and 634 he brought missionaries into his kingdom. Among them was a Burgundian named Felix (d. AD 648), who set up his abbey at Dunwich, while a group of Irish missionaries, led by Fursa (known to the Angles as Fursey – 575-648), established their abbey at Burghcastle. Fursa was accompanied by his brothers, Foillan and Ultan, and by many other Irish religious. Among them were Gobban and Diciul, the latter leading the first Christian mission to the South Saxons (Sussex) and establishing his church at Bosham (AD 645).

  




  

    Fidelma’s companion, Eadulf, had been an hereditary                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  gerefa















































, a magistrate, in Seaxmund’s Ham before being converted by these Irish missionaries and receiving his religious training in an Irish foundation.

  




  

    After the decision taken at the famous Council of Whitby in AD 664 (see                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Absolution by Murder















































), most Saxon kingdoms accepted Roman influence as being in the ascendant over the original Celtic Christian concepts. But in December 666, at the time this story is set, Christianity was still very new and the old pagan ways were dying hard. The East Angles and East Saxons were not even a generation away from their initial conversion from worship of their gods and goddesses – Tiw, Woden, Thunor, and Frig. The power of the old deities was such that even today, in the English language, the days of the week are still named after them – Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday – while the Easter festival takes its name from the fertility goddess Eostre. Christmas coincided with the pagan Saxon feast of Yuletide.

  




  

    Sister Fidelma is not simply a religieuse, a former member of the community of St Brigid of Kildare. She  is also a qualified                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 dálaigh















































, or advocate of the ancient law courts of Ireland.

  




  

    The Ireland of Fidelma’s day 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 the provincial kingdoms, there was a decentralisation of power to petty kingdoms and clan territories.

  




  

    This cohesion was not yet reflected among the warring kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxons. At the time of Fidelma’s visit there were around ten or eleven such kingdoms, including petty kingdoms. Of these there were three main contenders for power – Northumbria, Mercia and Wessex. Each was fighting to establish its king as the Bretwalda – ‘ruler of Britain’. A cohesive unit which could be recognised as England was not to emerge for another three centuries after Fidelma’s time.

  




  

    We should remind ourselves of the cultural perspective from which Fidelma views the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, and discover how she could be an advocate in her country’s legal system – a thing impossible in Brother Eadulf’s native land.

  




  

    The law of primogeniture, 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                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 derbhfine















































 of their family – a minimum of three generations from a common ancestor gathered in conclave. If a ruler did not pursue the commonwealth of the people, they were impeached and removed from office.  The monarchical system of ancient Ireland had more in common with a modern-day republic than with the feudal monarchies which developed in medieval Europe.

  




  

    Seventh-century Ireland was governed by a system of sophisticated laws called the Laws of the Fénechus, or land-tillers, which became more popularly known as the Brehon Laws, deriving from the word                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 breaitheamh















































 – a judge. Tradition has it that these laws were first gathered in 714 BC by order of the High King, Ollamh Fódhla. Over a thousand years later, in AD 438, the High King Laoghaire appointed a commission of nine learned people to study and revise the laws, and commit them 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, which is the first known codification.

  




  

    The first complete surviving texts of the ancient laws of Ireland are preserved in an eleventh-century manuscript book in the Royal Irish Academy, Dublin. 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 Irish laws books was punishable often by death or transportation.

  




  

    The law system was not static and every three years, at the Féis Temhach (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 until recent times. Women could, and did, aspire to all offices and professions as the co-equals of 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 names of many female judges of Fidelma’s period –  Bríg Briugaid and Aine Ingine Iugare, for example, and Dari, who was not only a judge but the author of a noted law text written in the sixth century.

  




  

    Women were protected by law against sexual harassment, against discrimination, against 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 to inherit personal property and the right of sickness benefits when ill or hospitalised. Ancient Ireland had Europe’s oldest recorded system of hospitals. Seen from today’s perspective, the Brehon Laws seemed to enshrine an almost ideal society.

  




  

    This background, and its strong contrast to Ireland’s neighbours, should be understood in order to appreciate Fidelma’s role in these stories. Fidelma went to study laws at the bardic school of the Brehon Morann of Tara and, after eight years of study, she obtained the degree of                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  anruth















































, only one degree below the highest offered in either bardic or ecclesiastical universities in ancient Ireland. The highest degree was                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ollamh















































, which is still the modern Irish word for a professor. Fidelma’s studies were in both the criminal code of the Senechus Mór and the civil code of Leabhar Acaill. Thereby she became a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 dálaigh















































 or advocate of the law courts.

  




  

    Her main role could be compared to that of 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. However, sometimes Fidelma is faced with the task of prosecuting or defending in the courts or even rendering judgments in minor cases when a Brehon was not available.

  




  

    In those days most of the professional or intellectual classes were members of the new Christian religious  houses, just as, in previous centuries, all intellectuals and members of the professions had been Druids. Fidelma became a member of the religious community of Kildare, established in the late fifth century by St Brigid. But by the time the action in this story takes place, Fidelma has left Kildare in disillusionment. The reason why may be found in the title story of the Fidelma short story collection                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  Hemlock at Vespers















































.

  




  

    While the seventh century is considered part of the European Dark Ages, for Ireland it was a period of Golden Enlightenment. Students from every corner of Europe flocked to the Irish universities to receive their education, including the sons of many of the Anglo-Saxon kings. At the great ecclesiastical university of Durrow at this time, it is recorded that no fewer than eighteen different nations were represented among the students. At the same time, Irish male and female missionaries were setting out to return 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 Faeroes, and as far south as Taranto in southern Italy. Ireland was a byword for literacy and learning.

  




  

    However, what we now call the Celtic Church 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 maintained their independence from Rome in such matters. The Celtic Church of Ireland, during Fidelma’s time, was much concerned with this conflict so that it is impossible to write on church matters without referring to the philosophical warfare between them.

  




  

    One thing that was shared by both the Celtic Church and Rome in the seventh century was that the concept of celibacy was not universal. However, there were always  ascetics in the Church who sublimated physical love in a dedication to the deity, and at the Council of Nice in AD 325 clerical marriages had been condemned (but not banned) by the Western Church. The concept of celibacy arose in Rome mainly from the customs practised by the pagan priestesses of Vesta and the priests of Diana.

  




  

    By the fifth century, Rome had forbidden its 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 (1049-54) that a serious attempt was made to force the Western clergy to accept universal celibacy. The Celtic Church took centuries to give up its anti-celibacy attitude and fall into line with Rome, while in the Eastern Orthodox Church priests below the rank of abbot and bishop have retained their right to marry to this day.

  




  

    An awareness of these facts concerning the liberal attitudes towards sexual relationships in the Celtic Church is essential towards understanding the background to the Fidelma stories. 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 was one such community of both sexes during her time. When Brigid established her community at Kildare (Cill Dara – church of the oaks) she invited a bishop named Conláed to join her. Her first surviving biography, completed fifty years after her death in AD 650, during Fidelma’s lifetime, was written by a monk of Kildare named Cogitosus, who makes it clear that it continued to be a mixed community after her death.

  




  

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

  




  

    Unlike the Roman Church, the Irish Church did not have a system of ‘confessors’ where ‘sins’ had to be confessed to clerics who then had the authority to absolve those sins in Christ’s name. Instead, people chose an                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 anam chara















































 – a ‘soul friend’ – clerical or lay, with whom they discussed matters of emotional and spiritual well-being.

  




  

    To help readers more readily identify personal names, a list of principal characters is given. And in response to the numerous readers who have asked for help in pronouncing the Irish names and words, I have included a pronunciation guide. Thus armed, we may now enter Fidelma’s world. The events of this story take place in December 666. It was the new Irish Christian month of Nollaig, named from the Latin                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 natalicia















































 – birth festival – which only a few years before, the Irish had called Medónach Gemrid or ‘Middle Winter’.

  




  




  

    How to Pronounce Irish Names and Words

  




  

    As the Fidelma series has become increasingly popular, many English-speaking fans have written wanting assurance about the way to pronounce the Irish names and words.

  




  

    Irish belongs to the Celtic branch of the Indo-European family of languages. It is closely related to Manx and Scottish Gaelic and a cousin of Welsh, Cornish and Breton. It is a very old European literary language. Professor Calvert Watkins of Harvard maintained it contains Europe’s oldest                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 vernacular





















literature, Greek and Latin being a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 lingua franca





















. Surviving texts date from the seventh century.

  




  

    The Irish of Fidelma’s period is classed as Old Irish. After AD 950, the language entered a period known as Middle Irish. Therefore, in the Fidelma books, Old Irish forms are generally adhered to, whenever possible, in both names and words. This is like using Chaucer’s English compared to modern English. For example, a word such as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 aidche





















(‘night’) in Old Irish is now rendered                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  oiche





















in Modern Irish.

  




  

    There are only eighteen letters in the Irish alphabet. From earliest times there has been a literary standard but today four distinct spoken dialects are recognised. For our purposes, we will keep to Fidelma’s dialect of Munster.

  




  

    It is a general rule that stress is placed on the first syllable but, as in all languages, there are exceptions. In  Munster there are three exceptions to the rule of initial stress. If the second syllable is long then it bears the stress; if the first two syllables are short and the third is long then the third syllable is stressed (for example                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  amadán





















– ‘fool’ – is pronounced amad-                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                awn





















); and where the second syllable contains                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ach





















and there is no long syllable, the second syllable bears the stress.

  




  

    There are five short vowels –                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 a





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 e





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 i





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 o





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 u





















and five long vowels –                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 á





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 é





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 í





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ó





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ú





















. On the long vowels note the accent, like the French acute, which is called a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 fada





















(literally, ‘long’), and this is the only accent in Irish. It occurs on capitals as well as lower case.

  




  

    The accent is important for, depending on where it is placed, it changes the entire word.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Seán





















(Shawn) = John. But                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 sean





















(shan) = old and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 séan





















(she-an) = an omen. By leaving out the accent on the name of the famous film actor, Sean Connery, he has become ‘Old’ Connery!

  




  

    These short and long vowels are either ‘broad’ or ‘slender’. The six broad vowels are:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

      

        




        a





















pronounced ‘o’ as in cot                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        o





















pronounced ‘u’ as in cut                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        u





















pronounced ‘u’ as in run                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        á





















pronounced ‘aw’ as in law                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        ó





















pronounced ‘o’ as in low                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        ú





















pronounced ‘u’ as in rule

      


    


  




  

                                                 


  




  

    The four slender vowels are:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

      




      

        i





















pronounced ‘i’ as in hit                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        e





















pronounced ‘e’ as in let                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        í





















pronounced ‘ee’ as in see                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




        é





















pronounced ‘ay’ as in say

      


    


  




  

                                                 


  




  

    There are double vowels, some of which are fairly easy because they compare to English pronunciation – such as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ae





















as in say or                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ui





















as in quit. However, some double and even triple vowels in Irish need to be learnt.

  




  

    

                  	
ái      



      	pronounced like the ‘aw’ in law








            	
ia      



      	pronounced like the ‘ea’ in near








            	
io      



      	pronounced like the ‘o’ in come








            	
éa      



      	pronounced like the ‘ea’ in bear








            	
ei      



      	pronounced like the ‘e’ in let








            	
aoi      



      	pronounced like the ‘ea’ in mean








            	
uai      



      	pronounced like the ‘ue’ in blue








            	
eoi 



      	pronounced like the ‘eo’ in yeoman








            	
iai      



      	pronounced like the ‘ee’ in see










    


  




  

    

  




  

Hidden vowels




  

    Most people will have noticed that many Irish people pronounce the word film as fil’um. This is actually a transference of Irish pronunciation rules. When                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 l





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 n





















or                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 r





















is followed by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 b





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 bh





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ch





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 g





















(not after                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 n





















),                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 m





















, or                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 mh





















, and is preceded by a short stressed vowel, an additional vowel is heard between them. For example,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  bolg





















(stomach) is pronounced bol’ag;                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 garbh





















(rough) is gar’ev;                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 dorcha





















(dark) is dor’acha;                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 gorm





















(blue) is gor’um and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ainm





















(name) is an’im.

  




  

    

  




  

The consonants




  

    b





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 d





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 f





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 h





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 l





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 m





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 n





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 p





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 r





















, and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 t





















are said more or less as in English.

  




  

     

                                            


  




  

    

      g





















is always hard like the ‘g’ in gate.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




      c





















is always hard like the ‘c’ in cat.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




      s





















is pronounced like the ‘s’ in said except before a slender vowel when it is pronounced ‘sh’ as in shin.

    


  




  

                                                 


  




  

    In Irish the letters                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 j





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 k





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 q





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 w





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 x





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 y





















or                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 z





















do not exist and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  v





















is formed by the combination of                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 bh





















.

                                             


  




  

    Consonants can change their sound by aspiration or eclipse. Aspiration is indicated by using the letter ‘h’ after them.

  




  

    

                  	
bh      



      	is pronounced ‘v’ as in voice.








            	
ch      



      	is a soft breath as in loch (not pronounced lock!) or Bach.








            	
dh      



      	before a broad vowel is like the ‘g’ in gap.








            	
dh      



      	before a slender vowel is like the ‘y’ in year.








            	
fh      



      	is totally silent.








            	
gh      



      	before a slender vowel can sound like ‘y’ as in yet.








            	
mh      



      	is pronounced like the ‘w’ in wall.








            	
ph      



      	is like the ‘f’ in fall.








            	
th      



      	is like the ‘h’ in ham.








            	
sh      



      	is also like the ‘h’ in ham.










    


  




  

    Consonants can also change their sound by being eclipsed, or silenced, by another consonant placed before them. For example                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 na mBan





















(of women) is pronounced nah m’on; or                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 i bpaipéar





















(in the paper) i b’ap’er or                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 i gcathair





















(in the city) i g’a’har.

                                             


  




  

    p





















can be eclipsed by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 b





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 t





















;                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 t





















by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 d





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 c





















by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 g





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 f





















by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 bh





















,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 b





















by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 m





















, and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 d





















and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 g





















by                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 n





















.

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     




    


  




  

    For those interested in learning more about the language, it is worth remembering that, after centuries of suppression during the colonial period, Irish became the first official language of the Irish state on independence in 1922. The last published census of 1991 showed one third of the population returning themselves as Irish-speaking. In Northern Ireland, where the language continued to be openly discouraged after Partition in 1922, only 10.5 per cent of the population were able to speak the language in 1991, the first time an enumeration of speakers was allowed since Partition.

  




  

    Language courses are now available on video and audio-cassette from a range of producers from Linguaphone to  RTÉ and BBC. There are some sixty summer schools and special intensive courses available. The television station Teilifís na Gaeilge broadcasts entirely in Irish and there are several Irish language radio stations and newspapers. Information can be obtained from Comhdháil Náisiúnta na Gaeilge, 46 Sráid Chill Dara, Baile Atha Cliath 2, Éire.

  




  

    Readers might also like to know that                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Valley of the Shadow





















, in the Fidelma series, was produced on audio-cassette, read by Marie McCarthy, from Magna Story Sound (SS391 – ISBN 1-85903-313-X).

  




  




  

    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 Cynric’s inn

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    Cynric















































, the innkeeper                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    ‘Mad’ Mul















































, a farmer

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    At Aldred’s Abbey

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    Abbot Cild



    




    Brother Botulf















































, a friend of Eadulf                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Brother Willibrod















































, the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 dominus



    




    Brother Osred















































, the smith                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Brother Higbald















































, the apothecary                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Brother Redwald















































, a youthful religieux                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Brother Wigstan



    




    Brother Beornwulf

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    In the marshlands

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 


  




  

    Aldhere















































, an outlaw                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Bertha















































, a Frank, his woman                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Wiglaf















































, one of his band                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Lioba















































, a local peasant girl

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    On the road

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    Dagobert















































, a Frankish merchant                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Dado















































, his companion

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         


  




  

    At Tunstall

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    Brother Laisre



    




    Brother Tola



    




    Gadra















































, chieftain of Maigh Eo                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Garb















































, his son

  




  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     


  




  

    Sigeric















































, high steward to Ealdwulf, King of East Anglia                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  




    Werferth















































, commander of his bodyguard

  




  




  

    Even when there is no law, there is conscience.

  




  

     

  




  

    Publilius Syrus                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














































First century BC

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    ‘Please close the door, Brother. The wind is blowing the snow in here and it is already cold enough.’

  




  

    Brother Eadulf turned from where he had been peering in disgust through the half-open door of the inn, out into the dusk at the whirling snowstorm. He reluctantly pushed the door shut and fastened the wooden latch before facing the small, stocky innkeeper. The man, with balding head and cheeks so red that they seemed polished, was regarding him with some sympathy.

  




  

    ‘Are you absolutely sure that there is no available transport to Aldred’s Abbey?’ Eadulf had asked the question several times before. What was the innkeeper’s name? Cynric? Yes, that was it.

  




  

    The innkeeper stood, wiping his hands against the leather apron that covered his corpulent form.

  




  

    ‘As I have already told you, Brother, you and your companion were lucky to have made it this far before the storm started in earnest. If you had missed this tavern, there is no shelter between here and the River Alde.’

  




  

    ‘The snow was nowhere near as bad as this when we left the river at Mael’s Tun and began to walk here,’ Eadulf agreed, moving away from the door into the warmer interior of the inn.

  




  

    ‘So you came up to Mael’s Tun by the river then?’ the innkeeper asked with that interest all hosts have in the comings and goings of their guests.

  




  

    ‘Aye. We came by barge from the mouth of the Deben. Only after we had left Mael’s Tun did the wind get up and the snow start to fall like a white sheet. It was so dense that you could scarcely see a hand in front of your eyes. By then we were far enough away from the settlement not to contemplate turning back.’

  




  

    ‘Well, you were lucky to strike on my little tavern,’ the innkeeper repeated. ‘The marshlands to the north and east of here are no place to be wandering unless you can see the path before you.’

  




  

    ‘But the abbey is no more than four or five miles from here,’ Brother Eadulf pointed out. ‘We’d be there easily enough if we had a horse.’

  




  

    ‘                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        If













































 you had a horse,’ the innkeeper replied with emphasis. ‘I have one mule and that I need, Brother. And you’d be very lucky to find the abbey even if you had such an animal to transport you. There is no one else on the roads this evening. Look at the snow outside. It is drifting in the valleys and against the hedgerows. The wind is bitter and from the east. No one in their right minds would attempt to travel these roads on such a night.’

  




  

    Brother Eadulf made a clicking sound with his tongue to express his irritation. The innkeeper continued to regard him with sympathy.

  




  

    ‘Why not seat yourself by the fire? Your companion should join you shortly and I will bring you some refreshment, ’ he suggested cheerfully.

  




  

    Brother Eadulf still hesitated.

  




  

    ‘Tomorrow, the storm may abate and the roads to the abbey may be easier to negotiate,’ the innkeeper added persuasively.

  




  

    ‘I need to be at the abbey this evening because . . .’ Brother Eadulf hesitated and then shook his head. Why should he explain his reasons to the innkeeper? ‘It is essential that I reach the abbey before midnight.’

  




  

    ‘Well, Brother, you will never make it on foot, even if you knew the roads. What could be so important that the difference of a day might count?’

  




  

    Brother Eadulf’s brows came together in annoyance.

  




  

    ‘I have my reasons,’ he said stubbornly.

  




  

    Cynric shook his head sadly. ‘You outlanders are all the same. Hurry, hurry, hurry. Well, you will have to bend before the wind this night for you have no other option.’

  




  

    ‘I am not a stranger in this land, my friend,’ protested Eadulf, irritated at the other’s use of the word ‘outlander’. ‘I am Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham and was the hereditary                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         gerefa













































 of that place before I took the tonsure of St Peter.’

  




  

    The innkeeper’s eyes widened. A                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         gerefa













































 was a man of local importance, holding the rank of a magistrate.

  




  

    ‘Forgive me, Brother. I thought that you spoke our language too well. But I had assumed, as you travelled in the company of an Irish religieuse, that you were of that nation.’

  




  

    Eadulf was defensive. ‘I have been in foreign lands for a while. But,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         Deo adiuvante













































, with God’s help, I will see Seaxmund’s Ham, my native place, in time for Christ’s Mass.’

  




  

    ‘Four days to go then, Brother. But why stop at Aldred’s Abbey? Why not wait until the storm clears and then go straight on to Seaxmund’s Ham which is only a little distance beyond?’

  




  

    ‘Because . . . because I have my reasons for doing so,’ Eadulf replied tersely.

  




  

    The innkeeper pursed his lips at Eadulf’s agitated reticence. He shrugged and went to the fire. The inn was deserted. No one else had managed to make their way to the snowbound crossroads where it was situated. The innkeeper bent to a pile of logs and lifted one,  balancing it in his arms for a moment before dumping it on the fire.

  




  

    ‘You will find many things altered in this land, Brother,’ he said as he turned from the hearth. ‘In fact, you have been lucky to reach here in safety.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve seen snows before and travelled through blizzards that would put this’ – Eadulf gestured with his hand towards the door – ‘to shame. What threat in that?’

  




  

    ‘I was not thinking so much of the weather. Man is often more cruel than nature’s elements, my friend. In many places now, the Christian communities are under siege and attack. There is much animosity towards the new faith.’

  




  

    ‘Under siege and attack? From whom?’ demanded Eadulf, reluctantly taking a seat at the side of the fire, while the innkeeper went to draw a tankard of cider from a wooden barrel.

  




  

    ‘From those who have returned to the worship of Woden, who else? In the kingdom of the East Saxons there is civil war between Sigehere, the King, and his own cousin, the Prince Sebbi. Not only do they fight for the kingship, but each represents one of the two beliefs. Surely you must have travelled through the land of the East Saxons to get here? You must have seen something of the conflict?’

  




  

    Eadulf shook his head and reached forward to take the tankard from Cynric’s hand. He sipped at it cautiously. It was sweet and strong.

  




  

    ‘I did not know that there were such divisions which had caused actual warfare,’ he said, after he had taken another sip. ‘Sigehere and Sebbi were both firmly on the path of Christ when I left this kingdom and there was no animosity between them.’

  




  

    ‘As you say, they were both Christians. But when the Yellow Plague struck among the East Saxons two years  ago, Sigehere came to the belief that it was a punishment of the old gods on those who had renounced them and so he turned his back on the new faith and reopened the pagan temples. His cousin, Sebbi, has remained true to the new faith. Both have followers who ravage the countryside, burning the sacred sites of the other’s religion and killing the religious who fall into their hands, whether they be of Christ or of Woden and the old gods.’

  




  

    Eadulf was shocked. In Canterbury, he had heard some talk about the dissensions among the East Saxons but no one had spoken of actual violence or warfare. He shivered slightly, remembering that he had almost decided to journey from Kent through the kingdom of the East Saxons to get to the land of the South Folk. As the innkeeper had assumed, it would have been the normal route for wayfarers into this land. It was by chance that, having left Canterbury and gone north to join the road at the small port of Hwita’s Staple, Eadulf had encountered an old acquaintance. Stuf, a sea-captain who ran his vessel along the coast of the Saxon kingdoms, had persuaded him to take passage directly to the land of the South Folk. This had cut several days from the journey. Stuf’s vessel had landed Eadulf at the township called St Felix’s Stowe, where the blessed missionary had established an abbey some twenty years before. Thanks to the chance meeting with Stuf, Eadulf had bypassed the volatile kingdom of the East Saxons.
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