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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. Details can be obtained either by writing to the Society at 1643-B Savannah Highway, Suite 396, Charleston, SC 29407, USA, or by logging onto the society website at www.sisterfidelma.com.







Praise for the widely acclaimed Sister Fidelma mysteries:



 


‘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. I put down The Spider’s Web with a sense of satisfaction at a good story well told, but also speculating on what modern life might have been like had that civilisation survived’


Ronan Bennett



 


‘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



 


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


Belfast Telegraph



 


‘A brilliant and beguiling heroine. Immensely appealing’


Publishers Weekly







To the memory of a great friend,
 Peter Haining (2 April 1940 - 19 November 2007),
 Sister Fidelma’s ‘godfather’.
 His humour and support will be sorely missed.
 His like will never be there again.







AD670: . . . et ad sacrosanctum concilium Autunium, Luna in sanguinem uersa est.



 



Chronicon Regum Francorum et Gothorum




 



 



 


AD670: . . . and at the sacred Council of Autun, the Moon became the colour of blood.



 



Chronicle of the Kings of the Franks and Goths








PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS



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



Brother Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham in the land of the South Folk, her companion


 



At Autun (the religious)


 




Leodegar bishop and abbot of Autun



Nuntius Peregrinus the Papal Nuncio or envoy



Ségdae abbot and bishop of Imleach



Dabhóc abbot of Tulach Óc



Cadfan abbot of Gwynedd



Ordgar bishop of Kent



Brother Chilperic steward to Leodegar



Brother Gebicca a physician



Brother Sigeric a scribe



Brother Benevolentia steward to Ordgar



Brother Gillucán steward to Dabhóc



Brother Andica a stonemason



Abbess Audofleda the abbatissa of the Domus Femini




Sister Radegund the stewardess of the Domus Femini



Sister Inginde


  Sister Valretrade


 



At Autun (the city)


 



Lady Beretrude



Lord Guntram her son



Verbas of Peqini



Magnatrude sister to Valretrade



Ageric a smith and husband to Magnatrude



Clodomar a smith



Clotaire III King of Austrasia



Ebroin his mentor


 



At Nebirnum


 




Arigius abbot of Nebirnum



Brother Budnouen a Gaul







HISTORICAL NOTE



The events in this story occur at the Council of Autun. The city is situated in what is now Burgundy, in France. It had been a vital stronghold in Roman Gaul when it was called Augustodunum. The Council of Autun was an important Christian Council for it decided that the Rule of St Benedict would be the normal monastic code, overturning the practices of the Celtic monastic religious establishments in Gaul. The decisions of Autun put the Celtic Church once again on the defensive as Rome sought to challenge its rites and customs and bring it under Roman control. Autun attempted to reinforce the decisions made in Whitby in AD664 when Oswy of Northumbria adopted Roman Church practices in his kingdom and rejected those that had been introduced with Christianity by the Irish missionary monks. Oswy’s decision to go with Roman rules gradually influenced all the other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.


The Council of Autun also ordered all ecclesiastics to learn by heart the Athanasian Creed. Cardinal Jean Baptiste Francois Pitra (1812-89), in his Histoire de Saint Léger (Paris, 1846) believed  that this canon or decision was directed against the ideas of monothelitism which were then spreading among the Celtic Churches of Gaul. This was an idea developed to explain how the human and divine related in the person of Jesus Christ. It taught that Jesus had two natures (human and divine) but only one divine will. Monothelitism enjoyed considerable support in Fidelma’s day but was officially condemned as heresy at the Sixth Ecumenical Council in Constantinople under Pope Agatho in AD680-81.


The chronicles seem confused as to what year the Council of Autun was held but the majority opinion favours the year AD670. This is the date I have also adopted as being more reasonable than the other dates suggested. Precise dating is sometimes confusing in chronicles and annals because they have survived only in copies written or compiled many centuries later. I make no apology for placing the arbitrary decisions on an agreed date. After all, I have no other pretensions for the Sister Fidelma stories other than that they are written as fiction.


For those who are sceptical about such events as the wives of clerics and other religious being sold into slavery with the sanction of Rome, I have to point out the following: during the time of Pope Leo IX (1049-54), the pontiff did sanction the rounding up of the wives of priests to become slaves in the Lateran Palace. Moreover, it was when Urban II (1088-99) was elected to the papacy that he reinforced celibacy not only by decree but also by force. While attending a council in Rheims he gave approval to the Archbishop of Rheims to order Robert, Count of Rheims, to abduct all the wives of priests and religious to be sold as slaves. Many of these women, driven to despair, committed suicide. Others fought back. While the Swabian Count of Veringen was away, hounding  the clerical wives, his own wife was found poisoned in her bed as retribution.


It might also help readers to place locations by observing that the Gaulish River Liga, the Celtic name meaning silt or sediment and Latinised as Liger, is now the stately Loire; the Gaulish river name Aturavos is now the Arroux, and the Rhodanus is the Rhône. The town of Nebirnum is now Nevers, Divio is now Dijon and the Armorican port of Naoned is now the city of Nantes.







CHAPTER ONE
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The two cowled figures were barely discernible in the dark shadows of the mausoleum. They stood silently by the large sarcophagus that occupied the centre of this small section of the musty catacombs, which seemed to stretch in every direction under the abbey. This was the ancient necropolis; old even before the abbey had been built. Since the site was sanctified, after the coming of the New Faith, it was where generations of abbots had been laid to rest.


There was silence here apart from the distant dripping of water. The atmosphere was dank and almost suffocating. A faint light permeated the underground caverns, giving a certain relief to the darkness, by which objects could be distinguished by their various differences in light and shade but without detail. The two figures stood without movement, almost as if they themselves were part of the stonework.


Then, in contrast to the faint dripping of water, there was a sudden soft shuffling noise, as leather came into contact with stone. One of the figures stiffened perceptibly as a glimmering light appeared across the cavern and caused shadows to dance this way  and that in the gloom. A third figure, holding a candle, emerged between the tombs.


The figure also wore a hooded robe. It halted before the mausoleum.


‘I come in the name of the Blessed Benignus,’ its rasping voice intoned.


The waiting couple in the darkness visibly relaxed.


‘You are welcome in the name of Benignus of sanctified name and thought,’ said one, in a soft, female voice. The words were exchanged in Latin.


The newcomer hurried forward into the mausoleum and placed the candle on the side of the marble tomb.


‘Well?’ asked the second of the waiting figures. ‘Does he still have it?’


The newcomer nodded quickly. ‘He has placed it in his chamber.’


‘Then we might easily take it. It will be a sign that God has blessed our endeavour,’ replied the other.


‘But we must act swiftly. The envoy from Rome has already spoken with him about it. If we are to use it as our symbol when the time comes, we must remove it now.’


‘If this is to work in our favour and the people to be aroused, he must be prevented from spreading the truth of this great symbol. The people must believe in it without question.’


‘Are we prepared for what we must do?’ It was the woman’s voice again.


‘It is for the greater good,’ intoned her companion.


‘Deus vult!’ the newcomer added solemnly. God wills it.


‘It is agreed, then?’ asked the woman with a catch of breath, as if caught by a cold air.


‘The deed must be done tonight,’ the newcomer said firmly.


The three looked at one another in the crepuscular light, and then with one voice they murmured: ‘Virtutis fortuna comes!’ Good luck is the companion of courage.


Without another word, the three shadowy figures departed in different directions through the dark vaults of the catacombs.


 



‘I will no longer tolerate the arrogance of that man!’


There was an astonished silence in the chapel as the voice echoed in the stone vaulted building. The abbots and bishops, who sat in the dark oak carved seats arranged before the high altar, turned almost as one to regard their grim-faced colleague. He was still seated but pointed an accusing finger towards the religieux seated further along the row.


‘Calm yourself, Abbot Cadfan,’ admonished Bishop Leodegar, who was presiding over the meeting. The chapel had been so arranged to serve the function of a council chamber. ‘We are here to debate the future of our Churches, which are currently separated by language and rituals. Remember that blunt words may be spoken in seeking paths along which we might converge so that unity may be achieved. Such words should not be taken as personal insults.’


He spoke firmly in the Latin language that was common to them all.


Abbot Cadfan’s scowl merely deepened.


‘Forgive my bluntness, Leodegar of Autun,’ he said, ‘but I have the ability to recognise an insult from an opinion expressed in genuine debate. I will tolerate no insults from the enemies of my blood and my people.’


The elderly, grey-haired cleric seated at Abbot Cadfan’s right  side laid a gentle hand on his companion’s arm. He was Abbot Dabhóc of Tulach Óc, who represented Bishop Ségéne of Ard Macha; the latter claimed episcopal primacy over all the five kingdoms of Éireann.


‘I am sure Bishop Ordgar did not mean to sound arrogant,’ he said diplomatically. ‘While we speak in Latin, it is not the language of our mothers and thus we often lack the dexterity of expression with which we are comfortable. It may simply have been a matter of clumsy usage, or possibly different interpretation of emphasis?’


Bishop Ordgar, the subject of the initial angry outburst, had remained staring at Abbot Cadfan with sullen features. A sharp-featured, dark-haired individual with an unfortunate cast of the mouth that seemed to present a permanent sneer, he now turned his belligerent gaze on Abbot Dabhóc.


‘Are you accusing me of not knowing good Latin?’ he growled. ‘What would you, a barbaric outlander, know of the refinements of the tongue?’


Abbot Dabhóc flushed. Before he had a chance to respond, Abbot Cadfan gave a short bark of laughter.


‘Arrogance again - and from one whose people have not yet emerged from pagan savagery. Did we Britons not warn our neighbours of Hibernia that they should not attempt to convert these Saxons from their pagan ways, to teach them the ways of Christ and of literacy and learning? They are not yet sufficiently civilised to know what to do with it.’


Abbot Cadfan used the Latin name of Hibernia to refer to the five kingdoms of Éireann.


Bishop Ordgar thumped his fist on the armrest of his wooden seat. ‘I am an Angle, you Welisc barbarian!’


Abbot Cadfan shrugged indifferently. ‘Angle or Saxon, it is both the same, the same rasping language and the same ignorance. At least I call you by a proper name, but you, in your arrogance, call me Welisc. I am told this means “foreigner”. Yet it is you who are foreigners in the land of Britain. I am a Briton, whose people were in that land at the beginning of time, while your barbaric hordes came but two centuries ago. You entered our land by stealth and guile, and then by invasions, bringing slaughter and death to my people. You seek no more than the wholesale eradication of the Britons. I tell you this, barbarian, you will not succeed. We Welisc  - as you sneeringly call us - will survive and may one day drive you from the land you are now calling Angle-land that was once our peaceful land of Britain.’


Brows drawn together, Bishop Ordgar had sprung to his feet, knocking his seat over backwards, one hand apparently searching for a non-existent sword at his side.


Abbot Cadfan sat back and gave another bark of laughter and glanced round at the serious-faced prelates at the table.


‘You see how the barbarian reacts? He would resort to primitive violence, if he had a weapon. He is not fit to call himself a man of peace, a representative of the Christ, and sit in discussion with those of civilised degree. He is just as savage as the rest of the petty chieftains of his people who, when they do not make war on us Britons, are at war with each other.’


A sudden noise interrupted the scene. A tall, swarthy-skinned man, seated beside Bishop Leodegar and wearing rich robes and a silver cross on a chain around his neck - which denoted he was of high rank among them - had risen to his feet and rapped loudly on the floor with a staff of office.


‘Tacet! Be silent!’ he thundered. ‘Brethren, you both forget yourselves. You are gathered in council under the eye of God and the bishop of this place. As the envoy from the Holy Father in Rome, I am ashamed to witness such an outburst among the chosen of the Faith.’


That the envoy of Rome, Nuntius Peregrinus, had felt forced to intervene was a rebuke to the lack of authority displayed by Bishop Leodegar in controlling the delegates to the council.


Bishop Leodegar now raised a hand and gestured to the envoy to reseat himself. Then he said firmly: ‘Brethren, you do, indeed, shame yourself before our distinguished envoy. This is a council of the senior abbots and bishops of the western churches, here to decide the fundamental ways of promoting our unity. It is true that this is supposed to be an informal opening, without the attendance of all our scribes and advisers, so that we could come to know one another before our main debates, but it is not a marketplace where we brethren can brawl and fight among ourselves.’


There was a muttering from the twenty or so men who were seated around the table.


Bishop Leodegar now turned to Bishop Ordgar.


‘Ordgar, you are here as the personal representative of Theodore, who has been newly appointed by our Holy Father Vitalian in Rome as Archbishop at Canterbury. Would Theodore truly utter the words that you have used to a prelate of the church of the Britons?’


Ordgar was about to respond when Bishop Leodegar’s stern look caused him to sink back in his chair with a sour expression.


‘Cadfan,’ continued Bishop Leodegar, ‘you have come here representing the churches of your people, the Britons. Do you truly  represent your people when you preach war and the elimination of the kingdoms of the Angles and Saxons?’


Abbot Cadfan refused to accept this censure silently.


‘We did not ask the Angles and Saxons to invade our lands and seek our eradication,’ he snapped. ‘Is there a man among you who has not read the Blessed Gildas’ De Excidio et Conquesta Britanniae  - The Ruin and Conquest of Britain? Have you not heard how my people were massacred or forced to flee from their homes to other lands when the Angles and Saxons arrived? We are still being pushed to the west; others have fled to Armorica, to Galicia, to Hibernia and even to the land of the Franks, to seek respite from the ravening hordes.’


‘That surely was in the past,’ replied Bishop Leodegar. ‘We have to live in the present.’


‘Was Benchoer in the past?’ demanded Abbot Cadfan.


Bishop Leodegar looked puzzled. ‘Benchoer? I have noted that Drostó, the abbot of Benchoer, had not arrived here. What is it that you say about Benchoer?’


‘Well may you ask why Drostó of Benchoer is not here,’ went on Abbot Cadfan. ‘Benchoer is one of our oldest abbeys that housed three thousand brethren dedicated to Christ. I know that Drostó was meant to be the senior representative of our churches here, not I. Is the Saxon who sits before me afraid to tell you why Drostó does not sit in this place?’


Bishop Ordgar scowled. ‘The Welisc are always causing trouble,’ he replied tartly. ‘Their leader, whose outlandish name I can’t pronounce, has been particularly boastful of what he intends to do to my people.’


‘The King of Gwynedd is Cadwaladar ap Cadwallon,’ replied  Abbot Cadfan angrily. ‘He descends from a line of great kings, great when your ancestors were scrabbling about in the mud!’


This time it was Bishop Leodegar who rapped on the floor for order.


‘We will disband this council immediately if this continues,’ he threatened.


Abbot Goelo of Bro Waroc’h, which lay in Armorica, cleared his throat. ‘With respect, Leodegar, I think the council needs to hear the answer to the question posed by our distinguished brother from Gwynedd.’


‘It is true that we had expected that the Venerable Drostó would represent your church at this council, Abbot Cadfan,’ Bishop Leodegar said. ‘What is it you imply about Benchoer?’


Abbot Cadfan turned his hard blue eyes directly on the tightlipped Bishop Ordgar.


‘The Abbey of Benchoer is no more and Drostó sleeps with the few survivors in the woods of Gwynedd, moving each night in fear of their lives. A months ago, the leader of the Saxons of Mercia . . .’


‘Angles,’ corrected Bishop Ordgar loudly.


‘. . . a barbarian called Wulfhere, led his hordes into Gwynedd and burned and destroyed our abbey at Benchoer, putting to the sword over a thousand of our religious. Is this the act of a Christian ruler?’


‘A thousand brethren?’ gasped one of the Gaulish delegates, in a shocked tone.


Abbot Ségdae of Imleach had been sitting listening to the argument in silence. He was chief bishop of the kingdom of Muman, the largest of the five kingdoms of Éireann. Now he stirred and gazed thoughtfully at Bishop Ordgar.


‘Is this true, Bishop Ordgar?’ he asked softly.


‘Wulfhere is Bretwalda and—’


‘Bretwalda? What is that?’ queried Abbot Ségdae.


‘It is a title which acknowledges that Wulfhere is overlord of the Welisc just as much as the kingdoms of the Angles and Saxons.’


‘Acknowledged by whom?’ Abbot Cadfan laughed sardonically. ‘Not by the Britons. It is a title without meaning. We would have no “lord of the Britons”, for that is what the title means, unless it be a Briton. We acknowledge no Saxon . . .’ he paused ‘. . . nor Angle,’ he added with emphasis, ‘as lord over us. Certainly, we would not accept that a barbarian has such a right. Anyway, we are told that Wulfhere is not even acknowledged as lord by the other Saxon kings.’


Bishop Ordgar glowered across the table. ‘Eorcenbehrt of Kent, the kingdom in which the primacy of Canterbury is placed, recognises him as such and gave him his daughter’s hand in marriage.’


‘Are you implying that Theodore, your archbishop at Canterbury, approves of that office?’ demanded Abbot Goelo.


‘Theodore has come to us from Rome and Vitalian has placed him as chief bishop of all the western islands.’


‘He has no right to claim that position in any of the five kingdoms of Éireann,’ Abbot Dabhóc immediately said.


Abbot Ségdae nodded in agreement and then looked at Bishop Leodegar, but addressed them all.


‘I have come here to this ancient town of Autun in order to speak on the propositions that Rome has asked us to debate. It was a long and arduous trip with many dangers attending it. I represent the churches of Muman while my colleague, the Abbot Dabhóc, is here on behalf of Bishop Ségéne of Ard Macha. This argument is not germane to the propositions we have come here to discuss. The  matters that are being argued, while horrendous and needing arbitration among the Britons and the Saxons, are not relevant to those matters which we have to decide.’


Abbot Dabhóc was shaking his head. ‘I disagree. Are these not matters that reflect on the suitability of Bishop Ordgar to sit among us at this council? Does he approve of the massacre of religious by his people? He appears to give that approval. I think we should discuss this further. Let us hear from the representatives of the churches of the Franks, of the Gauls, of the land of Kernow and the kingdoms of Armorica.’


‘It is right that we should have a say,’ agreed an elderly bishop. ‘I am Herenal of Bro Erech in the land of Armorica. I say that what I have heard from Bishop Ordgar does not reflect well on his calling as a man of peace.’


‘Pah!’ The sound was almost a spitting noise and it came from Bishop Ordgar. ‘These Armoricans, Gauls, Kern-welisc, they are all the same people! They stick together. Let us waste no time in listening to them. I am here at the invitation of my brother Franks to discuss the Faith, not to hear the whining of barbarians.’


At once there was a chorus of angry voices. Bishop Leodegar was shaking his head sternly.


‘Brothers in Christ! I beg of you to reflect on the matters that brought us hither from our various lands, from the peoples we represent. We have been instructed by His Holiness Vitalian to consider the statement of our fundamental faith in the Christ and of the Rule that we should all adhere to in every religious house in our lands. His Holiness has sent Nuntius Peregrinus to listen to our debates. These are the issues that should occupy our attention. These and no others.’


Abbot Dabhóc rose from his seat. ‘Brethren, it is clear the atmosphere is stifled with the heat of anger and accusation. I propose that we delay the opening of this council for a day and a night. We have no scribes, nor advisers in attendance, so none of these contentious matters will be recorded. Let us go away and reflect on what has been said.’


Bishop Leodegar looked slightly relieved. ‘An excellent suggestion, ’ he said.


‘An insulting suggestion,’ came the acid tones of Bishop Ordgar. ‘You, Leodegar, as a Frank should be ashamed to be giving your support to these Welisc. They are as much enemies of your people as of mine.’


There were many cries of, ‘Shame!’


‘We are all one in Christ,’ pointed out Abbot Dabhóc, ‘or can it be that Bishop Ordgar would deny that? If it is so, then you have proven the point that Abbot Cadfan argues. You cannot be part of this council.’


‘My authority is from Theodore of Canterbury who, in turn, was directly appointed by the Holy Father in Rome. What is your  authority, barbarian?’ Bishop Ordgar’s brows came together threateningly.


‘My authority is the church I serve,’ began the abbot. ‘And—’


Again Bishop Leodegar was rapping on the floor with his staff of office. He exchanged a questioning glance with Nuntius Peregrinus who shrugged and then nodded his head in answer. Bishop Leodegar took this as an affirmative to his unasked question and rose to face the delegates.


‘I am closing this session. We shall pray and contemplate the purpose of our gathering for a day and a night. When we return  here, which will be with our scribes and advisers, we will have no more of such arguments. There are more pressing matters to consider and discuss. Should anyone here attempt to continue this argument, then they will be expelled from the deliberations of the council no matter from what corner of the world they come. My brothers, let me urge this advice on you: in medio tutissimus ibis - you shall go safely into the middle course. Now depart and go in peace, in the name of the Most Holy, under Whose stern and watchful eye we gather to do homage.’


The abbots and bishops now rose in their seats and received the blessing from Bishop Leodegar almost reluctantly - and with not a little resentment from the chief antagonists.


As the gathering began to disperse, Abbot Ségdae moved across to Abbot Dabhóc.


‘It is a long journey just to listen to the Briton arguing with the Saxon,’ he said heavily.


Abbot Dabhóc shrugged. ‘I have sympathy with the Britons. What Cadfan says is the truth. Both Angles and Saxons are constantly attacking the kingdoms of the Britons.’


‘But I would have thought that Cadfan and Ordgar, as men of the Church, would employ diplomacy and turn their minds to what we came here to discuss.’


The two men had moved out of the chapel and into a courtyard with its central gushing fountain surrounded by scented gardens and tall buildings with Roman columns.


Abbot Dabhóc paused and looked upon the scene appreciatively.


‘The long journey is worth it when we see wonders like this, Ségdae,’ he observed. ‘The cities built by the Romans are so unlike those of Éireann.’


It was true that outside the abbey, the city of Autun was a sprawl of Romanesque buildings which had originally been built many centuries before, when the Romans had marched into Gaul and defeated the Gaulish armies of Vercingetorix. They had built the city by a river and called it Augustodunum, but as the Gauls and the Romans had receded and merged with the invading Burgunds, it had become known as Autun, one of the earliest Christian centres in the part of Gaul now called Burgundia. The abbey retained many of its ancient Roman buildings, palaces and temples now re-dedicated to the Christian Faith. To Abbot Ségdae it seemed like a miniature Rome with its towering manmade constructions, a totally alien place to the small urban complexes of his native land.


There was a sudden shouting in the courtyard.


Abbot Ségdae started from his contemplation and glanced in astonishment across to where several of the prelates were engaged in a scuffle. Among them was Ordgar, who was grasping another cleric by the neck. It was Cadfan. The two men were shouting and hitting each other like a pair of quarrelling children. The others began dragging them apart. Cadfan’s robe was torn while there was blood on Ordgar’s face. It took no great linguist to understand the profanities they hurled at one another.


Bishop Leodegar hurried across, Nuntius Peregrinus at his side.


The other clerics were holding each man back, for if set loose they would doubtless have physically engaged with one another again.


‘Brethren! Are you brothers in Christ or wild animals that you behave so?’ came Bishop Leodegar’s thunderous tone.


Abbot Cadfan blinked and seemed to come to his senses.


‘The Saxon attacked me,’ he said sullenly.


‘The Welisc insulted me,’ snapped Bishop Ordgar but he, too, was beginning to regain control of himself.


Bishop Leodegar was shaking his head with sadness.


‘Shame on you both. Return to your quarters and pray forgiveness for your transgressions against the teachings of Our Lord. Shame is your portion until you have made atonement for your actions. I will give both of you a last chance to participate in our deliberations, not because of who you are but because of who you represent. Messengers will be sent to Theodore of Canterbury and to Drostó of Gwynedd informing them of how you carry out your sacred duties. If, when we next foregather, there is still enmity between you, then I shall dismiss you both from this council and will proceed without your representation. Do I make myself clear?’


There was a silence and then, like sullen children, first Abbot Cadfan and then Bishop Ordgar muttered agreement.


Bishop Leodegar gave a deep sigh. ‘Now disperse,’ he ordered. He glanced around at everyone. ‘All of you, disperse.’


In ones and twos the men began to leave the luxurious courtyard, moving towards the main buildings of the abbey.


Abbot Dabhóc grinned at his companion. ‘I tell you, Ségdae, this is the most hotblooded council that I have attended. I thought the arguments among our people, debating matters of the Faith, were fierce enough, but I have never seen clerics come to physical blows before.’


‘I fear that our host is much too sanguine in hoping those two will declare a truce between them during the rest of this council,’ Ségdae replied. ‘And it will not just be the wars between Briton and Saxon but these ideas coming from Rome that will fuel the arguments. The Franks and Saxons support them - and we now  have to argue against them. Such debate is bound to give rise to new animosities.’


‘It is of no concern to us what the Franks and Saxons do in their own land.’ Abbot Dabhóc grimaced sourly. ‘We have our Faith and our own liturgy. Whatever decisions are made at this council cannot affect us any more than the decision made at Whitby.’


Abbot Ségdae shook his head in disagreement. ‘First Whitby and now this council here in Autun. Where next? This erosion of our beliefs and cultures emanates from the new thinking at Rome, and I have no liking for it. Over the years, councils such as this have changed or amended the original concepts of the Faith until we can no longer be sure of the original teachings of the Founding Fathers.’


Abbot Dabhóc looked shocked but Ségdae continued, ‘It is true, I tell you so. This is not the first time we have had to argue with Rome over the way they have altered even the very date on which Our Lord was martyred. Did not our own Columbanus argue with the Bishop of Rome over the date?’


‘True enough, although at Ard Macha we begin to think it would be better for all Christendom to worship on the same day.’


‘Better to worship in truth than in myth,’ muttered Abbot Ségdae.


‘Well, at least this council is not concerned with calendars and dates of ceremonies but in what we believe and how we should conduct ourselves in the religious houses,’Abbot Dabhóc concluded. ‘I, for one, am looking forward to the debates.’


For the first time Abbot Ségdae allowed a brief smile to flit across his sombre features.


‘At least, judging by the action of our brothers, those debates will be lively,’ he joked.


They had halted in the corridor of the hospitia or guest quarters where individual chambers had been set aside for the accommodation of the senior delegates during the course of the council.


‘I hear that your advisers have not arrived as yet?’ Abbot Dabhóc suddenly remarked.


A worried expression returned to Abbot Ségdae’s features. ‘They were travelling separately and should have been here some days ago.’


‘The seas can be tempestuous and it is a long voyage, even before coming to this land. Then there is a long river journey. Who are they? You have many good scholars in Muman.’


‘Fidelma of Cashel has agreed to come to advise on the legal aspects of what we may agree - as it applies to the laws of the Fénechus, that is.’


Abbot Dabhóc’s eyes widened. ‘Fidelma? Her name is a by-word anywhere in the five kingdoms, especially since her investigation into the murder of the High King earlier this year. But murder is one thing; advising on how the decisions of this council may affect the laws and practices in the five kingdoms is another entirely.’ He laughed suddenly. ‘Perhaps, if our Briton and Saxon friends continue as they have done so far, we may be able to provide her with a new murder to investigate.’


Abbot Ségdae was disapproving.


‘One should not be flippant about such matters, my brother. I simply wish, having found the circumstances that prevail in this abbey, that I had never asked her to come here in the first place. Anyway, the hour grows late. There is barely time to bathe before the evening meal.’
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Someone was shaking him. He was aware of a voice calling urgently. Abbot Ségdae awoke, blinking against the light of the candle enclosed in a lantern that was held above him.


‘Bishop Leodegar says you must come at once!’


Abbot Ségdae focused on the shadowy figure of the religieux who had been trying to rouse him from a deep slumber. He realised it was still dark and the room felt cold.


‘What is it?’ he demanded.


‘Bishop Leodegar says—’ began the other.


‘I heard you,’ replied the abbot, struggling to sit up. ‘What has happened?’


The religieux seemed agitated. ‘I cannot say . . . you must come.’ With a sigh, Abbot Ségdae swung from the bed and began pulling on his robe. Within a few minutes he was following the religieux along the darken corridor.


‘Where are we going, or can’t you tell me that, Brother . . . Brother . . . ?’


‘I am Brother Sigeric.’


‘So where are we going?’


‘To the quarters of the Saxon bishop. Bishop Ordgar.’


‘Why?’


‘I am told only to bring you there at the urgent request of Bishop Leodegar.’


Abbot Ségdae sighed irritably. It was clear that he would get no further information.


However, it did not take long to reach a chamber where the door was open. Brother Sigeric motioned him inside. The sight that met his eyes caused Abbot Ségdae to pause on the threshold.


The first thing he saw was a religieux bending over a figure on  the floor. He recognised the body immediately as that of Abbot Cadfan. A groan came from the man and Abbot Ségdae realised that Cadfan was semi-conscious - alive, Thank God! Then he saw Bishop Leodegar standing by a second body that lay beyond Cadfan. That body was also clothed in religious robes.


‘Bishop Ordgar?’ he asked tersely. ‘Has Cadfan killed him then?’


There was a groan from the bed behind the door.


Abbot Ségdae swung round. Bishop Ordgar of Canterbury was lying on the bed barely conscious. Bewildered, the abbot turned back to Bishop Leodegar and the second body.


‘I am afraid that it is your colleague, Abbot Dabhóc of Tulach Óc,’ said Bishop Leodegar heavily. ‘That is why I sent for you, brother. Abbot Dabhóc has been murdered.’







CHAPTER TWO
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‘There it is!’


Clodio, the elderly but muscular boatman, took one hand from the tiller and pointed to the left bank as the craft swung round the bend of the broad river, among trees and short limestone reaches. The two religious seated in the well of the craft turned in their seats towards him and then followed his outstretched arm towards the embankment.


‘Is that Nebirnum?’ asked the female religieuse. Her robes identified her as being from the land of Hibernia. She was tall, well proportioned and her eyes were bright, though Clodio the boatman had difficulty discerning whether they were blue or green. They seemed to change with her moods. Rebellious strands of red hair escaped from her caille, or headdress. Not for the first time Clodio reflected that she was attractive. When she conversed with her companion, a Saxon religieux about the same age, a thickset man with dark brown eyes and hair, Clodio had been surprised at the easy intimacy of their relationship. Their names were Fidelma and Eadulf, and it was not long before the boatman realised that they  were also man and wife, for he had overheard them speaking of a child they had left behind to come on this journey.


Fidelma was gazing up at the high sloping hill on which the buildings straggled around an imposing structure that proclaimed, by its very features, that it was an abbey of some importance. The boatman nodded. His Latin, the only language that they had in common, was fairly poor but understandable.


‘That is the abbey of Nebirnum,’ Clodio confirmed. ‘There you may acquire horses for the last part of your journey.’


Eadulf, sitting beside Fidelma, winced slightly.


‘A horse ride?’ he asked in a painful tone. ‘How far is it then to Autun from this place?’


Clodio, who worked the boat with his two hardy sons, was regarding Eadulf’s lamentation with undisguised amusement.


‘From Nebirnum to the great city of Autun is but two to three days’ comfortable ride, no more. There is a good road due east.’


They had been in the riverboat for seven days. It seemed an eternity since they had landed at the Armorican port of Naoned and then commenced their journey upriver, along this majestic green waterway called the Liger. It was cramped in the small craft for, although they were the only passengers, the boatman was a trader along the river and transported bulky bales of materials and sometimes even live animals which had to be shipped from town to town along the banks of the winding thoroughfare. All the time, the craft had been making its way against the flow of the river which rose, so they were told, over a thousand kilometres away in the mountains. Sometimes its flow was imperceptible and the boatman could even use a sail to progress; sometimes oars were necessary, long poles by which the craft was pushed. And, more often than not,  mules were harnessed and pulled the boat, especially where the clear green water ran faster over the shallows through stretches of golden gravel that lined the banks. Fidelma had been duly impressed with the knowledge and skill in which the journey, first east and then south, along the broad waterway, had been conducted by Clodio and his sons. The craft was always on the move, in spite of the mighty strength of the river which occasionally ran around islands in the centre of the water, places of wild desolation. One lasting memory was of the women washing clothes along the banks, sometimes appearing in groups and sometimes as solitary figures, beating the wet clothing on rocks.


Now Fidelma sighed, but not at the prospect of exchanging the comfort of the boat for the saddle of a horse for she was a good horsewoman and had been at ease on a horse almost before she could walk.


‘Where would we find horses? Horses cost money,’ she pointed out.


‘Is there anything in this world that is free?’ Clodio replied philosophically. ‘Ah, but wandering religious expect all things to be given freely to them, in exchange for a muttered blessing. It would be an ideal life if all were so simple, my friends, but I have a wife and sons to keep.’


Fidelma frowned at the implication that he feared they might not pay for the journey.


‘Boatman,’ she said sternly, ‘did we not negotiate a fee for you to bring us from the port of Naoned to this place? Was it not a fair fee? If so, as we approach this place, now is the time for the fee to be paid.’


‘I did not mean . . .’ Clodio began, abashed, but Fidelma had  already reached into her marsupium and counted out the coins that she thrust towards him.


‘Remember, boatman, that a wandering religious may not always be a beggar,’ she said stiffly.


Eadulf looked nervously at his companion and hoped that she would not boast of her relationship to the Kings of Muman.


‘Redime te captium quam minimo,’ he muttered, using the ancient Latin prescription for soldiers who were captured: if taken prisoner, pay as little as possible to buy your freedom. In other words, make sure you give the enemy as little information as you can. If Clodio thought that they were rich, greed might entice him to consider holding them for ransom. Eadulf had heard plenty of stories of pilgrims travelling in distant lands who were captured and held for ransom and sometimes never heard of again.


Fidelma gave him a look of understanding before turning back to the boatman.


‘We promised to pay you and, even though it makes the rest of our journey difficult, for we cannot afford horses, we will do so,’ she said quietly.


Clodio, who had not understood the Latin saying, merely nodded as his hands closed over the coins and dropped them into the leather purse at his belt.


‘Bishop Arigius, at the abbey, will take care of you,’ he told them. ‘He is a man of good reputation.’


Turning to his two sons, he ordered them to take out the oars while he cried a warning and jerked on a rope to lower the single sail of the craft. Then he moved quickly back to the tiller and, with dextrous smoothness, drew the craft alongside one of the several wooden piers that jutted into the river at this point. In a few moments  they were tied up and the sons of the boatmen helped first Fidelma and Eadulf ashore.


Clodio nodded to them both. ‘Good luck on your travels, my friends,’ he said. ‘Follow that road up to the town and it will bring you to the doors of the abbey. Remember, it is the Bishop Arigius whom you wish to see.’


They said farewell to the man and his sons who now began to offload their goods. Merchants and onlookers were already moving down to the pier to examine what cargo they had brought as Fidelma and Eadulf set off up the road towards the main town. Eadulf had felt the heat of the early summer sun while he was in the boat but now on land it struck on his face and shoulders with a force that caused sweat to form on his brow.


‘I swear, Fidelma,’ began Eadulf, but his sandal struck a stone that stood prouder than the rest and caused him to trip, almost sending him headlong. He just recovered himself at the last moment with a muttered oath. ‘I swear, Fidelma, that I am sick of travelling. ’


Fidelma glanced at him without humour. ‘Do you think I am not?’ she said shortly. ‘Since the birth of little Alchú, how much time have I spent with our son? Too little, that is for certain. When we returned from Tara a few months ago, I fully expected that we would be able to remain at Cashel for . . . well, for the foreseeable future.’


‘We could have refused this journey,’ Eadulf pointed out.


‘Duty must come first,’ Fidelma replied in a heavy tone. ‘If my brother, the King, requests me to come here as aide and adviser to his bishop, Ségdae of Imleach, then this is where I must come. But you were not obliged to accompany me.’


‘My place is wherever you are,’ replied Eadulf simply.


Fidelma laid a free hand on his arm. ‘I make no demands on you, Eadulf,’ she said softly.


‘Did you not say that duty must come first?’ he replied with a raised eyebrow. ‘And what greater duty is there than the moral code of the bonds that are between us? So do not question where my duty lies. It is just that I cannot see why some council of church leaders held in Gaul . . .’


‘The Gauls are almost gone now,’ corrected Fidelma. ‘The Franks have overrun and settled this territory and call these lands the kingdoms of Austrasia and Neustria. Two brothers rule them, I am told.’


‘Wherever we are,’ Eadulf went on, ‘I still cannot see why some council of church leaders in this remote spot has any influence on the five kingdoms of Éireann, or even on the Britons or Saxon kingdoms.’


‘Perhaps not now but someday hence the influence of the decisions made here might be felt. That is why, when Vitalian, the Bishop of Rome, called representatives of the western churches to this place, Bishop Ségdae had to attend. You know that the practices we follow in Éireann are under threat from the new ideas springing up in Rome which are alien to our laws and to our way of life.’


‘But Autun is such a long way from Cashel!’


‘Thoughts and ideas travel faster than a man,’ replied Fidelma firmly.


Eadulf sighed and shifted the weight of the bag that he carried on his shoulder. He cast an envious glance at Fidelma’s light linen robes and wished he had something more cooling than the brown woollen homespun he wore as a Brother of the Faith.


But they were moving on easier ground now among the buildings, and the gates of the abbey were within easy access. There were plenty of people about but no one paid them much interest. It was clear that Nebirnum was a busy trading town filled with strangers, and many wagons loaded with goods were moving here and there.


At the gates of the abbey they encountered a Brother who seemed more of a sentinel than a welcoming religieux.


‘Pax tecum,’ Fidelma greeted the dark, sun-tanned man.


‘Pax vobiscum,’ replied the man indifferently.


‘We have come from the distant land of Hibernia. We are on our way to the Council at Autun and were told that Bishop Arigius might facilitate our journey there.’


The man pointed through the gates. ‘You may enquire for the bishop inside,’ he said carelessly, and turned to continue to gaze at the passers-by.


‘Not exactly an enthusiastic greeting for us peregrinatio pro Christo,’ Eadulf muttered wryly.


Fidelma did not reply. A youthful religieux was passing through the quadrangle in which they found themselves, and she hailed him.


‘Where can we find Bishop Arigius?’ she asked.


The young man stopped and frowned. ‘I am his steward. You are strangers in this place.’ It was a statement rather than a question.


‘We are on our way to Autun to attend the council there. We are from the land of Hibernia.’


The young man’s eyes seemed to widen slightly at the latter statement. Then he said: ‘Follow me.’


He led them to a door in a corner of the quadrangle, which gave entrance into a square tower that seemed to be opposite to what was obviously a chapel. They followed him up the dark, oak stairs to a door of similar hue. Here the young steward turned to them and asked them to wait. He knocked upon the door and, without pausing for an answer, opened it and passed inside, closing it behind him. They could hear the mumble of voices and then the door reopened and the young man beckoned them inside.


Bishop Arigius was a tall thin man with sharp features, piercing dark eyes and thin red lips. His hair was sparse and silver grey. He had risen from a chair and crossed the room to greet them, a smile of welcome revealing yellowing teeth.


‘Pax vobiscum.’ He intoned the greeting solemnly. ‘My steward tells me that you are bound for Autun, to the council, and that you come from the land of Hibernia?’


‘He tells you no lie,’ replied Eadulf, shifting the weight of his bag on his shoulder.


The motion was not lost on the bishop.


‘Then come and be seated, put down your bags and join me in refreshment. A glass of white wine cooled in our cellars . . . ?’ He nodded to the steward who hurried away to obtain the beverage.


‘I am Bishop Arigius, the second of that name to hold office here in this ancient abbey.’


‘An impressive building and an impressive town, from the little I have seen,’ Eadulf replied politely after they had introduced themselves.


Bishop Arigius gave a smile of pride.


‘Indeed. When the great Julius Caesar marched the Roman legions into this land, he chose this spot as a military depot for his  legions. The Aedui, the Gauls who lived here, had a hill fort on this very spot, which Caesar refortified; hence the name of this place, which was Noviodunum - novus, the Latin for new, and  dunum, the Gaulish word for a fort. So it was “new fort” and since then, changing accents have brought about its current name. It was one of the earliest places in which the Faith was established in this land, and for a while it became known as Gallia Christiana. The bishops here were renowned.’


‘You have great knowledge of this town,’ Fidelma said solemnly.


‘Scientia est potentia,’ smiled the bishop.


‘Knowledge is power,’ repeated Fidelma softly. It was a philosophy she had often expounded.


The young steward returned with a jug and beakers, which he filled with a golden-coloured wine. It was cold and refreshing.


‘We make it from our own vineyards,’ explained the young man in answer to their expressions of praise.


‘Now,’ Bishop Arigius said briskly, ‘I presume that you have heard the news from Autun?’


Fidelma exchanged a puzzled look with Eadulf. ‘The news?’ she repeated.


‘We only heard it ourselves yesterday afternoon.’ The bishop looked from one to another expectantly as if all was explained.


‘We are still at a loss,’ Fidelma said. ‘What news from Autun?’


Bishop Arigius sighed and sat back. ‘Forgive me. Foolishly, my steward thought you might have been on your way to Autun because of the news.’


Fidelma tried to be patient. ‘We have been travelling along the river for many days. We have heard no news for all that time.’


‘One of the abbots from your land of Hibernia was murdered there.’


Fidelma was shocked.


Eadulf immediately asked: ‘Do you know the name of this abbot? It was not Abbot Ségdae?’


Bishop Arigius shook his head. ‘I know only that he was of your land.’


‘What else can you tell us of what has happened?’ Eadulf pressed.


‘Nothing beyond that simple fact,’ replied the bishop promptly. ‘A passing merchant brought us the news yesterday.’


‘No name was mentioned?’ queried Fidelma.


‘No name was mentioned,’ affirmed the bishop.


There was a silence. Then Fidelma said: ‘It is imperative that we should continue on to Autun as soon as possible. But the boatman who brought us hither said that it is a two- or three-day journey by horse from here.’


Bishop Arigius glanced out of the window. ‘It is no use continuing on now, for the best part of the day is gone,’ he declared. ‘Stay and feast with us this evening and continue in the morning.’


Fidelma smiled sadly. ‘Alas, we have no horses, and . . .’


The bishop waved his hand deprecatingly.


‘One of our brethren leaves tomorrow at dawn with a wagon carrying goods destined for the brethren in Autun. You may ride on that and welcome. The road is good, especially at this time of year, being dry and hard, and it will take no more than four days to reach the town.’


‘We accept,’ Eadulf said hastily. The prospect of racing along strange roads on an equally strange steed had not been a pleasant one. Being seated comfortably on a wagon was a much better prospect.


‘Excellent.’ Bishop Arigius stood and they followed his example.


‘My steward will show you to our hospitia, our guests’ quarters, where you may rest and refresh yourselves. We gather shortly in the refectory; my steward will guide you there. The bell will toll for the services in the chapel. We rise at the tolling of the bell, just before dawn. I will instruct our brother to await you in the quadrangle to commence your journey tomorrow.’


‘And the name of this brother?’ asked Fidelma.


‘Brother Budnouen. He is a Gaul.’


 



Brother Budnouen was rotund, with a podgy red face seemingly lacking a neck, for folds of flesh seemed to flop straight down on to his chest. Middle aged, short in stature and tanned, he had pale eyes, almost sea-green, and long brown hair, which they immediately saw was cut in the manner of the tonsure of St John rather than in the corona spina favoured by Rome. In spite of his heavy breathing, caused by his girth and weight, the brother’s forearms seemed quite muscular from hard work, and his hands were callused. They later learned that this was due to his being a wagonman; the leather reins caused the hardening of the skin on the palms. It came as no surprise when he told them that he had spent his youth as a seaman, sailing along the ports of Armorica to Britain and Hibernia, whose languages he spoke with great fluency. He was an excellent companion; his eyes had a twinkle, his face a ready smile and his attitude was to look for the best that life had to offer. In fact, he was a very loquacious fellow and the moment they left the abbey at Nebirnum, Brother Budnouen kept up a steady commentary as he guided the wagon, pulled by four powerful mules, along the road which headed due east.


‘I am originally of the Aeudi,’ he told them. ‘This was once  Aeudi country, but then many years ago, the Burgunds came and drove us out. Some of us fled to Armorica. Some, like me, stayed to make the best of things. Now the Burgunds, in their turn, are made vassals by the Franks who call this land Austrasia.’


‘The Aeudi were Gauls?’ queried Eadulf, who was always determined to add to his knowledge. He and Fidelma were seated beside Brother Budnouen on the driving seat of the wagon as their guide and driver expertly directed the team of mules by a flick of the long leather reins now and again.


Brother Budnouen laughed pleasantly and there was pride in his voice.


‘They were indeed the Gauls, my friend. I am descended from the great Vercingetorix - king of the world - who nearly destroyed Caesar and the Romans until he was forced to surrender in order to save the lives of the women and children that Caesar would have sacrificed by the thousands to ensure his victory. Caesar was so scared of that great man that he had him taken in chains to Rome, kept for years in a dungeon and then ritually strangled to celebrate his final victory.’


Eadulf pursed his lips. ‘War is not a pleasant thing.’


‘That was something the Romans found out. If they thought that the death of Vercingetorix would cowe us into submission, they were wrong. We rose many times against them but it seemed that when one legion was defeated, three more took its place. We were still fighting the Roman legions nearly a hundred years after Caesar departed. Eventually Gaul became a Roman province and peaceful, until a few more centuries when the Burgunds and Franks came flooding across the Rhine to destroy us.’


‘What do you know of this city of Autun?’ asked Fidelma, trying  to change the conversation to the subject that was continuing to trouble her.


‘Autun?’ Brother Budnouen shrugged. ‘There was nothing there but a few huts until the Emperor Augustus designated it as the new central city of the Aeudi. He called it Augustodunum, the fort of Augustus - that’s where the Burgunds derived the name Autun. The Romans had made our own capital and fortress Bibracte uninhabitable as a punishment for Vercingetorix’s near-defeat of them. They created Augustodunum into a great Roman city to impress the Gauls.’


He paused to negotiate a difficult bend of the road.


‘The Faith reached the town very early. They say that it became an episcopal see in the time of the blessed Irenaeus, just over a century after the crucifixion of Our Lord. It is told that the son of Senator Faustus of Autun, a young man named Symphorian, converted to the Faith and destroyed a statue of the Roman goddess Cybele as a protest. He was arrested and flogged, but when he continued to refuse to deny the Faith he was beheaded in front of his mother, Augusta. They built the abbey over his grave, which was the ancient necropolis.’


Brother Budnouen chuckled and nudged Eadulf. ‘They say if you pray by the grave, you will get a cure for the pox!’ He paused, glanced in embarrassment at Fidelma and added: ‘Begging your pardon, Sister.’


‘I was trying to discover what the town is like today and why it was deemed the best place for this council,’ Fidelma replied coldly.


‘Who knows why?’ replied the Gaul. ‘Isn’t Vitalian, the Holy Father, a Roman and perhaps he remembers that Autun was  Augustodunum. The Romans have long memories. They never forgave our people for defeating their legions and occupying Rome itself, and that was so many generations before the birth of Our Saviour that they are almost beyond counting.’


Eadulf was about to ask him to explain but Fidelma, sensing that the question would bring forth another long discourse, nudged Eadulf discreetly and said: ‘So who is the bishop of Autun now?’


‘Leodegar,’ replied the man at once. ‘He is elderly but still has a sharp mind, and is renowned for his learning and virtue. The son of Frankish nobles, he grew up at the court of King Clotaire. He even helped in the government of the kingdom until he was named as bishop. He’s a strong leader, they say, but too fond of reforms. What’s more, he seems intent on repairing the old Roman walls of the city and restoring the Roman public buildings. I reckon that is probably why Rome has given him the opportunity to preside over this important council.’


‘And do you know anything about the happening in Autun?’


‘You mean the murder there? No, I’m afraid I cannot help you. I heard the merchants gossip, that is all. Some abbot at the council was found slain. There was talk of arguments and fighting among the clerics. But that is all I can say.’


If it was all he could say, Brother Budnouen certainly had a way of expanding such a little into long discourses, and by the end of the first day’s travel Fidelma and Eadulf were as much exhausted by his constant prattle as by the exigencies of the journey. Nevertheless, they agreed that it did help to pass the time, and the Gaul was able to point out interesting aspects of the rolling countryside through which they travelled. In the evenings he knew places to stop where good food and beds were available, and with rivers  or springs where it was safe to bathe. Fidelma longed for the rituals of the Irish baths and for hot water and soap, but she made the best that she could of it.


On the morning of the third day they passed an imposing hill rising out of a magnificent surrounding forest. To their surprise, Brother Budnouen halted his team of mules, climbed down and knelt in its direction as if in prayer. When he climbed back on the wagon, he explained: ‘Bibracte - that was the capital of the Aedui, the very spot where Vercingetorix was proclaimed head of all the tribes of Gaul to confront Julius Caesar.’ He pointed to the hill. ‘It was there that Caesar defeated him and finished writing his account of how he conquered my people.’


‘So how far to Autun now?’ asked Eadulf wearily.


‘We shall be there tomorrow morning. It is twenty-five kilometres more. Tonight we rest at a place outside the town so that we do not arrive at night time. As I say, Leodegar with Lord Guntram, the ruler of the province, has restored and maintains the old Roman walls and employs guards who do not like the approach of strangers during the hours of darkness.’


Fidelma was surprised. ‘Is it so dangerous to be abroad in these parts then?’


‘There is always danger, Sister,’ the Gaul stated. ‘The richer the towns, the more that thieves and robbers are attracted to them. Bands of robbers often prowl the roads.’


‘Should we not have waited for warriors to guard us?’ asked Eadulf, not disguising his nervousness. They had entered a countryside that was heavily wooded and could harbour vagabonds.


Brother Budnouen chuckled. ‘Why would you want warriors to guard you? Do you carry treasure with you?’


‘Of course not,’ snapped Eadulf. ‘It is just that our lives are precious to us.’


‘Listen, my friend,’ the Gaul was still smiling, ‘your life is safer when you do not surround yourself with bodyguards, for bodyguards proclaim to bandits that you have something worth guarding. If you have nought but your life, then better not to let them think otherwise. Often I have passed along these highways and only once or twice was I stopped. But these days thieves are not interested in the goods I transport to the brethren in Autun, nor those I return with from Autun to Nebirnum. They want gold, silver, jewels and suchlike. Things for easy profit.’


‘We will have to take your word for that,’ Fidelma replied easily. ‘But we will rest easier when we reach Autun.’


‘You’ll see it tomorrow,’ Brother Budnouen assured her. ‘Once we traverse this area which still retains its old Gaulish name of Morven - that means the country of black mountains because of the darkness of the green hills and forests here - once through here you will see the city of Autun.’


He was right. They approached the city about midday from the north-west, coming across the shoulder of a small hill. Enclosed by ancient grey walls, it seemed large to them since, although they had seen Rome, they had little to compare it with. That it was big and impressive was their immediate reaction. Moreover, rising above the red-tiled roofs of the buildings, on the far side of the city, was a massive complex like a castle - the great abbey itself. Part of it rose many storeys high and a massive tower stood at one end.
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