

  

    [image: Cover Image]


  




  

    



    THE SISTER FIDELMA 20th ANNIVERSARY COLLECTION




    ABSOLUTION BY MURDER




    SHROUD FOR THE ARCHBISHOP




    SUFFER LITTLE CHILDREN




    Peter Tremayne




    [image: image]


  




  

    



    Absolution by Murder Copyright © 1994 Peter Tremayne




    Shroud for the Archbishop Copyright © 1995 Peter Tremayne




    Suffer Little Children Copyright © 1995 Peter Tremayne




    The right of Peter Tremayne to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




    First published in this omnibus ebook edition




    by Headline Publishing Group in 2014




    Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.




    All characters in this publication are fictitious – apart from the obvious historical figures – and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




    Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library




    Cover credit © to follow




    eISBN 978 1 4722 2537 5




    HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP




    An Hachette UK Company




    Carmelite House




    50 Victoria Embankment




    London EC4Y 0DZ




    www.headline.co.uk




    www.hachette.co.uk


  




  

    About the Author




    Peter Tremayne is the fiction pseudonym of Peter Beresford 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. The Sister Fidelma series has now been published for over twenty years to great acclaim.




    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: PMB 312, 1818 North Taylor Street, Suite B, Little Rock, AR 72207, USA or by logging on to 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’ Ronan Bennett




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




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




    ‘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




    ‘This is 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
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    About the Book




    THE SISTER FIDELMA 20th ANNIVERSARY COLLECTION brings together the stunning first three novels in the widely acclaimed Sister Fieldma series. Escape into the evocative world of seventh-century Ireland and the time of the Celts, and join Sister Fidelma on the suspenseful trail of three murder mysteries.




    ABSOLUTION BY MURDER: It’s 664AD and the tension between the Celtic and Roman Churches is at boiling point. There are whispers of assassinations and a string of gruesome deaths. When Abbess Étain, a leading speaker for the Celtic Church, is found murdered, Sister Fidelma is called in to investigate.  With the threat of a civil war just around the corner, can the mysteries be solved in time?




    SHROUD FOR THE ARCHBISHOP: The archbishop designate of Canterbury is found garrotted in Rome’s Lateran Palace. With Brother Ronan Ragallach spotted fleeing the scene of the crime, the person responsible appears to have been found. There are rumours, though, that the crime is political and precious treasure has been stolen. It is up to Sister Fidelma to determine whether Brother Ronan is innocent, and prevent a perilous war between the Saxon and Irish kingdoms.




    SUFFER LITTLE CHILDREN: The Venerable Dacán, beloved scholar of the Celtic Church, is brutally slain on his visit to the Irish Kingdom of Muman. When a neighbouring kingdom demands reparation for Dacán’s foul death, bloody war seems imminent. There are sinister forces at work and Sister Fidelma is summoned by Muman’s dying king to investigate. Can she solve the mystery and prevent further turmoil?
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    HISTORICAL NOTE




    This tale is set in the year AD 664 during the famous Synod of Whitby. Many readers may find some customs and other matters somewhat unfamiliar in this ‘Dark

         Age’ period. Particularly worth noting is that, in both the Roman and what has become known as the Celtic church, the concept

         of celibacy among the religious was not universal. 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. St Hilda’s abbey of Whitby, or Streoneshalh,

         as it was then known, was one such double house. Even priests and bishops could and did marry. The concept of celibacy, originally

         confined to ascetics but approved of by Paul of Tarsus and many early Church leaders, was certainly spreading at this time.

         But it was not until the reforming papacy of Leo IX (1048-54) that a serious attempt was made to force the Western clergy

         to accept celibacy.

      




    

  




  

    




    



    

      

        No wild beasts are so cruel as the Christians in their dealings with each other.




        Ammianus Marcellinus




        (c. AD 330-95)


      


    




    

  




  

    



    Chapter One




    The man had not been dead long. The blood and spittle around his twisted lips had not even dried. The body swung to and fro

         in the faint breeze, suspended at the end of a stout hemp rope from the branch of a squat oak tree. The head was twisted at

         an awkward angle where the neck had been broken. The clothes were torn and if the man had worn sandals then they had since

         been taken by scavengers for there was no sign of any footwear. The contorted hands, still sticky with blood, showed that

         the man had not died without a struggle.

      




    It was not the fact that a man had been hanged on a crossroad tree that caused the small party of travellers to halt. The

         travellers had become used to witnessing ritual executions and punishments since they had crossed from the land of Rheged

         into the kingdom of Northumbria. The Angles and Saxons who dwelt there seemed to live by a harsh code of penalties for those

         who transgressed their laws, from an assortment of mutilations of the body to execution by the most painful means devised,

         the most common and humane being by hanging. The sight of one more unfortunate suspended on a tree no longer troubled them.

         What had caused the party to draw rein on their mounts, an assortment of horses and mules, was something else.

      




    The party of travellers consisted of four men and two women. Each was clad in the undyed wool tunica of the religious, and the hair of the men was shaven at the front, their tonsure marking them as brothers of the church of Columba from the Holy Island of Iona. Almost as one they had halted to sit staring up at

         the body of the man hanging in gruesome wide-eyed death, the tongue blackened and stretched between the lips in what must

         have been one last frantic gasp for air. The face of everyone in the party was grim with apprehension as it examined the body.

      




    The reason was not hard to discern. The head of the body was also shaven with the tonsure of Columba. What remained of his

         clothing proclaimed it to have once consisted of the habit of a religieux, though there was no sign of the crucifix, leather

         belt and satchel that a peregrinus pro Christo would have carried.

      




    The leading traveller had drawn near on his mule and gazed up with a terrified expression on his white features.




    Another of the party, one of the two women, urged her mount nearer and gazed up at the corpse with a steady eye. She rode

         a horse, a fact that signified that she was no ordinary religieuse but a woman of rank. There was no fear on her pale features,

         just a slight expression of repulsion and curiosity. She was a young woman, tall but well proportioned, a fact scarcely concealed

         by her sombre dress. Rebellious strands of red hair streaked from beneath her headdress. Her pale-skinned features were attractive

         and her eyes were bright and it was difficult to discern whether they were blue or green, so changeable with emotion were

         they.

      




    ‘Come away, Sister Fidelma,’ muttered her male companion in agitation. ‘This is not a sight for your eyes.’




    The woman addressed as Sister Fidelma grimaced in vexation at his anxious tone.




    ‘Whose eyes is it a sight for, Brother Taran?’ she responded. Then, edging her horse even closer to the corpse, she observed,

         ‘Our brother is not long dead. Who can have done this terrible deed? Robbers?’

      




    Brother Taran shook his head.




    ‘This is a strange country, sister. This is only my second mission to it. Thirty years have passed since we first began to

         bring the word of Christ to this Godforsaken land. There still be many pagans about with scant respect for our cloth. Let

         us move on – quickly. Whoever did this deed may have remained in the vicinity. The abbey of Streoneshalh cannot be too far

         distant and we want to reach it before the sun drops below those hills.’

      




    He shivered slightly.




    The young woman continued to frown, displaying her irritation.




    ‘You would continue on and leave one of our brethren in this manner? Unblessed and unburied?’ Her voice was sharp and angry.




    Brother Taran shrugged, his obvious fear making him a sorry spectacle. She turned to her companions.




    ‘I have need of a knife to cut our brother down,’ she explained. ‘We must pray for his soul and accord him a Christian burial.’




    The others cast uneasy glances at each other.




    ‘Perhaps Brother Taran is right,’ replied her female companion, apologetically. She was a large-boned girl, sitting heavy

         and awkward on her mount. ‘After all, he knows this country – as do I. Was I not a prisoner here for several years, taken

         as a hostage from the land of the Cruthin? Best to press on to seek the shelter of the abbey of Streoneshalh. We can report

         this atrocity to the abbess there. She will know how to deal with the matter.’

      




    



    Sister Fidelma pursed her lips and exhaled in annoyance.




    ‘We can at least deal with our departed brother’s spiritual needs, Sister Gwid,’ she replied shortly. She paused a moment.

         ‘Has no one a knife?’

      




    Hesitantly, one of her male companions moved forward and handed over a small knife.




    Sister Fidelma took it and dismounted, moving across to where the rope that held the body was tied to a lower branch to keep

         it in place. She had raised the knife to cut it when a sharp cry caused her to turn sharply round in the direction of the

         sound.

      




    Half-a-dozen men had emerged on foot from the woods on the far side of the road. They were led by a man mounted on a horse

         – a burly man with long unkempt hair curling from underneath a polished bronze helmet and merging into a great bushy black

         beard. He wore a burnished breastplate and carried himself with some authority. His companions, clustered behind him, carried

         an assortment of weaponry, mostly staffs and bows with arrows strung but not drawn.

      




    Sister Fidelma had no knowledge of what the man shouted, but it was clearly an order, and it took little guessing that it

         was an order for her to desist in her task.

      




    She glanced at Brother Taran, who was patently apprehensive.




    ‘Who are these people?’




    ‘They are Saxons, sister.’




    Sister Fidelma gestured with impatience.




    ‘That I can deduce for myself. But my knowledge of Saxon is imperfect. You must speak with them and ask who they are and what

         they know of this murder.’

      




    Brother Taran turned his mule and, in stumbling fashion, called out to the leader of the men.




    



    The burly man with the helmet grinned and spat before letting forth a volley of sounds.




    ‘He says his name is Wulfric of Frihop, thane to Alhfrith of Deira, and that this is his land. His hall lies beyond the trees.’




    Brother Taran’s voice was nervous and he translated in a worried staccato.




    ‘Ask him what this means?’ Sister Fidelma’s voice was cold and commanding as she gestured towards the hanging body.




    The Saxon warrior rode closer, examining Brother Taran with a curious frown. Then his bearded face broke into an evil grin.

         His close-set eyes and furtive look reminded Fidelma of a cunning fox. He nodded his head as if amused as Taran spoke hesitantly

         and replied, spitting on the ground again in emphasis as he did so.

      




    ‘It means that the brother was executed,’ translated Taran.




    ‘Executed?’ Fidelma’s brows drew together. ‘By what law does this man dare execute a monk of Iona?’




    ‘Not of Iona. The monk was a Northumbrian from the monastery on the Farne Islands,’ came the reply.




    Sister Fidelma bit her lip. She knew that the bishop of Northumbria, Colmán, was also abbot of Lindisfarne and that the abbey

         was the centre of the church in this kingdom.

      




    ‘His name? What was the name of this brother?’ demanded Fidelma. ‘And what was his crime?’




    Wulfric shrugged eloquently.




    ‘His mother probably knew his name – and his God. I did not know it.’




    ‘Under what law was he executed?’ she pressed again, trying to control the anger she felt.




    The warrior, Wulfric, had moved so that his mount was close to the young religieuse. He leant forward in his saddle towards

         her. Her nose wrinkled as she smelt his foul breath and saw his blackened teeth grinning at her. He was clearly impressed

         that, young as she was, and woman that she was, she did not seem afraid of him or of his companions. His dark eyes were speculative

         as he rested both hands on the pommel of his saddle and smirked towards the swinging body.

      




    ‘The law that says a man who insults his betters must pay the price.’




    ‘Insults his betters?’




    Wulfric nodded.




    ‘The monk,’ Taran continued to translate in nervous fashion, ‘arrived at Wulfric’s village at noon seeking rest and hospitality

         on his journey. Wulfric, being a good Christian,’ – had Wulfric emphasised this point or was it merely Taran’s translation?

         – ‘granted him rest and a meal. The mead was flowing in the feasting hall when the argument broke out.’

      




    ‘An argument?’




    ‘It seems that Wulfric’s king, Alhfrith . . .’




    ‘Alhfrith?’ interrupted Fidelma. ‘I thought Oswy was the king of Northumbria?’




    ‘Alhfrith is Oswy’s son and petty king of Deira, which is the southern province of Northumbria in which we are now.’




    Fidelma motioned Taran to continue his translation.




    ‘This Alhfrith has become a follower of Rome and has expelled many monks from the monastery of Ripon for not following the

         teachings and liturgy of Rome. Apparently, one of Wulfric’s men engaged this monk in discourse on the rival merits of the

         liturgy of Columba and the teachings of Rome. The discussion turned to argument and argument to anger and the monk said heated

         words. The words were considered insulting.’

      




    



    Sister Fidelma stared at the thane in disbelief.




    ‘And for this the man was killed? Killed for mere words?’




    Wulfric had been stroking his beard impassively and now he smiled, nodding again as Taran put the question to him.




    ‘This man insulted the thane of Frihop. For that he was executed. Common man may not insult one of noble birth. It is the

         law. And it is the law that the man must remain hanging here for one full moon from this day.’

      




    Anger now clearly formed on the features of the young sister. She knew little of Saxon law and in her opinion it was blatantly

         unjust, but she was wise enough to know how far to exhibit her indignation. She turned and swung herself easily back on to

         her horse and stared at the warrior.

      




    ‘Know this, Wulfric, I am on my way to Streoneshalh, where I shall meet with Oswy, king of this land of Northumbria. And there

         I shall inform Oswy of how you have treated this servant of God and one who is under his protection as Christian king of this

         land.’

      




    If the words were meant to give Wulfric any apprehension, they did not.




    The man simply threw back his head and roared with laughter as her speech was translated.




    Sister Fidelma’s keen eyes had not ceased to keep watch not only on Wulfric but on his companions, who stood fingering their

         bows while the exchange was taking place, glancing now and then at their leader as if to anticipate his orders. Now she felt

         it time for discretion. She nudged her horse forward, followed by a relieved Brother Taran and her companions. She purposefully

         kept her mount to a walking gait. Haste would betray fear and fear was the last thing to show such a bully as Wulfric obviously

         was.

      




    



    To her surprise, no attempt was made to stop them. Wulfric and his men simply remained looking after them, some laughing amongst

         themselves. After a while, when enough distance had been placed between them and Wulfric’s band at the crossroads, Fidelma

         turned with a shake of her head to Taran.

      




    ‘This is, indeed, a strange pagan country. I thought that this Northumbria was ruled in peace and contentment by Oswy?’




    It was Sister Gwid, who like Brother Taran was of the Cruthin of the north, those whom many called the Picts, who answered

         Fidelma. Sister Gwid knew something of the ways and the language of Northumbria, having been for several years a captive within

         its borders.

      




    ‘You have much to learn of this savage place, Sister Fidelma,’ she began.




    The condescension in her voice died as Fidelma turned her fiery eyes on her. ‘Then tell me.’ Her voice was cold and clear

         like the crystal waters of a racing mountain stream.

      




    ‘Well.’ Gwid was more contrite now. ‘Northumbria was once settled by Angles. They are no different to the Saxons in the south

         of this country; that is, their language is the same and they used to worship the same outlandish gods until our missionaries

         began to preach the word of the true God. Two kingdoms were set up here, Bernicia to the north and Deira to the south. Sixty

         years ago, the two kingdoms were joined as one and this is now ruled by Oswy. But Oswy allows his son, Alhfrith, to be petty

         king of his southern province, Deira. Is this not so, Brother Taran?’

      




    Brother Taran nodded sourly.




    ‘A curse on Oswy and his house,’ he muttered. ‘Oswy’s brother, Oswald, when he was king, led the Northumbrians to invade our

         country when I was but new born. My father, who was a chieftain of the Gododdin, was slain by them and my mother cut down before him as he lay dying. I hate them all!’




    Fidelma raised an eyebrow.




    ‘Yet you are a brother of Christ devoted to peace. You should have no hate in your heart.’




    Taran sighed. ‘You are right, sister. Sometimes our creed is a hard taskmaster.’




    ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘I thought Oswy was educated at Iona and that he favoured the liturgy of the church of Colmcille?

         Why then would his son be a follower of Rome and an enemy to our cause?’

      




    ‘These Northumbrians call the Blessed Colmcille by the name Columba,’ intervened Sister Gwid pedantically. ‘It is easier for

         them to pronounce.’

      




    It was Brother Taran who answered Fidelma’s question.




    ‘I believe that Alhfrith is at enmity with his father, who has married again. Alhfrith fears that his father means to disinherit

         him in favour of Ecgfrith, his son by his current wife.’

      




    Fidelma sighed deeply.




    ‘I cannot understand this Saxon law of inheritance. I am told that they accept the first-born son as the heir rather than,

         as we do, allow the most worthy of the family to be elected by free choice.’

      




    Sister Gwid suddenly gave a shout and pointed to the distant horizon.




    ‘The sea! I can see the sea! And that black building on the horizon there – that must be the abbey of Streoneshalh.’




    Sister Fidelma halted her horse and gazed into the distance with narrowed eyes.




    ‘What say you, Brother Taran? You know this part of the country. Are we near the end of our journey?’




    



    Taran’s face expressed relief.




    ‘Sister Gwid is right. That is our destination – Streoneshalh, the abbey of the Blessed Hilda, cousin to King Oswy.’


  




  

    



    Chapter Two




    The raucous voice, raised in apparent distress, caused the abbess to lift her eyes from the table, where she had been studying

         a page of illustrated vellum, and frown in annoyance at being disturbed.

      




    She sat in a dark, stone-flagged chamber, lit by several tallow candles placed in bronze holders around the high walls. It

         was day, but the single, high window admitted little light. And the room was cold and austere in spite of several colourful

         tapestries covering the bleaker aspects of its masonry. Nor did the smouldering fire set in a large hearth at one end of the

         room give much warmth.

      




    The abbess sat still for a moment. Her broad forehead and thin, angular features set in deep lines as her brows drew together.

         Her dark eyes, in which it was almost impossible to discern the pupils, held an angry glint as she positioned her head slightly

         to one side, listening to the shouting. Then she eased her richly woven woollen cloak around her shoulders, letting her hand

         slip momentarily to the ornately wrought gold crucifix hung on a string of tiny ivory beads around her neck. It was obvious

         from her clothing and adornments that she was a woman of wealth and position in her own right.

      




    The shouting continued outside the wooden door of the chamber and so, suppressing a sigh of annoyance, she rose. Although

         she was of average height, there was something about her carriage that gave her a commanding appearance. Anger now intensified her features.

      




    There came an abrupt banging on the oak door and it swung open almost immediately, before she had time to respond.




    A woman in the brown homespun of a sister of the order stood nervously on the threshold.




    Behind her a man in beggar’s clothes struggled in the grip of two muscular brothers. The sister’s posture and flushed face

         betrayed her nervousness and she seemed at a loss to frame the words that she so obviously sought.

      




    ‘What does this mean?’




    The abbess spoke softly, yet there was steel in her tone.




    ‘Mother Abbess,’ began the sister apprehensively but before she had time to finish her sentence the beggar shouted again,

         incoherently.

      




    ‘Speak!’ demanded the abbess impatiently. ‘What is the meaning of this outrageous disturbance?’




    ‘Mother Abbess, this beggar demanded to see you, and when we tried to turn him away from the abbey he started to shout and

         attack the brethren.’ The words came out in a breathless gallop.

      




    The abbess compressed her lips grimly.




    ‘Bring him forward,’ she ordered.




    The sister turned and gestured to the brothers to bring the beggar forward. The man had ceased to struggle.




    He was a thin man, so thin he looked more like a skeleton than a man of flesh. His eyes were grey, almost colourless, and

         his head was a thatch of dirty brown hair. The skin stretched tautly over his emaciated form was yellow and parchment-like.

         He was dressed in tattered clothing. It was obvious that the man was a foreigner in the kingdom of Northumbria.

      




    



    ‘What do you want?’ demanded the abbess, regarding him in distaste. ‘Why do you cause such a commotion in this house of contemplation?’




    ‘Want?’ The beggar repeated the word slowly. Then he broke into another language, a staccato of sound so fast that the abbess

         bent her head slightly forward as she tried to follow him.

      




    ‘Do you speak my language, the language of the children of Éireann?’




    She nodded as she translated his words in her mind. For thirty years now the kingdom of Northumbria had been taught Christianity,

         learning and literacy by the Irish monks from the Holy Island of Iona.

      




    ‘I speak your language well enough,’ she conceded.




    The beggar paused and bobbed his head several times in quick succession as if nodding agreement.




    ‘Are you the Abbess Hilda of Streoneshalh?’




    The abbess sniffed impatiently.




    ‘I am Hilda.’




    ‘Then hear me, Hilda of Streoneshalh! There is doom in the air. Blood will flow at Streoneshalh before this week is over.’




    Abbess Hilda stared at the beggar in surprise. It took her a moment or two to recover from the shock of his statement, delivered

         in a flat, matter-of-fact tone. His agitation had departed from him. He stood calmly, staring at her with eyes like the opaque

         grey of a muggy winter’s sky.

      




    ‘Who are you?’ she demanded, recovering herself. ‘And how do you dare prophesy in this house of God?’




    The beggar’s thin lips cracked into a smile.




    ‘I am Canna, the son of Canna, and I have read these things in the skies at night. There will soon descend on this abbey many of the great and learned, from Ireland in the west, Dál Riada in the north, Canterbury to the south and Rome in the east.

         Each will come to debate on the merits of their respective paths to an understanding of the One True God.’

      




    Abbess Hilda made an impatient gesture with a thin hand.




    ‘This much even a house-churl would know, soothsayer,’ she responded in annoyance. ‘Everyone knows that Oswy, the king, has

         summoned the leading scholars of the Church to debate whether the teachings of Rome or those of Columba of Iona should be

         followed in this kingdom. Why bother us with this kitchen prattle?’

      




    The begger grinned viciously. ‘But what they do not know is that there is death in the air. Mark me, Abbess Hilda, before

         the week is out blood will flow under the roof of this great abbey. Blood will stain the cold stone of its floor.’

      




    Abbess Hilda allowed herself to sneer.




    ‘And I suppose, for a price, you will avert the course of this evil?’




    To her surprise, the beggar shook his head.




    ‘You must know, daughter of Hereri of Deira, that there is no averting the course of the stars in the sky. There is no way,

         once their path is discerned, that the path can be altered. On the day the sun is blotted from the sky, blood will flow! I

         came to warn you, that is all. I have fulfilled my obligation to the Son of God. Take heed of my warning.’

      




    Abbess Hilda stared at the beggar as he closed his mouth firmly and thrust his chin out in defiance. She bit her lip for a

         moment, disturbed by the man’s manner as much as by his message, but then her features re-formed in an expression of annoyance.

         She glanced towards the sister who had disturbed her.

      




    



    ‘Take this insolent churl and have him whipped,’ she said curtly.




    The two brothers tightened their hold on the beggar’s arms and dragged him, struggling, from the chamber.




    As the sister turned to leave, Abbess Hilda raised a hand as if to stay her. The sister turned expectantly. The abbess bent

         forward and lowered her voice.

      




    ‘Tell them not to whip him too hard and, when they have done, give him a piece of bread from the kitchens, then let him depart

         in peace.’

      




    The sister raised her eyebrows, hesitated as if to dispute her orders and then nodded hurriedly and withdrew without another

         word.

      




    From behind the closed doors, the Abbess Hilda could hear the strident voice of the son of Canna still crying:




    ‘Beware, Abbess! On the day the sun is blotted from the sky, blood shall flow in your abbey!’




    The man strained forward into the cutting wind, leaning against the dark oak of the ship’s high prow, his narrowed eyes searching

         the distant coastline. The wind moaned softly as it ruffled his dark hair, causing his cheeks to redden and tugging at his

         brown, homespun woollen habit. The man clutched at the rail with both hands, even though the rise and fall of the deck beneath

         his feet was gentle over waves made restless by the wailing coastal wind. The seas were choppy, with little white feathers

         seeming to dance across the grey seascape.

      




    ‘Is that it, captain?’




    He raised his voice to call to the muscular and elderly seaman who stood just behind him.




    The man, bright eyed with gnarled features, his skin tanned almost mahogany by a lifetime of exposure to the sea winds, grimaced.

      




    ‘That it is, Brother Eadulf. That is your destination. The coast of the kingdom of Oswy.’




    The young man addressed as Brother Eadulf turned back to examine the coastline with enthusiasm animating his features.




    The vessel had been hugging the coastline now for two days, moving slowly northward and trying to avoid the more tempestuous

         waves of the North Sea plains. Its captain had been content to steer for the more sheltered bays and coves as he sought a

         safer haven in the calmer inshore waters. Now he had been forced to head seaward to circumvent a great headland whose long

         coastline faced out towards the north-east and the open blustery sea.

      




    The captain of the vessel, Stuf by name, from the kingdom of the South Saxons, moved closer to the young monk and pointed.




    ‘Do you see those cliffs there?’




    Brother Eadulf ran his curious eyes along the dark sandstone cliffs, which averaged three to four hundred feet in height and

         gave an impression of formidable steepness. They were guarded by a narrow belt of sand or a scar of rugged rock at their base.

      




    ‘I do.’




    ‘There now, do you see the black outline on the top of those cliffs? Well, that is the abbey of Hilda, the abbey called Streoneshalh.’




    From this distance, Brother Eadulf could not make out much beyond the small black outline that the man had indicated. It stood

         just before what seemed a crevice in the cliff.

      




    ‘That is our harbour,’ the captain said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘That is the valley of a small river named the Esk which empties into the sea just below the abbey. A small township has arisen there in the last ten years and, because of the

         proximity of Mother Hilda’s abbey, the people are already calling it Witebia, “the town of the pure”.’

      




    ‘How soon before we reach it?’




    The old captain shrugged. ‘Perhaps within the hour. It depends on this shoreward breeze and the running tide. There is a dangerous

         reef near the harbour entrance that cuts into the sea here for nearly a mile. Nothing dangerous – if one is a good sailor.’

      




    He did not add ‘as I am’ but Eadulf interpreted the hidden meaning.




    Brother Eadulf reluctantly drew his eyes away from the cliff-rimmed coastline.




    ‘I’d better inform His Grace.’




    He staggered a little as he turned, then bit his lip to quell the curse that came unbidden to his tongue. He was coming to

         think of himself as a sailor. Had he not twice crossed the great sea between Britain and the land of Éireann and then only

         recently crossed the sea between Britain and Gaul, returning from a two-year pilgrimage to Rome itself? But he had discovered

         that he needed to adjust from land to sea on every voyage. During the three days they had now been sailing from the kingdom

         of Kent, Brother Eadulf had taken one full day to gain his sea legs. Indeed during the first day he had been sorely ill. He

         had lain on a straw palliasse, groaning and vomiting until he thought he would surely die of nausea and fatigue. Only on this

         the third day had he been able to stand without feeling bilious and let the pungent sea breezes clear his head and lungs,

         making him feel vaguely human again. But every now and then a capricious wave would still send him staggering, to the amusement

         of Stuf and his crew.

      




    



    Stuf reached out a strong brown calloused hand to steady the young monk as he nearly lost his footing.




    Brother Eadulf sheepishly smiled his thanks before turning away.




    Stuf watched him go with a grin at his awkward gait. Another week and maybe the young religieux would make a passable sailor,

         he thought. He would soon have his muscles toned up again by active work. They had obviously been made flaccid by too many

         years at prayer in darkened cloisters away from the sun. The young monk had the build of a warrior. Stuf shook his head disapprovingly.

         Christianity was turning Saxon warriors into women.

      




    The old captain had sailed with many cargoes along these shores but this was the first time he had sailed with a party of

         Christians. A curious group of passengers, by the breath of Woden. Stuf made no secret of the fact that he preferred to worship

         the old gods, the gods of his fathers. Indeed, his own country of the South Saxons was only now reluctantly allowing those

         who taught of the God with no name, whose Son was called Christ, to enter their kingdom and preach. Stuf would have preferred

         the king of the South Saxons to continue to forbid them to teach there. He had no time for Christians or their teachings.

      




    When his time came, he wanted to go to the Hall of Heroes, sword in hand, shouting the sacred name of Woden, as countless

         generations of his ancestors had done before him, rather than whimper the name of some foreign god in the outlandish tongue

         of the Romans and expire peacefully in a bed. That was no way for a Saxon warrior to pass into the other life. Indeed, a Saxon

         was denied any form of afterlife unless he went sword in hand to the Heroes’ Hall.

      




    



    So far as Stuf could make out, this Christ was supposed to be a God of peace, of slaves and old men and women.




    Better a manly god, a warrior god, like Tiw or Woden, Thunor, Freyr and Seaxnat, who punished their enemies, welcomed warriors

         and slew the weak and feeble.

      




    Yet he was a man of business. A ship’s master. And the gold of the Christians was as good as anyone’s, so it was none of his

         concern that his cargo was a group of Christian religious.

      




    He turned, back against the wind, and spat over the side, raising his colourless yet bright eyes to the great sail above him.

         Now was the time to haul down the sail and set the thirty-eight slaves who manned the oars pulling towards the coast. He moved

         aft along the eighty-foot-long vessel, shouting orders as he went.

      




    Brother Eadulf made his way to the stern to find his companions, a half-dozen men now stretched out on straw palliasses. He

         spoke to a rotund and jovial-looking man with greying hair.

      




    ‘We are within sight of Witebia, Brother Wighard,’ he said. ‘The captain says we should be landing within the hour. Should

         I tell His Grace?’

      




    The rotund man shook his head.




    ‘His Grace continues to feel unwell,’ he replied mournfully.




    Brother Eadulf looked concerned.




    ‘Better to get him to the bows where the air might restore him to health.’




    Brother Wighard shook his head emphatically.




    ‘I know you have studied the art of the apothecary, Eadulf. But such cures can also kill, my brother. Let His Grace rest a

         while longer.’

      




    Eadulf hesitated, torn between his own knowledge and belief and the fact that Wighard was not someone to be disregarded. Wighard was secretary to Deusdedit, Archbishop of Canterbury.

         And it was Deusdedit who was the subject of their conversation.

      




    The archbishop was elderly and had been ordained by Eugenius I, Bishop of Rome and Father of the Universal Church, to be the

         head of Rome’s mission to the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in Britain.

      




    But no one could converse with Deusdedit without first obtaining Wighard’s approval. Wighard’s cherubic-like features hid

         a coldly calculating mind and an ambition that was keen as a sharpened sword. Thus much had Eadulf discovered during the few

         days he had been in proximity with the Kentish monk. Wighard was extremely jealous of his position as secretary and confidant

         of the archbishop.

      




    Deusdedit himself had the honour of being the first Saxon ever to hold the office that Augustine of Rome had inaugurated at

         Canterbury when he had arrived to convert the pagan Saxons to Christ scarcely seventy years before. Only missionaries from

         Rome had held the office of chief of Rome’s missionaries to the Anglo-Saxons. But Deusdedit, a West Saxon whose original name

         had been Frithuwine, had proved himself learned, patient and zealous for the teachings of Rome. Frithuwine had been baptized

         in the new faith as he who had been given, deditus, to God, Deus. The Holy Father had no qualms in appointing him as his spokesman to the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and, for nine years now, Deusdedit

         had guided the fortunes of those Christians who looked to Rome for their spiritual authority.

      




    But Deusdedit had not been in the best of health since the start of the voyage and had spent most of the time apart from the

         rest being attended only by his secretary Wighard.

      




    Eadulf hesitated before Wighard, wondering whether he should be more forceful in applying his knowledge of medicine. Then he shrugged.

      




    ‘Will you then warn His Grace that we will be landing soon?’ he asked.




    Wighard nodded reassuringly.




    ‘It shall be done. Let me know, Eadulf, if there is any sign of a welcoming reception on the foreshore.’




    Brother Eadulf inclined his head. The great sail was already down and stowed and now the groaning oarsmen were heaving on

         the large wooden oars that propelled the sleek ship. For a few moments, Eadulf stood soaking in the activity on board as the

         vessel seemed to fairly skim over the waters towards the shoreline. He found himself thinking that it was in just such ships

         that his ancestors, hardly any time ago, must have crossed the limitless seas to raid and finally settle on this fruitful

         island of Britain.

      




    The overseers moved down the rows of slaves as they grunted and strained against their oars, encouraging them to greater efforts

         with cracking whips and oath-filled screams. Now and then there came a sharp cry of pain, as the tongue of a whip made contact

         with unprotected flesh. Eadulf watched the sailors running hither and thither on their unaccountable tasks with an ill-concealed

         feeling of envy. He suddenly shook himself as he registered the thought.

      




    He should envy no one, for he had turned his back on his inheritance as hereditary gerefa, or magistrate, of the lands of the thane of Seaxmund’s Ham when he had reached his twentieth birthday. He had forsworn the

         old gods of the South Folk, in the kingdom of the East Angles, and followed the new God whose teachings had been brought to

         them from Ireland. He had been young and enthusiastic when he had fallen in with an Irishman who spoke terrible Saxon but had succeeded in making his purpose known. The Irishman, Fursa by name, had not only

         taught Eadulf how to read and write his native Saxon, a language which Eadulf had never seen written before, but Fursa imparted

         to him a knowledge of Irish and Latin in addition to converting him to the knowledge of Christ, the Son of the God with no

         name.

      




    So apt a pupil had Eadulf become that Fursa had sent him with letters of introduction to his own land of Ireland, firstly

         to a monastery at Durrow, where students from all four corners of the world were educated and trained. For a year Eadulf had

         studied in Durrow among the pious brethren there but, finding an interest in the cures and healing powers of the Irish apothecaries,

         he had gone on to study four years more at the famous college of medicine at Tuaim Brecain, where he had learnt of the legendary

         Midach, son of Diancecht, who had been slain and from whose three hundred and sixty-five joints and sinews and members of

         the body three hundred and sixty-five herbs had grown, each herb with the virtue to cure that part of the body from which

         it had grown.

      




    That learning had awakened in him a thirst for knowledge and a discovery that he also had the ability to solve riddles; puzzles

         that were like an unknown language to some became an easy conundrum for solution to him. He supposed that the ability had

         something to do with his having acquired through his family, which held the position of hereditary gerefa, an oral knowledge of the law of the Saxons. Sometimes, though not very often, he would regret that, had he not forsworn

         Woden and Seaxnat, he too would have become gerefa to the thane of Seaxmund’s Ham.

      




    Like many another Saxon monk he had followed the teachings of his Irish mentors on the liturgical usages of their church, the dating of the Easter celebration, so central

         to the Christian faith, and even the style of their tonsure, the shaving of the head to denote that their lives were dedicated

         unquestioningly to Christ. Only on his return from Ireland had Eadulf encountered those religious who looked to the Archbishop

         of Canterbury for authority which came from Rome. And he had discovered that Rome’s ways were not those of the Irish nor,

         indeed, of the Britons. Their liturgy was different, the dating of Easter and even the style of their tonsure differed sharply

         from Rome.

      




    Eadulf had decided to resolve this mystery and so undertook a pilgrimage to Rome where he had stayed two years studying under

         the masters in that Eternal City. He had returned to the kingdom of Kent bearing the corona spinea, a Roman tonsure, on his crown and eager to offer his services to Deusdedit, dedicated to the principles of the Roman teaching.

      




    And now the years of argument between the teachings of the Irish monks and those of Rome were soon to be resolved.




    Oswy, the powerful king of Northumbria, whose kingdom had been converted by the Irish monks from the monastery of Columba

         on the Holy Island of Iona, had decided to summon a great meeting at Streoneshalh abbey where advocates of both the Irish

         and Roman practices were to argue their cause and Oswy was to sit in judgment and decide, once and for all, whether his kingdom would follow

         the Irish or whether it would follow Rome. And everyone knew that where Northumbria led, the other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, from

         Mercia and East Anglia to Wessex and Sussex, would follow.

      




    Churchmen were gathering on Witebia from the four corners of the earth and soon they would be locked in debate in the hall

         of the abbey of Streoneshalh, overlooking the tiny harbour.

      




    Eadulf gazed with excitement as the ship steered closer to the towering cliffs and the black outline of the impressive abbey

         of Hilda of Streoneshalh grew clearer in his vision.

      


  




  

    



    Chapter Three




    The Abbess Hilda stood looking down from her window at Streoneshalh to the small harbour at the mouth of the river below the

         cliffs. The harbour was a flurry of activity, with tiny figures scurrying here and there bent on the tasks of off-loading

         the several ships that rode at anchor within its shelter.

      




    ‘His Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury and his party are safely landed,’ she observed slowly. ‘And I have news that my cousin,

         the king, is arriving at noon tomorrow. That means our deliberations can begin, as planned, tomorrow evening.’

      




    Behind her, seated before the smouldering fire in her dark chamber, was a hawk-faced man with swarthy features and a slightly

         autocratic expression. He looked like a man used to command and, moreover, used to being obeyed. He was clad in the robes

         of an abbot and wore the crucifix and ring of a bishop. His tonsure, whereby the front of his head was shaved back to a line

         running from ear to ear, immediately proclaimed that he followed the ways of Iona rather than those of Rome.

      




    ‘That is good,’ he said. He spoke in Saxon, slow and accented. ‘It is auspicious to start our deliberations on the first day

         of a new month.’

      




    Abbess Hilda turned from the window and smiled nervously at him.




    ‘There has never been a gathering of such importance, my lord Colmán.’




    



    There was a suppressed tone of excitement in her voice.




    Colmán’s thin mouth twitched in a slight sneer.




    ‘I suppose that is true for Northumbria. Speaking for myself, I can recall many important synods and assemblies. Druim Ceatt,

         for example, where our saintly Colmcille presided, was an important assembly for our faith in Ireland.’

      




    The abbess decided to ignore the slightly condescending tone of the Abbot of Lindisfarne. It had been three years since Colmán

         had arrived from Iona to succeed Finán as bishop of Northumbria. But the two men were totally dissimilar in attitudes. The

         saintly Finán, though considered by some a man of fierce temper, was sincere, courteous and eager to teach, treating everyone

         as equals. He it was who had succeeded in converting and baptizing the fierce pagan king Peada of the Middle Angles, a son

         of the scourge of all Christians, Penda of Mercia. But Colmán was a man of different temperament to Finán. He seemed to treat

         both Angles and Saxons patronisingly, his tone and words often sneering at the fact that they were but newly come to the teachings

         of Christ and implying that therefore they should accept everything he said without question. Nor did he disguise his pride

         in the fact that it was the monks of Iona who had had to teach the Angles of Northumbria the art of lettering and how to read

         and how to write. The new bishop of Northumbria was an authoritarian and made his dislike of anyone who questioned his authority

         immediately known.

      




    ‘Who will be making the opening arguments for the teachings of Colmcille?’ asked Hilda.




    The abbess made no secret that she followed the teachings of Colmcille’s church and disagreed with the arguments of Rome.

         As a young girl, Hilda had been baptised by the Roman Paulinus, who had been sent from Canterbury to convert the Northumbrians to Christ and Rome when she was a babe in arms. But it had been Aidán, the first saintly missionary from Iona,

         who had succeeded in the conversion of Northumbria where Paulinus had failed and who had persuaded Hilda to enter the religious

         life. Such was her aptitude for piety and teaching that Aidán had ordained her abbess of a foundation at Heruteu. Her enthusiasm

         for the faith caused her to have built a new abbey called Streoneshalh, ‘the great hall by the seashore’, seven years before.

         During the seven years, a complex of magnificent buildings had grown up under her guidance. Northumbria had never seen such

         an impressive structure. And Streoneshalh was now regarded as one of the most important centres of learning in the kingdom.

         Because of its renown, the king, Oswy, had chosen it as the venue for his debate between the followers of Iona and those of

         Rome.

      




    Colmán folded his hands complacently before him.




    ‘I have, as you know, gathered here many people of knowledge and talent to argue the case of our Church,’ he said. ‘Foremost

         among them is the Abbess Étain of Kildare. At times like these I find that I am but a plain-spoken man with little guile or

         scholarship. In such debates the plain-spoken advocate is at a disadvantage against those who use wit and humour to convince

         their audience. The Abbess Étain is a woman of much wisdom and she will open the proceedings on our behalf.’

      




    Abbess Hilda nodded approvingly.




    ‘I have already conversed with Étain of Kildare. Her wit is as quick and sharp as she is attractive.’




    Colmán sniffed disapprovingly. The Abbess Hilda raised a delicate hand to hide her smile. She knew that Colmán had little

         time for women. He was one of the ascetics who argued that marriage was incompatible with spiritual life. Among most of the Christian clergy of Ireland, and among the Britons, marriage and procreation was not regarded as a sin. Indeed, many of

         the religious houses were communities of brothers and sisters in Christ who cohabited, working together for the furtherance

         of the faith. Hilda’s own foundation of Streoneshalh itself was a ‘double house’ in that both men and women lived and dedicated

         their lives and children to the work of God. But while Rome accepted that even their chief apostle Peter had married, and

         that Philip the apostle not only married but begat four daughters, it was known that the bishops of Rome favoured Paul’s preference

         for celibacy for all their religious. Had not Paul written to the Corinthians that while marriage and procreation was no sin,

         it was not as good as celibacy among the brethren? Yet most Roman clergy, even bishops, presbyters, abbots and deacons, continued

         to be married in the traditional manner. Only ascetics sought to deny themselves all the temptations of the flesh and Colmán

         was such a man.

      




    ‘I suppose, even with Deusdedit of Canterbury here, that Wilfrid of Ripon will open for the Roman faction? I am told that

         Deusdedit is no great orator.’ Colmán was changing the subject.

      




    Abbess Hilda hesitated and shook her head.




    ‘I have heard that Agilbert, the Frankish bishop of Wessex, will head their council.’




    Colmán raised his eyebrows in surprise.




    ‘I thought that Agilbert had taken offence with the king of Wessex and left for Frankia?’




    ‘No. He has been staying with Wilfrid at Ripon for several months. After all, it was Agilbert who converted and baptised Wilfrid

         to the faith. They are close friends.’

      




    ‘I know of Agilbert. A Frankish aristocrat. His cousin Audo is the Frankish prince who founded a religious house at Jouarre with his sister Telchilde as its abbess. Agilbert is well

         connected and powerful. A man to have a care of.’

      




    Colmán seemed about to amplify his warning when there came a knock at the door.




    In answer to Abbess Hilda’s response, the door swung open.




    A young religieuse stood there, hands demurely folded before her. She was tall, with a well-proportioned figure which, the

         keen eyes of the abbess saw, vibrated youthful exuberance. Rebellious strands of red hair streaked from beneath her headdress.

         She had an attractive face – not beautiful, thought Hilda, but attractive. The abbess suddenly realised that her scrutiny

         was being returned by a pair of watchful bright eyes. She could not make out whether they were blue or green in the changing

         light that seemed to emanate from them.

      




    ‘What is it, child?’ inquired the abbess.




    The young woman’s chin came up a trifle pugnaciously and she introduced herself in Irish.




    ‘I have just arrived at the abbey, Mother Abbess, and have been asked to report my presence to you and the Bishop Colmán.

         My name is Fidelma of Kildare.’

      




    Before Abbess Hilda had time to respond, questioning why a young Irish religieuse should be worthy to be asked to make her

         presence known to them, the Bishop Colmán had risen from his chair and had taken a stride towards the girl with an outstretched

         hand of welcome. Hilda stared at him, her mouth opening slightly in her astonishment. It was curiously unlike the haughty

         misogynism of Colmán to rise up to greet a young sister of the order.

      




    ‘Sister Fidelma!’ Colmán’s voice was animated. ‘Your reputation precedes you. I am Colmán.’




    



    The young religieuse took his hand and inclined her head slightly in deference to his rank. Hilda had long since become accustomed

         to the lack of servility that the Irish displayed towards their superiors, unlike the deep reverence Saxons displayed towards

         their betters.

      




    ‘You do me honour, your grace. I was not aware that I was possessed of a reputation.’




    The keen eyes of Abbess Hilda saw an amused smile play around the mouth of the younger woman. It was hard to tell whether

         the girl was being modest or merely mocking. Again the bright eyes – Hilda was sure they were green now – turned inquiringly

         in her direction.

      




    Colmán turned in some embarrassment at his neglect of the Mother Abbess.




    ‘This is the Abbess Hilda of Streoneshalh.’




    Sister Fidelma moved forward and reached to incline her head over the abbess’s ring.




    ‘You are most welcome here, Fidelma of Kildare,’ Hilda acknowledged, ‘though I confess that my lord the Bishop of Lindisfarne

         has placed me at a disadvantage. I stand in ignorance of your reputation.’

      




    Hilda glanced at the hawk-faced Colmán as if seeking comment.




    ‘Sister Fidelma is a dálaigh of the Brehon courts of Ireland,’ explained Colmán.

      




    Abbess Hilda frowned.




    ‘I am not acquainted with this expression – daw-lee.’ She rendered the term as closely as she could in her own phonetics. She stared at the girl as if challenging her to an

         explanation.

      




    Sister Fidelma’s cheeks reddened slightly and her voice was slightly breathless as she sought to explain.




    



    ‘I am an advocate, qualified to plead before the law courts of my country, to prosecute or defend those summoned to answer

         to the law before our judges, the Brehons.’

      




    Colmán nodded. ‘Sister Fidelma is qualified to the degree of anruth, only one degree below the highest qualification in our land. Already, even among the brethren in Lindisfarne, we have heard

         tales of how she was able to solve a mystery oppressing the High King at Tara.’

      




    Fidelma gave a deprecating shrug of her shoulders.




    ‘My lord bishop does me too much honour,’ she said. ‘Anyone could have resolved the mystery given time.’




    There was no false modesty in her voice, just a plain statement of her opinion.




    ‘So?’ Abbess Hilda stared curiously at her. ‘A qualified advocate, so young and a woman? Alas, in our culture women could

         not aspire to such a position, which is reserved only for men.’

      




    Sister Fidelma nodded slowly.




    ‘I have heard, Mother Abbess, that women among the Angles and Saxons suffer many disadvantages compared with their sisters

         in Ireland.’

      




    ‘That may be so, Fidelma,’ Colmán interrupted with an air of condescension. ‘But remember what the Good Book says: “What went

         you into the wilderness to see, a man clothed in fine garments?”’

      




    Hilda cast a glance of annoyance at Colmán. His comparison of Northumbria to a wilderness was another demonstration of his

         superior attitudes, which had increasingly annoyed her over the last three years. She nearly made a rejoinder, but hesitated

         and turned back to Fidelma. She was disconcerted to find the bright green eyes fixed penetratingly on her as if the girl could read her thoughts.

      




    Their eyes locked for some time, as if challenging each other. It was Bishop Colmán who broke the silence.




    ‘And was your journey without incident, sister?’




    Sister Fidelma turned, memory suddenly coming back.




    ‘Alas, no. Not many miles from here, where a man called Wulfric claims that he is lord—’




    Abbess Hilda frowned.




    ‘I know the man and the place: Wulfric of Frihop, whose hall lies some fifteen miles to the east. What of it, sister?’




    ‘We found a brother hanging from a tree at the crossroads. Wulfric claimed the monk had been executed for insulting him. Our

         brother wore the tonsure of our Church, my lord bishop, and Wulfric did not conceal that he came from your own house of Lindisfarne.’

      




    Colmán bit his lip and suppressed an intake of breath.




    ‘It must be Brother Aelfric. He was returning from a mission to Mercia and expected to join us here any day now.’




    ‘But why would Aelfric insult the thane of Frihop?’ demanded Abbess Hilda.




    ‘By your leave, Mother Abbess,’ interrupted Sister Fidelma. ‘I had the impression that this was merely an excuse. The argument

         was about the differences between Iona and Rome and it would seem that Wulfric and his friends favour Rome. This Brother Aelfric

         was apparently manoeuvred into the insult and then hanged for it.’

      




    Hilda examined the girl sharply.




    ‘You do have a legal, inquiring mind, Fidelma of Kildare. But, as you well know, to hypothesise is one thing. To prove your

         contention is quite another.’

      




    Sister Fidelma smiled softly.




    



    ‘I did not mean to present my impression as a legal argument, Mother Abbess. Merely that I think you would do well to have

         a care of Wulfric of Frihop. If he can get away with the judicial murder of a religious simply because he supports the liturgy

         of Colmcille then every one of us who comes to this abbey to argue in that cause may be in danger.’

      




    ‘Wulfric of Frihop is known to us. He is Alhfrith’s right hand man and Alhfrith is king of Deira,’ Hilda replied sharply.

         Then she sighed and shrugged and added in a softer tone, ‘And are you here to contribute to the debate, Fidelma of Kildare?’

      




    The young religieuse gave a modest chuckle.




    ‘That I should dare to raise my voice among so many eloquent orators who have gathered would be an impertinence. No, Mother

         Abbess. I am here merely to advise on law. Our church, whose teachings your people follow, is subject to the laws of our people

         and the Abbess Étain, who will be speaking for our church, asked me to attend in case there is need for some advice or explanation

         in this matter. That is all.’

      




    ‘Then you are truly well come to this place, for your counsel is to aid us in arriving at the one great truth,’ replied Hilda.

         ‘And your counsel concerning Wulfric will be noted, have no fear. I shall speak concerning the matter with my cousin, King

         Oswy, when he arrives tomorrow. Iona or Rome, both are under the protection of the royal house of Northumbria.’

      




    Sister Fidelma grimaced wryly. Royal protection had not helped Brother Aelfric. She decided, however, to change the subject.




    ‘I am forgetting one of the purposes of my disturbing you.’




    She reached within her habit and brought out two packages.




    ‘I have journeyed here from Ireland through Dál Riada and the Holy Island of Iona.’




    



    Abbess Hilda’s eyes grew misty.




    ‘You have stayed on the Holy Island where the great Columba lived and worked?’




    ‘Well, tell us, did you meet with the abbot?’ asked Colmán, interested.




    Fidelma nodded.




    ‘I saw Cumméne the Fair and he sends greetings to you both and these letters.’ She held out the packages. ‘He makes a strong

         plea for Northumbria to adhere to the liturgy practised by Colmcille. Further, as a gift to the abbey of Streoneshalh, Cumméne

         Finn has sent a gift by me. I have left it with your librarius. It is a copy of Cumméne’s own book on the miraculous powers of Colmcille, of saintly name.’

      




    Abbess Hilda took her package from Fidelma’s hand.




    ‘The Abbot of Iona is wise and generous. How I envy you your visit to such a sanctified place. We owe so much to that miraculous

         little island. I shall look forward to studying the book later. But this letter draws my attention . . .’

      




    Sister Fidelma inclined her head.




    ‘Then I will withdraw and leave you to study the letters from Cumméne Finn.’




    Colmán was already deep into his letter and scarcely looked up as she bowed her head and withdrew.




    Outside, in the sandstone-flagged cloisters, Sister Fidelma paused and smiled to herself. She found herself in a curiously

         exhilarated mood in spite of the length of her journey and her fatigue. She had never travelled beyond the confines of Ireland

         before and now she had not only crossed the grey, stormy sea to Iona, but travelled through the kingdom of the Dál Riada,

         through the country of Rheged to the land of the Northumbrians – three different cultures and countries. There was much to take in, much to be considered.

      




    Pressing for her immediate attention was the fact of her arrival at Streoneshalh on the eve of the highly anticipated debate

         between the churchmen of Rome and those of her own culture and she would not only witness it but be a part of it. Sister Fidelma

         was possessed of a spirit of time and place, of history and mankind’s place in its unfolding tapestry. She often reflected

         that, had she not studied law under the great Brehon Morann of Tara, she would have studied history. But law she had studied.

         Had she not, perhaps the Abbess Étain of Kildare would not have invited her to join her delegation, which had left for Lindisfarne

         at the invitation of Bishop Colmán.

      




    The summons had come to Fidelma while she had been on a pilgrimage to Armagh. In fact, Fidelma had been surprised at it, for

         when she had left her own house of Kildare Étain had not been abbess. She had known Étain for many years and knew her reputation

         as a scholar and orator. Étain, in retrospect, had been the correct choice to take the office of abbess on the death of her

         predecessor. The word had come to Fidelma that Étain had already left for the kingdom of the Saxons and so Fidelma had decided

         to proceed firstly to the monastery of Bangor and then cross the stormy strait to Dál Riada. Then from Iona she had joined

         Brother Taran and his companions, who had been setting out on a mission to Northumbria.

      




    There had been only one other female in the band and that had been Brother Taran’s fellow Pict, Sister Gwid. She was a large

         raw-boned girl, giving an impression of clumsy awkwardness, her hands and feet seemingly too large. Yet she seemed always

         anxious to please and did not mind doing any work of drudgery no matter how heavy the task. Fidelma had been astonished to find that Sister Gwid, after her conversion to Christ, had studied at Iona before crossing to spend a year

         in Ireland, studying at the abbey of Ernly during the time when Étain had been a simple instructress there. Fidelma was more

         than surprised to find that Gwid had specialized in Greek and a study of the meaning of the writings of the apostles.

      




    Sister Gwid confided to Fidelma that she had been on her return journey to Iona when she, too, had been sent a message from

         the Abbess Étain to join her in Northumbria to act as her secretary during the debate that was to take place. No one objected,

         therefore, to Gwid and Fidelma joining the party led by Taran on the hazardous journey south from Iona to the kingdom of Oswy.

      




    The journey with Brother Taran had simply confirmed Fidelma’s dislike of the Pictish religieux. He was a vain man, darkly

         handsome according to some notions, but with looks which made Fidelma regard him as a pompous bantam cock, strutting and preening.

         Yet, as a man with knowledge of the ways of the Angles and Saxons, she would not argue with his ability in easing their path

         through the hostile land. But as a man she found him weak and vacillating, one minute attempting to impress, another hopelessly

         inadequate – as at their confrontation with Wulfric.

      




    Fidelma gave a mental shake of her head. So much for Taran. There were other things to think of now. New sights, new sounds

         and new people.

      




    She gave a startled ‘oh’ as she walked around a corner and collided with a thickset monk.




    Only the fact that he reached out strong hands and caught her saved her from stumbling backwards and falling.




    For a moment the young man and woman stared at each other. It was a moment of pure chemistry. Some empathy passed from the dark brown eyes of the man into Fidelma’s green ones. Then

         Fidelma noticed the tonsure of Rome on the young man’s crown and realised that he must be one of the Roman delegation and

         probably a Saxon.

      




    ‘Forgive me,’ she said stiffly, choosing Latin to address him. Realising that he still grasped her forearms, she gently pulled

         away.

      




    The young monk let go immediately and took a step back, fighting the confusion on his face. He succeeded.




    ‘Mea culpa,’ he replied gravely, striking his left breast with his right clenched fist, yet with a smile flickering behind his eyes.

      




    Fidelma hesitated and then bowed her head in acknowledgment before moving on, wondering why the face of the young Saxon intrigued

         her. Perhaps it was the quiet humour that lurked in his gaze. Her experience with Saxons was limited but she had not credited

         them with being a humorous people. To meet one who was not dour and brooding and took insult at the slightest thing, which,

         in her experience, all Saxons did, fascinated her. In general, she had found them morose and quick-tempered; they were a people

         who lived by the sword and, with few exceptions, believed in their gods of war rather than the God of Peace.

      




    She suddenly became annoyed with her thoughts. Odd that a brief encounter could stir such silly notions.




    She turned into the part of the abbey made over for the accommodation of those visitors attending the debate, the domus hospitale. Most of the religious were accommodated in several large dormitoria, but for the many abbots, abbesses, bishops and other dignitaries a special series of cubicula had been set aside as individual quarters. Sister Fidelma herself had been lucky to have been allocated one of these cubicula, no more than a tiny cell eight feet by six with a simple wooden cot, a table and chair. Fidelma supposed that she had the

         intercession of Bishop Colmán to thank for such hospitality. She opened the door of her cubiculum and paused in surprise on the threshold.

      




    A slightly built, good-looking woman rose from the chair with extended hands.




    ‘Étain!’ exclaimed Sister Fidelma, recognising the abbess of Kildare.




    The Abbess Étain was an attractive woman in her early thirties; the daughter of an Eoghanacht king of Cashel, she had given

         up a world of indolence and pleasure after her husband had been killed in battle. Her star had risen rapidly, for she was

         soon acknowledged to be possessed of such skill and oratorical knowledge that she had been able to argue theology on the same

         footing with the archbishop of Armagh and all the bishops and abbots of Ireland. It was in tribute to her reputation that

         she had been appointed as abbess of St Brigit’s great foundation at Kildare.

      




    Fidelma moved forward and bowed her head, but Étain took both her hands in a warm embrace. They had been friends for several

         years before Étain had been elevated to her present position, since when neither had seen the other, for Fidelma had been

         travelling through Ireland.

      




    ‘It is good to see you again, even in this oudandish country.’ Étain spoke with a soft, rich soprano voice. Fidelma had often

         thought it was like a musical instrument which could sharpen in anger, become vibrant with indignation or be used sweetly,

         as it was now. ‘I am glad your journey here was safe, Fidelma.’

      




    Fidelma grinned mischievously.




    



    ‘Should it have been otherwise, when we journey in the name and under the protection of the one true God?’




    Étain returned her smile.




    ‘At least I journeyed with temporal assistance. I came with some brothers from Durrow. We landed in Rheged and were joined

         by a group of brethren from that kingdom of Britons. Then, at the border of Rheged and Northumbria, we were officially met

         by Athelnoth and a band of Saxon warriors who escorted us here. Have you met Athelnoth?’

      




    Fidelma shook her head.




    ‘I have only arrived here within the last hour myself, Mother Abbess,’ she said.




    Étain pursed her lips and grimaced disapprovingly.




    ‘Athelnoth was sent to greet and escort me by King Oswy and the Bishop of Northumbria. He was outspoken against Irish teachings

         and our influence in Northumbria to the point of insulting us. He is an ordained priest but one who argues for Rome. Once

         I even had to prevent one of our brothers from physically assaulting Athelnoth, so blunt is his criticism of our liturgy.’

      




    Fidelma shrugged indifferently.




    ‘From what I hear, Mother Abbess, the debate over our respective liturgies is causing a great deal of tension and argument.

         I would not have thought it possible that such emotions would be aroused by a discussion on the correct date of the Paschal

         ceremony—’

      




    Étain grimaced.




    ‘You must learn to refer to it here as Easter.’




    Fidelma frowned.




    ‘Easter?’




    ‘The Saxons have accepted most of our teaching of Christian faith but as for the Paschal feast they insist on naming it after their pagan goddess of fertility, Eostre, whose rituals

         fall at the time of the Spring equinox. There is much that is still pagan in this land. You will find that many still follow

         the ways of their old gods and goddesses and that their hearts are still filled with hate and war.’

      




    The Abbess Étain suddenly shivered.




    ‘I feel there is much that is oppressive here, Fidelma. Oppressive and menacing.’




    Sister Fidelma smiled reassuringly.




    ‘Whenever there is a conflict of opinion, then human tensions rise and give way to fear. I do not think we need worry. There

         will be much posturing during the verbal conflict. But once we have reached a resolution then all will be forgotten and forgiven.’

         She hesitated. ‘When does the debate begin?’

      




    ‘The King Oswy and his entourage will not arrive at the abbey until noon tomorrow. The Abbess Hilda has told me that, all

         being well, she will allow the opening arguments to commence in the late afternoon. Bishop Colmán has asked me to make the

         opening arguments for our church.’

      




    Fidelma thought she saw some anxiety on the Abbess Étain’s features.




    ‘Does that worry you, Mother Abbess?’




    Étain suddenly smiled and shook her head.




    ‘No. I revel in debate and argument. I have good companions to advise me, such as yourself.’




    ‘That reminds me,’ Fidelma replied, ‘I had Sister Gwid as my travelling companion. An intelligent girl whose looks give the

         wrong impression. She tells me that she is to act as your secretary and Greek translator.’

      




    An indefinable expression showed on Abbess Étain’s face for a split second. Fidelma could not make up her mind whether it was anger or a lesser emotion.

      




    ‘Young Gwid can be an annoying person. A little like a puppy dog, unassertive and too sycophantic at times. But she is an

         excellent Greek scholar, though I think she spends too much of her time admiring the poems of Sappho rather than construing

         the Gospels.’ She sounded disapproving, but then shrugged. ‘Yes, I do have good companions to advise me. But there is something

         else that makes me feel uneasy. I think it is the atmosphere of hostility and dislike I feel from those of the Roman faction.

         Agilbert the Frank, for example, who has trained many years in Ireland but has a deep devotion to Rome, and that man Wilfrid,

         who even refused to greet me when the Abbess Hilda introduced us—’

      




    ‘Who is Wilfrid? I find these Saxon names hard to understand.’




    Étain sighed.




    ‘He is a young man, but one who leads the Rome faction here in Northumbria. I believe he is the son of some noble. By all

         accounts he has a sharp temper. He has been to Rome and Canterbury and was taken into the faith by Agilbert, who ordained

         him as a priest. He was given the monastery of Ripon by the petty king of the area, who threw out two of our own brethren,

         Eata and Cuthbert, who were joint abbots there. This Wilfred seems to be our fiercest enemy, a passionate advocate of the

         Roman liturgy. Alas, I fear we have many enemies here.’

      




    Sister Fidelma found herself suddenly visualising the face of the young Saxon monk whom she had just bumped into.




    ‘Yet surely not all those who support Rome are our enemies?’




    The abbess smiled meditatively.




    



    ‘Maybe you are right, Fidelma. And maybe I am simply nervous after all.’




    ‘A lot depends on your opening arguments tomorrow,’ agreed Fidelma.




    ‘There is something more, though—’ Étain was hesitant.




    Fidelma waited patiently, watching the expression on the abbess’s face. It seemed that Étain found it difficult to formulate

         what she had in mind.

      




    ‘Fidelma,’ she said with a sudden rush, ‘I am disposed to take a husband.’




    Fidelma’s eyes widened but she said nothing. Clergy, even bishops, took spouses; even the religious of houses, whether mixed

         or not, could have wives and husbands, under Brehon law and custom. But the position of an abbot and abbess was in a different

         category for they were usually bound to celibacy. Such was the rule at Kildare. It was the Irish custom that the coarb, or

         successor to the founder of an abbey, should always be chosen in the kindred of the founder. Since abbots and abbesses were

         not expected to have direct issue, the successor was chosen from a collateral branch. But if, in the collateral branches,

         no religious was found fit to be elected to such a position, then a secular member of the family of the coarb was elected

         as lay abbot or abbess. Étain claimed relation to the family of Brigit of Kildare.

      




    ‘It would mean giving up Kildare and returning to being an ordinary religieuse,’ Fidelma pointed out eventually when Étain

         made no further comment.

      




    Étain nodded. ‘I have thought of this long and hard on my journey here. To cohabit with a stranger will be difficult, especially

         after one has been alone for so long. Yet when I arrived here, I realised that my mind was made up. I have exchanged the traditional betrothal gifts. The matter is now decided.’

      




    Instinctively Fidelma reached out a hand, caught Étain’s slim one and squeezed it.




    ‘Then I am happy for you, Étain; happy in your certainty. Who is your stranger?’




    Étain smiled shyly.




    ‘If I felt able to tell only one person, it would be you, Fidelma. But I feel that it should be my secret, and his, until

         after this debate. When this great assembly is over, then you shall know, for I will announce my resignation from Kildare.’

      




    They were distracted by a growing noise of shouting from beyond the window of the cubiculum.

      




    ‘What on earth is that?’ demanded Sister Fidelma, frowning at the raucous tones. ‘There seems some sort of scuffle taking

         place beneath the abbey wall.’

      




    Abbess Étain sighed.




    ‘I have seen so many scuffles between our religious and the brethren of Rome since I came here. I presume it is another such.

         Grown men resorting to personal insults and punches simply because they disagree with each other over the interpretation of

         the Word of God. It is sad that men, and women, of the cloth become as spiteful children when they cannot agree.’

      




    Sister Fidelma went to the window and leant forward.




    A little way off a beggar was surrounded by a crowd of people, mostly peasants so far as she could tell from their dress,

         although a few wore the brown habit of the brethren. They seemed to be taunting and deriding a poorly dressed man, presumably

         a beggar from his clothes, whose voice was raised in raucous tones which seemed to drown out their jibes.

      




    Sister Fidelma raised an eyebrow.




    



    ‘The beggar seems to be one of our countrymen, Mother Abbess,’ she said.




    The Abbess Étain moved forward to join her.




    ‘A beggar. They suffer greatly from the arrogance of a crowd.’




    ‘But listen to what he says.’




    The two women strained to catch the rasping tones of the beggar. The voice was raised loudly.




    ‘I tell you, tomorrow the sun shall be blotted from the heavens and when that time comes there shall be blood staining the

         floor of this abbey. Beware! Beware, I tell you! I see blood in this place!’

      


  




  

    



    Chapter Four




    The tolling of the abbey’s great bell announced the approach of the official opening of the synod. At least, Sister Fidelma

         mused, both sides seemed to accept the Greek term synodos to describe this assembly of Christian dignitaries. The synod of Streoneshalh promised to be one of the most important meetings

         for the churches of both Iona and Rome.

      




    Sister Fidelma took her seat in the sacrarium of the abbey, for the chapel, the largest chamber, had been given over for the use of the assembly. There was a general hubbub

         of what seemed to be countless people all talking at once. The vast stone-walled sacrarium, with its high, vaulted roof, acted as a means of increasing the sound by providing an echo. Yet, in spite of the spaciousness,

         Fidelma had a momentary feeling of claustrophobia at the sight and smells of the numerous religious packed along the pews.

         On the left side of the sacrarium, seated in rows on dark oak benches, there had assembled all those who supported the rule of Columba. On the right side of

         the sacrarium were gathered those who argued for Rome.

      




    Fidelma had never seen so large a concourse of leaders of the Church of Christ before. As well as religious in their distinctive

         dress, there were many whose rich apparel proclaimed them to be nobles from a variety of kingdoms.

      




    ‘Impressive, isn’t it?’




    Fidelma looked up and found Brother Taran slipping into the seat beside her. She groaned inwardly. She had been hoping to avoid the pretentious brother. His company was a little

         too exhausting after their long journey from Iona.

      




    ‘I have not seen such an impressive gathering since I sat at the Great Assembly of Tara last year,’ she replied coldly when

         he asked her what she thought of the gathering. Also impressive, she added silently to herself, was the putrescence of the

         body odours which were permeating the sacrarium in spite of the strategically placed censers in which incense had been lit to fumigate the proceedings. It was a sad reflection

         on the hygiene of the religious of Northumbria, she thought disapprovingly. Among the brethren of Ireland, bathing was a daily

         occurrence and every ninth day a visit was made to the communal tigh ’n alluis, the sweating house, where a turf fire caused people to sweat profusively before they plunged into cold water and were then

         rubbed warm.

      




    She suddenly found herself thinking about the Saxon monk she had encountered on the previous evening. He had the odour of

         cleanliness and a faint fragrance of herbs about him. At least he, among the Saxons, knew how to keep clean. She wrinkled

         her nose disapprovingly as she peered around, wondering if she could spot the monk on the Roman benches.

      




    Sister Gwid suddenly appeared, red-faced as always, as if she had been running, and slipped on to the bench on the other side

         of Fidelma.

      




    ‘You nearly missed the opening of the synod.’ Fidelma smiled as the awkward girl struggled to catch her breath. ‘But shouldn’t

         you be seated with Abbess Étain, among the benches of the advocates, to help her as her secretary?’

      




    Sister Gwid grimaced negatively.




    ‘She said she will call me if I am needed today,’ she replied.




    



    Fidelma turned her attention back to the head of the sacrarium. A dais had been raised at one end on which a regal chair had been set. It stood empty and obviously awaited the arrival

         of King Oswy himself. There were several smaller chairs clustered around, slightly behind it, and these were already filled

         with an assortment of men and women. Their clothing and jewellery bespoke riches and position.

      




    Fidelma suddenly realised that Brother Taran, for all his failings, might prove useful to her by pointing out who people were.

         After all, it was his second mission to Northumbria and he was surely well informed.

      




    ‘Easy enough,’ replied the Pict when she indicated the people seated around the regal chair. ‘They are all members of Oswy’s

         immediate family. That is the queen just taking her seat now.’

      




    Fidelma looked at the stern-faced woman who was seating herself next to the throne. This was Eanflaed. Taran was nothing loath

         to give details. Eanflaed’s father had been a previous king of Northumbria but her mother had been a Kentish princess and

         she had been taken to Kent to be brought up to follow Roman ways. Never far away was her private chaplain, a priest named

         Romanus from Kent, who kept strictly to the dictates of Rome. He was a short, dark man, with black curly hair and features

         that Fidelma would have described as mean. The eyes were somehow too close together and his lips too thin. In fact, so Taran

         said, in a knowing tone, rumour had it that it was pressure from Eanflaed, backed by Romanus, which had forced Oswy to initiate

         the debate at all.

      




    Eanflaed was Oswy’s third wife and he had married her just after he had succeeded to the throne some twenty years before.

         His first wife had been a Briton, Rhiainfellt, a princess of Rheged, whose people followed the ways and rituals of the church of Iona. But Rhiainfellt had died. His second marriage had

         been to Fín, daughter of Colmán Rimid, the northern Uí Néill High King of Ireland.

      




    At that information, Sister Fidelma expressed surprise, for she had not known of Oswy’s relationship to the High King.




    ‘What happened to that wife? Another death?’ she asked.




    It was Sister Gwid who had the answer.




    ‘A divorce,’ she said, as if approvingly. ‘Fín realised how much she hated Northumbria and Oswy. She had a son by Oswy, named

         Aldfrith, but took the child back to Ireland with her. Her son has been educated at the foundation of the blessed Comgall,

         the friend of Colmcille, at Bangor. He is now quite a renowned poet in the Irish tongue under the name Flann Fína. Aldfrith

         has renounced all rights to be considered for the kingship of Northumbria.’

      




    Sister Fidelma shook her head.




    ‘The Saxons have a law called primogeniture, that the first born inherits. Was this Aldfrith, then, the first born?’




    Sister Gwid shrugged indifferently, but Taran pointed to the dais.




    ‘See the young man seated directly behind Eanflaed, the one with the blond hair and the scar on his face?’




    Fidelma glanced in the direction Taran indicated. She wondered why she felt an instant dislike of the young man whom he had

         pointed out.

      




    ‘Well, that is Alhfrith, Oswy’s son by Rhiainfellt, his first wife, who is now the petty king of the southern province of

         Deira. We spoke of him yesterday. The talk is that he is pro-Roman and in rebellion against his father’s adherence to Iona.

         He has already expelled the monks faithful to the rule of Colmcille from the monastery of Ripon and given it to his friend, Wilfrid.’

      




    ‘And Wulfric of Frihop is his right hand,’ muttered Fidelma. The young man looked surly and aggressive. Perhaps that was cause

         enough to dislike the arrogant manner in which he sprawled in his chair.

      




    The grim-faced woman next to Alhfrith was apparently his wife Cyneburh, the still-embittered daughter of the slain Penda of

         Mercia, who had been killed in battle by Oswy. Next to her, of an equally sour disposition, sat Alhflaed, the sister of Alhfrith,

         who had married Peada, the son of Penda of Marcia. Here Taran grew quite animated in his explanations. Alhfrith, according

         to him, had been responsible for the murder of Peada a year after Peada had agreed to become petty king of Mercia giving his

         allegiance to Oswy. Rumour had it that Alhfrith also had his ambitious eye on the kingship of Mercia.

      




    Next to Oswy’s current wife, Eanflaed, sat their first-born son. Ecgfrith. At eighteen years of age he was a sullen, brooding

         young man. His dark eyes were restless and he kept shifting in his seat. Taran said that it was his ambition to fill the throne

         of Oswy before he was much older and he was filled with envy for his elder half-brother Alhfrith, who was heir to the throne

         under law. The only other child of Oswy in attendance was Aelflaed. She had been born in the year when Oswy had achieved his

         great victory over Penda and, as a thank-offering, had been dedicated to God and entrusted to the Abbess Hilda to bring up

         at Streoneshalh as a virgin devoted to Christ.

      




    Brother Taran informed Fidelma that Oswy had two more children – a daughter, Osthryth, now five years old, and a son, Aelfwine,

         aged three. These were too young to attend in the sacrarium.

      




    



    Finally Sister Fidelma interrupted the enthusiastic brother’s monologue on the personalities.




    ‘All this knowledge is too much for me to take in at one sitting. I shall get to know who is who as the debate continues.

         But there are so many people.’

      




    Brother Taran nodded complacently.




    ‘It is an important debate, sister. Not only is the royal house of Northumbria represented but, see, there is Domangart of

         Dál Riada together with Drust, the king of Picts, and there are princes and representatives of Cenwealh of Wessex, Eorcenberht

         of Kent, Wulfhere of Mercia and—’

      




    ‘Enough!’ protested Fidelma. ‘I will never master all these outlandish Saxon names. I will call on you when I need your knowledge.’




    As Fidelma sat studying the sea of faces the doors of the hall opened and a man entered carrying a banner. This, Taran promptly

         informed her, was the thuff, the standard that always preceded the king to announce his presence. Then came a tall handsome man, well muscled, with flaxen

         hair and long moustaches, dressed in rich and elaborate clothing with a circle of gold on his head.

      




    So Fidelma, for the first time, caught sight of the king of Northumbria, Oswy. Oswy had become king when his brother Oswald

         had been slain by Penda and his British allies at Maserfeld and, within a few years, had taken his revenge on Penda, slaughtering

         him and his followers. And now Oswy was acclaimed Bretwalda, a title, Taran told her, that proclaimed him overlord of all the kingdoms of the Angles and Saxons.

      




    Fidelma examined the tall man intently. She knew his previous history well. Oswy and his brothers had been driven from Northumbria

         when they were children, and their father, the king, had been slain by Edwin, who had usurped the throne. The exiled royal children had been brought up in the kingdom

         of Dál Riada, converting from paganism to Christianity in the Holy Island of Iona. When Oswy’s elder brother, Oswald, regained

         the throne and brought them out of exile, he had sent to Iona and asked for missionaries to teach his people, bringing them

         forth from paganism and teaching them how to form letters and read and write. It seemed, to Fidelma, that Oswy would naturally

         side with the church of Iona.

      




    But, she recalled, in this debate, while Oswy was chief judge, he would probably be under pressure from his heirs and the

         royal representatives of all the lesser kings who would sit as a jury during the debates.

      




    Behind Oswy, in the procession which made its way from the main doors around the hall to the seats on the dais, first came

         Colmán, as Oswy’s bishop as well as chief abbot; next came Hilda and another woman whose features seemed similar to Oswy’s.

      




    ‘That is Oswy’s eldest sister, Abbe,’ whispered Gwid, against the quiet that had descended in the hall. ‘She was in exile

         in Iona and is a firm adherent of the liturgy of Colmcille. She is abbess at Coldingham, which is north from here. It is a

         double house where men and women can dedicate their lives and families to the path of Christ.

      




    ‘It has a dubious reputation, I hear tell,’ Sister Gwid said. Her voice dropped even lower than usual in disapproval. ‘There

         is talk that the abbey is given over to feasting, drinking and other entertainments.’

      




    Sister Fidelma made no response. There were many conhospitae or double houses. There was little wrong in that. She disliked the way Sister Gwid seemed to imply that there was something wicked about such a way of life. She knew some ascetics disapproved and argued that all who dedicated their

         lives to the service of Christ should remain celibate. She had even heard that some groups of ascetics cohabited without sexual

         contact as a demonstration of the strength of their faith and the supernatural character of chastity, a practice that John

         Chrysostom of Antioch had declaimed against.

      




    Fidelma was not against religious cohabiting. She shared her belief that the religious should marry and procreate with the

         majority of those who followed Rome, the churches of the Britons and the Irish and even the eastern churches. Only ascetics

         believed in celibacy and demanded segregation of the sexes among the religious. She had not suspected Sister Gwid of being

         an ascetic or supporting their cause. She herself accepted that the time would come when she would find someone to share her

         work with. But there was plenty of time and she had, as yet, met no man who had attracted her enough to cause her to contemplate

         making a decision. Perhaps such a decision might never need be made. Life was like that. In a way, she envied the certainty

         of her friend Étain in making her decision to resign from Kildare and marry again.

      




    She turned to concentrate on the procession.




    An elderly man came next, his face yellow and glistening with sweat. He leant heavily on the arm of a younger man whose face

         immediately put Fidelma in mind of the cunning of a wolf, in spite of its cherubic, chubby roundness. The eyes were too close

         together and forever searching as if seeking out enemies. The old man was clearly ill. She turned to Taran.

      




    ‘Deusdedit, Archbishop of Canterbury, and his secretary, Wighard,’ he said before she had even articulated the question. ‘They walk there as the chief representatives of those who oppose us.’

      




    ‘And the very old man who brings up the rear of the procession?’




    She had caught sight of the last member of the group, who seemed as if he were a hundred, with bent back and a body that looked

         more like a walking skeleton than a living man.

      




    ‘That is the man who can sway the Saxons against us,’ observed Taran.




    Fidelma raised an eyebrow.




    ‘Is that Wilfrid? I thought he was a younger man?’




    Taran shook his head.




    ‘Not Wilfrid. That is Jacobus, whom the Saxons call James. Over sixty years ago, when Rome sought to reinforce the mission

         of Augustine in Kent, they sent a group of missionaries led by one called Paulinus. This Jacobus came with them – which makes

         him more than four score years in age. When Edwin of Northumbria married Aethelburh of Kent, the mother of Queen Eanflaed

         there, Paulinus came with her as her chaplain and made an unsuccessful attempt to convert the Northumbrians to the Roman path

         to Christ. He fled with Aethelburh and the baby Eanflaed back to Kent, where he died twenty years ago when the pagans rose

         up against them.’

      




    ‘And this Jacobus? This man James?’ pressed Fidelma. ‘Did he flee also?’




    ‘He remained behind in Catraeth, which the Saxons call Catterick, living sometimes as a hermit and sometimes attempting to

         convert the natives to Christ. I have no doubt that he will be called upon as proof that it was Rome who attempted to convert

         Northumbria before Iona and the argument put forward that Northumbria should be Roman. His venerability and the fact that he is a Roman who knew both Paulinus and Augustine stands against us.’

      




    Sister Fidelma was impressed, in spite of herself, with Brother Taran’s knowledge.




    The procession had reached its appointed place now and the Abbess Hilda made a motion for all to rise.




    Bishop Colmán took a step forward and traced the sign of the Cross in the air. Then he held up his hand and gave the blessing

         in the style of the church of Iona, using the first, third and fourth fingers to denote the Trinity as opposed to the Roman

         use of the thumb and the first and second fingers. There was some murmuring from the ranks of the pro-Romans at this but Colmán

         ignored it, asking a blessing in Greek, in which language the services of the church of Iona were usually said.

      




    Then Deusdedit was helped forward and, in a soft whispering tone that underscored his apparent illness, he gave a blessing

         in the Roman style and in Latin.

      




    Everyone became seated except Abbess Hilda.




    ‘Brothers and sisters in Christ, the debate is now begun. Is our church of Northumbria to follow the teachings of Iona, from

         where this land was raised from the darkness into the light of Christ, or is it to follow those of Rome, from where that light

         originally spread to this, the outer reaches of the world? The decision will be yours.’

      




    She glanced to the benches on her right.




    ‘The opening arguments will now be made. Agilbert of Wessex, are you prepared to make your preliminary statement?’




    ‘No!’ came a rasping voice. There was a silence and then a swelling murmur.




    Abbess Hilda raised her hand.




    A lean dark-skinned man, with thin haughty-looking features and an aquiline nose, rose to his feet.

      




    ‘Agilbert is a Frank,’ whispered Taran. ‘He studied many years in Ireland.’




    ‘Many years ago,’ Agilbert began – in a hesitant, thickly accented Saxon, which Fidelma had to ask Taran to translate – ‘Cenwealh

         of Wessex invited me to be bishop in his kingdom. For ten years I fulfilled the office but Cenwealh became dissatisfied, claiming

         I did not speak his Saxon dialect well enough. And he appointed Wine as bishop above me. I left the land of the West Saxons.

         Now I am asked to argue for Roman observance. If I am not able to speak to the satisfaction of Cenwealh and the West Saxons,

         I am not capable of speaking in this place. Therefore, my pupil Wilfrid of Ripon shall open this debate for Rome.’

      




    Fidelma frowned.




    ‘The Frank seems very touchy.’




    ‘I hear he is on his way back to Frankia because he has taken against all the Saxons.’




    A small, stocky, younger man, with a red face and a brusque, pugnacious manner, had risen.




    ‘I, Wilfrid of Ripon, am prepared to put forward my preliminary arguments.’




    Abbess Hilda inclined her head in acknowledgment.




    ‘And for the cause of Iona, is Abbess Étain of Kildare prepared with her preliminary remarks?’




    The abbess had turned to the benches where those who supported the church of Iona were seated.




    There was no reply.




    Fidelma craned forward and for the first time she suddenly realised that she could not see Étain in the sacrarium. The murmuring became a roar.

      




    



    Abbess Abbe’s voice sounded hollowly: ‘It seems the Abbess of Kildare is not in attendance.’




    There was a commotion around one of the doors of the sacrarium and Fidelma caught sight of the figure of one of the brothers. He stood, ashen-faced, chest heaving, as he paused on the

         threshold.

      




    ‘Catastrophe!’ His voice was high pitched. ‘Oh brethren, catastrophe!’




    Abbess Hilda gazed at the man with anger on her features.




    ‘Brother Agatho! You forget yourself!’




    The monk hurried forward. Even from a distance Fidelma could see panic on his face.




    ‘Not I! Go to the windows and gaze at the sun! The hand of God is blotting it from the sky . . . the sky grows dark. Domine dirige nos! Surely this is a portent of evil on this assembly?’

      




    The words were translated hurriedly to Sister Fidelma by Taran, for she could not understand the rapid tongue of the Saxon.




    There was a stirring in the sacrarium and many of those gathered hurried towards the windows and stared out.

      




    It was the austere Agilbert who turned to those who had still kept their places.




    ‘It is even as Brother Agatho has said. The sun is blotted from the sky. It is a harbinger of evil on these proceedings.’


  




  

    



    Chapter Five




    Sister Fidelma turned with a look of incredulity to Brother Taran.




    ‘Are these Saxons so superstitious? Do they know nothing of astronomy?’




    ‘Very little,’ Taran replied smugly. ‘Our people have given them some knowledge but they are slow to learn.’




    ‘But someone should inform them that this is no supernatural phenomenon.’




    ‘They would not thank you for it.’ Sister Gwid sniffed disapprovingly from her other side.




    ‘But many of our brethren here are well versed in the science of astronomy and know of eclipses and other phenomena of the

         sky,’ Fidelma pointed out.

      




    Brother Taran motioned her to silence, for Wilfrid, the pugnacious-sounding chief spokesman of the pro-Roman faction, was

         on his feet.

      




    ‘Surely, this blotting out of the sun is, indeed, an ill omen, my brethren. But what does it convey? It conveys this simple

         message – unless the churchmen and women of this country turn from the misconceptions of Columba to the one true universal

         church of Rome, then Christianity will be blotted from the land as God has blotted the sun from the sky. It is a portent,

         indeed.’

      




    There was uproar as the pro-Roman faction applauded their agreement while the representatives of the church of Columba shouted their defiance at what they considered an outrageous statement.

      




    A man in his thirties with the tonsure of Columba leapt to his feet, his face working in anger.




    ‘How does Wilfrid of Ripon know this thing? Has God spoken to him directly to explain this phenomenon in our skies? Surely,

         it can equally be argued that the portent means that Rome should come into line with Columba? Unless those who support Rome’s

         revisions of the true faith turn back to Columba then, indeed, will Christianity be blotted from the land.’

      




    Howls of outrage echoed along the benches of the pro-Roman faction.




    ‘That was Cuthbert of Melrose,’ Taran said with a grin. He was clearly enjoying the argument. ‘It was Wilfrid who, at Alhfrith’s

         behest, threw him out of Ripon because he followed the custom of Columba.’

      




    Oswy, the king, rose now. The uproar died away almost immediately.




    ‘This argument will achieve us nothing. These proceedings will be suspended until—’




    An inarticulate cry prevented him completing the sentence.




    ‘The sun appears again!’ exclaimed a voice from one of the observers at the window.




    There was another general movement to the windows as several craned their heads towards the blue afternoon sky.




    ‘Indeed, it does. The black shape is moving away,’ called another. ‘See, here is the sun’s light.’




    The greyness of the twilight was; suddenly gone and the light flooded back through the windows of the sacrarium.

      




    Sister Fidelma found herself shaking her head, astounded by the proceedings. She had been educated in a culture whose science had long gazed at the stars and noted their motions.

      




    ‘It is hard to believe that these people can be in such ignorance of the movements in the heavens. In our monastic and bardic

         schools any qualified instructor is able to tell the courses of the sun and moon. Why, every intelligent person should know

         the day of the solar month, the age of the moon, the time of the flow of the tide, the day of the week – and the times of

         eclipses are no secret.’

      




    Brother Taran grinned derisively.




    ‘You forget that your countrymen and the Britons are renowned through many lands for their knowledge of astronomy. But these

         Saxons are still barbarians.’

      




    ‘But surely they have read the treatise of the great Dallán Forgaill, who explained how often the moon stands before the sun,

         thus blotting out its light from the skies?’

      




    Taran shrugged.




    ‘Only a few of these Saxons are able to read and write. And they were not even capable of those accomplishments until the

         blessed Aidán arrived in this land. They could not even write down their own language, far less construe the languages of

         others.’

      




    The Abbess Hilda was banging a staff on the stone floor for attention. Reluctantly, the members of the assembly were returning

         to their benches. The muttering of their voices began to die away.

      




    ‘Light has returned and so we may continue. Has the Abbess of Kildare joined the proceedings yet?’ Sister Fidelma turned her

         mind back to the matter in hand and found herself bewildered. The space assigned to the Abbess Étain still remained unfilled.

      




    Wilfrid of Ripon had risen with a smirk.




    



    ‘If the chief speaker of the church of Columba is not willing to join us, perhaps we should proceed without her?’




    ‘There are plenty more who will speak on our behalf!’ shouted back Cuthbert, not bothering to rise this time.




    Again the Abbess Hilda banged her staff of office.




    Then for the second time the assembly was abruptly interrupted by the great doors swinging open. This time a young sister

         with white face and staring eyes entered the sacrarium. It was obvious that she had been running – her hair was in disarray, spilling beneath her headdress. She paused, her eyes

         searching the vast chamber. Then she hurried directly to where the Abbess Hilda stood in bewilderment, just below the king.

      




    Wonderingly, Fidelma watched as the sister moved swiftly to the Abbess Hilda, who bent forward so that the woman might whisper

         into her ear. Fidelma could not see Hilda’s face, but she saw the abbess rise and move immediately towards the king, bending

         and repeating whatever message had been brought.

      




    The sacrarium was now silent as the churchmen and delegates sat watching the new drama.

      




    The king rose and left, followed a short while later by Hilda, Abbe, Colmán, Deusdedit, Wighard and Jacobus.




    There was sudden uproar in the chamber as those gathered turned excitedly to each other to see if any knew the meaning of

         this curious behaviour. Voices were raised in speculation.

      




    Two Northumbrian religieuses from Coldingham who were seated behind Fidelma were of the opinion that an army of Britons had

         invaded the kingdom, taking advantage of the king’s preoccupation with the synod. They could remember the invasion of Cadwallon

         ap Cadfan, king of Gwynedd, which had ravaged the kingdom and caused the slaughter of many during one ill-fated year. But

         a brother of a house at Gilling, seated in front, interrupted with the opinion that it was more likely that the Mercians were invading, for had not Wulfhere,

         the son of Penda, sworn to re-establish Mercian independence from Northumbria and already begun to re-assert its dominance

         south of the Humber? The Mercians were always looking for a chance to avenge themselves on Oswy, who had slain Penda and,

         for three years, ruled Mercia. And even though Wulfhere had sent a royal representative to the synod it was just the sort

         of dirty trick the Mercians would play.

      




    Fidelma was intrigued to hear the political speculation but for one not well acquainted with the position of the Saxon kingdoms

         it sounded very confusing. It was so unlike her native land, where there seemed a clear order under law and where the High

         King and his court were the final authority in the land. Even though some petty kings might dispute with the High King they

         at least acknowledged the nominal rule of Tara. The Saxons always seemed to be quarrelling among themselves and using the

         sword as the only arbiter in law.

      




    A hand fell on her shoulder. A young sister leaned across her.




    ‘Sister Fidelma? The Mother Abbess requires your presence in her chambers immediately.’




    Surprised and somewhat bewildered, ignoring the looks of open curiosity from Sister Gwid and Brother Taran, Sister Fidelma

         rose and followed the young religieuse away from the pandemonium and confusion of the sacrarium and along the quieter corridors until she found herself ushered into the chamber of the Abbess Hilda. The abbess was standing

         before her fire, hands clasped before her. Her face was grey and grave. Bishop Colmán was seated in the chair to one side

         of the fire as he had been seated on the previous evening. He, too, had an air of solemnity, as if weighed down by a heavy problem.

      




    They both appeared almost too preoccupied to notice her entrance.




    ‘Mother Abbess, you sent for me?’




    Hilda seemed to pull herself together with a sigh and glanced at Colmán who responded with a curious gesture of his hand as

         if motioning her to proceed.

      




    ‘My lord bishop reminds me that you are an advocate of the law in your own land, Fidelma.’




    Sister Fidelma frowned.




    ‘That is so,’ she confirmed, wondering what was coming.




    ‘He reminds me that you have acquired a reputation for unravelling mysteries, for solving crimes.’




    Fidelma waited expectantly.




    ‘Sister Fidelma,’ went on the abbess after a pause, ‘I have great need of the talents of one such as you.’




    ‘I am willing to place my poor abilities at your disposal,’ Fidelma replied slowly, wondering what problem had arisen.




    Abbess Hilda bit her lip as she struggled to frame the sentences.




    ‘I have bad news, sister. The Abbess Étain of Kildare was found in her cell this morning. Her throat was cut – cut in such

         a manner that one is left with but one interpretation. The Abbess Étain was most foully murdered.’

      


  




  

    



    Chapter Six




    The door opened unceremoniously while Sister Fidelma was still in a state of shock at the news. She dimly became aware that

         Colmán was struggling to rise from his chair and turned to see who could bring the bishop to his feet.

      




    Oswy of Northumbria entered the room.




    Events had moved quickly, too quickly for Fidelma to accept that her friend, her colleague for several years, and more recently

         her abbess, had been cruelly slain. She made a conscious effort to suppress the grief she felt, for the news had grieved her

         considerably. Yet grief would not help Étain now. Her mind was working rapidly. Fidelma’s training and talents were being

         called upon and grief would only cloud her ability. Grief could be given way to later.

      




    She tried to concentrate her thoughts on the new entrant into the chamber.




    Close up, the king of Northumbria did not seem as handsome as he had appeared from a distance. He was tall and muscular but

         his fair hair was a dirty yellowing grey and he was obviously approaching his three score years. His skin was yellowing and

         across his nose and cheeks the breaking of small blood vessels had caused bright red lines to weave across the skin. His eyes

         were sunken, his brow heavily creased. Fidelma had heard it said that every Northumbrian king had died a violent death in

         battle. It was an unfavourable heritage to look forward to.

      




    



    Oswy glanced around, almost with a haunted look, and let his eyes settle on Sister Fidelma.




    ‘I have heard that you are a dálaigh of the Brehon courts of Ireland?’

      




    To Fidelma’s surprise he spoke the language of Ireland almost as a native. Then she remembered that he had been brought up

         in exile in Iona. She realised that she should not be surprised at his command of her language.

      




    ‘I am qualified to the level of anruth.’

      




    Colmán shuffled forward to explain.




    ‘That means—’




    Oswy turned on him with an impatient gesture.




    ‘I know exactly what it means, lord bishop. One qualified to the level of anruth is representative of the noble stream of knowledge and can discourse on equal footing with kings, even with the High King

         himself.’ He smiled in self-satisfaction at the embarrassed bishop before turning back to Sister Fidelma. ‘Nevertheless, even

         I am surprised to find such a learned head on such young shoulders.’

      




    Fidelma suppressed a sigh.




    ‘I studied for eight years with the Brehon Morann of Tara, one of the great judges of my country.’




    Oswy nodded absently.




    ‘I do not question your qualifications and my lord Colmán has informed me of your reputation. You know that we have need of

         you?’

      




    Sister Fidelma inclined her head.




    ‘I am told that the Abbess Étain has been murdered. She was not only my abbess but she was my friend. I am ready to help.’




    ‘The abbess was due to open the debate of our assembly on behalf of the church of Iona, as you know. There is much dissension within my land, Sister Fidelma. This matter is delicate. Already rumours are whispered abroad and speculation runs

         riot. If the abbess was murdered by one of the pro-Roman faction, as seems likely, then there will be such a breach among

         the people that the truth of Christ may suffer a death blow in the land. Civil war seems likely to rip the people apart. Do

         you understand?’

      




    ‘I understand,’ replied Fidelma. ‘Yet there is something much more serious to be considered.’




    Oswy raised his eyebrows in surprise.




    ‘More serious than political repercussions that will reach from Iona, perhaps even the primacy of Armagh, to Rome itself?’

         he demanded.

      




    ‘Yes, more serious even than that,’ Fidelma quietly assured him. ‘Whoever killed Étain of Kildare must be brought to justice.

         That is the greater right and moral. What others make of it is their concern. The seeking of truth is more serious than any

         other consideration.’

      




    For a moment or two Oswy looked blank. Then he smiled ruefully.




    ‘There speaks the representative of the law. I have long missed the discourses of the Brehons of your country, the judges

         who sit above the king and his court. Here, the king is the law and no one can sit in judgment on a king.’

      




    Fidelma grimaced indifferently.




    ‘I have heard of the faults of your Saxon system.’




    Abbess Hilda looked shocked.




    ‘My child, remember you speak to the king.’




    But Oswy was grinning.




    ‘Cousin Hilda, do not rebuke her. She acts in accordance with her own culture. In Ireland, a king is not a law-maker, nor

         does he rule by the divine right. A king is only an administrator of a law passed down from generation to generation. Any

         advocate, such as an anruth or an ollamh, may argue law with the highest king in the land. Is that not so, Sister Fidelma?’

      




    Fidelma smiled tightly.




    ‘You have a keen grasp of our system, Oswy of Northumbria.’




    ‘And you seem to have a sharp mind and do not appear in fear of any faction,’ observed Oswy. ‘That is good. My cousin Hilda

         has undoubtedly asked you to undertake the task of discovering who killed Étain of Kildare? What is your reply? Will you do

         it?’

      




    The door was flung open abruptly.




    Sister Gwid stood framed in the doorway, her large, awkward body strangely contorted. Her hair was askew under her headdress,

         her mouth was trembling, her eyes were red and bloodshot and the tears streamed down her flaccid white cheeks. For a moment

         she stood sobbing, staring wildly from one face to another.

      




    ‘What the—? began Oswy in surprise.




    ‘Is it true? Oh God, tell me it is not so!’ wailed the distressed sister, wringing her large red bony hands in acute distress.

         ‘Is the Abbess Étain dead?’

      




    Sister Fidelma recovered from her surprise first and hurried across to Sister Gwid, taking the tall girl by the arm and withdrawing

         her from the room. Outside, in the corridor, she signalled to the worried-looking sister who attended the Abbess Hilda and

         who had apparently tried to prevent Sister Gwid from entering the chamber.

      




    ‘It is true, Gwid,’ Fidelma said softly, feeling sorry for the large girl. She motioned to the hovering anchoress. ‘Let this

         sister take you to your dormitorium. Go and lie down awhile and I will come to see you as soon as I can.’

      




    The stocky Pictish sister allowed herself to be guided down the corridor, her great shoulders heaving in renewed anguish.




    Sister Fidelma hesitated a moment before turning back into the room.




    ‘Sister Gwid was a student of the Abbess Étain at Emly,’ she explained, meeting the questioning eyes of the company. ‘She

         was attending here in the capacity of a secretary to the abbess. I think she had developed a sort of adulation for Étain.

         Her death is a deep shock. We all have our ways of dealing with grief.’
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