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For my good friend 
Terence, 
The Mac Carthy Mór, Prince of Desmond 
51st generation in unbroken male line descent from 
King Eoghan Mór of Cashel (d. AD 192) 
who has welcomed Sister Fidelma 
into his family ancestry!




‘Laws are like spider’s webs: if some poor weak creature come up against them, it is caught; but a bigger one can break through and get away.’


 


- Solon of Athens
 (b. c.640 BC - d. after 561 BC)




HISTORICAL NOTE

The events of this story occur in the month known to the Irish of the seventh century as Cét-Soman, which was later called Beltaine, the month of May. The year is AD 666.

Those readers who have previously encountered the adventures of Sister Fidelma will already know of the differences between the seventh-century Irish Church, now popularly called the Celtic Church, and that of Rome. Much of the Irish liturgy and philosophies were different. It has already been made clear that the concept of celibacy among the religious was not a popular one at this time, either in the Celtic Church or even in that of Rome. It must be remembered that in Fidelma’s era many religious houses frequently contained both sexes and the religious often married, raising their children in the service of the Faith. Even abbots and bishops could and did marry at this period. An appreciation of this fact is essential to an understanding of Fidelma’s world.

Allowing that most readers will find seventh-century Ireland a pretty unfamiliar place, I have provided a sketch map of the kingdom of Muman. I have maintained this name rather than the anachronistic term which was formed by adding the Norse  stadr (place) to Muman in the ninth century AD which produces the modern name of Munster. As many seventh-century Irish personal names may also be unfamiliar, I have, as a means of assistance, included a list of principal characters.

It may enhance readers’ appreciation to know that a cumal  used as a monetary unit was equivalent to the value of three milch cows. Used as a unit of land measurement, a cumal was the equivalent of 13.85 hectares.

Lastly, readers will remember that Fidelma operates in the ancient Irish social system with its laws, the Laws of the Fénechus, more popularly known as the Brehon Laws (from  breaitheamh = a judge). She is a qualified advocate of the law courts, a position which was not at all unusual for women in Ireland at this time.




PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


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


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


Cathal, abbot of Lios Mhór


Brother Donnán, a scriptor



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


Beccan, Chief Brehon, or judge, of Corco Loígde


Bressal, a hostel keeper


Morna, Bressal’s brother


Eber, chieftain of Araglin


Cranat, Eber’s wife


Crón, daughter of Eber and his tanist or heir-elect


Teafa, Eber’s sister


Móen, a blind, deaf, mute


Dubán, commander of Eber’s bodyguard


Crítán, a young warrior


Menma, head stableman at the rath of Araglin


Dignait, the stewardess


Grella, a servant


Father Gormán of Cill Uird


Archú, a young farmer of Araglin


Scoth, his fiancée


Muadnat of the Black Marsh, his cousin


Agdae, Muadnat’s chief herdsman and nephew


Gadra, a hermit


Clídna, a brothel keeper




Chapter One

Thunder was rumbling around the high bald peaks of the mountains which spread from the central summit of Maoldomhnach’s Hill, from which they took their name. An occasional bright flash silhouetted the rounded height, causing shadows to flit briefly across the valley of Araglin within its northern foothills. It was a dark night with storm clouds clustering and racing across the heaven, tumbling over each other as if blown in disarray by the powerful breath of the ancient gods.

On the high pastures, the shaggy-coated cattle huddled together, some bellowing fretfully now and then, not just to comfort themselves from the threatening storm but to warn one another of the prevailing scent of ravening wolves whose hungry packs haunted the dark woodlands which bordered the high meadows. In a corner of the pastures, well away from the cattle, a majestic stag stood as an anxious sentinel over his hinds and their calves. Now and then he would thrust his elaborately antlered head skyward and his sensitive nostrils would quiver. In spite of the darkness, the heavy clouds and threatening storm, the beast sensed the approach of dawn beyond the distant eastern peaks.

Below in the valley, by the dark, gurgling ribbon of a river, a group of unfortified buildings stood in complete darkness. No dogs were stirring at this hour and it was still too early for the cocks to herald the approach of a new day. Even the birds had not begun their dawn chorus and were still sheltering sleepily in the surrounding trees.

Yet one human was stirring at this dark hour; one person was  awakening at this hour of stillness when the world seemed dead and deserted.

Menma, the head stableman to Eber, chieftain of Araglin, a tall, ponderous man with a bushy red beard and a fondness for liquor, blinked and threw off the sheepskin from his straw palliasse bed. The occasional flash of lightning lit his solitary cabin. Menma groaned and shook his head as if the action would clear it from the effects of the previous night’s drinking. He reached to a table and, with shaky hands, fumbled for the flint and tinder to light the tallow candle which stood upon it. Then he stretched his cramped limbs. In spite of his excessive drinking, Menma was possessed of a mysterious in-built sense of time. All his life he had risen in the dark hour before dawn no matter the lateness of the hour at which he had tumbled, in drunken stupor, into his bed.

The big man began his ritual morning cursing of all creation. Menma had a fondness for cursing. Some people began the day with a prayer, others by performing their morning’s ablutions. Menma of Araglin began his day by cursing his master, the chieftain Eber, wishing upon him all manner of deaths by choking, by convulsion, by mangling, by dysentery, by poison, by drowning, by smothering and by any other means his meagre imagination could devise. And after he had exhausted such manner of ill-wishing on his master, Menma continued cursing his own existence, his parents for not being rich and powerful; cursing them for being only simple farming folk and thereby ordaining for him a role as a lowly stableman.

His own parents had been simple labourers on their richer cousins’ farmsteads. They had not succeeded in life and had ordained Menma’s own menial existence. Menma was a jealous and bitter man, unhappy with his lot in life.

Nevertheless, he rose automatically in the darkness of the early morning and drew on his clothes. He never bothered to wash nor comb the matted tangle of his shoulder-length, red-coloured hair  and the great bush of his beard. A gulping draught of corma, the sickly mead that always stood in a jug by his bedside, was all the cleansing he deemed necessary to prepare him for the day. The stench of his body and garments proclaimed, to those near enough to inhale their malefic odour, that Menma and cleanliness were not compatible.

He shuffled to the door of his cabin and peered out, blinking up at the darken sky. The thunder still rumbled but he instinctively knew that it would not rain that day in the valley. The storm was on the other side of the mountains and moving along them east to west, keeping parallel to the valley of Araglin. It would not cross northward over the mountains. No; it would be a dry day even if cloudy and cool. The clouds obscured the stars so that he was unable to be precise about the time but he sensed, rather than saw, the pale line of dawn just below the distant eastern peaks.

The rath of the chieftain of Araglin still slumbered in the darkness. Although this was no more than an unfortified village, it was courtesy to call the dwelling of a chieftain a rath or fortress.

Menma stood at his door and now he began to softly curse the day itself. He resented the fact that everyone was able to sleep on but that he had to be the first to rise. And when he had finished with the day there was Araglin itself to be cursed and he did full justice to his scanty vocabulary.

He turned back into his cabin for a moment and blew out the candle before beginning to shuffle along the track that led between the peaceful buildings towards the chieftain’s stables. He needed no candle for he had often walked that path before. His first task would be to turn the horses out to pasture, feed the chieftain’s hunting hounds, and then to oversee the milking of the chieftain’s cattle. And by the time the horses were out in the pasture and the hounds were fed, then the women of the household would be awake and coming to attend the milking. Milking was not a man’s job and Menma would not demean himself by doing it. But there had been a cattle raid in the valley recently and Eber, the chieftain,  had instructed him to check the milch herd before each milking. It was an affront to the honour of the chieftain that anyone would dare steal even a calf from his herd and Eber had been furious at the news that cattle raiders were threatening the peace of his clan lands. His warriors had scoured the countryside for the culprits but without success.

Menma approached the imposing dark outline of the hall of assembly, one of the few great large stone buildings within the ancient rath. The other stone building was Father Gormán’s chapel. The stables were at the back of the rounded construction, just behind the guests’ hostel. To approach the stables, Menma had to trudge a circular path around the wooden extensions to the stone hall which housed the private apartments of the chieftain and his family. Menma glanced at the buildings in jealousy. Eber would still be snoring in his bed until well after dawn.

Behind his veil of beard, Menna grinned lewdly. He wondered if anyone was sharing Eber’s bed that night. Then he frowned angrily. Why Eber? Why not him? What was so special about Eber that he had wealth, power and was able to entice women into his bed? What fate had made him a humble stableman? Why . . . ?

He paused in mid-stride, head to one side.

The darkness seemed soundless. The rath continued to slumber. High, high up among the distant hills came the long, drawn out howl of a wolf breaking the silence. No; it was not that which had caused him to halt. It had been some other noise. A noise he could not quite place.

He stood for a moment more but the silence remained. He was just about to dismiss the half heard sound as a trick of the wind when it came again.

A low, moaning sound.


Was it the wind?

Menma suddenly genuflected and shivered. God between him and all evil! Was it one of the dwellers in the hills? The people of  the sídh; the little folk in search of souls to carry below into their dark caverns?

There came a sudden shriek, not loud but sharp enough to make Menma start, his heart increasing its beat for several seconds. Then the low moaning came again. This time it was a little stronger and more sustained.

Menma looked around him. Nothing stirred among the dark shadows of the buildings. No one else seemed to have heard the noise. He tried to locate its origin. It came from the direction of the apartments of Eber himself. In spite of its ethereal quality, Menma could now identify it as human in origin. He sighed in relief for, as brutal in his views of the world as he was, nevertheless, it did not bode well to go up against the folk of the sídh if they were intent on soul-stealing. He glanced quickly about. The building appeared dark and tranquil. Was Eber ill? He frowned, undecided what to do. Eber was his chieftain, come what may, and Menma had a duty to his chieftain. A duty which not even his bitterness could cause him to neglect.

He cautiously made his way to the door of Eber’s apartments and tapped softly.

‘Eber? Are you ill? Do you require assistance?’ he called gently.

There was no reply. He tapped again, a little louder. When there was still no response, he summoned courage and lifted the latch. The door was not secured, not that he expected it to be. No one secured their doors in the rath of the chieftain of Araglin. He moved inside. He had no trouble adjusting his eyes to the darkness. The room which he had entered was empty. He knew from previous experience that Eber’s apartments consisted of two rooms. The first room, in which he stood, was called ‘the place of conversation’, which was a private reception room for the chieftain, where he discreetly entertained special guests, away from the public gaze of the hall of assembly. Beyond this room was the chieftain’s bed chamber.

Menma, having ascertained the first room to be empty, turned towards it.

The first thing he noticed was a glow of light from beneath the door. The second thing that registered with him was the rising sound of the moaning beyond the door.

‘Eber!’ he called sharply. ‘Is there anything wrong? It is I, Menma the stableman.’

There was no reply and the moaning sound did not diminish.

He moved across to the door and rapped sharply.

Hesitating only for a moment, he entered.

A lamp was lit on a small table. Menma blinked rapidly to adjust his vision. He was aware of someone kneeling by the bed, someone in a hunched posture, rocking back and forth and whimpering. They were the source of the low moaning sound that he had been hearing. He was aware of the dark stains on the clothes of the figure. Then his eyes widened a fraction. They were blood stains and there was something flashing and glinting in the lamplight, something that the person was clutching in their hands. It was a long bladed dagger.

For a moment, Menma stood immobile, fascinated by the spectacle.

Then he realised that there was a second person in the room. Someone was lying in the bed beside which the moaning figure was kneeling.

Menma stood a pace forward.

Sprawled on the bed, naked except for the coverlets twisted around him, was the blood-smeared body of Eber the chieftain. One hand was thrown casually back behind his head. The eyes were wide and staring and seemed alive in the flickering of the lamplight. The chest was a mess of bloody wounds. Menma had seen enough animals slaughtered not to recognise the jagged tearing of injuries caused by a knife. The knife must have been frenziedly plunged, again and again, into the chest of the chieftain of Araglin.

Menma half raised his hand to genuflect but then dropped it. ‘Is he dead?’ he demanded hollowly.

The figure beside the bed continued to rock back and forth moaning. It did not look up.

Menma took another step forward and gazed dispassionately downwards. Then he moved closer, dropping to one knee and reaching towards the pulse in the chieftain’s neck. The body already felt cool and clammy. Now that he looked more closely into the eyes, and the lamplight played no tricks with them, he could see that they were set and glazed.

Menma drew himself up and stared down in distaste. He hesitated, feeling that in spite of the evidence of his eyes, he had to make sure that Eber was dead. He raised a foot to nudge at the body with the toe of his boot. There was no response. Then he raised his foot and lashed viciously out at the side of the body. No, he was not mistaken. Eber, the chieftain, was dead.

Menma turned his gaze to the still moaning figure, which was still clutching the knife. He began to laugh harshly. He suddenly realised that he, Menma the stableman, was going to be rich and powerful just like the cousins he had envied all his life.

He was still chuckling when he left the chieftain’s apartments and set off in search of Dubán, the commander of Eber’s bodyguard.




Chapter Two

The tolling of the deep baritone bell of the abbey signalled the reconvening of the court. It was early afternoon but the atmosphere was not warm. The cool grey granite walls of the building protected the interior from the sun. The small side chapel of the abbey, which had been given over to the legal hearings, was almost empty. Only a few people had taken their seats on the wooden benches there. Yet until the previous day the chapel had been filled to bursting point with supplicants, with the accused and their witnesses. But this afternoon, the last of the cases to be heard before the court was scheduled for judgment. Justice had already been dispensed in the numerous matters that had been previously heard.

The half a dozen or so participants in this final affair of the court rose respectfully as the Brehon, the judge, entered and took a seat at the head of the hall. The judge was female, in her mid-to late-twenties, and she wore the robes of a sister of the religious. She was tall, with attractive features, red hair tumbling from beneath her headdress. The colour of her eyes was difficult to identify exactly for they appeared ice blue on occasions or, at times, held a strange green fire depending on her moods. Her youthful appearance did not accord with the general idea of an experienced wise and learned judge but, over the last few days, as she had examined and shifted evidence in the various legal claims, this youthful looking woman had impressed those appearing before her with her knowledge, logic and compassion.

Sister Fidelma was, in fact, a qualified dálaigh, an advocate of the law courts of the five kingdoms of Éireann. She was  proficient to the degree of anruth which meant that she could not only plead cases before judges but, when nominated, she could sit to hear and adjudicate in her own court on a range of applications that did not require the presence of a judge of higher rank. It was as a judge that Fidelma had been chosen to preside over the court at the abbey of Lios Mhór. The abbey lay outside ‘the great fortification’ after which it took its name. Lios Mhór stood on the banks of the impressive river simply known as Abhainn Mór, ‘the great river’, south of Cashel, in the kingdom of Muman.

The scriptor of the abbey, who acted as the clerk of the court and kept a record of all its transactions, remained on his feet while Fidelma and the others seated themselves. He had a melancholy voice which caused Fidelma to think he would do well as a professional mourner.

‘This court is now in session. The claim of Archú, son of Suanach, against Muadnat of the Black Marsh continues.’

As he sat down, he cast an expectant glance towards Fidelma and raised his stylus, for the record of the proceedings was made on wet clay inset in wooden frames and at the end of the sessions these records would then be transcribed to more permanent form in vellum books.

Fidelma was seated behind a large ornately carved oak table, her hands placed palm downward before her. She leant back in her chair and looked steadily round at those who sat on the benches in front of her.

‘Archú and Muadnat, please come and stand before me.’

A young man rose hastily. He was no more than seventeen years old, his expression eager, like a dog seeking a favour from a master, mused Fidelma as she watched him hurry forward. The second man was in his middle years, old enough to be the youth’s father. He was a sombre faced man, almost dour in his expression. There was little humour in his countenance.

‘I have listened to the evidence presented in this case,’ Fidelma  began, glancing from one to another. ‘Let me see if I can put the facts fairly. You, Archú, have just reached the age of seniority, the age of choice. Is this so?’

The youth nodded. Seventeen years was the age, according to the law, when a boy became a man and able to make his own decisions.

‘And you are the only child of Suanach, who died a year ago? Suanach, who was daughter to Muadnat’s uncle?’

‘She was the only daughter of my father’s brother,’ affirmed Muadnat in a gruff unemotional tone.

‘Indeed. So you are cousins to each other?’

There was no answer. Obviously there was no love lost between these two whatever their relationship.

‘Such close relatives should not need recourse to law to settle their differences,’ admonished Fidelma. ‘Do you still insist upon the arbitration of this court?’

Muadnat sniffed sourly.

‘I have no wish to be here.’

The youth flushed angrily.

‘Nor I. Far better it would have been for my cousin to do what was right and moral before it reached this pass.’

‘I am in the right,’ snapped Muadnat. ‘You have no claim on the land.’

Sister Fidelma raised her eyebrow ironically.

‘It seems that is now a matter for the law to decide as neither of you appear to agree. And you have brought the matter before the court so that it may make that decision. And the decision that this court makes on the matter is binding on you both.’

She sat back, folded her hands in her lap and examined each of them carefully in turn. There was anger in both of their storm-ridden faces.

‘Very well,’ she said, at last. ‘Suanach, as I understand it, inherited lands from her father. Correct me if I am wrong. She later married a man from beyond the seas, a Briton called Artgal  who, being a stranger in this land, had no property to bring into the marriage.’

‘An impecunious foreigner!’ grunted Muadnat.

Fidelma ignored him.

‘Artgal, who was Archú’s father, died some years ago. Am I correct?’

‘My father died fighting the Uí Fidgente in the service of the king of Cashel.’ It was Archú who interrupted and the boy spoke proudly.

‘A mercenary soldier,’ sneered Muadnat.

‘This court was not asked to make a judgment on the personality of Artgal,’ Sister Fidelma observed waspishly. ‘It is asked to adjudicate on law. Now, Artgal and Suanach were married . . .’

‘Against the wishes of her family,’ interposed Muadnat again.

‘I have already discerned that much,’ Fidelma agreed blandly. ‘But married they were. On the death of Artgal, Suanach continued to work her land and raise her son, Archú. A year ago, Suanach died.’

‘Then my so-called cousin came and claimed that all the land was his.’ Archú’s voice was bitter.

‘It is the law.’ Muadnat was smug. ‘The land belonged to Suanach. Her husband being a foreigner held no land. When Suanach died, then her land reverted to her family and in that family I stand as her next of kin. That is the law.’

‘He took everything,’ the youth complained bitterly.

‘It was mine to take. And you were not of the age of choice anyway.’

‘That is so,’ agreed Fidelma. ‘For this last year, under the law, as senior member of your family, Muadnat has been your guardian, Archú.’

‘Guardian? Slave master, you mean,’ scowled the youth. ‘I was forced to work on my own land for nothing more than my keep; I was treated worse than a hired worker and forced to eat and sleep in the cattle-pens. My mother’s family do not even accord  me the treatment they give to those they hire to work the land.’

‘I have already noted these facts,’ Fidelma sighed patiently.

‘We have no legal obligation to the boy,’ grunted Muadnat. ‘We gave him his keep. He should be grateful for that.’

‘I will not comment on that,’ Fidelma replied coldly. ‘The sum of Archú’s case against you, Muadnat, is that he should inherit some of the land which belonged to his mother. Is this not so?’

‘His mother’s land returns to her family. He can only inherit that which belonged to his father and his father, being a foreigner, had no land in this country to leave him. Let him go to his father’s country if he wants land.’

Fidelma continued to sit back in her chair, hands before her, her gaze now concentrated on Muadnat. Her fiery eyes had become slightly hooded and her expression seemed purposely bland.

‘When a person who is an ocáire, that is a small farmer, dies, then one seventh of the land is subjected to tax and paid to the chieftain for the upkeep of the clan territory. Has this been done?’

‘It has,’ interrupted the scriptor, looking up from making his record. ‘There is a disposition to that effect from the chieftain, Eber of Araglin, sister.’

‘Good. So the decision that this court has to make is now a straightforward one.’

Fidelma turned slowly to Archú.

‘Your mother was the daughter and only child of a small farmer, an ocáire. On his death she stood as female heir and is entitled to a life interest in her father’s land. Normally, she cannot pass this land on to her husband or sons and on her death it reverts to the next of kin within her own family.’

Muadnat drew himself up and for the first time his disgruntled features loosened in a satisfied expression. His eyes darted triumphantly at the younger man.

‘However,’ Fidelma’s voice suddenly took on an icy note which cut through the hall of the abbey, ‘if her husband was a foreigner, and in this case he was a Briton, he would have no land within  the clan territory. He can therefore leave nothing to his son. In these circumstances, the law is clear and it was our great judge, Bríg Briugaid, who set the judgment which became the law on this matter. That is, in such circumstances, the mother is entitled to pass on the land to her son but with qualification. Of her lands, she can only bequeath land to the value of seven cumals which is the minimal property qualification for an ocáire or small farmer.’

There was a silence as both plaintiff and defendant tried to understand the judgment. Sister Fidelma took pity on their puzzled expressions.

‘The judgment is in your favour, Archú,’ she smiled at the young man. ‘Your cousin occupies the land unlawfully now that you are of age. He must relinquish to you an amount of land to the extent of seven cumals.’

Muadnat’s jaw dropped.

‘But . . . but the land scarcely extends seven cumals as it is. If he has seven cumals there will be nothing of it left for me.’

Fidelma’s voice took on the manner of a master lecturing a pupil.

‘According to the Críth Gablach, the ancient law, seven cumals  is the property qualification of an ocáire which is the right of Archú to receive,’ she intoned. ‘Further, for acting in violation of the law to the extent that Archú had no recourse but to come before me with this claim against you, you must pay a fine of one  cumal to this court.’

Muadnat’s face was white. His expression had become a mask of rage.

‘This is an injustice!’ he growled.

Fidelma met his fury calmly.

‘Speak not of injustice to me, Muadnat. You are kin to this youth. When his mother died, it was your duty to nurture and protect him. Yet you sought to deprive him of his lawful dues, sought to make him work for you without payment, forcing him to live in worse conditions than a slave. I doubt whether you have  an understanding of justice. It would be justice if I made you pay further compensation to him for what you have done. As it is, I am tempering justice with mercy.’

The words came coldly from Fidelma, causing the dour faced man to blink as if physically assaulted by the flood of her contempt.

He swallowed hard.

‘I will appeal to my chieftain, Eber of Araglin, against this ruling. The land is mine! You have not heard the last of me.’

‘Any appeals can only be directed to the chief judge of the king of Cashel,’ interrupted the scriptor dryly, as he finished writing the judgment. He laid down his stylus and endeavoured to explain to the disgruntled litigant. ‘Once a Brehon makes a judgment, it is not up to you to rail against the Brehon. If you want to object, then you must do so in the proper manner. In the meantime, Muadnat of the Black Marsh, you must obey the judgment and withdraw from the land leaving your cousin Archú to occupy it. If you do not, within nine days from now, you may be physically evicted. Is that understood? And your cumal fine must be paid by the rising of the next full moon.’

Without a word, Muadnat turned and strode silently and swiftly from the chapel. A short man, with a small, wiry frame and a shock of chestnut hair, rose and joined him sheepishly in the exodus.

Archú, his expression showing that he was scarcely able to believe the ruling, leaned forward across the table and held out his hand, grabbing Fidelma’s own and pumping it rapidly.

‘Bless you, sister. You have saved my life.’

Fidelma smiled thinly at the enthusiastic young man.

‘I have merely given judgment according to the law. Had the law been otherwise, I would have had to give judgment against you. It is the law which speaks in this court, not I.’

She disengaged her hand. The young man seemed hardly to have heard her but, still grinning, turned and hurried to the back of the chapel where a young girl rose and almost ran into his arms. Fidelma  smiled wistfully as she observed the way the two youngsters clutched at each other’s hands and gazed upon one another.

Then she turned quickly to her scriptor.

‘I believe that was the last case we had to deal with, was it not, Brother Donnán?’

‘It was. I shall record the judgments later today and ensure that they are announced in the appropriate manner.’ The scriptor  paused, coughed slightly and lowered his voice a little. ‘It seems that the abbot is standing by the door waiting to speak to you.’

He indicated with a nervous gesture of his head towards the doors of the chapel. Fidelma turned. Indeed, the broad shouldered figure of Abbot Cathal was standing at the door. Fidelma immediately rose and made her way to him. She noted that the abbot seemed somewhat preoccupied.

‘Are you looking for me, Father Abbot?’

Abbot Cathal was a well-built, muscular man of middle age; a man who carried himself with a military stamp for, as a youth, he had trained as a warrior. He was a local man who had left the military life to be taught under the guidance of the blessed Cáthach at Lios Mhór and risen to be accepted as a most accomplished teacher and abbot. The son of a great war chieftain, Cathal had distributed all his wealth to the poor of his clan and lived in the simple poverty of his order. His simplicity and directness caused him enemies. Once a local chieftain, Maelochtrid, had him imprisoned on a trumped up charge of practising magic. Yet on his release Cathal had forgiven him. That was the nature of the man.

Fidelma liked Cathal’s gentleness and lack of vanity. It contrasted pleasantly to the arrogance of office which she so often encountered. Cathal was one of the few men of the church whom she would unhesitatingly call a ‘holy man’.

‘Indeed, I was looking for you, Sister Fidelma,’ the abbot replied with a swift but warm smile. ‘Has the court finished its deliberations?’

His voice was softly modulated, almost bland, yet Fidelma detected that something unusual had happened to bring him in search of her.

‘We have finished pronouncing judgment on the last case, Father Abbot. Is there a problem?’

Abbot Cathal hesitated.

‘Two riders have arrived here at the abbey. One of them is a foreigner. They have come from Cashel in search of you.’

‘Has anything happened to my brother?’ demanded Fidelma sharply in response to the first thought which crossed her mind, sending icy fingers of fear clutching at her. Had something happened to her brother, Colgú, the newly installed king of Muman, the largest of the five kingdoms of Éireann?

At once Abbot Cathal looked contrite.

‘No, no. Your brother, the king, is safe and well,’ he reassured her. ‘Forgive my clumsiness of expression. Come, follow me to my chamber where you are awaited.’

Her curiosity aroused, Fidelma hurried as sedately as she could along the corridors of the great abbey beside the taller figure of the abbot.

From a small slumbering backwater, Lios Mhór, the great house as it was called, had risen into prominence when Cáthach of blessed name moved from Rathan to establish a new community of religious only a generation before. Within a short time, Lios Mhór had become one of the foremost ecclesiastical teaching centres to which flocked students from many lands. Like most of the great abbeys of Ireland, it was a mixed house, a conhospitae, in which religious of both sexes lived, worked and raised their children in the service of Christ.

As they made their way through the cloisters of the abbey, the students and religious respectfully stood aside to allow the abbot’s passage, heads bowed in deference. The students were young men and women from many nations who came to the five kingdoms to receive their education. At the door of the abbot’s chambers,  Cathal halted and opened it, ushering Fidelma inside.

A large, elderly man of imposing appearance was standing beside the abbot’s table. He turned with a broad smile on his face as Fidelma entered. He was still handsome and energetic looking in spite of his silver hair and obvious advanced years. He wore a gold chain of office over his cloak. Had not his physical appearance distinguished him, his chain of office proclaimed him as a man of rank.

Fidelma recognised him at once.

‘Beccan! It is good to see you again.’

The Chief Brehon returned her smile. He came forward and took both her hands in his.

‘To meet with one who is the subject of affection as well as professional esteem is always a matter of joy for me, Fidelma.’

His expression and warmth of his greeting were not matters of protocol but of genuine emotion.

Fidelma was aware of a hollow cough behind her and she turned with a look of inquiry. The figure of a brother of the cloth stood with hands folded into his homespun brown woollen robes. His tonsure was different from the tonsure of the blessed John, as worn by the religious of the five kingdoms of Éireann. It was a Roman tonsure. His face was solemn but his dark brown eyes contained a twinkling mirth as he bowed his head in greeting to her.

‘Brother Eadulf!’ breathed Fidelma quickly. ‘I thought you were in attendance on my brother in Cashel?’

‘That I was. Yet there was little to do at Cashel and when I heard that Beccan was coming here in search of you, I offered to accompany him.’

‘Coming to find me?’ Fidelma suddenly remembered the words of the abbot. ‘What is amiss?’

She swung round to the elderly Brehon. Abbot Cathal went to seat himself behind his desk while the Chief Brehon addressed Fidelma.

‘There is some disturbing news, sister,’ Beccan began solemnly. Then he shrugged and smiled apologetically. ‘Forgive me, first I should say that your brother rests well in his capital of Cashel. He sends his warmest greetings to you.’

Fidelma did not bother to explain that Abbot Cathal had already assured her of her brother’s safety.

‘Then what is the disturbing news . . . ?’

Beccan paused a moment as if to gather his thoughts.

‘Yesterday afternoon there came to Cashel a messenger from the clan of Eber of Araglin.’

The name was immediately familiar to Fidelma and it took her a moment to register that the name had occurred in the very last case which she had judged that afternoon. Eber was chieftain of the area from which Archú and his compassionless cousin had come to plead before her.

‘Go on,’ she prompted guiltily for Beccan had paused again when he observed that her thoughts were wandering.

‘The messenger reported that Eber had been murdered along with one of his relatives. Someone was caught at the scene of the crime.’

‘What has this to do with me?’ Fidelma asked.

Beccan made a gesture with his hand as if to express apology.

‘I am on my way to Ros Ailithir, on your brother’s business. It is urgent business and I cannot afford the time to journey to Araglin and conduct a proper investigation. Your brother, the king, was concerned that this matter should immediately be investigated and that justice be dispensed. Eber of Araglin has been a good friend to Cashel and your brother thought it fitting that you . . .’

Fidelma could guess the rest.

‘That I go to Araglin,’ she ended with a sigh. ‘Well, the business here is concluded and I was planning to join my brother in Cashel tomorrow. I suppose that it matters little if I arrive a day or so later than I expected to. Yet, I do not fully understand, what is  there to investigate in Araglin if the culprit is already caught, as you say? Is there some doubt as to his guilt?’

Beccan shook his head firmly.

‘None that I know,’ he assured her. ‘I am told that the murderer was caught with a dagger in his hand and blood on his clothes as he stood over the body of Eber. Your brother, however . . .’

Fidelma grimaced wryly.

‘I know. Eber was a friend to Cashel and justice must be seen to be done and done fairly.’

‘There is no Brehon in Araglin,’ interposed Abbot Cathal, in order to explain the position. ‘It is more a matter of ensuring that justice is properly conducted.’

‘Is there any reason to suspect it might be otherwise?’

Abbot Cathal spread his hands as if to imply the question was not so clear cut.

‘Eber was, by all accounts, a very popular chieftain with a reputation for kindliness and generosity. He was apparently well liked by his people. There might be a tendency to punish the culprit without recourse to justice and the strict letter of the law.’

Fidelma gazed into his troubled eyes for a few moments. Cathal knew the mountain people around Lios Mhór better than most for he was one of them. She nodded briefly in acknowledgment of his concern.

‘I have had an example in my court of how at least one man of the clan of Araglin has little respect for the law,’ she mused. ‘Tell me more about the people of Araglin, Father Abbot.’

‘Little to tell. They are a close-knit people who are usually resentful of outsiders. Eber’s clan lives mainly in the mountains around a settlement which is called the rath of the chieftain of Araglin. The lands stretch to the east along the Araglin river which flows through the glen. It is rich farmland. Eber’s clan keep themselves to themselves and distrust strangers. It will not be an easy task that you undertake.’

‘You say that they have no Brehon? Have they a priest?’

‘Yes; Father Gormán is to be found at the rath. There is a chapel there which is called Cill Uird, the church of ritual. He has lived twenty years among the people of Araglin. He was trained here, at Lios Mhór. You will doubtless find him of valuable assistance to you although he has certain dogmatic views on the propagation of the Faith which you might find yourself in conflict with.’

‘How so?’ inquired Fidelma with interest.

Cathal smiled disarmingly.

‘I think it better if you discover for yourself so that I do not bias you one way or another.’

‘I suppose he is an advocate of Roman custom,’ Fidelma sighed.

Abbot Cathal grimaced.

‘You are very discerning, sister. Yes. He believes the Roman ways are better than our native customs. He has some support in this for he has built a Roman chapel at Ard Mór which is becoming renowned for its opulence. Father Gormán seems to have rich supporters.’

‘Yet he still dwells in such an isolated spot as Cill Uird,’ remarked Fidelma. ‘That is curious.’

‘Do not look for mysteries that do not exist,’ rebuked Abbot Cathal, though with a smile. ‘Father Gormán is a man of Araglin but believes in propagating his interpretation of the Faith as well.’

Beccan was regarding her doleful countenance with amusement. He shook his head playfully.

‘The trouble, Fidelma of Kildare, is that you are too good at your profession. Your wisdom is becoming a by-word throughout the five kingdoms of Éireann.’

‘The thought does not please me,’ muttered Fidelma. ‘I serve the law not for personal esteem. I serve it to bring justice to the people.’

Beccan took her irritation in good spirits.

‘And in doing so, Fidelma, you are known as a just person with an ability to solve contentious conundrums. In the wake of your successes comes your reputation. You must accept that with good grace. But now . . .’

He turned decisively to Abbot Cathal.

‘I must be on my way for I wish to get to Ard Mór before nightfall. Vive valeque, Cathal of Lios Mhór.’

‘Vive, vale, Beccan.’

With a quick smile to Fidelma and a nod to Eadulf, the elderly man was gone, leaving the room almost before they had realised he had departed.

Fidelma turned to Brother Eadulf curiously.

‘Are you not continuing the journey with Beccan? Where do you go from here, Eadulf ?’

The dark-eyed monk, who had shared many of her adventures, was indifferent.

‘I thought that I would accompany you to Araglin; that is if you have no objection. I would be interested in seeing a part of this land that I have never seen before.’

Fidelma’s lips quirked in a mischievous grin at Eadulf ’s diplomatic reply which was obviously framed to placate any inquisitive thought that the abbot had.

Eadulf was a hereditary gerefa or magistrate of his people, the South Folk Saxons. He had been converted to the Christian faith by an Irish missionary, Fursa, and sent to the great colleges of Éireann for his education, studying firstly at the monastery of Durrow and then at the famous college of medicine at Tuaim Brecain. Then Eadulf had left the Church of Colmcille for the Church of Rome. He had become secretary to Theodore, the new archbishop of Canterbury, appointed by Rome. Theodore sent him back to Ireland as an emissary to Fidelma’s brother Colgú of Cashel. Eadulf was perfectly at home in the five kingdoms, whose language he spoke fluently.

‘You may join me and welcome, Eadulf,’ she replied softly. Then: ‘Have you a horse?’

‘Your brother kindly loaned me a mount for this journey.’

Usually the religious did not ride on their journeys. Fidelma’s ownership of a horse was merely a recognition of her rank and her office as a Brehon of the courts of law.

‘Excellent. Perhaps we should make a start upon our journey immediately. There are still many hours of daylight left.’

‘Would it not be wiser to wait until dawn tomorrow?’ asked Abbot Cathal. ‘You will not get to Araglin by nightfall.’

‘There is bound to be a hostel along the way,’ replied Fidelma with easy assurance. ‘If there is a possibility of preemptive action against the accused by Eber’s people, without them waiting for the matter to be dealt with by law, then the quicker I get to Araglin, the better.’

Cathal agreed, albeit reluctantly.

‘As you will, Fidelma. But the mountains are no place to be caught abroad at night without shelter.’ The abbot, however, was only too well aware that he was not talking to a simple religieuse but to the sister of his king. What she decided was not something he could challenge with any authority. ‘I will get one of our brothers to prepare food and drink for your journey and see that your horses are watered and saddled.’

Abbot Cathal rose and left the room.

As the door shut behind him a metamorphosis overcame the solemn features of Fidelma. She wheeled round and caught the hands of the Saxon monk. There was a bubbling humour in her green-blue eyes. The natural expression of merriment on her fresh, attractive face would make even the most sombre of religious wonder why such an alluring young woman had taken up the life of holy orders. Her tall, yet well-proportioned figure seemed to express a desire for a more active and joyous role in life than that in the cloistered confines of a religious community.

‘Eadulf! But I had heard that you were on your way back to the land of the Saxons?’

Eadulf’s expression reformed itself in an embarrassed grin at her enthusiasm at seeing him again.

‘Not yet awhile. When I heard that Beccan was coming to find you, in order to send you on this journey to Araglin, I told your brother that I would like to see something of the country and the  law in operation. It gives me an excuse to stay a little longer in this land.’

‘It is good that you have come. If the truth be told, I was so bored here in Lios Mhór. It will be good to get up into the mountains; into the sweet air and have someone to talk with about this and that . . .’

Eadulf laughed. It was a pleasant, good-natured laugh.

‘I have learnt what your sort of talk means,’ he replied pointedly.

This time it was her turn to laugh. She had missed the debates which she used to have with Eadulf. Missed the way she could tease Eadulf over their conflicting opinions and philosophies; the way he would always rise with good humour to the bait which she threw at him. Their arguments would rage but there was no enmity between them. They learned together as they examined their interpretations of the moral principles of the founding fathers of their Faith and passionately contested their ideas of life.

Eadulf was suddenly serious as he gazed at her animated features.

‘I, too, have missed our talks,’ he said quietly.

They stared at one another in silence and then the door opened abruptly and Abbot Cathal came in. They moved apart in embarrassment.

‘It is done. The food will be ready. In fact, you are in luck. I am told that there is a farmer from Araglin who is just about to start on his return journey there. He can guide you on your way.’

Fidelma regarded him hesitantly.

‘A farmer? Is he young or middle-aged?’ she queried cautiously.

Abbot Cathal stared perplexed for a moment and then shrugged.

‘He is young. There is a young girl with him as well. Does this have some relevance?’

‘In this case, it does not matter.’ Fidelma shook her head with solemn amusement. ‘But had the farmer been an older man then I think it might well have made a difference. You see,’ she decided to explain to the clearly puzzled abbot, ‘I have just made a  judgment against a middle-aged farmer - one Muadnat. He might not take kindly to my company.’

Abbot Cathal still looked bemused.

‘But all must accept the judgment of law.’ He seemed unable to contemplate the concept that a judgment under the law could cause any resentful emotions.

‘Not everyone accepts it in good grace, abbot,’ replied Fidelma. ‘But now I think that it is time that Brother Eadulf and I were on our way.’

Abbot Cathal appeared reluctant to let them depart.

‘This may be the last time we see each other, Fidelma; at least for a while.’

‘Why so?’ she asked curiously.

‘Next week I shall be setting out on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. It has been my ambition for many years now. Brother Nemon will take my place as abbot here.’

‘The Holy Land?’ Fidelma sounded wistful. ‘That is a journey that one day I, too, hope to make. I wish you great joy of the journey, Cathal of Lios Mhór. May God be on every road you travel.’

She held out her hand to the abbot who took it and clasped it f irmly.

‘And may He continue to inspire your judgments, Fidelma of Kildare,’ the abbot replied solemnly. He smiled at them both in turn and half raised a hand in blessing. ‘To the end of the road - peace and safety.’




Chapter Three

In the flagged courtyard of the abbey, they found the young man, Archú, with the girl who had been with him in the chapel. They were waiting impatiently, seated in the shade of the cloisters. Nearby two horses stood already saddled. Archú stood up and approached Sister Fidelma as she appeared. He still reminded her of an eager puppy awaiting his master’s pleasure.

‘I am told that you need a guide to take you to the land of Araglin, sister. I am pleased to be able to offer my service to you since you have restored my land and my honour.’

Fidelma shook her head, restraining a smile at his youthful dignity.

‘I have told you before, the law was the only arbiter in that matter. You owe no debt to me.’

She turned as the young girl now approached, eyes down cast. She was attractive, slim and fair-haired and Fidelma estimated that she was no more than sixteen years of age.

Archú introduced her with a self-conscious air.

‘This is Scoth. Now that I have my land, we are to be married. I shall ask our priest, Father Gormán, to arrange it as soon as we get home.’

The young girl blushed happily.

‘Even had the judgment gone against you, I would still have married you,’ she rebuked him gently. She turned to Fidelma. ‘That was why I followed Archú here. It would not have mattered to me which way your judgment went. Truly it would not.’

Fidelma regarded the young girl gravely.

‘But it is just as well, Scoth, that the judgment went well. Now  you are to marry an ocáire and not a landless man.’

In turn, Fidelma introduced Brother Eadulf to them. One of the brothers had been packing food and drink for the journey into the saddle bags of the horses and now came forward leading the two mounts by their bridles. She noticed that Archú and Scoth each carried a bundle and a blackthorn staff. She realised that there were no other horses in the courtyard and it was clear that they had no mounts, not even an ass to ride.

Archú noticed her frown and correctly guessed what was passing through her mind.

‘We do not have horses, sister. There are horses on the farm in Araglin but, of course, I was not allowed to take them for the journey here. And my cousin, Muadnat,’ he hesitated and his pronunciation of the name was tinged with bitterness, ‘has already left with Agdae, his chief cowman. So we must return as we came . . . on foot.’

Fidelma shook her head gently.

‘No matter,’ she replied cheerfully. ‘Our horses are strong mounts and you are but small extra weight. Scoth can ride behind me while you, Archú, can get up behind Brother Eadulf.’

It was mid-afternoon when they turned through the large wooden gates of the monastery and walked the horses along a path by the broad river with the mountains rising immediately to the north of them.

Archú, seated behind Eadulf, pointed across his shoulder.

‘Araglin lies up in those mountains,’ he called eagerly. ‘We will have to rest somewhere in their midst tonight but you will be in Araglin before midday tomorrow.’

‘Where were you planning to spent the night?’ asked Fidelma, as she turned her horse across the narrow wooden bridge which spanned the great river in the direction of the tall northern peaks.

‘Within a mile or so we’ll leave the northern road to Cashel and begin to ascend through hilly country towards the land of Araglin, along the west side of a small river that rises in those  mountains,’ replied Archú. ‘It is heavily wooded country. Along that path there is a tavern should you wish to spend the night there. We should reach there just before nightfall.’

‘Then the next day’s journey will be easy,’ chimed in the girl, Scoth, from behind Fidelma. ‘It will be but a few hours’ ride across the head of the great glen and down into the valley of Araglin which takes you straight to the rath of the chieftain of Araglin.’

Brother Eadulf turned his head slightly.

‘Do you know why we are heading there?’

Archú contrived to shrug on his perch behind the monk.

‘The Father Abbot did tell us the news from Araglin,’ he replied.

‘Did you know Eber?’ asked Fidelma. The youth had not seemed unduly alarmed that his chieftain had been murdered. She was interested by his lack of concern.

‘I knew of him,’ Archú admitted. ‘Indeed, my mother was related to him. But most people in Araglin are related in some way. My mother’s farm was in an isolated valley known as the valley of the Black Marsh, which is some miles from the rath of the chieftain. We had little cause to go to the rath of the chieftain. Nor did Eber ever come to see my mother. Her marriage to my father was not approved of by her family. Father Gormán came to visit us now and then but never Eber.’

‘And you, Scoth? Did you know Eber?’

‘I was an orphan, raised as a servant on Muadnat’s farm. I never was allowed to go to the rath of the chieftain, though I saw Eber several times when he came to feast or hunt with Muadnat. And once he came to Muadnat’s farmstead some years ago to raise the clan to battle against the Uí Fidgente. I remember him as being in the same mould as Muadnat. I have seen him drunken and abusive.’

‘My father, Artgal, answered his call and went off to fight the Uí Fidgente but never returned,’ added Archú angrily.

‘So there is little you can tell me about Eber?’

‘What is it that you wish to know?’ asked Archú with interest.

‘I would like to know about the sort of person he was. You say that you have seen him drunk and abusive. But was he an able chieftain of his people?’

‘Most people spoke well of him,’ Archú offered. ‘I think he was well-liked but when I sought advice from Father Gormán, about making a legal claim against Muadnat, he advised me to take the claim to Lios Mhór rather than appeal directly to Eber.’

Fidelma found this a curious piece of advice for a priest to give. After all, the first step in any litigation was an appeal to the clan chieftain; even a petty chieftain of a small sept had the right to make an initial judgment. She was reminded that Beccan had mentioned that Araglin did not have a Brehon to advise on the law, so perhaps Father Gormán’s advice was sound enough and not a reflection on the prejudice of Eber.

‘Did Father Gormán offer any reason why you should appeal directly to Lios Mhór?’ she asked.

‘None.’

‘Isn’t it curious that two people can be raised in a clan territory yet hardly see the chieftain of their clan?’ Eadulf questioned.

Archú laughed disarmingly.

‘Araglin is not some small territory. You could easily get lost among the mountains. Indeed, you might dwell all your life there and not meet the neighbour on the other side of the hill. My farmstead,’ the boy paused and savoured the phrase, ‘my farmstead, as I have said, is in an isolated valley and there is only one other farmstead in it, the farm of Muadnat.’
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