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

The International Sister Fidelma Society regularly produces a journal entitled The Brehon that is packed with news and fascinating information about Fidelma’s world. 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 Sister Fidelma series:

‘The Sister Fidelma books give the readers a rattling good yarn. But more than that, they bring vividly and viscerally to life the fascinating lost world of the Celtic Irish. I put down The Spider’s Web with a sense of satisfaction at a good story well told, but also speculating on what modern life might have been like had that civilisation survived’ Ronan Bennett

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

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

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

‘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


By Peter Tremayne and featuring Sister Fidelma:

Absolution by Murder

Shroud for the Archbishop

Suffer Little Children

The Subtle Serpent

The Spider’s Web

Valley of the Shadow

The Monk who Vanished

Act of Mercy

Hemlock at Vespers

Our Lady of Darkness

Smoke in the Wind

The Haunted Abbot

Badger’s Moon

Whispers of the Dead

The Leper’s Bell

Master of Souls

A Prayer for the Damned

Dancing with Demons

The Council of the Cursed

The Dove of Death

The Chalice of Blood

Behold a Pale Horse

The Seventh Trumpet

Atonement of Blood

The Devil’s Seal

The Second Death

Penance of the Damned

Night of the Lightbringer

Bloodmoon

Blood in Eden


About the Book

Ireland. AD 672. The hamlet of Cloichín is said to be a veritable Eden, with its prosperous farms and close-knit, friendly community. But when Sister Fidelma and Eadulf arrive, a new priest has ordered the villagers to lynch a man accused of murdering a local farmer, his wife and two sons. The only evidence they hold against him is the fact that he is a stranger to their land.

Fidelma confronts the priest and saves the man’s life, determined that the villagers must give the newcomer a fair trial. But there is to be more blood in Eden and more lives will be lost as the priest manipulates the people of Cloichín against one another. As long-standing friends become new-found enemies, and no one knows who to trust, Fidelma must do everything she can to find out who is the real serpent in their midst . . .


For Eleni Triantafillaki

my soul-twin

who encouraged me to accept

nulla vestigia retrorsum – 

no footsteps backwards.


Eiecitque Adam et conlocavit ante paradisum voluptatis cherubin et flammeum gladium atque versatilem ad custodiendam viam ligni vitae.

After He drove out Adam, He placed, before the east of the Garden of Eden, cherubim armed and a flaming, whirling sword to guard the way to the Tree of Life.

Genesis 3-24

Vulgate Latin translation of Jerome, 4th century


PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS
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Sister Fidelma of Cashel, a dálaigh or advocate of the law courts of 7th-century Ireland

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

At Cloichín

The victims

Adnán, a farmer

Aoife, his wife

Cainnech, their son

Abél, the second son

The inhabitants

Brother Gadra, a priest

Fethmac, the bó-aire or magistrate

Ballgel, his wife

Gobánguss, the blacksmith

Breccnat, his wife

Eórann, mother of Gobánguss

Lúbaigh, a farmworker

Fuinche, his wife

Dulbaire, Lúbaigh’s brother

Íonait, a milkmaid

Blinne, her mother, a widow

Tadgán, farmer and cousin to Adnán

Taithlech, a merchant

Flannat, his daughter and widow of Díoma, son of Tadgán

The itinerants

Celgaire

Fial, his wife

Ennec, their baby son

At the Abbey of Ard Fhionáin

Abbot Rumann

Brother Solam, the scholar

Brother Fechtnach, rechtaire or steward

At Cnoc na Faille

Conmaol, a claimant to Adnán’s inheritance

Slébíne, his son

Tuama, a shepherd

Enda, a warrior of the Nasc Niadh, or Golden Collar, élite bodyguard to Colgú, King of Muman
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story follows chronologically after Bloodmoon although it is self-contained. The year is AD 672, the month Mí Faoide (February), regarded in 7th-century Ireland as ‘the month of sleep or rest’. There was little to be done in the rural areas during the dark, cold days that preceded the quarter year known as Imbolc, the time of the coming into lamb of the ewes, and whose major festival was dedicated to the ancient Goddess of Fertility, Brigit.

The location is Cloichín (Clogheen), a settlement known as ‘the stony place’, lying not far from the shadows of the towering Cnoc Mhaoldomhnaigh (Knockmealdown) mountain range situated 32 kilometres to the south of Cashel. The abbey of Ard Fhionáin (Ardfinnan) lies a short distance away to the east. Called ‘Finan’s Height’, it took its name from a religious settlement founded in the early 7th century by Finan the Leper.

It might help readers appreciate the setting to know that the genealogical records of the indigenous Gaelic aristocracy of Ireland are considered to be the most ancient in Europe. Surviving family pedigrees, in written form, date from the 7th century AD; however, the famous Irish scholar Professor Eoin MacNeill (1867–1945) believed that they ‘are probably fairly authentic in the main as far back as 200BC’.

We are dealing with an Ireland at a time of social change. New concepts of Christianity being brought in from Rome resulted in conflicts and confusion as ideas on issues such as property ownership and inheritance began to be influenced.

The term derbhfine (dey-ruv-fin-a), used in this story, refers to a family group of up to four living generations from a common great-grandfather. This was the usual unit for agreement on dynastic succession as there was no primogeniture. Eldest sons did not necessarily succeed fathers, although there was the senior member – the ádae fine – who convened the family group. With the concept of fintiu, or kin-land, a developing form of private property was recognised. The old tribal land system, over which the derbhfine could still make collective decisions, was changing slowly. Another point to remember is that women had the right of inheritance and also retained their own property throughout marriage. In law, they were called banchomarba (ban-cho-mar-ba) or female heirs. A good analysis of this can be found in ‘The Relationship of Mother and Son, of Father and Daughter, and the Law of Inheritance with Regard to Women’ by Professor Myles Dillon, in Studies in Early Irish Law, Royal Irish Academy, Dublin, 1936.

Because this is probably the first work of fiction that deals with early medieval Irish law of property and female inheritance, readers will find a number of Old/Middle Irish words and manuscript references. Please do not waste time worrying about correct pronunciation. Now and then, some readers have expressed concern that concepts seem so advanced for the 7th century; I believe they suspect I make up the laws as I think fit. This, of course, is not so. Blood in Eden may be of help.


CHAPTER ONE
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The group of people was a small one but no longer consisted of individual men and women, and the few small, crying children among them. It had coalesced into a frightening mob, moving along the village street as if possessed of one body and one purpose. The noise they made rose like a single discordant sound – an assault on the senses. Even their arms, waving, some bearing cudgels and sticks, appeared as appendages to a single being. A keen-eyed observer could discern that something or someone was being propelled along in their midst. Eventually the body of a man became visible; a man struggling against the rope by which he was being dragged. Through the covering of mud and filth, one thing distinguished him from the mob surrounding him, which was the colour of his skin. It was black.

At the head of the mindless crowd strode a stout figure, now and then turning and shouting encouragement, waving them on as his voice was sometimes lost among their cries and screams of hatred. He wore the black woollen robes of a religieux, with a silver cross hung on a leather thong around his neck. In one hand he carried a curiously carved blackthorn staff.

The mob manhandled their prisoner along the main village street, between dark buildings of poor quality, typical of the many rural settlements of the area. At their doors stood one or two inhabitants looking silently on. As the frenzied group passed one house, the door burst open and a young man, apparently tearing himself away from the restraint of two burly men, pushed his way into the path of the stocky religieux. As he halted, the two muscular men caught up with him and grabbed his arms. The young man, dark haired and handsome, desperately tried to shake off his captors but their grip was tight.

‘Brother Gadra!’ shouted the young man. ‘I order you to stop. Cease this madness!’

The religieux paused in mid-stride and the mob behind him came to an unruly halt, their wild yelling subsiding unevenly.

Brother Gadra turned to the young man, his eyes narrowed, and hissed, ‘I am about God’s work and the work of justice that you should have been about, Fethmac of Cloichín.’

‘I am the bó-aire, magistrate of this village. It is I who administer the law here,’ the young man replied sternly.

Brother Gadra threw back his head and chuckled cynically.

‘Magistrate, indeed,’ he scoffed. ‘You are hardly old enough to shave. What do you know of justice? You are not qualified even in the native law to be a Brehon and command the respect of others. You certainly have no knowledge of the canon laws by which we should all live, placing our trust only in our supreme judge and creator.’

The young man called Fethmac ignored the contemptuous tone in Brother Gadra’s voice.

‘I know my duties, Brother. I say again, as your magistrate I am the only one here to speak of law and justice. What you are doing is wrong. Release that man.’

He gestured towards the now prone body of the mud-covered victim, the end of the rope held in the hands of his tormentors.

There was a nervous movement among the crowd at the authority in the young magistrate’s words.

‘You think this . . . this beast . . . is a man?’ sneered Brother Gadra. ‘You think he has any rights? He is a creature, a mindless animal – and his actions have shown that.’

Fethmac was defiant in front of the confident religieux.

‘He is a man under our law and must be heard in his defence. Release him, I say!’

‘And I say, we will not! Death is his reward,’ shouted Brother Gadra. ‘Does not the Holy Book of Leviticus say “He that kills any man shall surely be put to death”? He has killed, so he shall die!’

There now rose a muttering in agreement at Brother Gadra’s loud declaration.

‘Our law demands trial and proof before a man is declared guilty,’ cried the magistrate, once more attempting to free himself of those who were forcibly restraining him. ‘He has not been judged.’

‘We have already judged him,’ snapped Brother Gadra. ‘As Ezekiel says, “Every person shall die for his own sin.” So be it. He shall die now.’

He nodded to the two men holding the young magistrate, and they hauled him from the path. Brother Gadra then turned to the crowd, his eyes aflame with fanaticism, aware that the magistrate’s intervention might have weakened their hot-blooded resolve. He held up his silver crucifix for them all to see.

‘We are about our Lord’s work,’ he boomed. ‘Do not be turned from the path of righteousness, for the Holy Book says, without qualification, that a killing is punishable by death. God demands it – and is there any among you who will defy God?’

His angry words once more animated the people and once again they became a dangerous mob, baying for blood.

Satisfied, Brother Gadra pointed to the end of the settlement where the track led to a small hillock.

‘Let your territorial emblem also signify the means by which those who transgress the laws of God shall receive retribution!’

His outstretched hands pointed towards the tree that grew on top of the mound. It rose, a broad trunk with a spreading crown, an ancient sessile oak with a few obdurate brown leaves, hardy stalkless acorns, and straight branches sticking outward like signposts to the various points of the landscape. The tree had obviously stood for many centuries, marking the territory of the community, one of the countless rural habitations of the Eóghanacht Glendamnach, in turn one of the largest territories of the Kingdom of Muman. For most of the villagers, it was a sacred tree, for such emblems were used even in the time beyond time, in the time before the New Faith had spread across the land.

The captive was dragged before the tree and stood twisting but secure in the grips of the two village men. He stared up, his eyes white orbs against his black, mud-streaked face, fixing with horror on the gnarled arms of the tree, which seemed to droop ready for the fruit that would soon hang from them.

‘Who has the rope?’ demanded Brother Gadra.

A man came forward, taking a coiled rope from his shoulder. He was a powerfully built fellow with scowling features.

‘I have it here, Brother Gadra.’

‘Then secure it to that branch.’

The young magistrate who had tried to stop the mob had managed to drag his two captors closer to the edge of the crowd by sheer willpower.

‘Stop! This is wrong!’ he screamed over the heads of the crowd. ‘You will all be answerable to the law!’

The Brother glanced briefly at him. ‘As you will be answerable to God,’ he replied. ‘Have a care, young magistrate. If you keep interfering, God might require a more immediate answer from you.’

The crowd were hesitant again. After all, Fethmac had authority in the village, and was the dispenser of law. Did Brother Gadra truly have the right to threaten him to the point of death as he appeared to be doing?

Unexpectedly, a young man scarcely out of his teenage years suddenly detached himself from the crowd and moved to the tree with a curious hopping, almost dancing step. From his loosely flapping jacket he took a fedán, a reed pipe of the kind many shepherds and cowherders often played. It was no more than a hollow plant stem and he put it to his thin lips. An odd cadence came from it as he stood by the tree shuffling his feet in some frenzied ritual movement. For a few moments, the crowd looked on in silent embarrassment at his performance.

‘Dulbaire! Stop that!’ An older man came from the crowd and seized the boy’s arm while with the other hand he snatched at the whistle. The boy went, protesting loudly.

Brother Gadra had seized the moment and urged the man with the rope to continue his gruesome task. When there was a moment’s faltering on his part, Brother Gadra growled: ‘If any here be of faint heart, remember whose death we avenge.’

To this there came a low rumble of anger from several throats.

After a quick glance around at his fellows, the designated hangman stepped back and threw the rope towards the tree. It coiled over a branch and fell into his waiting hands, upon which he began to fashion a noose.

‘Six men on that end,’ instructed the religieux. ‘Come on!’ he urged when there seemed more dithering.

Self-consciously, reluctantly, some men shuffled forward from the crowd as if impelled by Brother Gadra’s terrible, mesmeric gaze. They took hold of the end of the rope as if they were handling a dangerous beast.

At a further nod, the prisoner was shoved forward and the hangman placed the noose over his head then drew it tight.

Brother Gadra stepped close to the sobbing victim.

‘God can spare no mercy, for your crime is beyond mercy,’ he declared, raising his voice so that the crowd could hear him clearly. ‘Do you wish to confess your sins before you meet His terrible vengeance?’

‘I did not do this,’ the man babbled. ‘I am innocent.’

Brother Gadra stepped back and nodded at the men holding the end of the rope.

‘Do God’s justice . . . now!’

The men began to pull. The noose tightened, choking the man’s sobs and he was raised from the ground.

At that moment, a cold feminine voice pierced the silence that had fallen over them all.

‘Stop! Stop and release that rope or suffer the anger of your King and the punishment of the law!’

Startled by the unexpected voice of authority, the men at the end of the rope stood stockstill for a moment before letting the rope slide through their hands until the victim’s urgently jerking feet found support on the muddy ground again. Everyone seemed shocked into silence. Even Brother Gadra froze in his bloodthirsty exhortations.

As if from behind the oak, although such a thing was impossible, a figure on horseback had emerged. The onlookers gasped at the sight of the rider, the hood of her heavy cloak having become dislodged, showing her mass of untidy red hair. Her face seemed hard as white marble and the eyes were gimlet points of blue-green ice as she looked down on them.

‘What now?’ demanded Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham, staring at the burnt-out remains of what had been the tavern where he had often stopped for refreshment while crossing the high pass known as the Way of the Blessed Declan. The pass led through the great forbidding peaks of Cnoc Mhaoldomhnaigh, the bald, brown mountains.

Beside him, Fidelma of Cashel, seated on her Gaulish pony, shook her head and sighed.

‘This fire must have only happened recently,’ she observed, looking carefully at the charred ruins of the building and not answering his question directly.

They had just spent a few days at the abbey of Lios Mhór to celebrate the memorial feast in honour of Abbess Gobnait of Muscraige. Despite the fact that the abbess was a century and a half dead, an annual feast in her honour was held at the great abbey even though the link between Abbess Gobnait and Lios Mhór was slight. She had been instrumental in bringing knowledge of bee-keeping to the abbey, using honey for healing purposes and thus preventing a pestilence striking the people there. For this she had been declared a saintly person and duly honoured each year. It was courtesy that a member of the ruling dynasty of the kingdom attended. Fidelma, sister to Colgú, King of Muman, the largest and most south-westerly of the Five Kingdoms of Éireann, had taken the responsibility, accompanied by her husband Eadulf. Now they were on their way back northward to Cashel, the principal palace of the kingdom.

The direct route was not an easy one, twisting up to a height over a thousand metres across the mountain range. Declan, who had been abbot of Ard Mhór on the coast, had reputedly used the mountain pass as his route from his coastal abbey to visit the King at Cashel two centuries before.

Fidelma and Eadulf had crossed the mountains several times and usually halted for refreshment at the small tavern. Now its blackened ruins were a bleak and ominous sight.

‘What do you think?’ Eadulf prompted after a few moments. ‘Is it some deliberate act?’

‘It is not unusual for a tavern to catch fire,’ Fidelma pointed out. ‘Not everything should be interpreted as sinister. Fires from kitchens are frequent – which is why we generally have our kitchens built separately to the main living areas.’

Eadulf continued to examine the charred remains. ‘At least there are no signs of bodies.’

‘Nor any obvious cause why someone should attack an isolated tavern which so many travellers rely on for food and comfort as they come through this pass. So I would see this as the result of an accident.’

‘Accident or not, I was looking forward to some warmth and refreshment,’ Eadulf replied wearily. ‘This is an inhospitable month. In my language, we call it Solomonath, the month of mud.’

Fidelma raised an eyebrow in query. ‘I thought you called it Februa?’

Eadulf shook his head. ‘That is Latin, the month of expiation. Latin names are becoming popular now with the advance of the New Faith.’

‘Not so much here. Our name for this is Mí Faoide, the month of sleep and rest, and it’s still descriptive of what we should be doing during this period; resting for the spring that will soon be upon us.’

Eadulf grimaced tiredly. ‘Well, whatever the name, it certainly means that we have to look elsewhere for rest and food.’

As they sat gazing at the ruins, the tinkling of tiny bells caused them to look around. A little further down the slope, a flock of sturdy mountain sheep were strung out. A boy was moving among them with a shepherd’s crook, guiding them around rocks that had initially obscured him from Fidelma and Eadulf’s vision.

‘Hóigh!’ Eadulf shouted to attract his attention.

The shepherd boy looked up, startled for a moment. Then, to their amazement, he put his head down and carried on with his task.

Eadulf frowned. ‘He heard us,’ he said. ‘Maybe he is frightened of strangers?’

‘Sometimes it pays to be cautious of strangers,’ intoned a hollow voice from close behind them.

Jolted by surprise, they swung round to find a man seated on a rock on the slope that rose on the far side of the road behind them.

He was a man of middle years, with weather-bronzed skin and greying hair, flowing long and mingling with a beard that almost hid his face. He carried a shepherd’s staff, and while his clothes were not out of keeping with the profession of a shepherd there was something about his appearance that did not fit the role. He carried a broad knife in a sheath at one side of his belt, a quiver of arrows at the other and a medium-sized ash bow was strung on his back.

‘Why would shepherds be frightened of strangers?’ asked Fidelma.

‘Oh, there have been assaults and thefts of late along Declan’s Way,’ the man replied. ‘I have taught my boy there,’ he indicated where the youth was herding the sheep, ‘to be cautious of any strangers along this way.’

‘You mean travellers have been held up and robbed?’ Eadulf queried.

‘They have,’ the man agreed easily, rising to his feet and moving down the slope until he was just a few metres below them. There he paused, turning to lean on his staff. His bright eyes narrowed shrewdly as he took in their clothing, especially Fidelma’s rich robes of beaver skin that barely hid the golden torc which she, as sister to the King of Muman, was allowed to wear as his emissary. Eadulf was clad in the plainer woollen dyed robe of a religious, and his tonsure, cut in the Roman way, proclaimed he was not a member of the native churches of the country.

‘I would imagine you are on the road to Cashel?’

‘At the moment, we are looking for a place to refresh ourselves on our journey,’ replied Fidelma.

‘You speak of assaults and thefts.’ Eadulf indicated the ruins of the inn. ‘Is that what occurred to the tavern there? Were they attacked and robbed? What exactly happened?’

The shepherd said whimsically, ‘As you see, stranger, the tavern has burned down.’

Eadulf’s brows creased and he was about to respond in annoyance when Fidelma interrupted.

‘We knew this was a good place to pause for food and shelter. So how did this tavern burn down when it has stood unharmed for a generation?’

The shepherd gave a sigh. ‘Is there not a saying that good care takes the head off bad luck?’

‘It is a saying,’ Fidelma confirmed, ‘but what do you mean by it?’

‘The bad luck came one night and that was because there was no good care. A lantern was not extinguished in the kitchen and good care had not been made to place it in a spot where it would do no harm. So harm was made. By the time Béoán, the tavernkeeper, and Cáemell, his wife, awoke, the place was truly alight and they barely escaped with their lives. That is what I heard.’

‘So they survived?’

‘They did so.’

‘There were no guests in the tavern?’

‘None. So they had to abandon the place and went for shelter to Béoán’s brother on the far side of Cnoc na gCloch.’

Eadulf frowned. ‘So there is now no tavern along the mountain pass?’

The shepherd shrugged. ‘There is no longer one near here so it depends in what direction you are travelling.’

‘To Cashel, of course, as you rightly suggested,’ Eadulf replied a little testily.

‘Then I know of no place where you might find good hospitality except other than down on the plain at Ard Fhionáin by the River Suir.’

‘That is still a fair journey from here,’ complained Eadulf.

‘The easiest way is to take the path to the east, once you come to the fork not far ahead. The track winds down the hill,’ the shepherd advised.

‘We know the path,’ Fidelma nodded.

They acknowledged the man’s help and continued their journey, but were aware of him standing, hands on hips, staring after them.

Once round the shoulder of one of the mountain slopes they came to a place where the track divided into two, one path leading steeply down the mountains to the north-east, which Eadulf already knew was the route to the abbey of Ard Fhionáin. The other path led to the north-west, a route which Eadulf had never explored.

For a few moments Fidelma was content to sit on her horse silently as if waiting for something.

‘What’s wrong?’ Eadulf wanted to know.

‘I am not sure. I could not help thinking there was something not quite right about that so-called shepherd.’

Eadulf nodded slightly. ‘Yes. I could not help noticing that he was carrying more weapons than usual for an ordinary shepherd.’

‘Let’s ride on,’ Fidelma decided. ‘But we will take the track to the north-west.’

‘I do not know that route. Is there something wrong with Ard Fhionáin?’

‘Nothing wrong with it,’ Fidelma said, ‘except the route is one most travellers take, as you know. If there are thieves and robbers about, as the shepherd warned us, then that would be the path they are most likely to waylay travellers on. I therefore think we should avoid it.’

‘Better the route you know . . . isn’t that the old saying?’

‘What I am pointing out,’ Fidelma said patiently, ‘is that it will not add considerably to our journey if we choose to go by the other route.’

‘So, do you know where this other path leads? Is there a tavern along the way?’

Fidelma shrugged. ‘I recall that there is a small farming settlement at the foot of the mountains – if we take this north-western path. It is many years since I travelled that way, but it descends by a beautiful lake and as we ride down we can look across the great plain towards Cashel. I am sure we can request hospitality in the settlement.’

‘What makes you so sure?’

‘At the last council of the Brehons I met a young man from the village which stands on the plain below. He had just been appointed magistrate of the village. I forget his name but I am sure he will be aware of his obligations to a visiting dálaigh. As I recall, although it was summer when I passed through it, it was a beautiful place . . . just like the mystical Garden of Fand.’

Eadulf could not help chuckling. ‘I don’t want a detour through the Otherworld to meet a goddess, however beautiful their gardens are. In this cold weather, all I want is shelter, food and a dry bed for the night.’

‘I can guarantee you that,’ Fidelma smiled.

In spite of their levity, Eadulf was thoughtful as they rode on, thinking about the burned tavern and the curious shepherd.

The way began to drop, almost imperceptibly at first, winding down the side of the hills until coming out in a broad, flat valley in which a deep lake was situated. The stretch of water seemed ominous and dark because of the low clouds that threatened rain. There was little growth hereabouts apart from a few hedges of blackthorns, some rising to the height of small trees with their tough, yellow wood and cruel thorns. Around some of the blackthorn were a few inedible fungi, black with stiff fingers as if to warn passers-by of their poisonous qualities.

The day had grown even colder as they rode down the mountain, due to the fact that they were now in the shadow of the hills – and the presence of the cold lake only added to the chill. Eadulf became aware that Fidelma, riding slightly ahead to lead the way, had halted as she reached the open slope of the hillside. He drew alongside her and saw that a broad vista had opened up. Had the clouds been higher and the sun shining, he realised that he could have seen right across the vast expanse of what must be the great Plain of Femen. Its fertile ground supplied the wealth and power in Colgú’s kingdom and was the reason why the Eóghanacht kings had chosen Cashel as their principal fortress, to dominate the plains. He knew this was the site of many tales of the time beyond time, when Bodb Dearg, son of the mighty god The Dagda, made his home there.

Fidelma was pointing downwards. ‘That is Cloichín. The track down is easier than it looks,’ she promised, aware that Eadulf was not really a comfortable horseman although he had improved over the years. One needed caution to guide a horse down such a precipitous slope.

Eadulf followed the line of her extended arm. Beyond the groups of buildings, across the mighty plain, he could just make out groups of trees and dark lines of what seemed rivers and even stretches of what could have been walls. Far, far beyond were rising dark shadows, but even these were obscured by the swirling rainclouds that were driven across hidden parts of the land before them.

Fidelma saw him frowning as he stared across the distance.

‘Sléibhte na gCoillte,’ she said, answering his unasked question.

‘The Mountains of the Forest?’

She nodded. ‘The road to Cashel runs just on the east side.’

‘So we are not that far from Cashel?’

‘If the weather changes and conditions on the tracks worsen we could be two days crossing the plains to Cashel. Horses can’t do more than walk in bad, muddy conditions and a horse’s walking pace is little faster than that of a human. So, as your people have named it, Eadulf, this is indeed the month of mud.’

Eadulf sighed. ‘From what I can see of it below, the plain is drab; even the greenery seems without colour.’

‘It is so at this time of year, though if the sun were shining we would see stretches of carpet-like growth made from rich green lichens, as the weather helps the mosses to make mats upon the earth. When we get down there you will see the countryside change; meadow grass, groundsel, shepherds’ purse are all in winter green but soon things will be changing. When the countryside here is in bloom it is like a great verdant garden, speckled with amazing points of colour.’

Fidelma’s assessment of the time taken to reach the foot of the mountains soon proved right. It seemed an age of careful riding at less than a walking pace, for the downward path twisted and turned to such a degree that they often had to dismount and lead their beasts over the more difficult places. They finally reached more level ground, and Eadulf could see gorse, waiting to burst forth into a blaze of colour, and spider ferns, although with fronds that were almost like a species of bush. Other than that, the landscape was typical of the month.

As they came to the end of the mountain path, Eadulf was mildly surprised by the number of stone boundary walls he began to see and he remarked on it to Fidelma.

‘It is a stony area,’ she replied. ‘The stones disappear as you get further away from the mountains and begin to cross the plain, but this is why the settlement we are going to is called Cloichín, the stony place. The farmers around it use the stones as boundaries to their territories.’

‘Stone boundaries? Isn’t that unusual in this part of the kingdom?’

‘This is a rich part so far as farms are concerned. The law texts on fencing and boundaries, the Cóir Anmann, is very specific on the four types of boundary fencing allowed, and for rich farms stone walls are usual.’

‘Then let us hope it augurs well for the richness of the hospitality with which we shall be received,’ Eadulf said in a more cheerful frame of mind. Then suddenly, he drew rein and put his head to one side with a frown. ‘That sounds like a waterfall,’ he said, peering towards a group of trees that hid the landscape ahead.

‘That’s the River Duthóg which we must ford. It runs south of the settlement.’

Eadulf grimaced. ‘I do not like the sound of the water. Doesn’t Duthóg mean “the difficult river”?’

Fidelma chuckled. ‘Your knowledge surprises me at times, Eadulf. But do not worry. The river runs shallowly over a stony bed and, at this time of year, is therefore quick-flowing and noisy, but not deep. The main village lies just beyond and is actually sited between two rivers, this one, the Duthóg, and to the north, the Teara, which is deeper and full of salmon and brown trout. The two rivers eventually join and run east into the River Suir at Ard Fhionáin.’

They came past the small wood to the bank of the river and Eadulf saw that Fidelma’s description of it was accurate. The waters barely came up to their horses’ fetlocks as they splashed through. There was an incline on the far side, a hillock with a great oak tree rising on its brow. Fidelma picked her way up the mound first, only to halt suddenly and shout: ‘Stop! Stop and release that rope or suffer the anger of your King and the punishment of the law!’

Startled, Eadulf quickly recovered himself and hastened up to reach her side. He became aware that he was overlooking the buildings of the village, with a crowd of people gathered immediately below them. The crowd stood staring silently up at them, having been silenced by Fidelma’s stentorian command. Eadulf registered a man in religieux robes standing at the front of them while, at the base of a tree, he saw some other men, frozen in the act of hauling something up on a jutting branch by a stout rope. The rope was fastened round the neck of a struggling man whose feet swung over the ground. He was choking to death.


CHAPTER TWO
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There was a shocked silence for a moment or two and then the religieux, Brother Gadra, was the first to recover. His already red and angry face contorted in fury.

‘How dare you interrupt, woman, and give orders in matters that are of no concern to you!’ he snarled. Then, turning to the men still loosely holding the rope: ‘Proceed as you were told.’

The men did not move.

‘Proceed with God’s work, I tell you!’ Brother Gadra’s voice cracked with its vehemence.

The young magistrate, Fethmac, whose arms were still held tightly between the two men on either side, struggled vainly once more in their grasp.

‘Lay down that rope! That is the sister of the King.’ His voice was shrill. ‘That is Sister Fidelma of Cashel!’

One of the men who had been holding the rope let go at once, his eyes wide with alarm as he recognised her name and authority. A nervous muttering began among the crowd. Reluctantly, some of the others released their hold and the half-senseless body of their victim slumped to the ground when the last man was unable to sustain the weight.

‘Loosen the rope from his neck and let him breathe,’ Fidelma ordered curtly.

‘Wait!’ cried Brother Gadra. ‘You have no authority even though you might be related to the King. Someone here called you Sister Fidelma. Then why do you not wear the robes of a Sister? Have you abandoned your religion? You have no claim to dictate what should be done here. I am your superior in the Faith.’

Fidelma’s gaze was like ice as she regarded the excitable man.

‘I have left the religious, not the religion,’ she responded angrily.

‘The same thing,’ jeered the Brother. ‘You have abandoned the Faith and, because of that, you are the one to be condemned.’

‘Brother Gadra,’ called Fethmac, ‘I am surprised that you have not heard of the Lady Fidelma’s authority as a dálaigh and of her reputation as legal adviser to Colgú King of Muman. I can only put your ignorance down to the fact that you are newly come to this kingdom and have spent so many years in the Kingdom of Frankia.’

Brother Gadra turned towards the magistrate and for the first time seemed disconcerted. In that moment, Fidelma realised she had control over the crowd.

‘Eadulf, see what you can do for that poor man.’ She indicated the half-choked prisoner on the ground, who still had the rope tightly around his neck. As Eadulf swung off his horse, Fidelma turned and glared at the crowd. A few stared sullenly back at her while the others guiltily hung their heads, not wishing to meet her gaze.

‘See the colour of his skin?’ yelled Brother Gadra suddenly. ‘He is an animal. He is not one of us. He has no rights among us.’

‘All people have rights, wherever they come from,’ Fidelma returned angrily. ‘If you are a Brother of the New Faith, you should know that.’ She addressed the crowd. ‘Release your magistrate immediately and go back to your homes while I find out the meaning of this outrage.’

The two men restraining Fethmac immediately released their hold on him as if his touch were somehow unbearable. In twos and threes the crowd began to disperse, all except the young magistrate and the glowering religieux. While Brother Gadra stood his ground, the young man hurried across to Fidelma as she dismounted and introduced himself.

‘Lady, I am Fethmac. We met some while ago at a law council. Thank God that you are here.’

Fidelma looked at him and then nodded. ‘I recognised you from that council. We were discussing the laws on boundaries at Ard Fhionáin. Tell me why you had no control over the people of your village. Are you not sufficiently qualified? Is that why they do not respect your authority?’

The young man’s expression was unhappy.

‘Lady, I am qualified and I have completed four years of study on law – but there has been a crime here which has incensed the people to a passion beyond their reason. I could not control their anger.’ He paused and indicated the stocky religieux, adding bitterly, ‘Brother Gadra, who is newly come among us, condoned their abandonment of the law and thereby encouraged their disobedience of me.’

Fidelma’s eyes flashed angrily as she advanced on the religieux, but Eadulf had risen from the side of the victim, who was still lying on the ground finding difficulty in breathing, and he now called for her attention.

‘It is best if we get this fellow out of the cold and into somewhere warm. Is his home nearby?’

Fethmac shook his head. ‘He has no home here. He is a ráithech – a vagrant.’

‘Do you have a hostel here?’ asked Fidelma.

‘There is only the barn next to my house,’ the young magistrate replied. ‘We can take him there. At least it is dry and warm.’

‘Very well.’ She glanced at Brother Gadra. ‘You will come as well, for I shall want to know the details of all that has happened here and the reasons why a person who claims to preach the Faith is condoning attempted murder.’

Brother Gadra stared defiantly at her.

‘I have the authority of the Faith behind me, woman.’ His voice was cold and not contrite. ‘You will not lecture me on your law. Further, I demand that I should be addressed as Father Gadra, as is my correct title.’

Fidelma smiled thinly, a dangerous sign as Eadulf knew.

‘“My law”? I have the authority of the law of the Five Kingdoms behind me, Brother Gadra, for that I believe is your name. I hold the degree of Anruth and stand next to the Chief Brehon of this kingdom.’

‘I care not for your laws but only the laws of God.’

‘We shall postpone esoteric debates until a more convenient time. As for your mode of address, we of the New Faith in these kingdoms prefer to be guided by what Holy Scripture says in the matter.’ Brother Gadra frowned and so she went on: ‘Et patrem nolite vocare vobis super terram unus enim est Pater vester qui in caelis est. Those are the instructions of Christ according to the text of Matthew. “Call no one on Earth your Father, you have only one Father in heaven”.’

Brother Gadra began to splutter. ‘How dare you—’

‘We are all Brothers and Sisters of the Faith,’ Eadulf interrupted sharply. ‘Though,’ he hastened on, ‘some of us, out of respect, will call the head of our religious communities “Abbot”, which comes from the Aramaic word abba, for Father. However, I am aware that there is a growing custom among the followers of Blessed Benedict of Nursia and his Rules to use the title. But I don’t think you are an abbot.’

Brother Gadra was now beyond words.

‘Meanwhile, as everyone seems to have disappeared,’ Fidelma added impatiently, ‘Eadulf will require assistance to carry this poor man to the house or barn of the magistrate.’

‘Then it is your task to find someone – lawyer.’ Brother Gadra folded his arms in a posture of insolence.

For a moment Fidelma was amazed at his attitude. Before she could react, however, Fethmac moved towards Eadulf, saying, ‘I will help you and show the way. It is just across there.’ He indicated the direction with a nod of his head.

Fidelma decided to say nothing more to the religieux but took the reins of Eadulf’s horse with those of her own while Fethmac and Eadulf carried the semi-conscious victim of the near-hanging between them, Brother Gadra following reluctantly behind. Fethmac guided them towards a group of nearby buildings that were part of the settlement. Beside a substantial stone dwelling was a wooden barn whose door was slightly ajar. Fethmac was able to push it further open with his foot so that they could move inside. He and Eadulf laid their burden down on some hay bales while Fidelma secured their horses to one side of the barn.

It was as she was doing so that Fidelma heard a female voice calling for help. Fethmac began moving hurriedly to the house.

‘My wife, Ballgel,’ he threw over his shoulder. ‘They locked her in when they took me prisoner.’

‘Prisoner?’ Fidelma turned her gaze with a frown towards Brother Gadra.

The religieux sneered. ‘The young man had to be restrained for he was interfering with the work of the Lord.’

‘You will doubtless teach me the difference between someone being restrained and being made prisoner,’ she said dryly. ‘Who imprisoned his wife?’

Brother Gadra shrugged indifferently and failed to reply.

Fidelma moved to Eadulf’s side; he was still bending over the injured man. ‘How is he?’

‘There’s little to be done except treat the rope burns on his neck and the constrictions in his throat. Honey and hot water should help. Maybe if some marsh-mint was available, what is it called – cartlann? What is the man’s name?’ He looked across to Brother Gadra.

Again the religieux just shrugged.

Fidelma thought she had been surprised enough that day but now she gasped. ‘Are you saying you were about to hang a man and didn’t even know his name?’

‘We were not hanging a name but a murderer,’ replied the Brother. ‘The devil would not need to know his name to welcome him into the fires of hell!’

Fidelma swallowed, trying to keep her feelings under control.

Fethmac reappeared at that point, followed by a young, attractive girl, who was looking somewhat shaken, but otherwise composed.

‘I am all right, lady,’ she said, in answer to Fidelma’s immediate question. ‘The men locked me in a cupboard when I tried to help my husband here. The crowd became crazy after Fethmac tried to prevent them from dragging the stranger, the doir-fuidir, to be hanged.’

Fidelma noted the girl used the legal term for a person without rights. However, an itinerant could hire themselves out to work and normally had no limitations on travelling within the territory. Usually, doir-fuidir consisted of those who had lost their rights because of fines and moneys owed for compensations which they could not satisfy. They could redeem themselves by the payment of these debts, and were capable of acquiring their own plots of land by agreement with local nobles and by this means returning to their former status with full rights. It was no surprise, Fidelma thought, that Ballgel used legal terms when her husband was the local magistrate.

The girl pointed at Brother Gadra and declared: ‘It was he who was responsible for urging the people to disobey the law and lock me in the cupboard.’

‘The law! The law!’ Brother Gadra growled. ‘You cite your pagan law when you should be obeying the laws given you by the New Faith. You smile at the murderers, you forgive them, help them and turn a blind eye to the evil among you. There is no law here. I bring you the truth of the New Faith and you will obey the law of God or perish.’

Fidelma ignored him but addressed the magistrate. ‘Do you have anyone in the village that you can trust?’ she asked.

‘Trust?’

‘I will want someone to guard this prisoner.’ She indicated the semi-conscious man. ‘After he has been treated for any injury I shall conduct a court to examine what has gone on here and,’ she looked at the religieux, ‘it will be carried out under the laws of the Five Kingdoms and not at the ravings of some idea of vengeance.’

Fethmac nodded eagerly. ‘Our blacksmith Gobánguss is held in particular esteem in the village. He has a place where the man can be kept.’

‘Was the blacksmith part of the crowd?’ Fidelma asked. ‘I want no one who was involved with this man’s attempted murder to act as his guard.’

‘He was working on one of the farms by the River Duthóg,’ replied Fethmac. ‘I shall go and fetch him – it will take me but a short while.’

‘Then do so.’ When the magistrate had gone, Fidelma asked Ballgel, ‘Can you prepare a cup of honey and some mint soaked in hot water? It’s for this man. Eadulf and I will also need something to eat and drink and a place to sleep as the day is getting late. I have been told there is no tavern in this village so we must rely on your recommendation.’

‘I can offer you the hospitality of our house,’ the girl replied immediately. ‘It is poor enough but better than nothing.’

‘Your hospitality will be much appreciated,’ Fidelma acknowledged solemnly. ‘And the honey?’

‘I shall do that immediately for I have some knowledge of the healing arts because we have no physician in this village.’

After Ballgel hurried away, Fidelma was able to turn her attention to the truculent Brother Gadra.

‘From what was said, I gather you have not been long in this kingdom. From your speech, I think I hear the accents of the north.’

Brother Gadra was coming to realise that he could not intimidate this woman as he had the villagers. However, he sniffed to express his disapproval of her. ‘It is true that I was originally from Rath Bhoth in the land of the Cenél nEnda.’

‘That is Northern Uí Néill territory. It is in the Kingdom of Ulaidh?’

‘Your knowledge is good.’

‘Yet your knowledge is bad,’ she replied waspishly. ‘How is it that you think that you can challenge me and the laws of this kingdom?’ She lowered her tone to one of disarming mildness. ‘Doesn’t the law of the Brehons run in all Five Kingdoms?’

Brother Gadra replied impatiently, ‘We have embraced the New Faith and now we must embrace the laws of that Faith.’

‘You mean the Penitentials?’

‘And that which is made clear in the Holy Book of scriptures. This man killed and so he must suffer the punishment. Qui percusserit et occiderit hominem morte moriatur!’

‘Ah, yes. Leviticus. “He that kills any man shall surely be put to death”,’ she said sadly. ‘The law of retribution.’

Brother Gadra looked surprised at her knowledge. ‘It is as God ordained and so He expects His word to be carried out,’ he repeated reverently.

‘It is not the law of the Five Kingdoms,’ Fidelma returned without raising her tone. ‘Even in Rome, I would expect such an accused to be allowed to be heard in a trial. And as a man from Rath Bhoth, I would expect you to know the law. What has brought you from Ulaidh to our southerly kingdom?’

‘I have come on God’s work, to teach the law of the Faith.’

‘I ask again, has Ulaidh renounced the laws of the Brehons then?’

‘I have been in Frankia these many years,’ admitted
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