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For Carson Black in appreciation of his advocacy of Fidelma and Eadulf




When the wind blows from the West,

Across the salt sea of swift currents,

It passes over the islands of Sulis

Across the drowned kingdom of Lethowsow.

With mighty force, the waves tumble,

Breaking over the broad rocky shoreline.

The West Wind has come, white winter will slay us.

From the high mountains to granite headlands

Flood torrents rush to appease the vengeful Sulis.

Ancoth,

An Whethlor
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	Seventh-Century Place Names
	Modern Place Names
	Meaning


	Karregi Gorlewen
	Western Rocks
	Western Rocks



	En Noer
	St Mary’s
	Main Island



	Porth Helyk
	Porth Hellick
	Cove of Willows



	Porth Lystry
	Pelistry Bay
	Cove of Ships



	Enys Tol
	Toll’s Island
	Isle of Stone



	Enys Ojyon
	Innisidgen
	Island of Oxen



	Ag Enys
	St Agnes
	Far Island



	Pergilis
	Periglis
	Bay of Temple



	Enys Losk
	Burnt Island
	Burnt Island



	Keow
	Gugh
	Hedge Banks



	Anet
	Annet
	Kittiwake



	Enys Samson
	Samson
	Samson’s Isle



	Men Karleyth
	Min Carlow
	Place of Standing Stones



	Gwydhyel
	Gweal
	Place of Trees



	Breyer
	Bryher
	Place of Hills



	Enys Skaw
	Tresco
	Island of Elder Trees



	Enys Elyd
	St Helen
	Elid’s Isle



	Enys Tian
	Teän
	Tian’s Island



	Brechiek
	St Martin’s
	The Dappled Island



	Enesow Goonhyli
	Eastern Islands
	Eastern Hills (also An Duryen)



	Goonhyli Bian
	Little Ganilly
	Small Downs/Hills



	Goonhyli Veur
	Great Ganilly
	Great Downs/Hills



	Ar Dhor
	Little Arthur
	‘The Earth’



	Men an Wedhen
	Menawethan
	Tree Stones



	Kernow
	Cornwall
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story is set in the year AD 673, in the month which the Brittonic Celtic peoples generally called Mys Du, ‘The Dark Month’, or the first month of winter; equivalent to November.

Initially, we find ourselves on the Kraozon (Crozon) Peninsula, Armorica (modern Brittany) at the Abbey of St Guenole, at Landévennec, where Fidelma and Eadulf are seeking a ship to return them to Muman (Munster) in Ireland.

The story then goes to the Isles of Sulis (Isles of Scilly) located 45 kilometres southwest of Cornwall which was then part of the Brittonic kingdom of Dumnonia (the modern-day areas of Dorset, Somerset, Devon and Cornwall). The invading Saxons called it ‘land of the West-Weahlas’. The Anglo-Saxon word weahlas (foreigners) is seen in the ‘wall’ element of Cornwall. The same Saxon word is retained as the English name for Wales. In the Welsh language Wales is Cymru, ‘the land of compatriots’. Devon derives from the Celtic name Dumnonia.

The scattered Scilly Islands group, of which six are still inhabited, with some 150 islets and rocks, were named after the Celtic goddess Sulis, the deity of health, movement and change. Sulis, found in many places in the Celtic world, is best remembered for her most famous place of veneration, modern-day Bath in Somerset. This was the hot-water springs of Aquae Sulis. They had been captured and occupied by the Saxons in AD 577, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles.

Legend has it that the Isles of Sulis once formed the kingdom of Lethowsow, which later became known in Arthurian mythology by the Norman-French name Lyonesse. This form was first mentioned by the Anglo-Norman chronicler Geffrei Gaimar (fl. AD 1130) in L’Estoire des Engleis). The islands were a single land mass connected to the mainland of Britain. It was said that Lethowsow, cursed by the goddess, sank beneath the sea leaving only the top of hills and mountains of the kingdom remaining above the waves as islands.

The seventh century was a fascinating point in linguistic history as areas of Brittonic Celtic were separated due to the Saxon conquests and settlements. Thus the languages Welsh, Cornish and Breton developed as distinct dialects of their Brittonic parent. The language also lingered in the Eden Valley in Cumbria (derived from Cymru) until the fourteenth century. Gaulish in Western Gaul had begun to change under the Roman occupation before finally being absorbed in the Frankish settlements but waves of refugees from Dumnonia reinforced the Brittonic language in Armorica, which still survives there, the name becoming ‘Little Britain’ – Brittany.

In AD 673 Dumnonia was ruled by King Judhael, who was facing the renewed attempts of conquest and settlement by the West Saxons, whose name survives as Wessex. Dumnonia’s main border, after AD 658, was the River Parrett (Dorset and Somerset), the Brittonic name Peret meaning ‘river of partition’. The capital of Dumnonia was Caer Isca, ‘watering place of Dumnonia’, which the Romans had recognised as Isca Dumnoniorum, modern-day Exeter. The Britons were not driven from Exeter until AD 936 as recorded by William of Malmesbury (1080–1143). After this time the Tamar (‘the dark river’) became the border of the surviving ‘West Welsh’, whose territory then became Kernow or Cornwall and still remains so.




CHAPTER ONE
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The body of the young man lay supine, as if sleeping. His hands were folded across his breast. He was stretched under the shadow of a tree. A young woman stood before the horizontal form in the manner of a supplicant making a prayer. The tree rose over twice her height, if a tree it could be called, for it ascended with deeply furrowed bark that was twisted from many stems pushing and interweaving upwards to where the remnants of what had been clusters of black berries were hanging in little decaying bundles. It was regarded with reverence by the islanders for it was a sacred tree called a scawen, an elder. No one would dare harvest the fruits of this particular tree even though it provided them with wine and a conserve. It stood in a small isolated clearing among countless other such trees that grew on this island that was even named after the species: Enys Scaw, the Isle of Elder Trees. This was hallowed soil.

This tree had been specially planted and was carved with ancient symbols. How long ago that had been, few could remember. It was the sanctified, totemic symbol of the ancient realm; the visible emblem of the power of its rulers. If it died, it would be a sign that the kingdom and its people would vanish soon after.

The young woman, standing before the supine body under this sacred tree, was poised with bowed head as she gazed upon it. She was robed from head to foot so that the gusts of the breeze caused her saffron-dyed garment to ruffle now and then. It was apparel that gave an impression of slightness and youth. But the curious headdress obscured most of her facial features and her long golden hair. At her right shoulder stood another figure, similarly attired, that of an elderly stooped male. He held a wooden staff crowned with a silver metal emblem, showing a crescent moon.

The woman raised her head and the slight gust of wind momentarily blew aside her facial cover. There was a strange look of determination about the sharp set of her jaw and the steely resolve of her grey-blue eyes.

‘Beloved Mother Sulis,’ she intoned in a soft soprano tone. ‘Hear me, O Guardian of the Healing Waters. Hear me, Goddess of Torments and Ordeals. I bring you one who wishes to enter your service. Accept this noble spirit that lies before you; accept him into your bosom and endow him with power among the saviours of your people. Accept him in the Circle of the Silver Moon that will restore our lands to their former greatness.’

As she paused the elderly male by her side lowered the staff so that it pointed towards the young man’s body and lightly touched his breast.

‘With his acceptance,’ continued the female figure, ‘I come with my entreaty as one who has never lost faith in you. Long ago, in the time before time, before even the memory of our people, you caused our great kingdom of Lethowsow to be swallowed by the great waters of your vengeance. Yet, in the gracefulness of your heart, you allowed high ground, the pinnacles of the mountains and hills, to remain above the waves so that repentant people might gather there and survive and produce progeny to make atonement, waiting for the day when you deem that they have suffered enough. On that day you will let the waters recede and our land re-emerge to thrive once again. We have lived in hope down the ages that the day may soon be upon us.’

She hesitated and glanced to the elderly man at her side. He had raised his silver-moon staff and his other hand was outstretched, palm upright in a state of supplication. The young woman, as if empowered by these proceedings, returned her eyes to the tree. The gusting winds blew her headdress aside and no longer concealed her face, which was animated in a state of excitement.

‘We still await your decision, O Mother Sulis. Soon the souls of the unfaithful will be consigned to the coming of Arawn, lord of Annwn, lord of the Otherworld. They have chosen to ignore the plea for your mercy and follow the other gods. So they have chosen their own fate. We of the Great Faith will remain in repentance at your pleasure.’

She paused again and then sighed deeply.

‘From the lands that once we were attached to, we hear of the afflictions that oppress our people. We hear how those of our blood are scattering before the advance of the eastern hordes. From Dumnonia, whose kings claim to be our overlords, we hear that incessant attack from the alien hordes is now their lot. The threat is constant that our people might vanish.

‘Oh, Mother Sulis, the Saxons spread westward like a plague, eating up our bodies and souls. As they advance, entire kingdoms are consumed. Our people are suffering because they are turning to the God of the East. Yet we survive; we wait for the day when Lethowsow will rise again above the waves. That day will come when we will face the Saxon soul-eaters. Let me make this humble supplication to you, Mother Sulis. Do not lengthen our agonising torment.’

The young woman dropped to one knee, raising both arms with hands outstretched in entreaty. She remained with head bowed before the sacred tree for some while. Then, with a long sighing breath, she rose and glanced at the elderly man who stood by her side.

‘Well, my soothsayer, is it done? Has the offering of this young man’s soul in service to the great goddess been done in the appropriate fashion? Has Sulis heard me? Has she accepted him who should be king over the cognoscenti of the Silver Moon? Is there any foreknowledge that you can speak to give comfort before the spirits of darkness and winter swallow and destroy us?’

The elderly robed male figure had stood silently without movement. He lowered his staff and supplicant hand before uttering a long, almost wailing sound,

‘It is done, lady. He is now bound to us. The Silver Circle of the Moon cannot be broken. Rise, postulant of the true Faith. Your soul is now intermingled with our souls.’

The young man who had lain supine throughout now moved slightly and let out a long sigh. Then he heaved himself agilely into a sitting position before rising to his feet and shaking himself as a dog might after emerging from water.

‘Is that all?’ he asked, sounding relieved.

‘It is the accepted ceremony,’ the robed male confirmed. ‘You are now part of the Circle. You are now pledged to destroy the unbelievers.’

The young woman moved forward a pace and placed a hand on his shoulder.

‘Do you feel well, now that you are blood of my blood?’

The young man grinned at her.

‘I will feel better for a drink after lying on that damp ground.’

‘You must not take the ceremony so lightly,’ was her sharp retort. ‘You are bound to the future as well as the past. You will not take strong liquor from now until the time comes when you are to perform the sacred task that will free the believers so that we may reclaim what is ours.’

The young man grimaced with humour.

‘Then let us ensure that the day comes sooner rather than later because I have a great thirst on me.’

The woman turned back impatiently to the elderly robed man.

‘You have the gift of foresight. Can you not see when the day is coming?’

‘All I can say, my lady, is that we are into the black month, the Mys Du; the time when the angry deities ride unfettered across the skies and across the oceans, commanding storms to do their bidding. I feel them stirring even now. Yes; they are stirring beyond the western skies. I sense the time approaches. The west wind is coming and I smell blood upon that wind.’

The girl frowned, trying to understand.

‘Does that mean that the time has come when we should act?’

‘The Sea Horse of Sulis is already stirring the seas. The servant of Sulis is in the saddle, lady. He has been in exile long enough and now he will come, riding across the waves, and he will save us all.’

‘I have made my supplication,’ the young woman muttered. ‘You say that the servant of Sulis is coming. Yet I feel nothing. Surely your prescience must help us now? You are keeper of the ancient knowledge. Is it not enough? Must we do more?’

‘It is never enough until Sulis is appeased,’ the elderly man responded. ‘But she will send a sign in the west wind. As that time approaches, our people must go down on their faces in contrition before her, offering their souls in reparation for ever denying her. Even the chosen saviour will not succeed if Sulis has turned her face from us. Only remorse expressed in blood will repay for the rejection of the ancient gods by our people.’

The woman and young postulant were silent for a few moments.

‘You speak in plurals, soothsayer,’ the young woman said. ‘Is not the death of one enough? Must the entire people go down on their faces in contrition?’

‘Only the death of the king, and those who follow him, will now appease the deities,’ the elderly man intoned firmly. ‘Now that blood comes on the west wind that is in your hands as an act of atonement.’

‘Yet the king has not been the only ruler of these islands to have allowed emissaries of this new God from the East to come among us and seduce us to turn away from Sulis. The king was not the first to be enticed with the new teachings. A century or so ago, men called abbots came among us. One of them, Samson, was rewarded by the king’s ancestors with the gift of one of our islands to form his new community. Later, others came and told us to reject their teaching. Thus our people were all confused. We should have remained true to Sulis and not been lured by the siren calls of these missionaries from the East.’

‘They must all perish, lady,’ the elderly man agreed solemnly. ‘They do not even agree among themselves as to who their gods are. They claim that the true teaching was about mankind’s sin and the retribution the living must pay. Yet those first teachers instructed the people that the path mankind must follow was one of knowledge and enlightenment. That was why our people were misled and forced to accept the later teachings. Yet it seems every few years new emissaries arrive from Rome, the centre of this religion of the East. Each one comes with different interpretations about this new god. They have succeeded in dominating the leadership of those who believe in the New Faith.’

‘We know the story,’ the young woman agreed with bowed head. ‘I know that others came and condemned those who first brought this new religion to our islands. More will doubtless come in the future and condemn those who preach now. I know many of our people simply accept them and deny our own gods and suffer for it. They have denied Sulis, the goddess after whom our very islands are now named. For that insult she cursed us and mighty Lethowsow became no more.’

The old man looked sourly at her, and there was a fanatical sparkle reflected in his eyes.

‘At least some of our people have ignored these teachers and have remained faithful to Sulis. The time is upon us, lady. What was once will be so again. Then the unbelievers will be driven out and Sulis will bless us again.’

‘We few have kept Faith with Sulis,’ she agreed. ‘You who are immersed in knowledge will advise us. We have weathered storms before. Those of us who have remained secretly faithful to the true gods are ready to beg her forgiveness and ask her to steer our destiny once again.’

‘But the faithful are timid,’ the young man reflected. ‘They fear the king and his preachers of the New Faith. The king still demands that all the people must obey the words of the newcomers who genuflect to their leaders in Rome. They are the same ancient Roman emperors who arrogantly tried to rule us. Now these emperors try to do the same in a new religious guise. They would incorporate us into their new empire as they attempted to do before. They hold a tight grip over the people.’

‘We will remain faithful,’ the woman replied. ‘I have accepted my destiny as one of the instruments blessed by Sulis and we will unite and guide these islands back to the true path.’

‘Until that atonement of blood is made our lands will remain beneath the waves with only the tops of hills showing above on which we survive,’ the elderly man agreed firmly. ‘Eons have passed and Sulis has remained angry with us. We must return to her and appease her wrath. She has shown us the way.’

‘The offer of alliance with the new pagan king of the Saxons?’ asked the young man in a slight note of cynicism. ‘His father caused the Saxons to convert to the Faith of Christ. Now the son seeks an alliance to overthrow the Christians of Dumnonia, to whom we pay tribute, and promises to return us to the ancestral true gods and goddesses? Do we believe in this?’

‘It is an alliance that gives us power,’ the woman assured him.

‘It is a path that some may find bitter,’ the young man pointed out.

‘Bitter for the moment, yes,’ intervened the elderly man. ‘But once Sulis is appeased and great Lethowsow rises once more, then even the arrogance of the Saxons will tremble at her voice.’

‘An alliance with the Saxons is still a sour step to take,’ the young man repeated reluctantly.

‘Yet it is a step that must be taken,’ the young woman intervened quickly. ‘Otherwise this dark period will be a perpetual curse, a punishment upon us, for delaying the true homage of Sulis.’

‘Soon the exiled saviour will be here, riding the great Sea Horse of retribution. As he steps ashore, guided by Sulis, that will be the hour to give open exultation and turn back to the path of the true Faith,’ the elderly man said resolutely.

‘Even though it means a pact with the pagan Saxons?’ muttered the young man.

‘I did not become prophet of the Silver Moon without the blessing of Sulis.’ The old man sounded wrathful. ‘I have been shown the path to restore our mighty kingdom and the means by which to do it. The land of Lethowsow will be made great again. We await the saviour who will appease the divinities of fate, and by following him we will make the non-believers, the slaves of the eastern God, drown in the blood brought by the west wind.’

The young man’s tone was slightly submissive.

‘I will accept your wisdom even if my blood tells me to hate the Saxons.’

‘Then you stand ready?’

‘Do not think that I am timid in my allegiance to Sulis, soothsayer. I am set on the path. My ship is now an engine of destruction in these islands. If I am given the task, I will deal with the body of any who betrays us. When it is done, I will bring even the king’s body here and place it in the branches of this sacred tree where the servants of Arawn, god of the Otherworld, will recognise it. The great black-backed guilan, with their wind-like howling, will come and remove it, piece by piece, to take it into the Helle, the place of punishment.’

He turned to the young woman who had been the central figure of the mock-sacrificial ceremony.

‘I am prepared, lady. I have pledged my word,’ he affirmed.

She examined him carefully. She recognised the unyielding determination in his face. He leant forward like an eager hound about to be released from the leash.

‘The king trusts you and your ship to protect him,’ she observed. Her smile showed an unwavering resolution. ‘The time has come; you must turn your ship into a vessel of war and raise your blade against those who have denied the people knowledge of the true gods. Do you accept that?’

‘I am prepared,’ he repeated. His confidence had grown. ‘I will even sup with the Saxon devils so that what was once ours may be so again.’

‘Then stand ready,’ the elderly one intervened. ‘For the perfume of blood spread upon the west wind is the sign. The Sea Horse of Sulis ploughs its furrow through the waves to return to these shores. The time has come to strike without mercy, to strike without fear.’

‘What is there to fear if Sulis smiles upon us once again?’ the young man asked.

The young woman seemed pleased, turning to the elderly man who stood with his eyes turned to the west, breathing in deeply as if taking in the scent of the air.

‘The west wind is stirring,’ she said softly. ‘There is anger and malevolence in the sound. Our enemies will need to be afraid. There is blood upon the wind.’

‘Blood on the wind?’ the young man frowned.

The old man raised his head and inhaled deeply again. Then he seemed to lick his lips.

‘Indeed, the wind already tastes of blood and it will blow against us unless we act soon.’

The young man hesitated, regarding the shrouded figure in silence for a moment.

‘I will ensure that the blood you taste is the blood of our enemies.’

‘Blood is blood; blood is life,’ the elderly man intoned.

‘You speak truly, prophet of Sulis,’ the young woman agreed. ‘Now you must both return to the Far Island and await the coming of the Sea Horse. Let us prepare ourselves to meet this threat. Let us face it in whatever shape it approaches.’




CHAPTER TWO
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The two riders halted their horses on the crest of the hill and peered downwards across the spreading pine forest. Below them was what appeared to be a large inlet among the surrounding hills; almost an impressive sea in itself where rivers joined, pushing their way through the high knolls towards the peaceful waters. The salt odour of the sea was all-pervasive; reminding them they were on a narrow peninsula, thrust into the great western ocean. Among the trees below, through which their path would take them, the two riders were able to make out shadowy shapes of buildings that were almost hidden. They realised these dark shadows were spread along the shoreline of the inlet on their northern side.

‘Is that it?’ the male rider asked in a tired voice, nodding towards the dark shadows.

His female companion turned and smiled thinly.

‘That should be the abbey that is called enclosure of the Veneti – Lan Veneti. They said the actual abbey was named after Guenole of Dumnonia. He is said to have founded this community over a century ago.’

‘Dumnonia? But that is a kingdom of the Britons?’ The male rider was puzzled. ‘I remember being told that Seaxburgh, the queen of the West Saxons, was at war with Dumnonia.’

‘There are many Britons who are now refugees here, Eadulf. They have brought the names of their homeland with them. I am told that Dumnonia is one such place here as well as in Britain.’

‘Is that why some people are now calling this land of Armorica “Little Britain”?’

‘That is correct,’ his wife replied dryly. ‘Be thankful, Eadulf, that we have almost reached the end of our landward journey. We shall soon be able to find a ship and secure passage back to my brother’s kingdom.’

Eadulf thought for a moment and then grimaced tiredly.

‘Are you sure that it will be easy to get a ship from here, Fidelma? The weather seems inclement for sea voyaging.’

‘This is still a land of great shipbuilders,’ she replied patiently. ‘As I said, they call this abbey the religious enclosure of the Veneti, and who has not heard of the Veneti but as being great mariners and master builders of ships? Even Julius Caesar had to fight great battles to overcome them.’

Eadulf sniffed cynically. ‘But he still conquered them.’

‘Look at the inlets and rivers below,’ Fidelma replied, ignoring the point. ‘I can see many sails upon the waters. In spite of those years when the Romans occupied this land, the descendants of the Veneti still prosper. Their knowledge of creating powerful ships to face the western oceans in all weathers is unsurpassed.’

Eadulf exhaled in a deep sigh.

‘I shan’t be sorry when this journey is finally over and we are with our son, Alchú, in Cashel again. It’s been a long trip.’

Fidelma could not refrain from a sarcastic glance.

‘A long trip in many ways,’ she agreed. ‘It was not what you were thinking when we were in your homeland.’

Eadulf tried to conceal his embarrassment but the truth of her remark hit home.

‘I promised to return with you to Cashel. I admit that I had much to sort out. Anyway,’ he added defensively in a stronger tone, ‘it was not my choice to make the journey take so long.’

‘Nor mine.’ Fidelma’s aggressive reply was immediate. It was true that the tensions between them had come to a head during the time Fidelma had kept her promise to accompany Eadulf on a visit to his hometown in the kingdom of the East Angles. Eadulf had finally admitted that he should return to Cashel, having previously felt a desire to remain in his homeland. It was not until Fidelma was actually leaving to start her journey home that Eadulf accepted his place was with her and their son, Alchú. However, the tensions that had been a long time growing were not so quickly dispersed. The stresses and frictions had remained with them since they had left the kingdom of the East Angles.

‘I suppose it was my fault that the only ship that we could get from the port of Domnoc-wic only took us to the coast of the land of the Franks?’ She could not help her remark.

‘We could have waited in that port in Neustria for a ship to Hibernia,’ he pointed out. ‘It seemed obvious that we would find a trading ship that would make the voyage directly west to your country. But you were persuaded by those scholars from Hibernia to visit an abbey that I had never heard of.’

‘You were intrigued as much as I was by the story they told us,’ Fidelma reminded him in a tight tone. ‘At least, from them, you were able to find out the fate of those teachers who had converted you and the kingdom of the East Angles to Christianity. Fursa and his brothers, Foilean and Ultan, were all killed in Neustria trying to spread the New Faith there. Was that not a fact worth learning?’

‘I accepted that.’ Eadulf was still defensive. ‘But we did not have to go on to that abbey at . . . what was the place . . . Gheel?’

‘That was where we found absolute confirmation of events instead of accepting hearsay. Besides, we found more information of interest.’

‘You did not have to accept the request of their abbot to take on the task of conveying manuscripts from him all the way south here, to Armorica?’ Eadulf remarked bitterly.

Fidelma seemed to have difficulty in controlling her annoyance.

‘Granted there was no easy transport south along the coast to this place and we had to come along rivers and then overland by horse. I have explained why transporting those manuscripts is so important. They are valuable intellectual and historical treasures.’

Eadulf was still critical. ‘Therefore we had to travel all the way from Gheel just to bring manuscripts to this abbey. It was a long journey. Will we be thanked for it?’

‘You are usually the first to agree that access to knowledge is important, Eadulf. One of those texts that I was given at Gheel was without price for the community of Kéa, which is somewhere near here. That was why we were given a bag of coins to be able to hire horses and pay for accommodation when possible on our journey.’

‘It was logical to get that financial recompense. Often we can travel from religious community to community at the whim of the abbots but on this journey we have already had to part with most of our coins. I am sure we overpaid that farmer for these horses. The question now is: how are we to fund the passage to Muman?’

‘We will deal with that when the time comes,’ Fidelma assured him, although not with full confidence because the problem had been on her own mind as the coins had been diminishing.

‘Well, no one seemed to know of this abbey of Kéa when we have inquired of it. Not even at that fishing village, where we landed, north of here,’ Eadulf pointed out. ‘Mind you, I don’t recognise any of these outlandish names. What was the abbey called – Kéa of Kerbors? We were told to ride south. Some said that the abbey here would know where Kerbors was.’

‘You worry too much, Eadulf,’ she replied. ‘I am sure that they will know at this abbey and, importantly, perhaps they will help us find a ship to take us home to Muman.’

‘I still ask if it is worth all this extra time travelling to bring a manuscript about the life of some obscure Briton to an abbey that we don’t even know,’ Eadulf muttered, unconvinced. ‘What if the abbey here does not know of Kéa’s community?’

‘Any history is important but this history is about a man who taught and established communities among the Britons. Kéa is spoken of as a great teacher, known for spreading the New Faith from his homeland across the sea here to Armorica.’

Eadulf looked sceptical.

Fidelma was showing her increasing irritation.

‘The abbey of Guenole will surely know the location of the abbey of Kéa. We can either seek directions or the abbot might be able to send someone to take the book on to Kéa’s community if it is close by. When either is accomplished, then we may try to find a ship to take us back to my brother’s kingdom.’

‘What if neither objective is accomplished?’ Eadulf asked with scepticism.

‘The sooner we reach the abbey below, the sooner our task nears completion,’ Fidelma replied dryly, nudging her horse forward and ignoring the question.

The forest through which they descended was shrouded in the early winter gloom. It was mainly woodland of pines, a type they had discovered were called locally gwaz-prin. They grew well over thirty metres tall, with scaly bark that was orange and brown in colour but among them were some oaks and beeches contending for space. The ground was covered in gorse in which appeared clumps of somnolent hydrangeas, a popular plant in this area. Certainly they could see some of the pines were exceedingly old. The forest was alive, in spite of winter, and although they heard the warning bark of wolves, they did not see any but they did catch sight of wild boar and their broods. Fidelma found herself trying to remember whether they were called tourc’h, similar to the word torc in her own language.

‘What’s that?’ Eadulf’s abrupt tone suddenly interrupted her thoughts.

She raised her head sharply. ‘What?’

He pointed and then shrugged. ‘It’s disappeared. Now I think of it, it was probably a stoat or a weasel. It just shot across our path. It had a white coat and black tail. It just surprised me.’

Fidelma smiled thinly, as she had encountered the little creatures when they had been at the abbey of Gildas on the Rhuis peninsula. It was when she had been forced to spend time in the south of Armorica three years before.

‘The locals called the creature something like erminig or karell wenn. It does indeed relate to what you call a stoat. The creature’s fur is highly prized here and is sewn on the robes of the local princes as a badge of rank.’

As they descended the hill towards the shoreline they became aware of the host of sea birds that apparently nested among the caves and crannies of the rocky coastline and its various cliffs. It was an ear-piercing mixture of guillemots, fulmars, gannets and even kittiwakes, swirling and threatening one another as they claimed space to protect their nests. Collectively they resembled white clouds, diving and ascending around the great inlet. Among them, creating panic, were the great black-backed gulls, large and powerful, fearsome predators of other species with their hook-tipped bills.

The community into which they were descending seemed no more than a sprawling village. It was mainly a collection of wooden buildings of various shapes. There were no surrounding walls, stockades or barricades such as they had seen many religious communities adopting. It was just like many other hamlets. Here and there were a few stone constructions which seemed to be the start of a plan to transform the community into an abbey of durable importance. Such long-lasting transformations were emerging as popular among the new religious communities. There were signs of building work continuing everywhere, with wood workers sawing trees to shape, making planks, furniture and other artefacts. Many other labourers and craftsmen were engaged in various tasks, all with apparent single-minded dexterity.

Slightly below the area over which this community had spread was a small harbour where boats could be seen unloading or loading, with plenty of people in attendance on the wooden jetty.

‘Look, there is one large ship tied alongside the quay,’ Eadulf called, pointing. ‘That’s just the sort of vessel which we need to chance the western waters at this time of year. Let us go there and inquire about a passage.’

‘The correct protocol is that we first make our presence known to the abbot of this community,’ Fidelma admonished. ‘Our presence has been noted and, if I am not mistaken, here comes someone of authority to ask our purpose here.’

Indeed a young man in the brown woollen robes of a religious had detached himself from the crowd outside one of the stone buildings and was striding purposefully towards them. He was young, with a shock of red hair shaved back from the front to a line from ear to ear and thus denoting that he adhered to the Christianity of the Gauls and the insular churches. It was said this form of tonsure had descended from the way the Druids had once denoted their status. The young man gave the impression of muscular strength and ability in spite of his loose robes.

‘Greetings, travellers,’ he called in the language of the Gauls as he neared them. ‘I suppose that you are strangers to the community of the Blessed Guenole?’

It was obvious that he had presumed as much from their appearance for Eadulf had never given up the circular tonsure of Rome in spite of his long years in Fidelma’s country.

‘We are strangers,’ Fidelma answered cheerfully, halting her horse before him. The language of the Gauls was close to that of the Britons, of which she and Eadulf had picked up some knowledge during their stays in Dyfed and later in the abbey of Gildas. ‘We would make our presence known to the abbot of the community.’

‘Your tongue does not identify you as of the Britons, nor do I hear the guttural sounds of the Franks in it,’ the religious observed confidently. ‘There is something about you that I feel is familiar. Where do you come from and why do you seek our abbot?’

‘I am Fidelma of Cashel,’ she replied solemnly. ‘I am from the land of Muman, a kingdom on the island of Hibernia to the west. My companion is Brother Eadulf, originally from the kingdom of the East Angles.’

The man’s expression seemed to alter slightly as if in recognition of the names.

‘Those are names that we have heard spoken of,’ the young man admitted, after a moment of hesitation.

‘Hopefully they were spoken in friendship,’ Eadulf could not help intervening with irony.

The man glanced at him before turning his attention back to Fidelma.

‘Be assured that you are welcomed here in friendship. I am Brother Drago and I am steward of this community. Come in peace and safety, and go in well-being leaving behind you some of the happiness that your visit brings to our little enclosure.’

‘You appear to have heard of us?’ Fidelma observed, as she dismounted to face the steward. ‘How is that so?’

‘Many of us have heard of your reputation, Fidelma of Cashel. Now I examine you closely, I have seen you before.’

‘You have? I have no memory of it. How do you know of me or my reputation?’ she demanded in surprise. ‘I would have thought I had no reputation in this kingdom.’

‘You are too modest, lady.’ Brother Drago smiled. ‘I was a mere novice at the abbey of Gildas when you and Brother Eadulf came ashore there on the Rhuis Peninsula. Yes; now I recognise you.’

‘So you saw me with Eadulf when we came ashore after we were attacked by sea raiders. But how did you know who I was?’

‘It was just after that I had to return here but I was told about the results of your visit to the abbey of Gildas. It was Kaourentin of Bro-Gernev who later spoke of you and of your adventures in Morbihan on our south coast that time. He told me of how you were able to prevent the assassination of our king, Alain Hir, when his own son Budic turned on him and attempted to kill him.’

‘Those events were three years ago,’ Fidelma reflected slowly. ‘I remember Kaourentin. He was a lawgiver. Is your king still in good health?’

‘Alain Hir still rules over us in peace and prosperity,’ the steward confirmed. Then he added hesitantly: ‘He does so even though there is much turmoil in our lands. The land of Armorica has become a refuge for our cousins, the Britons. They continue to flee from the invading Angles and Saxons who gobble up their kingdoms and territories. The refugee settlements have become so widespread and large that we no longer call this the “Land Facing the Sea”, Armorica, but instead “Little Britain”. Indeed, even our place names are changing because the Britons rename them with the place names of the lands from which they have fled. You will find a Dumnonia and a Kernow already existing here.’

‘We have heard as much,’ Eadulf said.

‘So what brings you seeking our abbot?’ Brother Drago continued.

‘One reason is to talk of ships,’ Eadulf replied, which brought a glance of annoyance from Fidelma.

‘Ships?’ The young steward smiled. ‘Our ships are once more trading to all corners of the world as they did before we fell under the shadow of the Roman empire. Why do you wish to talk of ships?’

Brother Drago picked up the censorious glance Fidelma gave her companion.

‘That is an incidental matter,’ Fidelma replied sharply. ‘We have a more important task to discuss with you and your abbot.’

‘Abbot Guerech?’

‘Is that his name? We seek a community near here called Kerbors. We have made inquiries but no one could direct us to the place.’

‘I know it well,’ the steward returned. ‘But it is a journey from here to the north. A small religious community founded by a Briton, a teacher called Kéa.’

‘The abbot of Gheel, in Neustria, had a manuscript of this saintly person’s life, written in the language of the Britons. We were advised that it was a community somewhere near here and that maybe your community might direct us.’

The young steward understood immediately.

‘That will present no problems. Yet it is best that I take you to Abbot Guerech without delay. My abbot, thanks to the stories of Kaourentin the lawgiver, knows of you and will be delighted to welcome you. He was a fisherman from Morgat; he was trained in this community before he was chosen to be our abbot. Morgat is a fishing village on this peninsula, which is called Kraozon. We call this area the land at the end of the earth.’

Brother Drago turned and signalled to a passing member of the brethren.

‘This man will take your horses to our stables and see that they are watered and fed. You may remove your travel bags and bring them with you as I am sure you will accept the hospitality of our guesthouse this night as the day grows late. Abbot Guerech will be delighted to extend our hospitality to you.’

Removing their bags and leaving the horses in the care of the religieux, they followed Brother Drago between a series of buildings until they came to one of stone that looked more imposing than the others. It was next to another building that they quickly recognised was built for use as a chapel. They entered an antechamber in which a few small groups were standing deep in discussion. The conversations died and the groups turned with curious glances as Brother Drago led them inside before asking them to wait while he went to find the abbot.

They stood slightly embarrassed by the silent inquisition of the groups of people gathered about them. But it was not long before Brother Drago returned; preceding him was a thickset man of some two score years, muscular and tanned with a mass of rust-coloured hair. He reminded Fidelma of a fisherman rather than a man of high religious office.

Abbot Guerech came forward, smiling, both hands outstretched in greeting. His grasp was warm and firm.

‘Fidelma of Cashel and Brother Eadulf – greetings! It is with joy that I heard from my steward of your arrival at our humble abbey. I have long wanted to meet with you since I heard of your service to Alain Hir. Your reputation precedes you.’

Fidelma returned his enthusiastic greeting formally but with a hint of a smile.

‘I am content that our reputation has preceded us and gratified that it makes us welcome here.’

‘The service that you performed for our King Alain in Morbihan is known from Bro Erec to Poher,’ the abbot said enthusiastically. ‘You are both welcome as our guests and you must stay as long as you desire. Come; come inside and let us talk while I ask my steward to go and ensure the guesthouse is ready for you. I understand that he has already seen to it that your horses are being well cared for.’

He turned to Brother Drago and inclined his head, at which motion the steward bowed before signalling to a nearby youth to take their travel bags and follow him.

After the steward had left the antechamber on his task, the abbot turned and motioned them to follow him through the door from which he had emerged. He led them into a moderate-sized room that seemed, judging by the accoutrements, to serve as a study. Another young religious stood nervously by the door.

‘This is my inner sanctum,’ the abbot informed them, waving his hand around the chamber before turning to the young man. ‘Bring a pitcher of our best cider and a basket of barley cakes.’ As the youth departed on his errand, he smiled encouragingly at them and motioned them to be seated in chairs before his desk. ‘A small symbol of hospitality after your journey,’ he explained unnecessarily. ‘I am sure that Brother Drago will not be long in sorting out your accommodation. I understand that it is your custom to have a full body wash before the evening meal, for which you must join us. Before that, let us discuss the purpose of your honouring us by this visit.’

The young religieux entered at that moment, bearing a wooden tray on which were balanced a pitcher, several mugs and a basket filled with small barley cakes, all of which he laid on the top of the abbot’s desk. At a sign from the abbot he began to pour the liquid. The task done, the mugs handed out, the young man then withdrew.

Having sipped the golden sweet cider, Abbot Guerech was direct.

‘Brother Drago explained briefly about a manuscript you carry. I am curious to know about this manuscript?’

‘In truth, Abbot Guerech, I must confess the manuscript was not for your community but for that of a place called Kerbors,’ Fidelma pointed out.

‘Kerbors? That is a small community found by the Blessed Kéa. It is to the north of here across the great inlet. Brother Drago told me that you landed on our northern coast. You have come too far south.’

‘I am afraid that we were not directed correctly,’ Fidelma admitted.

‘We were told that you, in this community, might be able to instruct us on the correct route,’ Eadulf added.

‘This manuscript is for that community?’ the abbot asked.

‘The abbot of Gheel, in Neustria, asked us to take it to them because it is a copy of a life of the Blessed Kéa who founded the abbey of Kerbors,’ Fidelma confirmed. ‘We did not know where it was located but were told that it would be known to someone here.’

‘As I said, it is, indeed, known to us,’ Abbot Guerech confirmed. ‘We have regular contacts with that small group and if you are prepared to leave the manuscript with us, we would ensure that it is taken there the next time one of our brethren makes the journey. Unless, of course, you wish to take it there in person? Although, from what Brother Drago said, regarding an inquiry about ships made by Brother Eadulf, there are other matters on your minds.’

Eadulf could not help his look of satisfaction.

‘You have detected well—’ he began before Fidelma interrupted.

‘If it is no trouble, it would save us a tiresome journey if we accept your offer. We would accept the service with much thanks and joy, and could thus turn our minds to a difficult task.’

‘A difficult task?’

‘We are intending to seek passage to return to the kingdom of Fidelma’s brother, which is the kingdom of Muman in Hibernia,’ Eadulf explained hurriedly. ‘I fear that it may be almost impossible.’

‘Why so?’ Abbot Guerech was puzzled.

‘Winter is upon us and the seas are particularly restless at this time of year. Not many would wish to set out across the western seas.’

The abbot smiled sceptically in response.

‘I remind you that you are in the land of the Veneti, proud shipbuilders and the greatest of mariners. Even in this harsh winter season we have ships that for hundreds of years have defied the whims of the gods of the oceans, whose vagaries are known in Hibernia as well as among the Britons and among us here in Armorica. If you are prepared to face the westerly storms, then I am sure that you will find ships here that will take you.’

‘We are not newcomers to travelling on the great seas,’ Fidelma assured him seriously. ‘We have crossed the seas surrounding these lands many times. But would your mariners really know how to reach Porth Láirge, the harbour at the edge of my brother’s kingdom?’

Abbot Guerech let out a short chuckle.

‘Dear lady, although we may call this place the land at the end of the earth, for centuries we have been aware of the lands that lie beyond it to the north and west. The Tartessians had their legends of exploring the dark western seas even before the Phoenicians explored them, passing on their knowledge to Greeks like Ptolemy. Ptolemy used their surveys and even maps of your own land, which they called Iouernia and which the Romans then called Hibernia and we now call Ywerdhon. We are not ignorant of the passages across the restless waters to other lands.’

Fidelma inclined her head, hiding her surprise at the man’s knowledge.

‘I meant no disrespect, Abbot Guerech.’

‘None taken,’ the abbot responded. ‘We are a proud people and we can assure you that this is the right place to be if you are seeking ships to sail for Hibernia. Why? Because the people on this peninsula have sailed great ships that even amazed and defied the Romans when they first encountered them.’

Brother Eadulf could not help his irritation at the pride of the man.

‘It does not surprise me that the Romans were amazed by the ships of your people. Romans were never shipbuilders,’ he said. ‘They had small craft because they constructed them to travel the calm coasts of the Middle Sea and not tough vessels to face the stormy western oceans. Their empire was based on land as they could not march their legions across narrow seas. They crossed them only when they were at their calmest. Even so handicapped, the Romans still managed to defeat your Veneti fleet.’

The abbot was disdainful and he ignored the implication.

‘You obviously know Caesar’s account of how he defeated the Veneti fleet – the great fleet of two hundred and twenty such ships? He placed his fleet under the command of Decimus Brutus. It was he who thought up a trick of manipulating the tackle of his ships so that his warriors could come under the defences of our taller ships, board them and overpower the sailors. It was ironic that this Brutus and his brother were later among the ringleaders of Caesar’s assassins. The further irony was that he was captured and executed by Camulos, the Gaulish prince of Aventium. That was a just revenge on Brutus as Camulos took his name from one of our ancient gods of war.’

‘It still did not stop the Gauls succumbing to the Roman legions and—’ Eadulf began to declare.

Fidelma compressed her lips in irritation at what she considered Eadulf’s attempt to provoke the abbot.

‘As interesting as such old histories are, Abbot Guerech,’ she intervened purposefully, ‘we are in need of refreshing ourselves after our journey. We would like to avail ourselves of a wash and rest if Brother Drago is able to provide some accommodation?’

Abbot Guerech lifted a small bell from his desk and jerked it three times. The youth who had brought the refreshments appeared again in answer and was told to go in search of the steward. The abbot then turned back to them with a smile. He did not seem put out by the exchange,

‘I shall look forward to our discussions and hope that you will have time to stay with us awhile?’ he said. ‘I would dearly love to hear more of your travels. When you have rested, you will surely join us for the evening meal? You will hear the abbey bell announcing it but I shall send one of the brethren to escort you. We will then discuss more about the ships that sail from here to Hibernia. I can understand your impatience to return to your own land but you may remain our guests for as long as you wish.’

It was later when they had washed and rested that Fidelma turned her attention to tidying the manuscripts in her corrbholg, the hard leather saddlebag that she always carried. She had hardly spoken with Eadulf since they had been conducted to the abbey’s guesthouse. Her mind was dwelling on
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