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


  
    
  


  
    An international Sister Fidelma Society has been established, with a journal entitled                                             The Brehon





















 appearing three times yearly.  To find out more visit the society website at                                             www.sisterfidelma.com
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    Praise for Peter Tremayne:
  


  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    


    

  


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


  
    
  


  
    ‘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
  


  
    
  


  
    ‘The Sister Fidelma books give the readers a rattling good yarn.  But more than that, they bring vividly and viscerally to life the fascinating lost world of the Celtic Irish’ Ronan Bennett
  


  
    
  


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


  
    
  


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


  
    
  


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


  
    
  


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


  
    
  


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


  


  
    By Peter Tremayne

    


    


    The Sister Fidelma series
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Penance of the Damned
  


  


  
    As they are preparing to return to Ireland, Sister Fidelma and Brother Eadulf receive a mysterious summons. Eadulf’s childhood friend, Brother Botulf, has requested their presence at Aldred’s Abbey at midnight on the old pagan feast of Yule.  Fidelma and Eadulf battle against the harsh winter storms to arrive in time, only to find they are too late. Botulf is dead – killed by an unknown hand.
  


  
    
  


  
    As they struggle to comprehend this staggering news, it soon becomes clear that the murder of this young monk is not the only trouble facing the abbey. The abbey is haunted by the ghost of a young woman – a woman some say bears a startling likeness to Abbot Cild’s dead wife.
  


  
    
  


  
    Can Fidelma and Eadulf discover the truth before they themselves fall victim to the danger which pervades the abbey walls?
  


  


  
    In memory of Moira Evans                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























 
(22 September 1951 – 4 August 2001)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























 
a great friend, who offered support                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























and encouragement and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























believed in Sister Fidelma
  


  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    


    

  


  
    Do not stand at my grave and weep.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























I am not there, I do not sleep.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
























 

I am a thousand winds that blow,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























I am the diamond glints on snow.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
























 

I am the sunlight on ripened grain,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























I am the gentle autumn’s rain.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























When you awaken in the morning’s hush,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























I am the swift uplifting rush                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























Of quiet birds in circled flight.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
























 

I am the stars that shine at night.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























Do not stand at my grave and cry,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 























I am not there, I did not die . . .
  


  
    Anon.
  


  


  
    Historical Note
  


  
    The Sister Fidelma mysteries are set mainly in Ireland during the mid-seventh century. This story, however, takes place while Fidelma and her companion in adventure, the Saxon Brother Eadulf, are en route to Eadulf’s birthplace of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the land of the South Folk (modern Saxmundham, Suffolk), in the kingdom of the East Angles (East Anglia) in what was to become England.
  


  
    It should be remembered that East Anglia and the kingdom of the East Saxons (Essex) to the south had only been converted to Christianity by Irish missionaries a few decades before Fidelma’s visit, which takes place in December, AD 666.
  


  
    In AD 653 King Sigebert of the East Saxons was baptised by the Irish Bishop of Lindisfarne, Finan. Finan sent one of his brethren, Cedd, to work among the East Saxons. Cedd was to attend the famous Synod of Whitby in AD 664 as an advocate of the Celtic Church. He built a church at Lastingham and died there soon after of the Yellow Plague. King Sigebert and his East Saxons returned to their pagan worship but Eata, the new Bishop of Lindisfarne, sent another Irish missionary to reconvert them.
  


  
    Some years earlier, in the East Anglian kingdom, a prince of the royal house, also named Sigebert, had to flee to Gaul to escape being killed by an ambitious cousin who claimed the kingship. In Gaul, about 610-12, he met the famous Irish missionary Columbanus (c. 540-615), who had founded monastic centres at Annegray, Luxeuil and Fontaine and went on to establish the monastery of Bobbio,  in Italy, which is said to have been the model for the abbey in Umberto Eco’s                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Name of the Rose























.
  


  
    Sigebert eventually returned to East Anglia having been converted by Columbanus to Christianity. Between 631 and 634 he brought missionaries into his kingdom. Among them was a Burgundian named Felix (d. AD 648), who set up his abbey at Dunwich, while a group of Irish missionaries, led by Fursa (known to the Angles as Fursey – 575-648), established their abbey at Burghcastle. Fursa was accompanied by his brothers, Foillan and Ultan, and by many other Irish religious. Among them were Gobban and Diciul, the latter leading the first Christian mission to the South Saxons (Sussex) and establishing his church at Bosham (AD 645).
  


  
    Fidelma’s companion, Eadulf, had been an hereditary                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  gerefa























, a magistrate, in Seaxmund’s Ham before being converted by these Irish missionaries and receiving his religious training in an Irish foundation.
  


  
    After the decision taken at the famous Council of Whitby in AD 664 (see                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Absolution by Murder























), most Saxon kingdoms accepted Roman influence as being in the ascendant over the original Celtic Christian concepts. But in December 666, at the time this story is set, Christianity was still very new and the old pagan ways were dying hard. The East Angles and East Saxons were not even a generation away from their initial conversion from worship of their gods and goddesses – Tiw, Woden, Thunor, and Frig. The power of the old deities was such that even today, in the English language, the days of the week are still named after them – Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday – while the Easter festival takes its name from the fertility goddess Eostre. Christmas coincided with the pagan Saxon feast of Yuletide.
  


  
    Sister Fidelma is not simply a religieuse, a former member of the community of St Brigid of Kildare. She  is also a qualified                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 dálaigh























, or advocate of the ancient law courts of Ireland.
  


  
    The Ireland of Fidelma’s day consisted of five main provincial kingdoms; indeed, the modern Irish word for a province is still                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 cúige























, literally ‘a fifth’. Four provincial kings – of Ulaidh (Ulster), of Connacht, of Muman (Munster) and of Laigin (Leinster) – gave their qualified allegiance to the Ard Rí or High King, who ruled from Tara, in the ‘royal’ fifth province of Midhe (Meath), which means the ‘middle province’. Even among the provincial kingdoms, there was a decentralisation of power to petty kingdoms and clan territories.
  


  
    This cohesion was not yet reflected among the warring kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxons. At the time of Fidelma’s visit there were around ten or eleven such kingdoms, including petty kingdoms. Of these there were three main contenders for power – Northumbria, Mercia and Wessex. Each was fighting to establish its king as the Bretwalda – ‘ruler of Britain’. A cohesive unit which could be recognised as England was not to emerge for another three centuries after Fidelma’s time.
  


  
    We should remind ourselves of the cultural perspective from which Fidelma views the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, and discover how she could be an advocate in her country’s legal system – a thing impossible in Brother Eadulf’s native land.
  


  
    The law of primogeniture, inheritance by the eldest son or daughter, was an alien concept in Ireland. Kingship, from the lowliest clan chieftain to the High King, was only partially hereditary and mainly electoral. Each ruler had to prove himself or herself worthy of office and was elected by the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 derbhfine























 of their family – a minimum of three generations from a common ancestor gathered in conclave. If a ruler did not pursue the commonwealth of the people, they were impeached and removed from office.  The monarchical system of ancient Ireland had more in common with a modern-day republic than with the feudal monarchies which developed in medieval Europe.
  


  
    Seventh-century Ireland was governed by a system of sophisticated laws called the Laws of the Fénechus, or land-tillers, which became more popularly known as the Brehon Laws, deriving from the word                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 breaitheamh























 – a judge. Tradition has it that these laws were first gathered in 714 BC by order of the High King, Ollamh Fódhla. Over a thousand years later, in AD 438, the High King Laoghaire appointed a commission of nine learned people to study and revise the laws, and commit them to the new writing in Latin characters. One of those serving on the commission was Patrick, eventually to become patron saint of Ireland. After three years, the commission produced a written text of the laws, which is the first known codification.
  


  
    The first complete surviving texts of the ancient laws of Ireland are preserved in an eleventh-century manuscript book in the Royal Irish Academy, Dublin. It was not until the seventeenth century that the English colonial administration in Ireland finally suppressed the use of the Brehon law system. To even possess a copy of the Irish laws books was punishable often by death or transportation.
  


  
    The law system was not static and every three years, at the Féis Temhach (Festival of Tara), the lawyers and administrators gathered to consider and revise the laws in the light of changing society and its needs.
  


  
    Under these laws, women occupied a unique place. The Irish laws gave more rights and protection to women than any other western law code until recent times. Women could, and did, aspire to all offices and professions as the co-equals of men. They could be political leaders, command their people in battle as warriors, be physicians, local magistrates, poets, artisans, lawyers and judges. We know the names of many female judges of Fidelma’s period –  Bríg Briugaid and Aine Ingine Iugare, for example, and Dari, who was not only a judge but the author of a noted law text written in the sixth century.
  


  
    Women were protected by law against sexual harassment, against discrimination, against rape. They had the right of divorce on equal terms from their husbands, with equitable separation laws, and could demand part of their husband’s property as a divorce settlement; they had the right to inherit personal property and the right of sickness benefits when ill or hospitalised. Ancient Ireland had Europe’s oldest recorded system of hospitals. Seen from today’s perspective, the Brehon Laws seemed to enshrine an almost ideal society.
  


  
    This background, and its strong contrast to Ireland’s neighbours, should be understood in order to appreciate Fidelma’s role in these stories. Fidelma went to study laws at the bardic school of the Brehon Morann of Tara and, after eight years of study, she obtained the degree of                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  anruth























, only one degree below the highest offered in either bardic or ecclesiastical universities in ancient Ireland. The highest degree was                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ollamh























, which is still the modern Irish word for a professor. Fidelma’s studies were in both the criminal code of the Senechus Mór and the civil code of Leabhar Acaill. Thereby she became a                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 dálaigh























 or advocate of the law courts.
  


  
    Her main role could be compared to that of a modern Scottish sheriff-substitute whose job is to gather and assess the evidence, independent of the police, to see if there is a case to be answered. The modern French                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 juge d’instruction























  holds a similar role. However, sometimes Fidelma is faced with the task of prosecuting or defending in the courts or even rendering judgments in minor cases when a Brehon was not available.
  


  
    In those days most of the professional or intellectual classes were members of the new Christian religious  houses, just as, in previous centuries, all intellectuals and members of the professions had been Druids. Fidelma became a member of the religious community of Kildare, established in the late fifth century by St Brigid. But by the time the action in this story takes place, Fidelma has left Kildare in disillusionment. The reason why may be found in the title story of the Fidelma short story collection                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  Hemlock at Vespers























.
  


  
    While the seventh century is considered part of the European Dark Ages, for Ireland it was a period of Golden Enlightenment. Students from every corner of Europe flocked to the Irish universities to receive their education, including the sons of many of the Anglo-Saxon kings. At the great ecclesiastical university of Durrow at this time, it is recorded that no fewer than eighteen different nations were represented among the students. At the same time, Irish male and female missionaries were setting out to return a pagan Europe to Christianity, establishing churches, monasteries, and centres of learning throughout Europe as far east as Kiev, in the Ukraine, as far north as the Faeroes, and as far south as Taranto in southern Italy. Ireland was a byword for literacy and learning.
  


  
    However, what we now call the Celtic Church was in constant dispute with Rome on matters of liturgy and ritual. Rome had begun to reform itself in the fourth century, changing its dating of Easter and aspects of its liturgy. The Celtic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church maintained their independence from Rome in such matters. The Celtic Church of Ireland, during Fidelma’s time, was much concerned with this conflict so that it is impossible to write on church matters without referring to the philosophical warfare between them.
  


  
    One thing that was shared by both the Celtic Church and Rome in the seventh century was that the concept of celibacy was not universal. However, there were always  ascetics in the Church who sublimated physical love in a dedication to the deity, and at the Council of Nice in AD 325 clerical marriages had been condemned (but not banned) by the Western Church. The concept of celibacy arose in Rome mainly from the customs practised by the pagan priestesses of Vesta and the priests of Diana.
  


  
    By the fifth century, Rome had forbidden its clerics from the rank of abbot and bishop to sleep with their wives and, shortly after, even to marry at all. The general clergy were discouraged from marrying by Rome but not forbidden to do so. Indeed, it was not until the reforming papacy of Leo IX (1049-54) that a serious attempt was made to force the Western clergy to accept universal celibacy. The Celtic Church took centuries to give up its anti-celibacy attitude and fall into line with Rome, while in the Eastern Orthodox Church priests below the rank of abbot and bishop have retained their right to marry to this day.
  


  
    An awareness of these facts concerning the liberal attitudes towards sexual relationships in the Celtic Church is essential towards understanding the background to the Fidelma stories. The condemnation of the ‘sin of the flesh’ remained alien to the Celtic Church for a long time after Rome’s attitude became a dogma. In Fidelma’s world, both sexes inhabited abbeys and monastic foundations, which were known as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 conhospitae























, or double houses, where men and women lived raising their children in Christ’s service.
  


  
    Fidelma’s own house of St Brigid was one such community of both sexes during her time. When Brigid established her community at Kildare (Cill Dara – church of the oaks) she invited a bishop named Conláed to join her. Her first surviving biography, completed fifty years after her death in AD 650, during Fidelma’s lifetime, was written by a monk of Kildare named Cogitosus, who makes it clear that it continued to be a mixed community after her death.
  


  
    It should also be pointed out that, demonstrating their co-equal role with men, women were priests of the Celtic Church in this period. Brigid herself was ordained a bishop by Patrick’s nephew, Mel, and her case was not unique. In the sixth century, Rome actually wrote a protest at the Celtic practice of allowing women to celebrate the divine sacrifice of Mass.
  


  
    Unlike the Roman Church, the Irish Church did not have a system of ‘confessors’ where ‘sins’ had to be confessed to clerics who then had the authority to absolve those sins in Christ’s name. Instead, people chose an                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 anam chara























 – a ‘soul friend’ – clerical or lay, with whom they discussed matters of emotional and spiritual well-being.
  


  
    To help readers more readily identify personal names, a list of principal characters is given. And in response to the numerous readers who have asked for help in pronouncing the Irish names and words, I have included a pronunciation guide. Thus armed, we may now enter Fidelma’s world. The events of this story take place in December 666. It was the new Irish Christian month of Nollaig, named from the Latin                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 natalicia























 – birth festival – which only a few years before, the Irish had called Medónach Gemrid or ‘Middle Winter’.
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