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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 7th-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.
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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
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Ireland. AD 672.

The body of a dead man has been found on a lonely mountain road and taken to the isolated abbey of Gleann Dá Loch for a proper burial. The abbot quickly identifies him as Brehon Brocc, who had been travelling to the abbey on a secret mission with Princess Gelgéis and her steward. When news reaches Colgú, King of Muman, that his betrothed, Princess Gelgéis, has disappeared, Fidelma with her trusted companions, Eadulf and Enda, enter the hostile Kingdom of Laigin in search of the truth.

But one death is quickly followed by another and warnings of demonic shapeshifters and evil lurking in the mountains must be taken seriously. Are there really brigands stealing gold and silver from the ancient mines? And are rumours of a war between the Kingdoms of Laigin and Muman to be believed? As Fidelma searches for answers, she must do everything in her power to avoid danger and death in a land where no one is to be trusted . . .


For Maria V. Soteriades

The years have passed and times have changed since 1969.

But our friendship has remained constant.

Thanks for being there.


Tiagaid thra in lucht sin isidaib. Ocus tiagaid fo muirib agis tiagaid i conrechtaibh ocus tiaigaid eo hamaide, ocu tiagait eo tuath clingtha. Is as sin is bunadas doibh uile, i muintir deamain.

Lebor Gabála Érenn

So they go in the currents of the wind. They go under the seas, they go in wolf-shapes and they go to fools and to the powerful. Thence is it that this is the nature of all of them, to be followers of the devil.

A Christian scribe’s notation in Lebor Gabála Érenn


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 of the East Angles, her companion

At Cashel

Colgú, King of Muman, Fidelma’s brother

Enda, warrior of the Nasc Niadh, warriors of the Golden Collar, the élite bodyguard to King Colgú

Missing in the mountains

Princess Gelgéis of Osraige

Spealáin, her steward

At the Abbey of the Blessed Cáemgen

Cétach, a pedlar arriving at the abbey

Abbot Daircell Ciotóg

Brother Aithrigid, his rechtaire or steward

Brother Dorchú, the dorseóracht or gatekeeper

Brother Lachtna, the physician

Brother Eochaí, the echaire or stable master

Brother Gobbán, the smith

Brother Cuilínn, a stable boy

At Láithreach

Iuchra, a soothsayer

Brehon Rónchú, a local judge, who is missing

Beccnat, a baran or steward judge, assistant to Brehon Rónchú

Serc, a prostitute

Síabair, the town’s physician

Teimel, a hunter and tracker

Muirgel, widow of Murchad, a boatman

At Sliabh Céim an Doire

Corbmac, commander of Dicuil Dóna’s warriors

At Ghleann Uí Máil

Dicuil Dóna, lord of The Cuala

Scáth, steward and son of Dicuil Dóna

Aróc, daughter of Dicuil Dóna

At Dún Árd

Garrchú, steward of the mines of The Cuala

Others mentioned

Brehon Brocc, the murdered Brehon

Alchú, son of Fidelma and Eadulf

Tuaim Snámha, petty King of Osraige from AD 660–678

Fianamail of the Uí Máil, King of Laigin from AD 666–680


THE CUALA

KINGDOM OF LAIGIN

7TH CENTURY A.D.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story is set in AD 672, during the period known as Laethanta na Bó Riabhai (the days of the brindled cow), which corresponds to the last three days of March and the first three days of April in the modern calendar. The setting is the remote and forbidding peaks of The Cuala – today called the Wicklow Mountains – containing some of Ireland’s highest peaks and the island’s largest continuous upland.

It was here that the Annales Ríoghachta Éireann (Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland) stated that in The Age of the World 3656, during the reign of the High King, Tigernmas, gold was first found and smelted in a wooded glen east of the River Liffey by Uchadan, the smith, of the Fear Cualann, the men of The Cuala. Tigernmas, son of Fothal mac Ethriel, was said to rule in 1621–1544 BC, and is recorded as being killed during a wildly abandoned orgy to Crom Cruach, a gold pagan idol, whose cult demanded human sacrifice during the feast of Samhain. Could this have been a symbolic warning about the effect of greed for gold and power on men and women?

Gold has certainly long been used by the smiths of Ireland. One gold collar, known as the Blessington Lunala, shaped like a crescent moon, is generally dated 2400–2000 BC. Blessington stands at the edge of The Cuala. The Broighter gold hoard is dated to the 1st century BC. Gold was even discovered in the 18th century AD in the foothills of these same Wicklow Mountains at Croghan, Kinshela, where a stream was afterwards named Gold River.

To help people with locations a sketch map is included. The Abbey of the Blessed Cáemgen at Gleann Dá Loch (today Anglicised as Glendalough) is ‘the valley of the two lakes’. The abbey was founded by Cáemgen (Saint Kevin) a century before these events. The forbidding mountain of Log na Coille (Anglicised as Lugnaquilla), ‘the mountain of the wood’, is the fourth highest peak standing at 905 metres. Nearby is Mullach Cliabháin (Anglicised as Mullagh Cleevaun) or ‘the summit of the cradle’, which stands at 849 metres and is the eighth highest mountain in Ireland.

Readers may wish to know that the background details of the clash in Durlus Éile and Osraige, mentioned in this story, are recounted in The Seventh Trumpet (2012). How Fidelma resolved the relationship she had as a student is told in Act of Mercy (1999). The rescue of Eadulf from execution in Laigin occurs in Our Lady of Darkness (2000). The incident of how Fidelma defended her friend Liadin, charged with murdering her husband, occurs in the short story ‘At the Tent of Holofernes’, collected in Hemlock at Vespers: A Collection of Sister Fidelma Mysteries (2000).


CHAPTER ONE
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Abbot Daircell raised his head from the manuscript that he was copying. Had he not been a religious man, he might have uttered a profanity. That he thought it brought a moment of guilt to his conscience. As a result, he pressed his thin lips in a tight grimace before shouting sternly to his steward. The fact that he even raised his voice to a pitch that echoed from the small scriptorium, in which he was working in isolation, to reach the ears of his steward in the adjacent chamber, demonstrated the irritated mood of the abbot.

‘Brother Aithrigid, for the love of God, find out who is making that unholy clamour and tell them to desist!’

The clamour was the constant pealing of the bell at the gates of the abbey to announce the arrival of wayfarers and guests of importance. Generally such visitors were few and far between because the lonely abbey in the Valley of the Two Lakes was not on any major route between settlements among the tall mountains that surrounded it. It was not just the pealing of the bell that aggravated the abbot, however, but its frenetic, almost panic-inducing sound, and the fact that Brother Dorchú, the abbey’s dorseóracht, or gatekeeper, had apparently not responded to its summons. The abbot decided that unless Brother Dorchú had a pressing reason for his lack of diligence, his penance would not be a light one. He had been accepted into the abbey only a year before, having abandoned service as a bodyguard to the lord of The Cuala, the noble who ruled the mountainous territory in which the abbey was sited. The abbot had made Brother Dorchú the gatekeeper because he felt a former warrior would be best suited as a protector of the entrance to the abbey. Abbot Daircell sat back and scowled, making his hawk-like features more forbidding as he heard the hurried slapping of leather-soled sandals across the stone-flagged floor as the steward went off on his errand. Indeed, it was only a short while before the gate bell sounded a few hesitant, isolated notes and fell silent.

Abbot Daircell gave a sigh of relief and turned back to the manuscript page he had been contemplating. He tried to regain his concentration but his mood had changed. It was hard enough to decipher the Latin characters of the letter he had received from Abbot Failbe mac Pipáin of Iona, let alone the arguments in favour of the methods of Rome in their new computing of the Paschal celebrations. However, the complex arguments, which Abbot Failbe favoured, were beyond him. He had long ago admitted that he was neither astronomer nor mathematical scholar, nor had knowledge enough to approve or disapprove of such radical changes to the calendar. Had not the Blessed Augustine of Hippo once dismissed such matters in a letter, stating the Holy Spirit had wanted to create Christians, not mathematicians? He sighed once more and pushed the paper away.

At that moment he heard his steward hurrying back, the slap of his sandals now sounding as frantically as had the ringing of the bell. To the abbot’s surprise, the scriptorium door burst open. Framed in the doorway was not his steward but a tall youth whose robes did not disguise his tough muscular form. Abbot Daircell stared in surprise. Above all rules, the brethren were taught respect and decorum; to pause outside the abbot’s chambers and knock thrice, before entering once permission was given. Abbot Daircell’s face darkened in annoyance, trying to remember the name of the boy. It was one of the stable lads, recently joined. Before he could utter the admonishment, the youth seemed to recover his breath.

‘The steward sent me,’ he gasped. ‘A man . . . a man . . .’ he began to stutter. ‘A man at the gate . . .’

Abbot Daircell paused, suppressing his inclination to reprove the youth. He remembered his name now.

‘Calm yourself, Brother Cuilínn. So, there is a man at the gate? I hardly thought it was a straying sheep that would ring the gate bell in such agitation.’ Abbot Daircell admitted to favouring irony in his speech. ‘Tell me, who is this man and what does he seek here?’

Brother Cuilínn swallowed, still breathless from running with his message.

‘It is a pedlar. Brother Aithrigid told me to tell you that it is Cétach the pedlar.’

Abbot Daircell’s frown deepened. He knew Cétach and his reputation. He was a trader from the local township with a reputation for cunning. He was deemed both disingenuous and untrustworthy but the Abbey occasionally did business with him.

‘And so? Why does Cétach the pedlar come and announce himself in such an unusual and conceited manner by ringing our gate bell as if to wake the dead for the Day of Judgment? Does he bring some news of importance? And do you know why our gatekeeper was unable to answer the summons of the bell?’

The young boy was still standing, hesitating, and the abbot grew impatient.

‘Speak,’ he instructed sternly. ‘Do I have to repeat myself? Does the pedlar bring some news? He is not a person that I would welcome here at the best of times – a man of little worth and even less religion – but if he brings news . . .?’

The stable boy’s expression and voice remained agitated. ‘He brings a body, Father Abbot. The steward, Brother Aithrigid . . . he . . . er . . . requests that you examine it.’

‘A body? He requests that I . . .?’ Abbot Daircell hesitated, holding his temper as he realised that the boy was only the conveyor of a message.

He rose abruptly from his chair without another word and preceded the youth from the scriptorium, making his way through the abbey buildings, across the expanse of ground towards the inner gate. This gate stood before a wooden bridge, which crossed a stream to a second gate, which was the main gate of the abbey complex.

Outside this gate, the short and portly figure of Cétach stood by a mule cart, twisting the reins of the animal in his nervous hands. Cétach was a man of unprepossessing appearance. The hair on his forehead was receding, but grew dirty red, soiled and matted at the back. His beard was ample but also thick and dirty, and what little that could be seen of his cheeks was coarse and ruddy. He lowered his head in deference as the abbot approached.

‘What is all this nonsense I hear, Brother Aithrigid?’ Abbot Daircell demanded, ignoring the pedlar and speaking directly to his steward. ‘I am told that you request that I look at a body.’

Brother Aithrigid was a tall, elderly, silver-haired man. He was softly spoken and exuded calmness in the face of all excitement. Before joining the abbey, Abbot Daircell knew Brother Aithrigid had once trained in law. Although he had not reached the highest qualification, he was at the level of an Aire Árd, one skilled in the preparations of judgments. In this capacity he handled the abbey’s legal affairs.

His voice was almost pacifying as he replied: ‘I think the pedlar should explain. It is he who brought the body here.’

As Abbot Daircell turned to Cétach, the pedlar began speaking in a soft whining manner.

‘If it pleases you, Lord Abbot, I brought it here as quickly as I could and—’

Abbot Daircell held up his hand as the man seemed about to plunge on.

‘You brought a body here? Where did you find this body?’

‘Not far away. I was coming through the mountains, following the river through the valley of Glasán. It was there, at the pass of the oak wood, near the track where you begin to ascend the mountain to the summit to the Lake of the Water Monster . . . That’s where I found it . . .’

‘But why bring it here? Why not stop and bury the body? To come here is surely a deviation of your route, as I assume you would be heading to your home in Láithreach . . . or did you think this body stood in need of a special ecclesiastical ceremony and burial?’

Once more Abbot Daircell could not prevent his irony rising.

‘I did, Lord Abbot,’ replied the pedlar.

The abbot stood staring at him in surprise; he had expected some denial.

‘Why so?’ he demanded when he had recovered.

‘I thought you might also feel some recompense was due for my trouble.’

The abbot knew that Cétach was a man of few morals, earning what he could by guile and cunning, but even so, it was astounding that he would expect some sort of reward for bringing a body to the abbey.

‘Why should I give you a reward for bringing a body to me?’ the abbot demanded.

Cétach, in spite of his tough, rugged appearance, almost simpered.

‘I recognised the body as one of a party that had left Durlus Éile several days ago. I knew then that they were on their way here.’

There was a silence. A shadow crossed the abbot’s features.

‘On their way here from Durlus Éile?’ the abbot repeated quietly. Durlus Éile was a few days’ ride away on the western side of the high peaks, a small trading township in the petty kingdom of Osraige, outside the borders of the kingdom of Laigin, in which the abbey lay.

‘Are you saying that you have come from Durlus Éile?’ the abbot intoned slowly. ‘You were following a party of travellers, of which this body was one of them? Where are the others? I don’t understand.’

‘I was doing business in Durlus Éile,’ the pedlar hastened to explain. ‘While I was waiting in the town, I saw the party leaving. There were two men and a woman. That was a full nine days ago. They took the road eastwards through the mountains. I left several days later but along the same trail. It was on that trail that I found this body. I knew the travellers to be of noble rank for I have often traded in that town.’

‘Of noble rank?’ The abbot’s voice was icy as if a threatening thought was weighing on him. ‘Show me this body.’

‘It is here, Lord Abbot.’ The pedlar jerked his thumb over his shoulder to indicate something covered in brown sacking in the back of his cart.

Abbot Daircell moved forward and was helped by his steward to pull back a piece of the sacking. He stood for moment staring down at the white, decomposing face of the cadaver. There was dried blood across the throat. The abbot could not suppress a gasp of recognition.

‘Do you know him, my lord?’ asked the pedlar nervously, watching the expression on the abbot’s face.

Abbot Daircell ignored him but turned to his steward. ‘I suppose you have already recognised the body?’

‘I have,’ agreed Brother Aithrigid solemnly. ‘Am I not of Osraige and your cousin? It is the body of Brehon Brocc.’

‘Brocc; Brehon to our cousin, the Princess Gelgéis of Durlus Éile,’ echoed Abbot Daircell grimly. He turned to the pedlar, questions tumbling in his mind, but he was unable to speak.

‘Indeed, my lord,’ the pedlar said, pre-empting the unasked questions. ‘I recognised the Brehon while I was in Durlus Éile. He and the princess and her steward, Spealáin, were leaving the township.’

‘Where are the others? Where is Princess Gelgéis?’ snapped Abbot Daircell.

‘There was only this body lying on the mountain track. There was no sign of anyone else.’

Abbot Daircell’s mouth was a thin grim line as he stared at the pedlar. He seemed to be struggling with emotion.

‘When did you say that you saw the princess and her party set out from Durlus Éile? When were you there?’

‘Nine days ago,’ the pedlar repeated. ‘They were all on horseback. I set out with my wagon along the same route only a few days ago.’

Abbot Daircell was shaking his head as if he had difficulty comprehending events. He seemed incapable of forming the next obvious question.

‘There was no sign of their horses or other traces; no sign of who had done this deed?’ Brother Aithrigid intervened.

The pedlar shook his head. ‘Nothing. No sign. It was just the man’s body that lay on the ground.’

‘And you said that you found the body in the pass just below Sliabh Céim an Doire?’

‘The mountain of the pass of the oak trees,’ confirmed the pedlar, repeating the name. ‘The mountains are high there and the valleys are dark with impenetrable forests, where it is rumoured beings called the Cumachtae – the shapeshifters – are active. Although I have never been troubled by them,’ he added with a sniff.

It was true that Céim an Doire was one of the highest peaks in the whole of The Cuala, the great mountain range that covered the north of the kingdom of Laigin. The area was replete with deserted mines in forest valleys.

The abbot, seeming to recover himself, turned to beckon to a small, bald man in the group of brothers now gathering with growing curiosity.

‘Brother Lachtna, come and tell us how long you think this man has been dead.’

Brother Lachtna was the abbey’s physician. He came forward reluctantly and barely glanced at the body but sniffed in distaste.

‘There is already putrefaction to the extent that comes after several days of exposure to the elements,’ he offered.

‘I want a more careful observation,’ Abbot Daircell pressed harshly.

Wrinkling up his nose in distaste, the physician reached forward and took off the sackcloth covering completely, the better to examine the corpse.

‘The man still wears his clothes and his leather purse. That’s rather strange if he were attacked by brigands. I see the throat’s been cut . . . Ah, what’s that arrow there?’

‘I took it from out of the man’s back,’ the pedlar explained. ‘It was after that I saw that the man’s throat had been cut.’

‘It has been mild during the last few days, mild for this time of year,’ Brother Lachtna muttered thoughtfully. ‘But, as I said, perhaps the corpse has lain in the open for several days.’ He seemed about to say something further but stopped.

‘There is something else?’ queried the abbot, who had a sharp eye.

Brother Lachtna hesitated. ‘He has obviously been dead a week or so but . . . but I am curious . . .’ His voice trailed off as he stood regarding the body.

‘Curious? What is curious about a body?’ It was Brother Aithrigid, the steward, who asked.

‘The putrefaction indicating the time from when the body was killed to this date does not accord to the conditions of where the body has lain all this time.’

‘What do you mean?’ demanded Abbot Daircell.

‘I think we all know the valley of Glasán and are aware of the mountains surrounding it. The area is replete in wolves, foxes and other scavenging animals. Carrion birds constantly fly the skies. I find it curious that this body has not been molested by any of them.’

‘What are you implying?’ pressed the abbot.

The little physician shrugged. ‘I cannot say that I am prepared to draw a conclusion. I say only what I observe. There are no apparent marks of any animal, or any scavenger species – mammal or bird. None of these scavengers has paid any attention to this cadaver – that is, if it has lain abandoned on a mountainside for a week or more. Contrary to that, the decomposition of the corpse indicates that it has been protected from such an exposure to the weather. That is beyond my comprehension at this time.’

There was silence for a moment before the abbot addressed the pedlar again.

‘You say that you saw nothing, no sign of anyone except the corpse lying on the mountainside? No sign of a struggle, no sign of horses, or of a conflict of any sort? You saw nothing to indicate what might have befallen Princess Gelgéis and her companion?’

‘Nothing at all,’ said Cétach with a nervous glance around. ‘The man’s body lay there and there were no items scattered nearby: no torn cloth, no rusty dagger, no part of any item that might be abandoned during an attack.’

‘The body lay on its own?’ demanded the abbot once again. ‘You saw nothing else?’

‘Nothing else,’ confirmed the pedlar. ‘It was as if the Aos Sí, the Otherworld folk, the shapeshifters, had swept down from the mountains and carried everything off in their Otherworld mist.’
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