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            The protagonists
   

         

         Sister Isabella

         Sister Isabella is 35 years old and her given name is Isabella Martini. She knew from a young age that she wanted to become a nun, and so she joined a small convent in Calabria, in the south of Italy. After the convent was closed down, she moved to Santa Caterina, where she found her true calling: solving crimes. She opened herself up to the village and to worldly life – and started catching criminals.

          
   

         Matteo Silvestri

         Sister Isabella is helping the 29-year-old local carabiniere with his investigations – or is it the other way around? Matteo hasn't had much experience of police work yet, and Isabella has taken him under her wing.

          
   

         Abbess Filomena

         "The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away" – this is the motto by which 63-year-old Abbess Filomena lives. No one has ever seen her out of her habit. She has lived her whole life as a nun in Santa Caterina, and she plans to end it here, too. She is sworn to protect the abbey and "her" nuns with her body and soul.

          
   

         Duccio Lenzi

         Duccio Lenzi is the Mayor of the village and sees himself as the patron of Santa Caterina – generous, supportive, but also stubborn when it comes to getting his way. He doesn't see any point in washing dirty laundry in public – but Sister Isabella often views things differently.
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         "Mamma mia, in heat like this you oughtn't even send a donkey out of the stable!" Sister Maria Alessia was so caught up in her fulminations that she didn't lower her voice even as Abbess Maria Filomena walked by. Nor indeed when the Mother Superior threw first a stern look and then carrot stalks at her to shut her up.

         Maria Isabella grinned to herself – even though her own bones were aching and she felt her back seizing up as she weeded and harvested the overripe tomatoes. To say nothing of the sweat gathering on her forehead under her thick habit.

         The Tuscan summer sun was merciless, especially at midday, when even the sparse shade thrown by the olive trees retreated and the sisters had to garden out in the open. Panting, Maria Isabella glanced at her left wrist … and saw nothing. Of course she had left her wristwatch in her cell on the bedside cabinet, right next to her battered old Bible, a First Communion gift from her grandmother. That Bible was quite a special book. Although it was not expensive in the conventional sense, it was incalculably valuable to her. It was her inheritance from the very grandma for whom she was named: Maria Estrella. She had been a proud woman, who never brooked any opposition to her own views. There had been no dissuading her from giving this Bible for her granddaughter's First Communion.

         Isabella cherished this gift more than she could say. And not only because of the ten fifty thousand lira notes that her grandmother had stuck between the pages and which had rained down on Isabella when she had held the book up over her head.

         This Bible was a family heirloom, and it had been for five generations.

         Isabella loved this little old book for more than its matte black leather binding and its aristocratic-looking gilt page edges: she loved it because this gift had strengthened her faith. Not that it had been flimsy to begin with – Isabella had always been anchored by her faith in God. But what this gift, or rather the things written in it, had given her was a determination to uphold what was right. Even as a young girl she had known what fate had in store for her: her future was literally written between the leather covers of this book. There had never been any alternative: there was no other path her life could have taken.

         Even this damned heat – God forgive her – couldn't change that. But it was too bad that she couldn't tell how long it would be before her well-deserved lunch break.

         From the kitchen she could already smell Sister Maria Hildegard's charcoal stew, which had a delicious perfume of thyme and fresh garlic. Her stomach wouldn't stop grumbling. And she wouldn't mind a glass of home-made Chianti either. Those who did hard labour were allowed to drink wine. On that, all the sisters agreed.

         She wiped the sweat from her forehead and looked up at the sky. She had to squint against the sun.

         Maria Isabella was quite good at telling the time and orienting herself by the position of the sun: she had learned how from the scautismi, the scouts. And, in her opinion, it was some time past noon.

         Why weren't the bells tolling?

         "What does your watch say?" she asked Sister Alessia, who was crouching next to her. Sister Alessia's corpulence made her sufferings from the hard work in the heat all the greater, but the Abbess insisted mercilessly on equality for all. Even the oldest of her charges, Sister Immaculata, had been given a broom with which to sweep the cobbled yard. And there was always something to sweep up.

         The wind constantly blew sand from the beach into the air, carrying it over many kilometres, all the way to the convent walls, where it settled in a fine layer – if you let it. The sand has a mind of its own, the Abbess used to say. To Isabella it seemed more like it was the Abbess who had a mind of her own.

         "Why?" Sister Alessia snorted sullenly, "Are you tired already? We are to work until the bells ring."

         Isabella nodded curtly. After all, she knew the rules. But she paused. "But they aren't ringing."

         "Because it's not yet twelve o'clock," the Abbess interjected, plucking a thick clump of dandelions from the ground.

         "Go and see!" Isabella demanded of her superior, who looked at her in surprise. Maria Filomena was not used to receiving orders. Nevertheless, she raised her left arm and looked first at her watch, and then back at Isabella. Her eyes were wide. Slowly, her gaze returned to the clock. At first she was incredulous, and then annoyed.

         "What time is it?" inquired Isabella.

         "Almost half past twelve."

         One by one, the sisters nearby had paused in their work and were shooting each other curious looks.

         "But …" said one.

         "It did seem like we'd been here a long time," murmured another.

         As one, all heads turned slowly towards the square belltower that loomed above them, so lofty and silent. So silent.

         "Whose job is that today?" The chief's voice had taken on an accusatory tone.

         "Sister Maria", said Maria Alessia straight away.

         "Which Maria?" Maria Filomena shot back crossly, narrowing her eyes at Maria Alessia. It was no wonder she snapped: half of the sisters living here were named Maria. It was probably the holiest name you could give a girl. Or which one could take oneself, as was the custom of many sisters who entered the convent. This was a recipe for constant and irksome mix-ups, which was why the Abbess tended to dispense with first names and to address her fellow sisters by their second names.

         "Maria Raffaella," Maria Alessia replied meekly.

         "Typical," the Abbess sighed. "She must have been at the grappa again. But everyone knows it's a sin to drink before lunch."

         One of the nearby sisters crossed herself.

         As far as Isabella could remember, it didn't say anything like that in the Bible. Not in the Old Testament, or in the New. But she didn't pull the Abbess up on that. Instead, she stretched her back and put her hands on her hips. "I'll go and see," she said to the others.

         "Maybe there's a problem with the rope." Murmurs of agreement.

         The bell-ropes had been getting tangled up every now and then, preventing the chimes from being rung. If that was the case, a helping hand surely couldn't hurt. The path to the 43-metre-tall belltower led them through a courtyard littered with vegetable and herb beds, past chicken coops from within which the hens started clucking and cooing because they thought they were about to be fed. For these birds, women in black-and-white nuns' robes were synonymous with food. Sometimes Maria envied these animals for their simplicity. They didn't have to weed or fret about whether they were allowed to drink a little wine before lunch.

         As she turned the corner of the stables, her eyes alighted on the stone bench under the cloisters, in the shadow of the belltower.

         Immaculata was sitting on it. Slumped over. Next to her was the brushwood broom with which she had crept away that morning under the suspicious eyes of the Abbess.

         Isabella looked at her anxiously. The old woman did not move. Cautiously, Isabella approached her and nudged her, tentatively at first. When there was still no sign of movement, she tried a little more firmly. Sister Immaculata just tilted to one side.

         "Please no!" groaned Isabella. She gasped in shock as a snore escaped the older woman, so loud that her chest shook with every breath.

         Relieved, Isabella stepped closer to her, looking into the wrinkled face. She briefly toyed with the idea of waking her, but then decided against it. The way she sat there, chin resting on her chest, she was almost childlike. Who could be angry at her for neglecting her duties for a little while?

         Gently, Isabella lifted Immaculata's left arm out of the sun and placed it on her lap so that she wouldn't get sunburnt.

         That probably meant that it was down to her to get the courtyard swept, if she didn't want the older sister getting into trouble with the Abbess.

         But first she had to see to the bells. She suspected that Sister Raffaella was in the tower trying to sort out some tangle or other, so she continued making her way over, and was happy to do so, because she really liked the place. The height of the tower offered her a way to be closer to God.

         Of course, God was always with her, but up there He was just that little bit closer.

         If it hadn't been so hot, she would have gladly taken the opportunity to climb all the way up. From the plateau at the top of the tower, there was a breathtaking view far over San Commaditá's terracotta roofs, over the meandering Serchio to the almost unnatural azure of the Ligurian Sea. In the other direction, a myriad of hills rolled to the horizon, covered with vineyards and olive groves, most of which belonged to the convent.

         She had not been to the beach for a long time and promised herself to make up for this omission as soon as possible. After all, what was life worth if one did not enjoy the world's wonders?

         With her skirts gathered up, she hurried towards the belltower. She took three steps before she paused again. Something had caught her attention. A shadow on the ground. No, not a shadow. A shape. At first, Sister Isabella didn't know what she was seeing. It was as if someone had thrown down an armful of laundry. But then she realised her mistake: It was not a heap of clothing. It was a human being.

         She stepped closer and tried to make sense of the scene. Finally, she realised what she was looking at – or rather whom.

         Raffaella was lying on the cobblestones in front of her. Her right leg and neck were twisted at an unusual angle. Her eyes were open and it seemed as if she were looking up at her plaintively. Once those eyes had sparkled with life and brilliance. But now they were dull and empty.

         The face was like a distorted mask.

         It was not the first time Isabella had been stared at by a dead person. But it was a sight she would never get used to.
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         "She's dead." The man in the light blue short-sleeved shirt was nodding so emphatically that his white bandolier bobbed up and down and his dark blue peaked cap slipped far down his forehead. "She's definitely dead."

         "Well, we hardly needed the carabinieri to figure that out." Sister Isabella stood with her arms folded between the young man in the peaked cap and the dead Raffaella, eyeing him.

         "I don't understand why you are here," Isabella said.

         In fact, there was quite a lot she didn't understand in that moment. She still did not want to believe that Sister Raffaella was gone. Just yesterday they had said Lauds together at morning prayer before going their separate ways: Raffaella to her duty in the piazza, where she was in charge of the convent's stall at the market in Santa Caterina, and Isabella had taken advantage of the early dawn to go for a long jog through the vineyards.

         That she was no longer alive now seemed so … unreal to her.

         They hadn't been the best of friends, but they had liked and respected one another. Raffaella's death was a sore loss for the convent. She had been one of them, and loyalty to God and to their community was paramount.

         "I can see in your eyes that you are sceptical, Sister. But believe me, my presence is indispensable. When someone dies in this way," his gaze turned to the belltower, "we have to rule out the involvement of third parties. So it's perfectly normal for the paramedic to call the police."

         "And where is the paramedic?"

         The policeman lowered his chin and then looked up at her again.

         "Well, this is hardly a matter of life and death." He attempted a smile and failed miserably. "There was a bad accident on Via Statale 12. A lorry and a coach … it may take time for an ambulance to get here."

         Isabella was only half-listening to him. She was still in shock.

         Immediately after her terrible discovery, she had rushed to the common room to call the emergency services.

         First she had got the fire brigade because she had dialled the wrong number in her panic. When they asked her where the fire was, she was so bewildered that she hung up. Only then had she remembered the number of the ambulance service. But she had wondered exactly what they would be able to do, because Matteo Silvestri was right about one thing: Sister Raffaella was dead. Even a dozen paramedics couldn't change that.

         With Filomena's help, she had at least been able to keep all the sisters from rushing to the tower, sparing them the sight of their deceased colleague. But Sister Immaculata was still sitting on her bench, sleeping. Hearing loss could sometimes be a blessing after all.

         While she had been on the phone, the Abbess had been gracious enough to put a blanket over the dead woman's body. Isabella stared at the shape it made and could not believe that Sister Raffaella was really lying under that cloth. She had been one of the few people with whom she shared her life and her faith. Just eighteen sisters lived in and ran the venerable old Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria. She adjusted the number downwards by one and said a silent prayer for Sister Raffaella.

         As she did so, she felt the gaze of the Carabiniere Matteo Silvestri resting on her.

         He must have noticed her sorrow, and he took off his cap. "You know, I also knew Sister Raffaella. From the market." He nodded pensively. "Every now and then she would pour me a homemade grappa. It's really fantastic." He brought his closed hand to his mouth, mimed a kiss, and opened it like a flower.

         "Poetry."

         "You can buy it. In our shop."

         Matteo Silvestri shook his head abruptly, as if realising that he too was bewildered by what they were talking about. The former seriousness crept back into his features.

         "Do you think it was an accident? Maybe while ringing the bells, she leaned too far over the balustrade – possibly after having had a drink – and then …" He left the rest unsaid, but gently lifted and lowered his chin, as if he were indicating the path of Maria Raffaella's fall.

         Isabella thought about it. She had been asking herself the same question until the carabiniere arrived, going over it again and again. Sister Raffaella had always been a bit too fond of a drink, and at any hour of the day – regardless of what the Bible did or didn't have to say on the matter. Isabella didn't know how bad Raffaella's little drinking problem might have been. But she had never seemed to have drunk to the point of losing control.

         "It's hard to imagine," she said at last. "Especially since the bell rope hangs inside the tower." She paused for a moment: something was coming back to her. "Besides, the bells hadn't been rung at all. That's why I came over to check on the tower in the first place."

         The policeman produced a dark leather notebook, flipped it open and pulled a biro from his breast pocket. "So you found Sister Raffaella."

         "Yes, right here." She pointed uselessly at the body. She watched as he took notes, then glanced at his mobile phone and wrote down a number in his book.

         She raised an eyebrow. "What are you doing?"

         "I'm noting down the temperature, for the police report."

         "And what good does that do?"

         He shrugged. "It's just what we do. When you found the deceased, did you notice anything else that wasn't as it should have been?"

         Isabella squinted against the sun as she looked him in the eye: "You mean apart from the dead body on the ground?"

         "Sì."

         She was about to tell him no, when all of a sudden an image resurfaced that she had put out of her mind amid all the commotion earlier. There had indeed been something.

         "Sister? Are you all right?"

         Only now did she realise that she was still staring at the man, her eyes wide. She nodded slowly, but then a moment later she shook her head violently. Nothing was as it should have been! And why had she not realised before? She needed some reassurance that it wasn't just her imagination playing tricks on her.

         "What are you doing?" asked Matteo as she crouched down and gently pulled the blanket away. She forced herself not to avert her eyes as she uncovered Raffaella's body as reverently as she could.

         "The arm," she said finally. "Look at the hand."

         It was awful to have to endure the sight of Raffaella once again.

         Matteo bent down beside her, then understood. "Her index finger is extended. It looks like she's pointing at something."

         Isabella nodded. She had noticed it right away. The strange angle at which Raffaella was lying. It couldn't just have been a result of the way she fell. She must have stretched out her finger in her last moments of life after her fall.

         She could see Silvestri shift to see the direction in which the finger was pointing. She looked up, only her eyes moving. It was obvious. Sister Raffaella was pointing at the belltower. The question was: why?

         To tell us that she had fallen from the tower? But that was obvious. No! Isabella dismissed the thought. There had to be another reason.

         As she watched the carabiniere carefully study the position of the hand, something caught her eye. She bent over Sister Raffaella, being careful not to touch her. There was something in the sandy dust that covered the cobblestones where Sister Immaculata had not yet swept. It was immediately beneath Raffaella's outstretched arm.

         "Signore …" She cleared her throat: it was suddenly quite dry. "Signor Silvestri. Look, under her hand. There in the dust."

         The carabiniere looked first at her, and then at the spot she had pointed out.

         "Mio dio," he breathed.

         Isabella closed her eyes for a second. So he recognised it, too.

         Gently, he lifted Raffaella's wrist and shifted it up a few inches.

         Now it was obvious.

         "She was drawing something." The policeman's voice sounded hoarse.

         "A circle," Isabella replied, but then went one better. "No, a number."

         "A nine."

         "Or a six. Depending on how you look at it."

         "You're right. Definitely a six from the point of view of the deceased.

         But what does that mean?"

         As she searched for an answer, Isabella studied the dead woman's face.

         Raffaella was a slender woman with soft features and mahogany-brown curls that had popped out from under her fallen veil.

         Matteo was busily taking notes in his little book, and she could see him trying to trace the six very precisely. Her brow furrowed sceptically. A photograph might have been a better way to preserve the evidence.

         When he seemed satisfied with his work, he looked at her meaningfully. "What could the six stand for?"

         She still couldn't give him an answer, but the question was rattling around her mind. Isabella didn't have a strong grasp of numbers. But she knew that six was the smallest composite number with different prime factors, and also the fourth highest composite number and the fourth triangular number. She also knew that a cube consists of six equal faces and that God created the earth in six days. She thought of the hexagram, a star of six rays made up of two superimposed equilateral triangles. The Star of David, the symbol of Judaism.

         Her breath caught as another association with the number six haunted her brain: 666. According to the Revelation of John, the number of the Antichrist.

         Isabella crossed herself hastily and went through the facts. Sister Raffaella had fallen from the belltower. That much was clear. But how, and why? Or maybe she hadn't fallen, and had instead chosen to end her life in this awful way? No! That was unthinkable for Isabella: Raffaella was a bride of Christ, and for Catholics suicide was a mortal sin. Maybe it had been an accident? But what had she been doing up there? Just enjoying the view? The air was sweet and clear, with no clouds obscuring the scenery: so that was certainly a possibility. On the other hand, it wasn't all that easy to fall off the tower. The protective stone ledge stood chest-high, so you would need to have already been perched on top of it, and Isabella couldn't see any reason why Raffaella might have got up there.
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