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        Dedicated to the memory of Leslie and Enid Porter.

        Sleep sound, Mum and Dad.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to The Mersey Monastery Murders, the seventh book in my series of Mersey Mysteries. You, the readers, have taken Detective Inspector Andy Ross, Detective Sergeant Izzy Drake, and the rest of the members of The Merseyside Police Special Murder Investigation Team very much to your hearts over the time span of the first six books. I hope you will enjoy this, the latest instalment of their adventures as the team is faced with one of the strangest and most difficult cases to date.

      All the usual characters are here, though the ending might be tinged with a little sadness for some readers. It's the usual roller-coaster ride, with elements of the investigation taking one of the team to Austria when the investigation expands beyond the boundaries of Liverpool.

      So, without further ado, I hand you over to DI Ross and the team, and hope you enjoy the ride.

      
        
        Brian L Porter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SHORT GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Z Cars – A popular British TV Police Procedural series, set in the fictional town of Newtown, near Liverpool. Ran from 1962 - 1978.

        La' – Lad, a common abbreviated version of the word lad, used extensively in Liverpool.

        Scally – Scallywag, a local version of the word referring to a ne'er do well, a petty criminal or general workshy person.

        Scottie Road – Scotland Road, now modernised, once a notorious area of the city.
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      ST. BASIL'S MONASTERY, 1912 - 1992

      Brother Charles, the Abbot of the abbey church of St. Basil, sat in his office, little more than a broom cupboard in size, finalising the abbey's accounts for the previous month. Once a grand series of buildings, the original abbey had been virtually destroyed in the 16th century during King Henry VIII's reign, under the edict that led to the dissolution of the monasteries. This was part of his revenge against the Roman Catholic Church for the Pope's refusal to allow him to divorce his queen, Catherine of Aragon, who had failed to provide him with a male heir. The Act of Supremacy, passed in 1534 (woe betide any English noble who voted against Henry's wishes), would lead to the Reformation and the creation of the Anglican Church, with Henry as its head.

      Once a grand collection of buildings, the Benedictine monastery at one time comprised the church, a dormitory, cloister, refectory, a superb library, and even a school where the monks would provide a basic education to some of the local children, boys only of course. Girls were not considered to be in need of formal education during the Middle Ages. Any such education they did receive would be undertaken at home, and might have included instruction in reading, sewing, and for the lucky daughters of the wealthy, the ability to write. Following the dissolution, all that remained of the original buildings was the shell of the church and a few ruined walls.

      It wasn't until the 19th century that the church was renovated, a new dormitory was built and a new though small community of Benedictine monks once again took up residence at St. Basil. Standing in open ground, a few miles from the modern city of Liverpool, the 'new' monastery was very different to the original, which existed when the population of Liverpool stood at only a few hundred, and the borough, (it didn't become a city until 1880), comprised mostly agricultural workers.

      Now, in the early years of the 20th century, the partially rebuilt St. Basil once again provided a school for the local children and the monks whose needs were few, led a self-sufficient life funded mostly by the sale of the produce, vegetables and fruit, grown in their gardens.

      The church, open to all, was generally well-attended and the monks of St. Basil had become a familiar sight around the modern suburb of the city known as Grassendale, which was gradually growing into an affluent community where the well-off members of the local population were keen to build their mansions and grand villas.

      Brother Charles' eyes were growing tired. He finally decided that working on the accounts would be a task best suited to being completed in daylight, and not bent over his desk working by candlelight. At the age of seventy-five, his eyes weren't quite as good as they once were. He rose from his straight-backed, hard wood chair and stretched. The clock on the wall that faced him informed the Abbot that it was almost nine p.m. Time to put the papers and the books away and retire for the night; he took a minute to arrange the ledgers and receipts, etc., ready to continue in the morning.

      Daily life began early for Charles and the small community of twelve monks who lived, worked, and shared their lives with him in their small religious community. Their day began at five a.m. each day, which explained why all the other brothers in the community were already asleep in their cells. Satisfied all was as it should be, Charles stepped towards the doorway and suddenly felt a crushing pain in his chest, accompanied by further pains, which seemed to begin in his neck and extended down his left arm.

      Charles cried out, but there was no one to hear him, no one except his God, who swiftly reached out to claim the soul of his devoted follower. As Brother Charles breathed his last, and the darkness rushed out to envelop his final seconds on earth, he had no knowledge of the fact that—as he fell to the floor—his flailing arm had knocked over the candle that burned upon his desk.

      The gentle flame of the candle managed to ignite the carefully placed pile of receipts on the desk. Within no more than sixty seconds, the flames had spread, consuming everything they touched, which eventually included the body of the faithful servant of God. Unfortunately, the dormitory, which was at the rear of the church, where the rest of the monastic community slept, was too far away for anyone to hear or see the conflagration—until the flames, fanned by the wind, reached in through the opened burning roof. Quickly, they spread to the adjoining buildings. Soon, they engulfed every building within close proximity.

      By the time one of the brothers woke to the awful sound of the church roof collapsing in on itself, all that remained standing apart from the dormitory was the small school building. The local fire brigade, such as it was, made up mostly from volunteers from the neighbouring area, and was small and inefficient. They had no up-to-date firefighting equipment and could do more than pour water upon the ashen remains of the monastery buildings, in hopes of preventing a stray spark spreading flames to any remaining buildings.

      Soon after the fire, St. Basil once again lay wrecked and disused, and would stay in its distressed state for almost a century before life returned to the abandoned monastery. In 1992, a new religious community rose, like a phoenix from the ashes as the Priory of St. Emma was established, complete with a restored rebuilt church that looked even more gothic in appearance than its predecessor, along with a small mixed-gender community of monks and nuns, unusual but not unknown among the Benedictines.

      With hard work, led wonderfully by its new Prior, Father Gerontius, the priory soon flourished; the tragedies of the past that appeared to have haunted the site of St. Basil, became nothing more than distant memories. The millennium came and went, and the small community grew and quickly became fully integrated into the community of Grassendale, an enclave of wealth in the suburbs of modern Liverpool. The good works of the monks and nuns that made up the growing religious community endeared them to the local populace and to the outside world. The Priory of St. Emma, which by tradition the locals still referred to as the Monastery, gave off an aura of a community at peace with itself and with the world. All of this, therefore, made the events that would transpire in 2006, even more difficult to believe.
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      THE PRIORY OF ST. EMMA'S, APRIL 2005

      Spring had arrived early, or so it appeared to the members of the community at St. Emma. The first week of April had begun with an unseasonal warm spell, temperatures creeping above average for that time of year.

      With the clocks having gone forward an hour to British summertime the previous weekend, Brother Ignatius and Sister Paulette were taking advantage of the slightly lighter evenings to plant vegetable seeds in the kitchen garden. They were surrounded by borders of daffodils, mostly yellow, but some were an unusual white, tinged with pink, at the petal edges. These borders, as well as being decorative, helped protect the young seedlings when they began to appear, affording them protection from strong winds blowing in from the coast. The daffodils would soon be replaced by tulips, the bulbs having been planted by Ignatius three years previously. They now grew each year and maintained a constant splash of colour in the kitchen garden. Every few yards, rose bushes stood, as yet bare, but with new growth buds already showing, ensuring a supply of beautiful flowers as the spring turned to summer. The floral borders, interspersed with various hues of pansies and violas, would surround the well-laid out kitchen garden with dazzling colour.

      For now though, cabbages and cauliflowers were the order of the day, and the older monk and slightly younger nun, utilising a couple of kneeling pads to protect their knees, chatted amiably as they worked.

      “I do so love the feeling one gets from planting these innocuous little seeds and then seeing them grow into full-grown plants in just a few short months, don't you?” Sister Paulette asked her colleague as she tamped down earth over another row of cabbage seeds.

      “Yes indeed, Sister,” Brother Ignatious replied. “Before I joined the order, I was a gardener by profession, and the way nature works has always fascinated me.”

      “I always wondered if you had special skills in the garden,” the little nun, no more than five feet tall, said. “You always seem to know all there is to know about the best way to plant things and how to cultivate the growing crop.”

      “I'm pleased you think so,” he said as he opened another packet of seeds. “Father Gerontius was quick to put me in charge of the kitchen garden once he became aware of my previous life.”

      “Did you tell him about being a gardener?”

      “Oh no, Sister, that would not have been the correct thing to do. The Father found out from reading my personal records once they arrived, and I was pleased to accept the responsibility when he offered it to me. I can be far more productive here in the soil than I could be, for example, working as a cook in the kitchens. I'd be more likely to poison someone than give them a healthy meal.”

      The two laughed at Ignatius' remark.

      “It's true that Father Gerontius always seems to find the right person for each job around the priory though, isn't it?” Paulette asked.

      “Yes, it is,” the monk replied, “but then, I suppose that's why he was placed in charge of the place, after all. What did you do before taking the veil, Sister? You're very young, if you don't mind me saying so.”

      Paulette smiled, and laughed softly at Ignatius' comment. “I think you'll find I'm older than you think, Brother,” she grinned. “I'm actually twenty-four, but I have always been taken for being younger than my years. For what it's worth, I always wanted to be a nun but, when I left school, they told me I had to be eighteen to begin my training to become a nun. So, wanting to make sure I could be useful when I eventually did take the veil, I went to college and studied horticulture for two years.”

      “Aha,” said Ignatius, “so that's why you ended up out here planting seeds with me.”

      “I guess so. Father Gerontius told me I could be very useful helping in the gardens and, to be honest, I love it. It makes me feel close to nature and to God's creation of earth itself.”

      The pair continued the conversation for another ten minutes or so, until all the seeds in Ignatius' tray had been planted. Ignatius looked up and saw the last remains of sunshine slowly melting into the distant horizon. Evening had fallen and the work could wait until the next day before they moved on to the next prepared seedbed.

      “Time to give up for the day, I think,” the monk said, rising to his feet, placing his hands on his hips, and stretching his back to ease the stiffness that had formed in his muscles.

      Sister Paulette gathered her small collection of gardening tools and placed everything in an old-fashioned wicker basket. Together, the two gardeners made their way from the kitchen garden to the refectory, where they'd partake of the evening meal ahead of taking part in evening prayers, before retiring for the night to their own rooms, or cells, where they would usually remain until morning.

      The priory very much adhered to the standard layout of a typical Benedictine monastery, with most of the building situated within a cloister, or courtyard, which served as an area through which everyone passed on the way to various locations within the priory. The rebuilt church stood on the north side of the cloister, facing east, this being important in preventing the church from blotting out the sun from the courtyard. Next to the church stood the sacristy and the chapter house, where the monks and nuns held chapter meetings. In one marked difference from the traditional layout, the dormitories, one each for the monks and the nuns, stood to one side; the latrines were located close by, for obvious reasons. Apart from the church, the rest of the buildings had a more modern appearance as they'd been built with practicality in mind, not aestheticism, and the whole site had been created in an overall L-shaped formation.

      The kitchen garden stood aside from the main buildings of the priory. To reach the refectory, Brother Ignatius and Sister Paulette had to exit the garden by walking to the end of the path they'd been working beside, and make a sharp left turn onto another gravel path that led through an archway of ornamental ivy to the gateway that led back into the courtyard.

      

      As they turned, walking slowly and enjoying the sky, tinged pink by the setting sun, they could make out a shape on the path twenty or so yards ahead. As they drew closer, they could clearly see that it was the figure of a man. Worried, in case one of their brethren had fallen and been hurt, they increased their pace.

      Brother Ignatious called out as they drew close. “Hello, are you alright? Is something wrong?”

      They could see that it was indeed a member of their order, or at least a man dressed in the habit of the order, his back towards them, and his body curled up in a foetal position. Fearing the worst, that one of the brothers had fallen and hurt himself, or worse still, suffered a heart attack or similar, Ignatius placed a hand on Sister Paulette's shoulder, and instructed her to stay where she was while he checked it out first.

      Paulette did as asked, remaining five yards back from the prone figure, and placed her hands together in prayer as her companion arrived beside the curled-up individual, and knelt on the path. Slowly, he turned the figure. One look was all he needed and Ignatius quickly laid the body back in its original position, made the sign of the cross and uttered a quick whispered prayer to God before turning to the young sister.

      “Please, Sister, go and fetch Prior Gerontius. We have an emergency on our hands.”

      Unable to hold back, the nun made to walk closer to the body on the ground, but Brother Ignatius urged her to stay back.

      “Who is it?” she asked. “Please, I must see him.”

      “Sister, please, no.”

      “I've seen death before, Brother,” she said, pushing his restraining arm away and walking around to the front of the man on the ground. She wasn't quite prepared for the sight she beheld however and a gasp escaped. “Brother Bernárd,” was all she could say as she recognised the man. The expression on his face spoke to her of sheer terror, frozen in the moment of death. “That look! It's as if he saw the Devil himself.”

      “Please Sister, there's nothing you can do for him. Please, go quickly and bring Prior Gerontius.”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Paulette said as she scurried away to bring the head of their community to the scene.

      Five minutes later, she returned with the Prior at her side. Brother Ignatius was still kneeling, praying beside the fallen body of their fellow brother. He rose as the pair approached.

      “Please, allow me to see what has happened to our brother,” Gerontius spoke softly, but with authority.

      Brother Ignatius gave way to the Prior, who conducted a brief examination of their fellow monk. One look at the face of Brother Bernárd was all he needed to make an important decision. The horror Brother Bernárd had suffered in his last moments as a living servant of God told Gerontius there was only one choice open to him.

      “Ignatius, please be kind enough to go the office, dial 999, and summon the police. Whatever has taken place here has not, I believe, occurred through natural causes. If I'm not mistaken, the Devil has been at work here. Brother Bernárd, our simple, kind, loving Brother Bernárd has been murdered!”
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      THE CALL

      Andy Ross was in the middle of his usual nightly check around the house, ensuring all the windows were closed and the front and back doors were securely locked, and ready to join his wife, Maria, waiting patiently for him to join her in bed.

      Wearing a slinky dark blue, knee-length satin nightdress, and nothing else, the couple had enjoyed a peaceful, romantic dinner, which Maria had prepared. They'd started with a good old-fashioned prawn cocktail, which they both loved, then enjoyed grilled pork loins with apple sauce and served with sautéed potatoes and green beans. This was followed by one of Maria's favourite desserts, a simple but delicious bowl of cherry vanilla ice-cream.

      The meal over and the dishes placed in the latest addition to the kitchen, a brand-new dishwasher (which Maria had been wanting for ages), they'd spent an hour or so cuddled on the sofa. Lighting was dim as they'd listened to romantic classical CDs. Feeling suitably relaxed, and ready to fall into bed for a night of what both hoped would be unbridled passion, Maria had left Andy to see to the night security routine, while she made her way upstairs.

      Done, Ross breathed a sigh of satisfaction, and was about to make his way upstairs when his mobile phone rang. Cursing, he picked it up from where it had sat silently all evening on the hallstand and looked at the screen. The ringtone was one he'd selected for work, and he was shocked to see the name and number of Detective Chief Superintendent Sarah Hollingsworth displayed before his eyes.

      “Oh God, now what?” he asked out loud, wishing he'd ignored the ringing phone, but knowing he couldn't have done that in all good conscience. He pressed the green 'talk' button. “Ma'am” he said, the one word enough for now.

      “Detective Inspector, I'm sorry to disturb you at home. I hope I haven't interrupted anything important?”

      Thinking of Maria lying upstairs, primed and waiting for the aforementioned night of passion, what could he say except, “Oh no, nothing important, ma'am. How can I help you?”

      “I've rung you myself as DCI Agostini is away on his brief holiday until tomorrow, as you know. We have a situation that could need careful handling, and one that most definitely requires the services of your team.”

      “Andy? Is everything alright?” Maria's voice shouted from the bedroom.

      “Fine, darling, just a work matter,” he called up as he returned to his phone conversation. “Sorry about that, ma'am. My wife was just wondering who's on the phone.”

      “That's okay, but listen. This is potentially a very sensitive and tricky case. Have you ever heard of the Priory of St. Emma?”

      Wracking his brains, Ross was forced to reply, “I can't say as I have, ma'am, no.”

      “Well, you're about to become extremely familiar with it. They appear to have had a murder committed on their grounds, one of their own monks, apparently.”

      “Monks?” he replied, a little slow on the uptake for once.

      “Yes, Detective Inspector, monks; you know, habits, tonsures, sandals and so on, that kind of thing.”

      “Sorry, ma'am, yes, I'm aware of what a monk is. I just didn't realise we had any around here.”

      “Well, now you know. The priory stands on the site of what was once St. Basil's Monastery, and two of their members discovered the body of one of their colleagues on a path in the grounds a couple of hours ago. Uniform branch responded to a 999 call and found the body exactly where it was discovered, confirmed the suspicion of foul play, and contacted CID. While all this was going on the Prior, Brother Gerontius, who's apparently a friend of the Chief Constable, made a phone call and the next thing I know, I receive a call instructing me to place my best people on the case. That means you and your team, DI Ross. Like I said, I apologise to you and your wife if you had plans, but I hope you can understand the position I was placed in.”

      It was as if the DCS knew exactly what Andy and Maria Ross had planned for the next hour or two, or more, but he gritted his teeth and replied politely, “Of course, ma'am. I'll call DS Drake and have her meet me there immediately. Do you know if the ME has been called yet?”

      “Good man, and yes, I understand CID immediately summoned help and Doctor Nugent was on his way when I spoke with them. He'll meet you on site.”

      “Okay, I'll get on to Izzie Drake and get to it,” Ross replied, already mentally phrasing the way to break the news to his partner, who'd be enjoying her evening with her husband Peter and would be equally irate at having her night interrupted by a call-out. “Just one question, ma'am.”

      “Yes?”

      “Er, where is St. Emma's Priory?”

      “The correct name is the Priory of St. Emma, but I suppose St. Emma's Priory will do, shorter anyway. It's at Grassendale, easy enough to find. I'm told it's signposted.”

      “Thanks. Right, better get going then. I expect Doc Nugent will be there already and he'll love chewing my ear out for arriving late.”

      The Chief Super actually chuckled slightly at Ross's remark, a first as far as he could remember.

      “I'll expect an update sometime tomorrow,” Hollingsworth stated. “I know you'll have plenty to do initially, so I'm not expecting a report in the morning. Call me in the afternoon and let me have a progress report, okay?”

      “No problem,” Ross replied and was left holding a silent phone as Hollingsworth hung up, leaving him to get on with the job. First things first, though. Andy Ross slowly climbed the stairs and sheepishly poked his head round the bedroom door, where Maria sat propped up against the pillows with a resigned look on her face.

      “I take it that call means no passionate sex for us tonight, then?

      “Afraid not, darling. That was DCS Hollingsworth, of all people. Oscar's on holiday and she's taken direct charge of the team. Seems the Chief Constable had friends in Godly places.” He drew a deep breath and smiled regretfully. “There's been a murder at a place called St. Emma's Priory in Grassendale. Got to get there right away. The Prior, head guy, is a mate of the Chief Constable's and had asked for the best people available.”

      “And that's you and the team presumably?”

      He nodded ruefully.

      “It's a double-edged sword, being the best, eh?” Maria was grinning now. Fame at work, but a severe case of coitus interruptus at home. And by the way, it's called The Priory of St. Emma, Andy.”

      “Not you too,” he said, and then, “never mind” as Maria was about to ask what he meant.

      Ross quickly changed into suitable attire while calling his partner, Detective Sergeant Izzie Drake on his hands-free phone as he did so. Her response was predictable.

      “Oh shit, boss. Just when we were about to …”

      “Don't tell me. If it's anything like what me and Maria were about to get up to, I can understand your frustration, Peter's too.”

      “Actually, we were about to go for a late night walk in the moonlight, as it's such a nice evening,” she laughed.

      “Oh, right,” said Ross. “Very romantic.”

      “It might have been,” Drake replied gruffly.

      “Sorry, Izzie,”

      “Don't sweat it, Boss. Tell me where to meet you.”

      After giving Drake directions to the priory, Ross quickly kissed Maria, gave her a loving hug, and was soon out of the door. The journey from his home in Prescot to the priory in Grassendale would take twenty minutes to cover the twelve miles or so to the destination.

      Never having visited a priory before, he wasn't sure what to expect when he arrived, but as he mused on his way to Grassendale, murder is murder, wherever it happened, and his job was the same as always: to discover and apprehend a killer. The fact that this one had been committed on what was technically God's own property might add a few complications. He'd just have to wait and see.

      As he drove, he placed calls to Sergeant Sofie Meyer and Detective Constables Derek McLennan and Nick Dodds. He'd leave the rest of the team to sleep. They could be brought up to speed in the morning. As he thought about it, he made one more call—he remembered that DC Sam Gable had been brought up as a Roman Catholic and her knowledge of the Catholic religion might be useful from the start. Gable was still awake and sharing the evening with her boyfriend, Ian Gilligan, a detective sergeant on the Greater Manchester Police Force. She was happy enough to be called in. It was part of the job when working for the Merseyside Police, Specialist Murder Investigation Team.

      Ross smiled to himself as he realised that the only officers he hadn't dragged out of their homes were Detective Sergeant Paul Ferris, the team's computer genius, and newest member, DC Gary 'Ginger' Devenish, so-nicknamed because of his head of fiery red hair. At least they, and the team's administrative assistant Kat Bellamy, would be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in the morning.

      As the Chief Superintendent had indicated, the Priory of St. Emma was signposted as he drove through the leafy, affluent suburb of Grassendale. Ross was impressed by the number of large villas and mansions that had been built in this quiet area of Liverpool. He turned into the entrance: two large stone pillars that held a pair of old but serviceable cast iron gates, painted forest green. Atop each pillar stood a pair of kneeling concrete angels, each with its hands joined in prayer. A wooden sign sunk into the grass verge beside the gates announced that he was about to enter The Priory of St. Emma.

      In the moonlight, the outstanding feature of the priory was without doubt the tall spire of the rebuilt church, which the builders had succeeded in giving the original look of a gothic church. With moonlight now glowing almost incandescently behind the building, it seemed to Ross to take on a mean and brooding countenance. The few buildings situated around a sort of courtyard resembled a random collection of barrack blocks, such as might be found at a remote military establishment, where conformity to any form of regular military design had been thrown out with the previous week's rubbish.

      Bringing the car to a halt, he stepped from the vehicle and quickly surveyed his surroundings, such as could be made out in the absence of external lighting on the site. Fortunately, every light in every building appeared to be switched on, and as the lights registered in his brain, Ross became aware of headlights following the narrow, winding asphalt drive he'd manoeuvred a few minutes earlier.

      He assumed, correctly, that this would be his partner, Detective Sergeant Izzie Drake, and a minute later, she pulled up beside him in her new car. Her husband, Peter Foster, had insisted that her faithful Mini would be too small to drive comfortably as her pregnancy advanced, and this was the first time Ross had seen the couple's latest purchase.

      “Very nice,” Ross said, as soon as she alighted from the two-year-old, 1.6-litre. Vauxhall Astra estate car.

      “Thanks. Not very sporty looking, but Peter thought it would be a more practical vehicle once the little one arrives.”

      “I agree. Lots of space for a pushchair, shopping, and all that kind of stuff.”

      “DI Ross, is it?” came the voice of an approaching uniformed police sergeant.

      “That's me, Sergeant…?

      “Blake, sir. I was told to remain here, secure the crime scene, and await your arrival. Nobody's been near the site since we cordoned it off. I've got two lads keeping watch there.”

      “Good man,” Ross said with a quick nod. “We'll take it from here now. Your boys can go as soon as the SOCOs (Scenes of Crime Officers) arrive. But please arrange to have a constable stationed on site overnight to ensure the scene remains undisturbed until my people can give it a thorough going over in daylight. Please let Sergeant Drake here have a copy of your report as soon as you can, okay?

      “Okay, sir. It's all yours.”

      “Now then, about this baby of yours,” Ross turned back to Drake, a warm smile on his face.

      “Don't remind me what's to come in a few months.” She dismissed the subject with a wave of her right hand, while her left arm made a sweeping gesture to take in their new surroundings. “Bit different for us, isn't it?”

      “Definitely, Izzie, and we'd better be on the ball with this one as the Chief Constable is a mate of the guy in charge.”

      “That would be me, Inspector Ross” a deep, resonating voice spoke from behind the two detectives, almost making them jump out of their skins. Turning, Ross and Drake found themselves confronted by the Prior of St. Emma, Brother Gerontius. In the dark, in his sandaled feet, he'd approached in virtual silence.

      Quickly regaining his composure, Ross held a hand out to the tall monk who, despite the reason for their visit, had an amiable smile on his face as he spoke.

      “Sorry if I made you jump,” he apologised. “I always forget these sandals make it almost impossible to be heard by anyone if they don't see you coming.”

      “No problem, er, Father, is it? I'm not sure what we should call you, sorry.”

      “That's okay, Inspector. I'm the Prior here and my name is Brother Gerontius. You can call me Brother Gerontius, or if there are no fellow monks with us at the time, Brother for short.”

      “Thanks, right,” Ross smiled at the monk and introduced Drake. “This is my partner, Detective Sergeant Clarissa Drake … Izzie for short.”

      “Please to meet you, Sergeant. I just wish you could both have been here under happier circumstances,” the Prior said, in a first reference to their reason for being at the priory in the middle of the night.

      “Yes indeed,” Ross replied. “Please accept our condolences on the death of your colleague, Brother …?”

      “Brother Bernárd,” Gerontius responded. “A kinder, gentler man you couldn't hope to meet, Inspector. I simply have no idea why anyone would wish to commit such a vile act against him.”

      “The information my Chief gave me said you called your friend the Chief Constable soon after the officers from the uniform branch responded to your 999 call … that you yourself had informed him that a murder had been committed. How were you so certain that Brother Bernárd had been murdered, as opposed to him having died from natural causes?”

      “First of all, please don't think I was 'pulling rank' or anything in regards me phoning the Chief Constable. It wasn't meant like that at all, but he is an old friend who was very helpful to us when were first embarking on this venture at St. Emma, and he told me to call if ever we needed support. Owing to the nature of Brother Bernárd's death, I wanted to be sure the local police sent someone suitably qualified to handle a case that appears—to me—to be a little unusual, which leads me to answer your question about how I knew Brother Bernárd was murdered. I wasn't always a monk, Inspector Ross. In my previous, secular life I was a chemist, a pharmacist, and I'm well aware of the effects of certain poisons on the human body. When I arrived after being summoned by Sister Paulette, the first thing I did was see if I could do anything to help Brother Bernárd, but when I got close to him, I could catch the scent of bitter almonds from his mouth, a sure sign of poisoning. Your Medical Examiner is with Brother Bernárd now and I'm sure he'll confirm that my friend and colleague was killed by the use of cyanide poison.”

      “Cyanide?” Ross was aghast. “I haven't heard of a case of cyanide poisoning for years.”

      “Nonetheless, I'm convinced you'll find it to be the cause of Brother Bernárd's death. Now, I suppose I should take you to the body and your Medical Examiner. You'll want to speak to Brother Ignatius and Sister Paulette in due course, and they'll be waiting for you in the refectory.”

      Brother Gerontius said no more for the time being, merely turned and led the way to the kitchen garden. There, as soon as they turned the corner from the main path onto the narrower path to the vegetable path, Ross and Drake could see Doctor William Nugent and his assistant, Francis Lees, already at work. They could just make out the body of Brother Bernárd, on the ground, partially hidden by the bulk of the brilliant but grossly overweight pathologist. Two constables stood guard nearby, as promised by Sergeant Blake.

      “I'll leave you to confer with the doctor now,” said the Prior matter-of-factly. “If you need me, please send for me. I'll leave one of the brothers at the gate to the garden, in case you need anything. He will not interfere in any way with you or your people.”

      Ross thanked the Prior and informed him that a forensic team would also be arriving shortly, and he'd appreciate someone being available to escort Miles Booker and his team to their location. Brother Gerontius agreed to leave on watch to guide the SOCOs to Ross' location upon arrival.

      “Well, fancy meeting you here?” Ross said, not too loudly, being mindful of where they were, as he and Drake strode across to where William Nugent and Francis Lees where hard at work.

      “Ah, decided to join us have you, Detective Inspector Ross, Sergeant Drake?” Nugent stood up to his full height, almost six feet, but it was his bulk that people tended to remember. Known behind his back by most of those in the police force who had cause to deal with him as 'Fat Willie,' the doctor had originated from Glasgow. Given he'd lived and worked in Liverpool for over twenty years, most of the Glaswegian accent had disappeared from his everyday speech. Ross knew only too well, however, that at times of stress or excitement, William Nugent slipped effortlessly into a broad Glaswegian accent that could have come straight from the Gorbals, a once notorious suburb of the largest city in Scotland.

      “The Prior tells me we're looking at a case of murder by cyanide poisoning.” Ross said the words as a statement, not a question. As he spoke, the flash of Francis Lees' camera continued to snap photo after photo of the crime scene, using special lenses that Ross assumed took good images in the dark.

      “Well, does he now?” Nugent looked aggrieved. “If yon monk chappie is so certain of the cause of this poor chap's demise, I'm surprised you're needing my presence at all.”

      “Oh, you know me, Doc. I always like a second opinion,” Ross grinned.

      “You're a bloody cheeky young bugger, that's what you are. A second opinion? Ah'll give ye a second opinion in a minute.”

      “Calm down Doc, just pulling your leg.”

      “Aye, well, as it so happens, yon Brother Gerontius chappie appears to be spot on with his speculation. Cyanide looks highly likely.” Nugent beckoned Ross and Drake close enough they could see what he indicated, though not too close as to contaminate the crime scene, in case there was trace evidence or footprints in the immediate vicinity. As he rolled the body slightly, so they could see the face of the dead man.

      Izzie Drake gasped. “My God! He looks as if he was in terror just before he died. His face … is so contorted.”

      “Aye, Sergeant Drake, right enough. One of the symptoms of cyanide poisoning is seizure, and it does appear that this poor man suffered just such a thing prior to his demise. Don't be fooled by old war or spy movies that show a spy biting into a cyanide capsule and instantly dropping dead. In reality, it can take up to three minutes of pure agony for the victim to succumb.”

      “You'll be able to confirm this at autopsy, I presume, Doc?” Ross posed.

      “Aye, but I'll need to get him back to the lab sharpish. If it is cyanide, I'm afraid it only has a short half-life in the human body—and apart from a few tell-tale signs, it will have disappeared from his system completely in twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

      “So, let's hope Miles and his SOCOs get here fast so you can get the body removed quickly.”

      As if on cue, the approaching sound of a siren cut through the night air like the howl of a banshee. Escorted by Brother Simon, who'd been allocated the duty by Gerontius, Miles Booker, the Crime Scene Manager as he was now referred to, and his team of technicians were soon on scene and busily checking the immediate area around the body. Before long, William Nugent authorised the removal of the body to the city morgue and a pair of waiting paramedics quickly and carefully placed the remains in a black body bag; the body of Brother Bernárd began its journey towards its appointment with autopsy scalpels, saws, and other paraphernalia.

      Ross and Drake left the scene on the garden path. It was time they spoke to the unfortunate pair who'd discovered the body. Ross summoned Brother Simon from where he stood, looking decidedly uncomfortable some twenty yards away, and asked the monk to lead them to the refectory where they'd apparently find Brother Ignatius and Sister Paulette. As they followed, Ross made good use of their time with him.

      “Did you know Brother Bernárd well, Brother Simon?” he asked as the monk led them along the dark pathway, helped slightly by a battery-operated torch that did little to penetrate the sense of doom and gloom that Drake was increasingly experiencing,

      “No, not well at all,” Brother Simon replied quietly. “I don't know anyone very well yet. I've only been here a short time. Only about three months, you see.”

      Ross felt a slight sense of exasperation at the monk's reply. Three months and he hardly knew anyone? “Don't these people talk to each other?” he whispered to Drake as they walked,

      “Three bloody months and he hardly knows a soul? Unbelievable in any other environment, but here, I suppose that's pretty normal—you know, all that praying and time spent in doing whatever it is monks and nuns do. Little time for social intercourse.”

      “Bloody hell, Izzie, that's pretty deep stuff,” Ross smiled, but before they could say anything else, Brother Simon stopped and they had to be careful not to walk into his back.

      “Here we are,” he said, gesturing. “I'll leave you to it. Everyone else has been asked to stay in their own rooms, or cells we call them. Brother Ignatius and Sister Paulette are waiting for you.”

      Ross thanked the monk who, he noticed for the first time, had a nasty looking scar on the left side of his face. He wondered what Simon had done in his previous life; that scar was a bad one. An industrial accident perhaps? For now though, he had other things on his mind. Out of politeness, he knocked once on the refectory door, and he and Drake entered. It was time to begin the investigation.
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      WHEN THE BIRDS STOPPED SINGING

      As Ross and Drake entered the refectory, the first thing that came to Ross's mind was that the place resembled a school dining room. Metal-framed chairs with plastic seats were situated at a series of similarly framed tables with wipe-clean pale grey surfaces, made of indeterminate laminate. At one end of the room stood a small servery, presently empty, beside which stood two large urns, presumably for tea and coffee, and a large water cooler.

      Brother Ignatius and Sister Paulette sat opposite each other at the table nearest the urns, for ease of obtaining refills Ross assumed. As he and Drake approached them, the monk and the nun rose to greet them.

      “Please, sit down,” Ross said and the pair resumed their seats. “I'm sorry we're forced to meet under such sad circumstances,” he said by way of greeting and then introduced himself and Drake. He could see that the young nun had been crying, evidenced by the redness around her eyes and the tear streaks on her flushed cheeks. The monk also looked upset and a look of something else, fear perhaps, seemed to lurk behind his eyes. “I'm sure you understand that it's important we speak to you both as you were the first people to encounter the body of Brother Bernárd.”

      “Yes, of course,” Brother Ignatius said, apparently speaking for them both. “It was a heck of a shock, Inspector, I can tell you.”

      “Of course, I'm sure it was,” Ross replied smoothly. “Please, can you tell us what you were both doing immediately prior to finding the body?”

      “We were planting seeds—cabbages and cauliflowers. We grow fresh produce all year round if we can. It helps feed us. And we also sell our produce at local markets when we have enough.”

      Before Ignatius could go on, Sister Paulette surprised Ross by interjecting, “It was horrible, just horrible. I've seen bodies before, but the look on poor Brother Bernárd's face. …It was as if he'd come face to face with Satan himself.”

      Ross could tell that the young woman was clearly on the verge of hysteria. The glance at Drake was acknowledged and she sat beside the nun, taking hold of one hand and squeezing it, offering the poor woman a modicum of support.

      “It must have been terrible for you,” Drake said quietly and calmly, trying to induce similar feelings in the nun who'd begun sniffling again,

      “You say you've seen death before, Sister. You seem rather young to be saying such things. Where did you encounter the bodies you speak of?” Ross enquired.

      “I spent two years as a volunteer for the order in South America, helping with our relief operation in Venezuela. There'd been a lot of internal strife in the country and there were, and still are, a large number of displaced persons there who need our help, Inspector. Sadly, there were many deaths, from wounds, starvation, natural causes, all sorts of reasons, but none of those poor people looked the way poor Brother Bernárd did.”

      The conversation carried on for five minutes, with Ross and Drake alternately taking over the questioning as they sought anything of importance the pair might reveal. It soon became apparent that, apart from quite literally stumbling over the body, there was little the two could add that might be helpful.

      Nevertheless, Ross made one more attempt to elicit something from the pair. “Please, think very carefully.” He could see that Ignatius and Paulette were doing their best to focus on his words, though he was certain their minds were still on the path at the moment they'd found the body, a fact that might prove helpful with the next question. “While you were both busy planting your seeds and then clearing everything, ready to finish work, did either of you see or hear anything—no matter how inconsequential it may have seemed at the time—coming from the direction of Brother Bernárd's body?”

      “It's Bernárd, as in the French Bernaaard, Inspector, not as in the English, Bernard,” Ignatious said, correcting Ross's faulty pronunciation.

      “I'm sorry, I stand corrected,” he responded. “But did you hear anything, either of you?”

      Sister Paulette looked quizzical. Drake could tell she was hesitating about something. “Please Sister, if you've thought of something, no matter how small, tell us. It could be important.”

      The nun wavered as she decided whether to speak. Finally, she made her decision. “You see, it's not so much a case of what I heard as more what I didn't hear,” she said cryptically.

      “Please tell us, Sister,” Ross urged.

      “Brother Ignatius had just told me it was about time we were calling it a day, and I looked up and thought what a beautiful evening it was. The sun was setting ever so slowly, casting a lovely pinkness on the clouds. There was a blackbird singing in a nearby tree and the little birds, sparrows and so on, were tweeting all around us, making it all seem even more perfect, a real gift from God I thought. I'd just placed my pack of seeds in the basket used for carrying them when all of a sudden, the birds weren't there any more … or at least, they weren't singing any more. Everything was silent, for about maybe twenty or thirty seconds, I'm not sure, and then gradually they started singing and tweeting again. I thought perhaps they'd been disturbed by a fox or something. Now, I'm thinking it might have been, you know, when poor Bernard was being …”

      “Yes, thanks Sister. We get the idea. Do you have any idea what time that was?”

      “I'm sorry, but neither of us was wearing a watch,” came the reply from Brother Ignatius.

      “The 999 call was made at 6.44,” Ross advised, “and the uniform division arrived here just after seven p.m. It would seem if that was indeed the time Brother Bernárd was killed, it must have been between 6.30 and 6.40 p.m. which means you probably came along literally minutes after he died.”

      “Oh my,” Paulette said in a voice that gave Ross the impression that the phrase was as close to swearing as the young nun would ever come to. “But no one came past us, did they Brother? So that means …”

      “That means the killer left in the opposite direction, which leads where, exactly?”

      “That's the route we'd have taken to get to the refectory,” Brother Ignatius provided. “In fact, that's where we did walk after putting our tools and seeds in the little shed on the corner of the garden plot. But the path opens out on to the cloister—what you'd call the courtyard—and allows access to most of the other buildings on the site, Inspector.”

      “And how many people know the precise layout of the priory?” Drake asked.

      “Everyone who lives here of course, plus any regular visitors, the doctor, the bishop and any of the various ecclesiastical people who have regular contact with us for a variety of reasons.”

      “Did either of you know Brother Bernard well?” Ross asked.

      “I hardly knew him,” Sister Paulette quickly replied. “I only spoke to him a few times, usually to pass the time of day, to be truthful.”

      “I spoke to him quite a bit when he first arrived,” Brother Ignatius stated. “He was Swiss by birth apparently and I was interested in finding out about his homeland. We don't get much opportunity to talk about foreign lands and so forth, living our fairly cloistered existence, but Bernard really wasn't very forthcoming. Said it was a long time ago and he could barely remember his childhood years, he told me, so I didn't press the matter.”

      “I see,” said Ross. “So he wasn't very talkative?”

      “No, I'd agree with that,” said Ignatius, and Paulette nodded.

      “So the killer would have had to walk across the cloister in full view of everyone?” Izzie Drake quickly caught on.

      “Well, yes, I suppose they would have done,” the monk said, looking thoughtful.

      “We're going to have to speak to everyone who was present in the priory during the early part of this evening,” Ross was thinking as he spoke. “How many people are here, Brother?

      “In addition to myself and Sister Paulette here, and Brother Gerontius whom you've already met, we have six other monks, one less without poor Brother Bernárd, and four more nuns. We're not a large community, Inspector.”

      “Right, Brother, Sister. I think that's all for now, thank you. We'll probably need to talk with you again some time tomorrow, unless either of you saw anyone suspicious hanging around before or after Brother Bernárd's death?”

      With both monk and nun shaking their heads, Ross and Drake left them to get whatever sleep they could manage and walked towards the site where Miles Booker and his team were hard at work. Before leaving for the night, they'd need to have words again with Brother Gerontius but, for now, Ross was anxious to learn if the forensic technicians had discovered anything helpful.

      The last remnants of daylight had given way to the night, and Ross knew there was little hope of Booker's people turning up anything they hadn't already located, at least until daylight returned to the Priory of St. Emma.
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      PRIORY VS MONASTERY

      Miles Booker gave every sign of being a frustrated man when Ross and Drake finally managed to pull him away from the murder scene.

      “Not a lot to go on Andy,” he said immediately. “A few fibres where the body was found. If there's anything present on the actual victim, I'm sure Doc Nugent will find it, but I strongly suspect the fibres will prove to be from the monk's habit. As for the killer, if he attacked the victim, there's no sign of a struggle, so it would have had to be a lightning fast attack that immobilised the poor bugger immediately. Of course, as there's no wound involved, there's no blood we can work with, and it doesn't appear as if the man or woman involved dropped anything at the scene or left anything behind. It's like we're looking at a blank canvas. We'll go over everything again in broad daylight of course, but don't go building your hopes up mate, sorry.”

      “That's all we need.” Ross looked frustrated. “Not your fault, Miles. You can only work with what you're presented. Bloody typical, the Chief Constable's watching over the case, Oscar Agostini's on holiday, and I've got the bloody DCS directly overseeing the investigation!”

      “Sarah Hollingsworth, the Queen Bee herself?”

      “Yep, and here I am, on the grounds of a monastery in the middle of the night without a friggin' clue to go on.”

      “Er, it's a priory, sir,” Drake corrected.

      “Oh right, priory. I stand corrected. What's the difference between a monastery and a priory, anyway?”

      “Maybe we should ask the Prior when we talk to him again,” she suggested.

      “Good idea. Right, Miles, if there's nothing you can give me here and now, we'd better go and have that word with Brother Gerontius. Izzie?”

      Walking towards the administration building, where Brother Gerontius would be patiently waiting for them, Ross and Drake took a moment to exchange a few words.

      “That was clever of Sister Paulette to put the silence of the birds together with the time of the Brother's death, don't you think?”

      “Yes, she's quite an astute young lady. Observant, too. Not everyone would have thought of that and associated the two events.”

      “Comes from her having a close connection with nature, I suppose. She's probably very attuned to the sounds of wildlife and so on,” Ross agreed.

      “You got any thoughts yet?” Drake asked.

      “Not any worth sharing,” Ross shook his head. “From the sounds of it, almost anyone could have wandered onto the property and killed the monk, but one thing is really baffling me at present. Why poison?”

      “It might help us formulate a theory when we get the results of the autopsy, always assuming Fat Willie can come up with a definitive cause of death and give us some idea how the poison, if that's indeed what killed Brother Bernárd, was administered.”

      Ross could say no more for the time being, as they were entering the building where they would find Brother Gerontius, whom they located easily in his office at the end of a long corridor; it was the only one with lights streaming through the open doorway. All the other doors were open, but led only to darkness.
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      “To answer your question, Sergeant,” the Prior began in response to Drake's query about the difference between a priory and a monastery, “it's a little complicated,”

      Somehow, I knew it would be, Ross thought, but said nothing.

      “To put it in the most simple terms, I can tell you that a monastery, in most cases, is larger than a priory, and houses more monks and/or nuns, usually a minimum of twelve. Ecclesiastically speaking, a monastery is senior in rank to a priory and is under the control of an Abbott. A Prior, such as myself, is of a lower rank in the order than an Abbott. The word 'prior' is actually derived from the Medieval Latin word prioria, which simply means a monastery governed by a Prior. The nuns are usually governed by a Prioress, and though we have five nuns in this community, someone has to take responsibility for them, so Sister Ariadne is our Prioress. I have overall responsibility for the day-to-day running of the priory, with Sister Ariadne in charge of all things pertaining to the nuns. I can have her summoned here if you wish to speak with her.”

      “No, Brother, that won't be necessary tonight,” Ross replied, “though we will need to talk to her, and everyone else in your community, tomorrow.”

      “That won't be a problem, Inspector. We're at your disposal, if it helps to find whoever perpetrated this heinous act. I hope I've managed to answer your question also, Sergeant Drake?”

      “Yes, I think so, as much as I need to know in relation to the case, thank you,” Drake replied as Ross cleared his throat, ready to begin his questioning of the Prior once more.

      “Tell me, please,” he began, “just how much you know about the people who make up your religious community, and whether you also employ any people here who aren't actually members of your religious order.”

      Ross noticed that the Prior had a large, old-fashioned dappled-grey box file on his desk, annotated on the spine with the words 'Personal Files'. At this point, though, he made no move to open it.

      “When it comes to our fellow monks and the nuns who make up our community, Inspector, we know as much about them as they share with us when they enter the order.”

      “That sounds a little vague, if you don't mind me saying so,” Ross said with a hint of frustration.

      “It's not intended to be. You must understand however, that we are not the army or the security services. In order to become a monk or a nun, one only has to demonstrate one's fealty to God, and to the aims and beliefs of our order. What a person was, or was not before coming to us, is of no real importance, apart from it being useful to know if a monk has, for example, a specific skill which could be of use or significance in maintaining our community. You've already met Brother Ignatius of course, who's blessed with the skills of a gardener, what is known in everyday parlance as having 'green fingers'. What better person could we wish for when it comes to maintaining the kitchen garden? Likewise, Sister Paulette also has some expertise in that area.”

      “I think I see what you mean,” said Ross nonchalantly. “So if one of your monks, hypothetically speaking, had a criminal record, you might have no knowledge of it, am I correct?”

      “Inspector, God sent his son Jesus Christ to earth to take upon himself the sins of mankind. If a new recruit to our order chooses to inform us of a criminal act perpetrated in the past, it wouldn't necessarily preclude that person from becoming part of the order. Christianity is based on love and forgiveness, as I'm sure you know.”

      “Yes, of course, but …”

      “I think I've explained it as much as necessary, Inspector.” Brother Gerontius appeared firm in his resolve to reveal nothing else about the members of his community.

      Ross decided to leave things at that, at least until the morning. He was tired, it was getting late, and they weren't about to solve this case in the next few minutes. A good night's sleep had become a priority in his mind. “I think we've done all we can for tonight,” he announced, much to the Prior's surprise. “We'll wish you goodnight, but we'll be returning in the morning with the rest of my investigative team. I hope your people will cooperate fully with our investigation, as I'm sure you'll want the killer of your fellow Brother apprehended as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” the Prior agreed quickly. “You can count on our full cooperation.”

      Ross and Drake rose and, before leaving, took a brisk walk around the grounds, ensuring they knew the lay of the land, but also making sure there were no unauthorised persons lurking where they shouldn't be. Lastly, they checked in with one of two uniformed constables who'd been assigned to keep watch over the murder scene until morning.

      “Keep your eyes peeled, Constable. I don't want the scene disturbed,” Ross advised the young man.

      “No problem, sir,” the constable acknowledged.

      “There's supposed to be two of you. Where's your oppo?” Drake wanted to know.

      “Constable Shepherd's gone to take a turn round the premises Sarge. He thought we could do alternate patrols around the place through the night to deter any intruders or maybe your killer who might be hiding somewhere, waiting for a chance to sneak away.”

      “That's good thinking.” Drake was impressed.

      “Very good thinking indeed,” Ross agreed. “Okay lad, have a good night. Stay alert, Constable …?”

      “Pearson, sir.”

      “Just fancy that, someone showing a bit of initiative,” said Drake as she and Ross stood by their cars.

      “I'm impressed with Constables Shepherd and Pearson,” Ross concurred. “Let's hope those lads don't meet up with the killer in the night, though. One victim is enough for me.”

      Both detectives climbed into their cars and, as their taillights receded from view, a pair of eyes, well hidden from the sight of either Constable Pearson or Constable Shepherd, breathed a sigh of relief. A smile of grim satisfaction spread across a face twisted with hatred. So much for number one, the killer reasoned. With one gone, the next one would seem so much easier.
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      A TURBULENT PAST

      “A monastery?” Detective Constable Lenny 'Tony' Curtis exclaimed at the morning briefing, after Ross informed the rest of the team where he and Drake had spent most of their night. The pair had finally managed to grab about three hours sleep before rising and quickly showering, dressing and heading back to headquarters, both arriving almost simultaneously.

      “That's what I said,” Ross replied flatly and, seeing the fixed look from Drake, corrected himself. “Actually, it's a priory, not a monastery?”

      “What's the difference, Boss?” Curtis smiled.

      “Later. For now, just be aware that it's home to a small community of monks and nuns … where last night a monk was murdered in a particularly horrific way. The Prior just happens to be a friend of the Chief Constable. Not only that, but while DCI Agostini's on holiday, DCS Hollingsworth has taken overall command of the investigation.”

      “Oh no, the Ice Queen cometh,” Curtis quipped.

      “That's enough of that, thanks Tony. A little respect please and, anyway, The Chief Super's not that bad when you get to know her.”

      “Okay, Boss, if you say so,” Curtis grinned.

      “Come on, sir, what's the case?” Sam Gable asked, getting things back on track. She looked good, Ross thought. His detective was obviously blooming as a result of her new relationship with a Greater Manchester detective sergeant, who'd been helpful in their previous case.

      “Right Sam, everyone, listen carefully. Last night, Izzie and I attended an incident at the Priory of St. Emma, at Grassendale. The place used to be St. Basil's Monastery, years ago, but the place burned down and was left derelict until it was partially rebuilt and reopened as St. Emma. When we arrived, we discovered that one of the monks, Brother Bernárd,” Ross ensured he used the correct pronunciation for the benefit of the team, “had been found lying dead on a pathway close to the priory's kitchen garden. He was found by a young nun and monk; they'd been taking advantage of the lighter evenings to work later than usual and were planting seeds. After finishing, they were walking back to the main buildings when they virtually stumbled over the body.” He gazed solemnly from face to face. “It appears that Brother Bernárd may have been the victim of murder by cyanide poisoning. We should know for certain this morning. Doc Nugent was on the scene when we arrived and, with the Chief Constable's interest in the case, he's assured me the autopsy would receive top priority; hence, I expect a call from him sooner than later.”

      Drake responded to a nod from Ross and took over the briefing, as pre-arranged. “We interviewed the pair who found the body, as well as the Prior, Brother Gerontius, who first suspected cyanide poisoning. It seems he was a pharmacist before finding religion. Thanks to the fact that Sister Paulette had her wits about her, we were able to pin down an approximate time of death, as she noticed a sudden silence when the birds all fell quiet and then began again a couple of minutes later. What we don't know, and need to find out is who, apart from the monks and nuns, might have been on the grounds of the priory around that time. The killer could be one of their own, or have come in from outside. The priory is pretty much open house for anyone wandering in from outside.”

      “So we have an intimate suspect pool, but the possibility of a wider ranging one too,” Nick Dodds commented.

      “Looks like it, but my betting is on an insider being responsible,” Ross replied evenly. “It's time to get on with the job.” He turned to the team's computer expert, Sergeant Paul Ferris. “While we're out there, Paul, I want you and Kat to find out all you can about St. Emma's Priory.”

      “Got it,” he acknowledged.

      In minutes, the squad room was deserted except for Ferris and the team's admin assistant Kat Bellamy, who were already at work on the computers, digging into the history, short as it was, of St. Emma's. If there was anything there that could throw light on why anybody might want to murder one of their number, the pair was confident they could find it.
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      The space available for car parking at St. Emma's had probably never looked so full. As well as two vehicles from Miles Booker's forensic team, there were four unmarked police cars and two regular police vehicles, which had brought half a dozen uniformed officers along as backup to Ross's team. DCS Hollingsworth was making sure that Ross had every resource possible available. With the Chief Constable watching over her every move, she couldn't afford to appear as if she were being anything other than 100% diligent in terms of the investigation.

      While Ross' detectives waited by the vehicles and received a quick briefing from Izzie Drake, he made arrangements with Brother Gerontius to interview the monks and nuns that made up the permanent priory population.

      “I've made the refectory available for you to speak to the monks, Inspector, and our small library is free for you to converse with our small group of nuns. I take it you have female detectives with you? The nuns would, I think, feel more comfortable speaking with women.”

      “That sounds fine, thank you, Brother. And yes, I have three women detectives here, including DS Drake, whom you met last night.”

      “Of course. I don't wish to impede your investigation of the murder of dear Bernárd, Inspector, so I'll allow you to get on with your job. I must inform Bernárd's next of kin of the tragedy that has befallen him.”

      “I don't envy you that task, Brother.” Ross was sympathetic to the Prior's responsibility, having had to inform relatives of the violent deaths of loved ones many times during his career.

      “Indeed, Inspector. I also expect you'll be receiving news of the autopsy soon?”

      “Later today, I hope. I know you'll want to be able to give the Brother's family as much information as you can, but I must stress that this is now an active murder investigation. Certain facts can't be made public at this time. Do you understand?”

      The Prior nodded. “I'll do and say nothing to compromise your investigation. On that, you have my solemn oath.” Brother Gerontius handed Ross two sheets of A4 paper. “Here are the names of the community members. I've split them into two lists, one of the monks and one of the nuns. I anticipated you might find them useful to carry out your interviews.”

      “Thanks. They'll come in useful, I'm sure.” He looked at the two lists, wondering which one of them, if any, was the name of Brother Bernárd's cold-blooded killer. With that, he left the Prior to his own devices, and began arranging the interviews with the various members.

      He looked down the list of monks' names. Brother Ignatius they'd already spoken to last night but would speak to him again to see if he remembered anything else. He'd briefly met Brother Simon, and he now saw that they would need to speak to Brothers Gareth, Antonio and Geoffrey and the nuns, Sisters Ariadne, Rebecca, Letitia and Sarah.
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        * * *

      

      Ferris and Bellamy worked well together. When the admin assistant had first been assigned to the team, some of the detectives had been unsure whether the appointment of a civilian to a group of highly trained, expert investigators would be an asset or a detriment. Katrina Bellamy, known to all as Kat, had soon proved invaluable however; together with Sergeant Paul Ferris, she'd been instrumental in uncovering information that had assisted in solving many cases. This was courtesy of her quick mind and superlative abilities with the computer, which Ferris readily admitted were almost on a par with his own.

      The pair of them were busy conducting what nowadays appeared to be referred to as 'data mining', but which they simply saw as normal research into the history of the Priory of St. Emma.

      “Interesting, isn't it?” Bellamy said as she finished a broad-based look into the past use of the site where the priory stood. “It was a monastery for years and was virtually destroyed during the Reformation, rebuilt hundreds of years later, only to be destroyed a second time in the fire of 1912. It's almost as if St. Basil's carried a curse upon it, if you believe in that sort of thing.”

      “Which neither of us believes, of course … do we?” Ferris turned and met her gaze.

      “Of course not, but it is strange, isn't it? A bit like lightning striking twice in the same place.”

      “I'll grant you that, but here, I just came up with a little gem from the days of St. Basil's. Just before Henry VIII ordered the dissolution of the monasteries, it was rumoured that St. Basil's held a 'great treasure', as referred to in a vague historical document written by a man called Bishop Simon de Carborough. Unfortunately, I can find no other references to this so-called treasure or to the mysterious Bishop. It's as if he never existed … and if he did, he simply vanished off the face of the earth.”

      “That is a mystery,” Bellamy concurred. “Where did you dig this up from?”

      Ferris turned his computer screen so she could read the page he was referring to. It was from a website that listed 'facts and legends' of pre-Reformation monasteries of the North of England, and only indirectly referred to St. Basil.

      “What made you look in this site?” she asked, curious to discover how Ferris' mind worked. She'd always been proficient in her use of computers, but since joining Ross' team, she'd come to view Ferris as something of a mentor. Her skills had grown greatly as she'd watched, listened, and learned from the sergeant.

      “No great credit on my part,” Ferris smiled cheerily. “I was simply looking at the history of St. Basil and this came up in the web listings for similar sites. I can't take credit for it, Kat.”

      “At least you're honest,” she smiled in return. “That's what I like about you, and why it's good to learn from you.”

      “Thanks, but please, where the others are concerned …”

      “I know, you're a genius,” she giggled. “Don't worry, your secret's safe with me.”

      “Good girl. Now, what do you think about this so-called treasure?”

      “We've not got a thing to corroborate its existence so far, so do we give it any credence, or devote more time to it? You're the boss; you decide.”

      Ferris scratched his head as he thought it over. “We've just had a murder committed on a site where we now have a vague reference to something of value having been present there, shortly before King Henry's troops moved in and vandalised the original monastery. That's the only word for what they did back in those days: sheer bloody vandalism. For whatever reason, the Benedictines left the ruins lying derelict for nearly three hundred years and then, for reasons only they knew, rebuilt the place. Why? How many monasteries, destroyed at the time of the Reformation, did they subsequently rebuild—which, let's face it, must have cost the order a bloody great wad of cash.”

      “I can see where your thoughts are taking you,” Bellamy nodded sagely, as if every word Ferris had said made perfect sense. “You think there was something there, even after all those years … something the Benedictines knew about and which they wanted to protect, right?”

      “I think there's a possibility, if the so far unsubstantiated story about the treasure is true. What I'm also thinking is that the monks, who then lived in the rebuilt monastery, could have been sent there as some sort of 'guardians' of this unknown treasure—which, for all we know, if it did exist, might not have been gold-and-jewels treasure, but a religious relic, valuable only to the monks, or to religious believers.”

      “Of course,” said Bellamy with a nod. “From what I've been reading about the Reformation, Henry VIII's troops looted and damaged much of what they found in the great monasteries of England. If the St. Basil's monks did possess something very valuable, they'd have done all they could to protect it from Henry's troops, and hidden it so well that it was never found.”

      “Yes, but that leaves me with one burning question,” said Ferris with a pensive frown.

      “Go on. What is it?”

      “Why wait nearly three centuries to rebuild the monastery?”

      “They couldn't do it during the years of the religious persecution of Catholics, could they?” she replied. “If the Benedictines were aware that the ruined monastery held a great religious relic, or gold or silver or whatever, they couldn't have retrieved it while Catholics were being persecuted throughout England, could they?”

      “Good point,” Ferris nodded in agreement. He opened another historical website. “Look here, we had a turbulent period where we had Protestant Kings and Queens, but then there were attempts by other rulers to reintroduce Catholicism to England. The Pope even declared Queen Elizabeth I a heretic and ordered her subjects to rise up against her in an attempt to restore the Catholic faith. There was a lot of bloodshed, Kat, and it wasn't until the early nineteenth century that Catholicism was declared legal again in England, though there was still great hostility towards them in some areas. Even so, the law of England states that a Catholic can't become King or Queen of England.”

      “I never knew all this stuff.” Bellamy was intrigued by the brief look into England's past. “The gunpowder plot by Guy Fawkes and his friends was an attempt to kill the King and destroy Parliament, and reinstate a Catholic on the throne. Lots of people blamed the Great Fire of London on the Catholics. Terrible, wasn't it?”

      Suddenly, Ferris pointed to the screen. “Look!” She fell silent as he read from the page. “Following The Roman Catholic Relief Act 1829, Catholics were allowed to sit in Parliament. The re-establishment of the Roman Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy by Pope Pius IX took place in 1850.” He stopped reading aloud as he waited to see if his colleague was catching on.

      “You think that's significant?” she asked, bemused.

      “Think about it,” he said. “The Roman Catholic Church in England was re-created in 1850 and just a few years later, the Church began the restoration of St. Basil's and quickly installed a group of monks in the place. They lived in relative peace and harmony until suddenly in 1912, a devastating fire sweeps through the place—and I don't yet know if any of the monks survived. If they did, they might have taken the treasure with them, or …”

      “Or it might still be there, buried under the new St. Emma's Priory,” she stated softly, as if afraid someone might overhear.

      “Exactly,” nodded Ferris, “and wouldn't that provide someone who knows about—and wants to get their hands on—the treasure with a perfect motive for murder if they thought someone else might know about it and, as such, be in their way.”

      “Good God, Paul. What are you going to do now?”

      “We still need to look at the history of St. Emma from when it was opened on the site of the ruined St. Basil, but for now I think it's worth a quick phone call to the boss. I think he might like to hear what we've found so far.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      BROTHERS AND SISTERS

      Sister Ariadne, technically the Prioress at St. Emma's, looked to Izzie Drake to be well suited for the role. Despite her diminutive size, Drake guessed she wasn't much more than five-feet tall. Something about the nun's demeanour and the way she carried herself gave her an air of authority that sat perfectly well with the middle-aged woman as she sat opposite Drake, waiting for the questions to begin.

      “Thank you for talking with me this morning, Sister,” Drake began, trying to put the nun at ease, but realising this was totally unnecessary.

      “I didn't really have a choice, Sergeant Drake, did I?” The nun smiled warmly as she spoke. There was no malice in her words.

      “You're right, of course, Sister, but thank you anyway.”

      “Please do call me Ariadne, or you'll wear out your voice calling me Sister Ariadne … if you call me Sister, before you know it, you'll forget which one of us you're talking to.”

      Drake liked this woman and she relaxed into the interview. “How well did you know Brother Bernárd?”

      “Not well, I'm sorry to say. Apart from occasions when we have cause to work with the monks, or at certain services in church and at mealtimes, we don't engage in a great deal of social discourse with them. As for Brother Bernárd, I perhaps spoke with him on about half a dozen occasions, usually to pass the time of day.”

      “That's a shame.” Drake thought that the leader of the priory's nuns might have had more contact than most with the monks. Obviously not.

      “I do know he wasn't English,” Ariadne said.

      “We understand he was from Switzerland.”

      “Ah,” was the nun's quiet reply.

      “Apart from being the … the Prioress? Is that right?

      “Yes, that's my official title.”

      “Good, so what else does your role entail?”

      “Apart from overseeing the spiritual needs and welfare of our small community of nuns, I take care of the administrative side of the nunnery within the priory. There isn't a lot of work involved to be truthful, Sergeant, so I use much of my time helping out with various community projects. We try our best to assist the homeless, the poor—believe me there are still a lot of people living below the breadline in the city—and, naturally, we try to spread the word of God wherever and whenever the opportunity presents itself.”

      Drake thought some of the Prioress's duties were rather vague-sounding, but then, with such a small group of Sisters, she guessed there wasn't an awful lot of work to do.

      “I see, and do you do anything within the priory, like Sister Paulette working in the garden?”

      “Ah, you think being the Prioress is a nice easy task, eh, Sergeant? No, please,” she smiled genially as she held up a slim hand. “I'm only joking in my own way. Yes, I am also in charge of the refectory. I'm quite a passable cook and together with Sister Rebecca and Brother Geoffrey, we provide the meals for our fellow Brothers and Sisters, and for any visitors who we may entertain.”

      “And do you have many visitors here?”

      “We do, yes. Quite often, there's Bishop Charles, who is usually accompanied by his assistant, Father Michael. We also have occasional visits from our Brothers and Sisters from other areas who sometimes spend a few days, enjoying something of a retreat, a little peace and quiet.”

      “I see. And, if I may, can I ask a more personal question?”

      “Of course you can. We have no secrets here, Sergeant Drake.”

      Drake looked a little embarrassed to be asking what followed, but she really wanted to know more about the Sisterhood. “Well, in the movie, Sister Act, for example, the nuns all had names that began with Mary, followed by another name. Why don't you do that here?”

      Sister Ariadne laughed. “Is that all? I thought you were going to ask some deep religious question about our order, or me in particular. I've seen that film; it made me laugh. We do have a small television set here, with which we're able to keep up with international news and so on, and sometimes we do use it for entertainment. Once, it was common practice for nuns to be given a new name when they took their vows, and depending on the convent, or the order, they belonged to, this could be the name Mary, as an example, followed by a saint's name or other religious figure. In these modern, enlightened times, however, it is now much more common for nuns to retain their baptismal or birth name, though if they wish, they can take a new name, but the choice is theirs. It's not something we impose on new sisters here.”

      “Thank you, Sister. So, is Ariadne …?

      “My real name? Yes, it is. I was born Ariadne Schofield in Perth, Western Australia, forty-seven years ago. My parents were originally from Lancaster and when my grandmother on my father's side was struck by a terminal illness, they decided to move back to the 'old country', as they referred to England. I was eighteen and had always wanted to become a nun, so my career path would have been the same wherever in the world I'd ended up.”

      “Thank you for that information.” Drake felt she'd learned all she could from the Prioress for the moment and saw no reason to question her further as her contact with the dead monk had appeared to have been minimal. She allowed the Prioress to leave and go about her duties, which she'd said would include making preparations for the midday meal.
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        * * *

      

      Sam Gable was talking with Sister Rebecca, and Sofie Meyer was engaged in a deep conversation with Sister Letitia, who, they'd discovered, was like Sofie, German by birth. Their shared language gave them a good platform for open communication.

      Ross, meanwhile was already nearing the end of his interview with Brother Gareth, who, as his name suggested, hailed from Wales, a small village on the West Coast, named Aberporth, located on the beautiful coastal area of Cardigan Bay. He excused himself when his phone rang and he found himself being informed by Ferris of the rumours of some long-lost treasure relating to the original monastery of St. Basil.

      Pressing the 'end call' button, he turned to Brother Gareth, thinking there was no time like the present to try out Ferris' theory of the treasure. “Tell me Gareth, if you've ever heard of a mystery treasure being located here.”

      “Treasure … here … at St. Emma?” The monk looked more amused than surprised.

      “At St. Basil actually, when the monastery first stood here, back in the days of good old Henry VIII.”

      “You're pulling my leg, boyo,” said Gareth in his sing-song Welsh lilt.

      Ross had got used to being addressed as 'boyo'. Gareth seemed to have no intention of addressing him as 'inspector' or anything else denoting his status as a police officer. “It's a serious question.”

      “I can only say no, I've never heard of such a thing. Then again, I've not done what you'd call a lot of research into the history of St. Basil while I've been here, see.”

      “And your main job, apart from your time spent in prayers and contemplation, is driving the priory's minibus, as you mentioned earlier?”

      “That's it. You've got me in a nutshell. I used to be a taxi driver once, look you, so they trust me to ferry the others around when they're doing fundraisers or attending bazaars, and so forth. We have a nice, second-hand bright-blue Mercedes Sprinter, 17-seat minibus that was donated to the priory by a well-wisher. I love driving it. Although I haven't done much research into the priory, I've been doing a whole load of research into the history of the Benedictines since my arrival.” He met Ross' intense gaze with a fleeting smile. “You'd be amazed at how interesting it is, boyo. Some really exciting stuff happened during the Middle Ages, I can tell you, but no mention of treasure, look you. Sister Ariadne has been here the longest. If anyone has heard rumours of a long-lost treasure associated with the old monastery, she's the one to ask. As for Bernárd, God Bless his soul, I spoke to him maybe half a dozen times. He was a very private sort of person, perfectly suited to monastic life.”

      “Thank you, Gareth,” Ross said to the amiable, somewhat eccentric fellow, and he shook his head as the monk shuffled away, humming a hymn, one that Ross had recollections of from his time in grammar school, but couldn't put a title to.

      Ross rose and took himself off to talk with Brother Gerontius about the treasure rumour, knowing that Drake was already talking to Sister Ariadne. The treasure question could wait where she was concerned.

      Brother Gerontius was as much in the dark about the supposed treasure as Brother Gareth, though the thought did come to Ross that, if for any reason there was some important religious relic associated with the old monastery site, and the monks knew about it, they could easily hide such knowledge from the police and anyone else. That, however, would mean the monks and sisters were collectively lying to the police. Would they do that, Ross wondered?

      As he was leaving Brother Gerontius' priory office, his phone rang once again. “Doc,” he said as he recognised the pathologist's number. He'd given it a specific ringtone and the sounds of Darth Vader's theme from Star Wars could belong to no other caller. “I wasn't expecting you to call so soon.”

      “Aye, well, with the Chief Constable and the Chief Super hovering in the background, I thought you might need all the help you can get. I've been working on your victim since seven a.m., ably assisted by young Francis, to come up with the preliminary results of the autopsy for you.”

      Ross silently blessed the rotund medic, who he'd worked with for many years. Their relationship was one of friendly but witty repartee, with irony and sarcasm thrown in to the mix. In short, they worked bloody well together. He also knew that Nugent rarely began work before eight a.m. so he doubly appreciated the early start he'd made to help Ross with his case. “You're a saint, Doc. So come on, tell me what you've got.”

      “Ah think yon place ye're at now is more likely to produce a saint or two, Inspector.” The fact his Glaswegian accent was evident meant the pathologist was excited about something. Ross knew better than to push him too hard however, or he'd drag things out just for devilment's sake.

      “Okay, I'm listening.”

      “Rightio, here we go. Your victim was most definitely murdered. Now, here's the thing. I found a small pinprick on the inside of his right arm. Whoever killed your monk made sure he died quickly by injecting him with a massive dose of sodium cyanide, enough to have killed at least four, maybe five people.”

      “Bloody hell, Doc. So surely Brother Bernárd must have been incapacitated before being injected. I can't believe he'd have simply stood there and allowed someone to inject him with a lethal dose of cyanide poison.”

      “Aye, and ye'd be quite correct in your assumption. Brother Bernárd was struck over the head with a heavy, blunt object prior to him receiving the injection. There's a large indentation in the rear of his skull, indicating he was hit with something heavy and fairly flat, like maybe a flat iron or something like that.”

      Ross had a thought, based on where the body was found. “Or how about with a garden spade?”

      “Aye, that could account for the indentation in the skull. If ye can come up with a potential weapon I can soon determine if it was used to strike the blow. Oh, one more point of interest for you. There's every chance the blow to the head might have been enough to kill Brother Bernárd without the need for the poison. The damage to the skull was extensive. As I say, it might have been enough to cause his death, but would certainly have led, at the very least, to extensive brain damage.”

      “So, it looks like whoever did it wanted to be sure the poor bugger was dead. A definite case of overkill.”

      “Aye, I was thinking the same thing myself. One last thing. At some time in the past, your victim has undergone some kind of reconstructive surgery, maybe to correct some facial deformity or for cosmetic reasons. I cannae say for sure. So, if I find anything else, I'll be in touch.”

      “Thanks, Doc. I really appreciate you moving Bernárd to the top of your list for me.”

      “Nae problem, Inspector. Ah hope it helps. Get back to me if ye find yon shovel, spade or whatever.”

      “I will. See you.” Ross hung up, grateful to Nugent, who could be a grumpy old sod sometimes, was one of the best in the business; he fully appreciated having him available to cover most, if not all of his cases. When the Specialist Murder Investigation Team had been established, it had been agreed that, whenever possible, the area's chief pathologist, William Nugent, would handle their cases if available. Over time, Nugent and his cadaver-like assistant, Francis Lees, armed with his trusty camera, had become synonymous with the investigations carried out by Ross and his team. Ross found himself smiling at the thought that over the years, he and Nugent had always maintained a certain reserve in their relationship, never having progressed any further than 'Doc' and 'Inspector' in their conversations. First-name terms? God forbid, he chuckled.

      Ross needed to talk to his partner and as luck would have it, when he approached the library building where the nuns were being interviewed, he saw Drake coming out of the building. He waved and called to her.

      Drake waved back and walked briskly towards him. His body language was enough to tell her he had something important to share. “At least there's no doubt about it being murder,” she said, after being informed of Nugent's findings.

      “And now, we need to search for the weapon that laid him out,” Ross responded grimly.

      “The body was found right next to the kitchen garden, too,” she commented. “If I remember rightly, didn't we see a small tool shed near the end of that path?”

      “We did,” Ross agreed. “Let's go take a look while you tell me what you've learned from Sister Ariadne. Any of the others finished their interviews yet.”

      “No,” she replied with a quick shake of the head, “and what I learned from Ariadne wasn't enough to fill the back of a postage stamp.”

      “Ah, we might have to speak with her again later. For now, let's go take a look at that tool shed.” Ross led the way towards the kitchen garden, striding in front like a bloodhound on a scent.

      “Hey, not so fast!” Drake jogged along in his wake.

      Ross felt determined. If the weapon used to strike down Brother Bernárd was located quickly, they stood a chance of achieving an early resolution to the case, thereby placating both the Chief Constable and DCS Hollingsworth.

      “There it is.” He pointed as they turned the corner onto the path at right angles to the one where the body was found. He slowed down, allowing Drake to catch up with him a few yards from the shed. Even before they reached it however, they could clearly see that the door was firmly held shut by a large padlock.

      Ross took hold of the padlock and found it locked, barring entry. “Damn,” he cursed as frustration got the better of him.

      “I suppose we'd better go and ask the Prior for the key.” Drake stood beside him, almost breathless.

      “I suppose you're right.” He sighed. “The fact that a garden spade might have been used to batter the poor monk about the head, might lead us to suspect the two people who were actually working out here in the garden at the time—who then conveniently found the body and raised the alarm, don't you think?”

      “Or is that just the way someone wants us to think?”

      “Standing here staring at a locked padlock isn't going to answer any of our questions is it? Let's go see the Prior.”
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      A SOLITARY MAN?

      Detective Constable Sam Gable was growing increasingly frustrated. She'd been tasked with interviewing Sister Rebecca, who was proving exceedingly difficult to talk to. She had no problem accepting that they were working within the cloistered confines of a religious community, but something about the tall, middle-aged nun was irritating the hell out of the detective. Gable asked the same basic questions as the rest of the team, and hoped the others were meeting with greater cooperation than she was.

      Sister Rebecca had what seemed an annoying habit to Gable of wanting to talk about nothing but religion, and God in particular. When Gable had innocently asked Rebecca how well she'd known the murdered monk, instead of providing a straight answer, the nun had replied, “Ah, the dear brother, called by our Lord before his time, you may think. But our Lord doesn't make mistakes, Detective Gable, and therefore we must assume that God himself had a plan for Brother Bernárd that required his presence in the company of our Lord and his angels.”

      “Yes, perhaps you're right, Sister,” she responded casually, “but how well did you know him on a personal level?”

      “The Lord calls us to do his bidding and we must follow the path he lays out. Brother Bernárd, though no longer with us, is, undoubtedly continuing God's work as he walks the paths of Heaven above.”

      “Sister Rebecca, did you know Brother Bernárd personally?” Gable was becoming exasperated.

      “As two souls passing on their way through life, we communicated on matters pertaining to the Lord and his Word as written in the Holy Scriptures. If that constitutes knowing someone, then you may infer that, yes, I did know the dear brother.”

      Gable felt as if she were banging her head against a brick wall. If it was going to take this long to elicit a reply to a simple question, she'd be here all day.
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        * * *

      

      Sofie Meyer was having better luck. When it was mentioned that Sister Letitia was of German origin, it was natural for the team's German officer to handle her interview. If nothing else, it would ensure there were no language difficulties between them. They could converse in either English or German, whatever they preferred; they might like to revert to their native tongue, as they spent most of their time presently speaking English. As it turned out, they stuck to English. The nun, who told Meyer she was twenty-eight, was pleasantly surprised to find a fellow countrywoman serving with the British police. Sofie spent the first five minutes of the interview explaining the logistics of her loan attachment to the Merseyside Police Force, which Letitia found fascinating.

      “So, we're similar, are we not?” she asked. “I am, I hope, here at the Priory of St. Emma for two more years, having spent almost three years here already, which have passed pleasantly until now … after which I shall return to my convent in the Danube Valley.”

      “That sounds a very pretty location,” Meyer said, making small talk to help put the nun at ease.

      “It is very close to a lovely small stream that runs through the pretty valley. The location is sheltered and makes for a most pleasant climate.”

      Meyer moved to the matter at hand. “What can you tell me about Brother Bernárd?”

      “Very little, I'm afraid,” Letitia replied quietly.

      “When I arrived, someone mentioned we had a monk here from Switzerland. I tried to seek him out and perhaps find out if he was Swiss German perhaps, that maybe we had something in common as foreigners in a strange land, but …”

      “But what, Sister?” Meyer prodded gently as Letitia appeared unsure what to say next.

      “Brother Bernárd was what I would describe as a very anti-social person. He didn't really engage in any meaningful conversations with anyone, Solitary is the word I would use to describe him.”

      “But, Sister,” Meyer pointed out, “Is that not the way of many who choose the monastic life?”

      “Of course,” Letitia agreed. “And yet, even those who choose the life of a monk or a nun, and spend most of their lives in solitude and prayer, are able to integrate themselves into the life of the community in which they live. We all have our daily tasks here at the priory, and during them we often find ourselves interacting with our colleagues, or even at times with the public, who are free to attend the services at our church or just to visit the priory and spend time in quiet contemplation. Brother Bernárd, placed in charge of our library, was able to immerse himself in his studies and would spend many hours closeted away, out of contact with the rest of us, except for times of services and collective prayer. He would speak a few words after services perhaps, and then return to his cell or to the library.”

      “What about mealtimes?” Meyer inquired.

      “You must understand,” the nun responded, “that I am not in the habit, excuse the pun, of people-watching as I sit down to eat. Plus, we nuns sit together, while the monks sit on two separate tables as a rule. You would be better asking that question to the other monks rather than me or the other nuns. But to ensure you receive an answer to your question, no I didn't speak to Brother Bernárd at mealtimes. You might think we could have occasionally swapped pleasantries as we entered or exited the refectory, but I honestly can't remember that happening. I did have cause to speak with him on a couple of occasions, in the library, I remember. I asked where it was possible to find certain books that might be of use to me in my own studies. He was helpful, I must admit, though he kept words to a minimum, almost as though he didn't enjoy talking.”

      “Do you know anything about his background, before he came to St. Emma's?” Meyer asked but, again, Sister Felicia answered in the negative. Meyer expected little else, based on the nun's previous replies.

      Sofie Meyer and Sam Gable, having completed fruitless interviews of Sisters Rebecca and Felicia, met up outside the refectory, where it had been arranged for them to eat lunch with the rest of the team and the monks and nuns of the priory. With Sister Ariadne having been interviewed by Izzie Drake, and Sister Paulette having given her statement after the discovery of the body, it left Sister Sarah as the only nun still to be interviewed. Gable agreed to handle that interview after lunch.
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        * * *

      

      An hour earlier, Detective Constable Derek McLennan had been rather enjoying his interview with the elderly white-haired Brother Geoffrey, who was the eldest inhabitant of the priory, though his brain was no less sharp and active despite his 75 years. He had moved to St. Emma to be nearer to his only surviving relative, a brother who lived in Bootle and who was infirm and suffering from a whole raft of infirmities. Geoffrey had left his previous place at a monastery near Bude in Cornwall to be close to his sibling, in case his help might be needed in caring for the octogenarian. However, when asked about Brother Bernárd, he was less than charitable in his words relating to the dead monk.

      “He was definitely not my favourite person on the planet, though that sounds rather unkind and uncharitable, doesn't it, Derek?” Brother Geoffrey had started using McLennan's Christian name within minutes of meeting the detective. McLennan was quite comfortable with this, in deference to the monk's age and life experience.

      “Not at all, Brother Geoffrey. Just because you're a monk and a man of God, it surely doesn't necessarily follow that you have to like everyone you meet as you go through life. Surely, if God gave us the gift of free will, He also gave us the power to choose those we like and dislike.”

      The Brother smiled. “Wise words, young Derek. Have you ever considered joining the church?”

      “You told me you came here seven years ago. You must have seen a few other monks come and go in that time. Are you telling me Bernárd was the only one you didn't like much?”

      “To be totally truthful, young Derek, I didn't actively dislike our dear departed brother; it was more a case of not really knowing him, I suppose. Until he arrived, I was in charge of the library, but my eyesight has been failing for years, and even with these,” he tapped the spectacles he was wearing, “I still struggled to see some things clearly, not very helpful when cataloguing or categorising books or papers of antiquity, you follow?”

      “So far, yes, but there's more, isn't there?”

      “Hmm, perceptive too. I shall have to watch you, young Derek.” Brother Geoffrey laughed wickedly. “But yes, of course, there's more. When Bernárd arrived, Brother Gerontius informed me that he would be taking over the role of librarian, purely due to my sight difficulties. I accepted this of course, and it became my responsibility to explain how our library system worked. Well, what a palaver!” He paused for effect.

      “Come on, out with it.” Derek grinned, having forged a firm, quick friendship with the old monk.

      “Well, young Derek, the man just didn't want to know anything. He told me in that guttural and annoying accent of his that he'd find out what he needed to know all by himself and would be effecting his own system of categorising and cataloguing our library, which to be honest, is not very large or particularly impressive. Far be it from me to tell him how to do what was now, after all, his job, I merely showed him where everything was and left him to get on with it. Was he devout? Probably. Was he a good librarian? Not as far as I was concerned. Did he mess up my system after he took over? Most definitely. Did he deserve to die for the crime of messing up the library? Not at all. Do I know who might have wished him harm? No. Anything else I can tell you, young Derek?” Smiling enigmatically, he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms under the pouch of his habit, hiding them from view.

      McLennan couldn't help smiling himself. “I think you've told me all you can for the moment, thank you. You will tell me if you think of anything that might help us, won't you?” He handed over one of his cards, which Brother Geoffrey took before he returned his hand under his habit.

      “But of course. Now, I believe it must be nearly time for lunch. I've heard a strong rumour that we're having steak and kidney pie today, my favourite. Are you staying for lunch?”

      “Yes, we are, so I hear.”

      “Splendid.” Brother Geoffrey rose and, taking McLennan by the arm, led him to the promised land of steak and kidney pie, mashed potatoes and fresh carrots from the priory's own kitchen garden.
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        * * *

      

      Having been brought up as a strict Catholic, now relapsed, DC Nick Dodds couldn't help feeling a little in awe of Brother Simon, who as far as Nick was concerned, stood only one place removed from God himself. He therefore treated the monk, who looked to be in his early thirties, with a deference born of his upbringing. There was, however, one question that he needed to ask, having been primed by Ross. After a few minutes of being told that Brother Simon was originally from the country town of Great Malvern in Worcestershire, and had been a monk since he was twenty-two, Dodds decided to slip in the question.

      “Brother Simon, it may seem a very personal matter, but please, can you tell me how you received that fierce looking scar on your face? It must have been a painful injury.”

      He smiled and nodded before replying. “I don't mind you asking at all, DC Dodds. It looks like a duelling scar, doesn't it?”

      It was Dodds' turn to nod.

      “Well, that's exactly what it is: a duelling scar!”

      “You're kidding?” Dodds appeared surprised. “How …?”

      “It's not what you think.” The monk was still smiling as he spoke. “Believe it or not, long before I became Brother Simon, I was a movie stuntman, and I got this when a stunt went wrong.”

      Dodds gasped in amazement. “But I thought those things were all strictly choreographed for safety?”

      “Ah, you're a knowledgeable man, Detective, and yes, you're quite right. But now and then the unexpected happens, and that's what happened in my case. I was a pirate in a sword fight with the film's hero and he had me backed up against the side of the ship. He was supposed to slash at me with his sword and as I leaned back, an automatic charge should have gone off, blowing out the side of the ship; I'd fall through the gap into the sea. The damn charge failed to go off and, instead of falling back and out of the way of his sword, I was left standing as his blade slashed down the side of my face. I was lucky it didn't go any deeper or it could have taken half my face off.”

      “Bloody hell—oops, sorry about that.” Dodds apologised for his swearing, but Simon waved his apology away. “I hope you received a good compensation pay-out for negligence or something.”

      “I did as a matter of fact, and feeling lucky to have come out of it so lightly, I donated it to a children's charity and gave up film work. Not long afterwards I found my true calling, and within a couple of years, Simon Denbigh, stunt man extraordinaire became Brother Simon, the simple monk you see before you today.”

      “Thank you for telling me. Now, what can you tell me about Brother Bernárd? Where were you around the time of his death?”

      “It's odd, you know? I don't think any of us ever got to know much about him. He kept very much to himself. I did try to talk to him one day, as we sat at our evening meal. I can recall the conversation very well.” Brother Simon proceeded to retell it word for word.

      “Welcome to St. Emma's. I'm Brother Simon. I'm told you are from Switzerland, is that right?”

      “Ja, that is correct.”

      “I've visited Switzerland a few times in my younger days. What part of the country do you come from, Brother Bernárd? I may know it.”

      “I am from Lausanne.”

      Brother Simon advised Dodds that he'd been to Lausanne on a filming job, thinking it might give the two men common ground. “All he said was that he'd not been there for many years and simply turned to his meal, and never said another word, despite me trying to engage him in friendly conversation. I assumed he was reluctant to talk about his past or maybe he wasn't confident in his ability to converse in English. I did try to talk to him on other occasions, but just met with the same brick wall of silence. In the end, I gave up.”

      “Sounds like a pretty unsavoury character, if you ask me,” Dodds stated.

      “You have to realise that many people who enter a monastic existence don't feel the same need for day-to-day human interaction as people such as yourself and the majority of the population. We are on the whole solitary individuals who are happy to spend our lives in communion with God. Most of us do, however, maintain regular contact with our fellow human beings, just that we don't necessarily require it on a regular basis as you or your fellow detectives do, for example. I will say, however, that there was one thing about Brother Bernárd that bugged me a little.”

      “And what was that?”

      “You probably know that Switzerland is made of various cantons, and the people of the country can be either Swiss German, French or Italian, or Romansh, though the Romansh language is only spoken in the canton of Graubünden. Anyway, when Brother Bernárd said he was from Lausanne, I thought it a bit odd as Lausanne is located in the French-speaking area of Switzerland … though I suppose it's possible his parents moved there before he was born. It wasn't important I suppose, but at the time I just thought it was odd, as when I asked if he spoke French and he said he only spoke it a little.”

      “I see, I think.” Dodds was a little confused. He hadn't come for a geography lesson such as he'd just received from Brother Simon, though later he would realise he'd missed an important point. “So, you were a little suspicious of his background?”

      “Not necessarily. I just thought it was a little out of the ordinary.”

      “Okay, and when he was killed—again, where were you?”

      “I've been told he died between 6.30 and 7.00 that evening. If that's true, then I was in the monks' dormitory on housekeeping chores. We take turns to keep the place habitable, and this week is my turn. I started at around, oh, about 5.30, and I vacuumed, dusted, cleaned the windows and so on … and also took dirty washing out of the washing basket, and put it in the washing machine in the utility room. We have a washing machine, a tumble dryer, spin dryer for things that can't go into the tumble dryer, and an indoor drying area with retractable clothes lines to hang the washing on if the weather is unsuitable for outdoor drying. All mod cons here Detective.” He smiled cheerfully. “I bet you thought we did everything the old-fashioned way, by hand, eh?”

      “Well, no, though I hadn't even thought of things like that,” Dodds replied with a shrug. “So when did you finish cleaning in the dormitory?”

      “I think it was around about 6.30 when I left the dormitory and made my way to the utility room with the dirty washing. That's where I was when I heard the screams, which must have been those of Sister Paulette.” He considered it. “I'd just started the washing machine and it took me a minute to work out what was going on outside. By the time I found myself heading for the kitchen garden, everyone else had gathered close by, and Brother Gerontius had taken charge. So, you see, I don't have what you'd call a cast-iron alibi, though I assure you I didn't kill Brother Bernárd, for all that's worth.”

      Dodds regarded Brother Simon's statement as being pretty much irrelevant. He left the monk and went to find his way to the refectory where Dodds and the rest of the investigators would meet up with DI Ross and the team for lunch, the time for which was fast approaching.

      “We don't seem to have made much headway do we, people?” Ross asked as the team gathered around him outside the refectory.

      “From what we've heard ourselves, and from what everyone appears to be telling us, it sounds like: a) we're dealing with the most boring group of potential suspects imaginable, and, b) Brother Bernárd sounds as if he wasn't very sociable or well-liked by his fellow monks,” advised Drake after they'd heard the reports from those who'd so far spoken to monks and nuns.
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        * * *

      

      Once the lunch break was over, they still had Brother Antonio to speak to. He'd been assigned to DC Curtis and Sister Sarah had been earmarked for interview by Sam Gable, her second interview of the day. Brother Antonio had been left until the afternoon as he was attending a hospital appointment that morning.

      “One thing is coming across to me though,” Ross said thoughtfully. “Our victim seems to have been reluctant to talk about his home country. Brother Simon and Sister Letitia, a German speaker, both sound as if they had reservations about the man.”

      DC Curtis, who together with DC Devenish had spent the morning speaking with the priory's nearest neighbours, spoke up. “You know, Boss, I haven't been here while you've all been talking to everyone, but all the things you've summarised regarding the interviews makes me think of one thing.”

      “And what might that be, Tony?”

      “Well, I've read stories and seen movies in the past.”

      Nick Dodds groaned; everyone knew Curtis's taste in movies.

      “Shut up, Nick. I'm serious.”

      “Sorry mate, go on,” Dodds apologised, realising his friend was serious.

      Nodding curtly, Curtis continued. “Right, so as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, I've seen films and read books with storylines about blokes running away from bad things in their pasts … and hiding in plain sight in a monastery.”

      “That's not such a wild theory,” Derek McLennan agreed with Curtis. “I've heard of such things, too.”

      “Well,” Ross said, pleased that his team was trying to make sense of what had occurred at the priory, “Brother Gerontius is making contact with Brother Bernárd's next of kin, so we'll maybe know more about him in a little while. For now, let's go eat! I'm bloody starving.”

      Sure enough, the steak and kidney pie mentioned by Brother Geoffrey earlier, and prepared by Sister Sarah, assisted by Sister Rebeca, was superb, served with creamy buttered mashed potatoes and fresh carrots and garden peas, all grown in the kitchen garden. It was so good that, when given the opportunity, both Curtis and Dodds gratefully accepted second helpings.

      The detectives were then surprised when the two sisters summoned everyone for dessert, another home-made production of apple crumble served with piping hot custard. Sister Sarah informed them that St. Emma's had its own small orchard behind the church, some distance from the kitchen garden.

      “This is so tasty,” Drake said enthusiastically, and her compliment was echoed by Sam Gable and Sofie Meyer.

      Curtis and Dodds, already replete with their double helpings of steak and kidney pie, struggled with the dessert, but manfully struggled through it. Finally, they leaned back in their chairs and rubbing their tummies after finishing their rather heavy lunchtime meal.

      “Right everyone, let's get back to work.” Ross decided they needed to push forward with their investigation. “Tony and Sam, you'd better get on with your interviews. Izzie, you come with me and we'll see what Brother Gerontius is up to. Ginger, bring the others up to date with anything you've heard on your travels. While you're at it, give Paul Ferris a call and find out if he's learned anything more about St. Emma's that might be of help to the investigation.”

      “Right sir, will do,” Devenish replied, after which Ross brought everyone up to date on what Sergeant Ferris had unearthed relating to the rumours of some kind of treasure or at least, buried items of high value, somewhere in or under the grounds of the priory.

      “Does this mean we're involved in a treasure hunt as well as a murder inquiry?” Curtis asked, with his usual mischievous grin plastered all over his face.

      “My God, sir, if Tony ever grows up we'll all have to spend a month in counselling to get over the shock,” Sam Gable joked.

      “You could be right, Sam.” Ross smiled genially. “Anyway, Tony, to answer your question: no, we are not involved in a treasure hunt. But if such a treasure does exist, it may have provided someone with a motive for murder, if we assume that Brother Bernárd had some knowledge of it. Shutting him up might have been the killer's only way to keep the secret known only to his or herself.”

      “You think the murderer could be a woman, sir?” Devenish asked.

      “I'm ruling nothing out at present, Ginger. As things stand, we have a fairly limited suspect pool and we're going to have to dig deep into the personal history of every monk and nun to find out if they might have a previous connection with the murdered man. It's not going to be easy, as the order doesn't appear to be too accurate in its keeping of records concerning its members previous lives before they joined, either as monks or nuns.”

      “Sounds like we're going to be doing some very deep fishing into the individuals at the priory,” Dodds commented quietly, appearing serious for once.

      “That's right, Nick. We are, and I only hope the Prior and the Prioress will cooperate fully to enable us to do so.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, I'm so glad you're here.” Bother Gerontius smiled as Ross and Drake entered his small office a little while later, having seen the rest of the team set off on their own assignments.

      The smile on the Prior's face did little to hide the worried look that sat behind it. Ross noticed an open file lying on the Prior's desk, which he correctly assumed was Brother Bernárd's personal file. He was aware that Bother Gerontius had planned to notify the monk's family of his death that morning, while he and his team were busy conducting their interviews with the inhabitants of the priory.

      “You look troubled, Brother,” Ross said as he and Drake sat down, having been ushered to two chairs placed opposite the Prior's desk by a wave of the hand.

      “I am, Inspector Ross. Deeply troubled, to tell you the truth.”

      “Tell me how we can help,” Ross spoke sincerely, seeing the perplexed, worried look on the monk's face.

      “Well, as you know, I'd planned to notify Brother Bernárd's family of his tragic death. I set about doing just that after breakfast. As you can see, I have his personal file here.” He gestured and eyed the file for a few seconds. “I was about to call the telephone number listed for his parents in Switzerland, when something struck me as odd.”

      Ross and Drake looked at each other, their interest piqued. The pair waited patiently for the Prior to continue.

      “Please tell me I'm not going mad, but look closely at the photograph contained in Bernárd's file. Then look at the one in his passport, which we have here for safe keeping.”

      Gerontius passed both to Ross, who scanned them with a professional eye before passing them to Drake, who did the same and then passed them back to Ross.

      “What do you think, Izzie?” Ross looked for confirmation of what he thought he'd seen.

      “At a glance, they look the same, but when you look more closely, the photos appear to be of two different people.”

      Before Ross could say anything, the Prior said, “I thought so, too. I wasn't sure whether to believe my eyes, but that's exactly what I thought. The man in the passport photo is definitely not the man in the personal file.”

      “Which of these is most recent?” Ross asked.

      “The passport,” Brother Gerontius replied. “The photo in the personal file was updated the year before he came to us. There are older ones in the back of the file from when Brother Bernárd joined the order and others every few years. I've looked at them and you can notice a difference between them and the passport photo.”

      “We have a real mystery on our hands.” Rubbing his forehead, Ross appeared thoughtful. “Brother Bernárd has been here for three years you say. Yet we have photographs that show the man who arrived on that passport—while looking very much like him—isn't the real Brother. That leads to more questions. First, why would someone want to take the place of a monk at a small Liverpool priory and second, having decided to do so, what happened to the real Brother Bernárd? I think there's little doubt what the second answer is.” He drew a deep breath and nodded. “What Doctor Nugent said is beginning to make sense. I hadn't thought about it much until now.”

      “Can I ask what you're referring to?” the Prior asked, curious.

      “Our Medical Examiner found evidence that the victim had undergone facial surgery at some time. I'd bet anything you like, that the man who died looked similar to Brother Bernárd, had surgery to make him appear identical. He then disposed of the real Bernárd and took his place before moving to England; hence, the passport photo.”

      “This is insane,” the Prior exclaimed, stunned. “You're saying that the real Brother Bernárd was killed, presumably murdered, and the man we knew as Bernárd was surgically altered to look identical to him … and then took his place, came here, and lived a peaceful life as a monk, and was then also murdered?”

      “That's exactly what I'm saying,” Ross declared. “It's the only thing that makes sense. Or, the real Brother arrived here, and at some time soon afterwards, he was killed and the impostor took his place.”

      “But you only saw him in death. Yet you were able to see the difference between the real Bernárd and the impostor. So whoever did the surgery, didn't exactly do a perfect job, did they?”

      “No, but they didn't need to, did they? Under normal circumstances, who'd suspect your Brother Bernárd of being an impostor?”

      “Nobody of course, because there'd be no reason to think such a thing had taken place.”

      “Exactly,” Drake stated, entering the conversation. “What it means is that whoever the impostor was, he'd had to have a vital reason for changing his identity—someone with a serious criminal record, perhaps a major criminal who felt he was close to being caught and locked away for a long time.”

      “Or a high-profile fugitive. Maybe a murderer or someone who'd double-crossed an organised crime syndicate, and who needed to bury himself in a place he'd never be suspected, like a monastery,” Ross added solemnly, agreeing with Nick Dodds's point.

      “What will you do, Inspector Ross?” the Prior asked, eyeing him closely.

      “I'm going to need that file,” he replied, “and we're going to have to make contact with your diocesan authorities. By the way, where was Brother Bernárd before he came to St. Emma's?”

      “Yes, of course, whatever you need. The real Brother Bernárd was sent here from a small monastery in Austria. He was interested in researching the history of the Benedictines in England. We needed a new librarian at the time and he was thought to be ideal for us. I can assure you we'll do whatever is needed to solve this terrible crime. Now, is there anything else I can do for you right now?”

      “Just one thing,” Ross replied.

      The Prior appeared bemused. “Of course, just name it.”

      “Can we borrow the key to the tool shed padlock?”
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      'IN ŐSTERREICH'

      “This case is looking a lot more complicated than we first envisaged,” Detective Chief Superintendent Sarah Hollingsworth said as Ross stood before her desk, having just given her a briefing on what they'd discovered so far. As promised, she'd patiently waited for his initial report and was now quite horrified at the potential implications presented by his findings on the first day of the investigation.

      “It is, Ma'am,” Ross agreed. “We're going to have to cast our net much further afield than we first expected.”

      “Do you feel you have sufficient resources at your disposal to carry out an efficient and thorough investigation?”

      “As you know, we've been drawn into a number of cases with international connections in the past, Ma'am. I see no reason why this one should be any different.”

      “I know that, DI Ross, and I'm proud of what you and your team have accomplished in recent years, but my worry is that in cases such as this, you may need more pairs of hands than you currently have at your disposal.” She scanned his stoic face. “In fact, even before this case came along, I'd had a conversation about this very subject during my last meeting with the Chief Constable. He actually agreed with my suggestion to increase the number of personnel in the Specialist Murder Investigation Team by two additional detectives. The relevant paperwork is already sitting on DCI Agostinis's desk; he should find it a pleasant surprise upon his return from holiday.”

      Ross was flabbergasted. While other police forces around the country were shedding personnel—even in Merseyside numbers had dwindled in recent years—here was the Chief Constable authorising additional people for his team, without the persuasion of lengthy discussions and arguments.

      “I see, Ma'am. Thank you. I'm not sure what else to say. It will definitely help. There are times when my people have had to work eighteen-hour days on some cases; additional personnel would have allowed them adequate rest periods, which would have increased their sharpness at crucial moments.”

      “Precisely. Now, about this priory murder, what are your immediate plans?”

      Ross thought about the question for a few seconds, wanting to give the Chief Super a viable plan for tackling the next stage of the investigation.

      “We need to speak to the Bishop, or his assistant, at the Diocesan office. I believe that's the best place to initiate inquiries into the background of Brother Bernárd. Hopefully, they can tell us who we need to contact at his old monastery in Austria for further information. Someone over there had to have targeted him somehow.”

      “Explain that, please.”

      “Look, Ma'am, somebody obviously wanted to get out of Austria fast. It had to have been a criminal, or someone with a past that was about to catch up with him. But then, why this particular monk?” he asked, looking grave. “He, or someone connected with him, must have met Brother Bernárd and noticed a resemblance to our man. The imposter thought it possible to take over his identity and escape whoever was after him. When they heard the real Bernárd was scheduled to be transferred to St. Emma's in England, it undoubtedly sounded perfect for their purposes. I'm speaking in plural terms because there's no way one man could have organised all this, I'm sure. There has to be methodical organisation behind it.”

      “A conspiracy of evil, in other words,” the chief superintendent defined Ross's theory with a grim smile.

      “Nicely put, Ma'am. Anyway, my people are concluding the interviews at the priory as we speak, and others are canvassing local residents, but I don't expect that to produce anything helpful.”

      “Sounds as if you have things in hand. Not bad for the first few hours of the investigation. Well done, Ross. If you need anything else, be sure to let me know. It won't be long before DCI Agostini will be back and you won't have me on your back so much.”

      “Right, Ma'am. Yes, it will be good to have him back, not that there's a problem working with you directly, of course,” Ross felt like he was grovelling a little.

      “Bugger off, Ross. You know perfectly well what I mean. You'd be happy if you never saw me from one month to the next.”

      “Oh, you're not that bad,” Ross smiled disarmingly.

      “Oh, really? That's kind of you to say so, Detective Inspector Ross. Now go and catch this bastard and make me look good for the press conference.” Hollingsworth smiled cordially.

      His impassive expression suggested he wasn't sure how to reply to her last comment.

      She decided to put him out of his misery.

      “I'm joking, pulling your leg, you plonker. I do have a sense of humour you know. Contrary to popular belief, Ross, it wasn't surgically amputated at birth.”

      He laughed at her last remark, realising that even the great Detective Chief Superintendent Sarah Hollingsworth was human, after all.

      “I heard you found something in the priory's tool shed that might be of significance too.”

      He wondered just how the DCS gleaned all these pieces of information that he hadn't so far mentioned, but he was too polite to push for an explanation.

      “That's right. We found a garden spade that might well be the instrument used to incapacitate our victim before he was injected with a lethal dose of poison. I'm sorry, I know we usually refer to victims by name, but I'm finding it increasingly difficult to think of the man at the Priory as Brother Bernárd … now that we're almost sure he's an impostor.”

      “I can understand that, and appreciate how you feel,” Hollingsworth replied with a curt nod.

      “Thanks, Ma'am. We sent the spade to Doctor Nugent and we're waiting for him to get back to us with the results of his examination.”

      “Wouldn't it have been easier to send it to Miles Booker's people?”

      “Possibly, but I know Doctor Nugent was ready and waiting to carry out any tests for us at a moment's notice. He's very sensitive to the fact that the Chief Constable is watching the case closely.”

      “Of course,” said Hollingsworth. “The good doctor and the Chief Constable are occasional golfing buddies I believe,” providing Ross with a piece of hitherto unknown information about the pathologist's private life. Now he thought about it, he realised that despite all the years they'd worked in tandem on various murder inquiries, he actually knew very little about the life of William Nugent outside the confines of the sterile and antiseptic world of the mortuary.

      “Will you be talking to the Austrian police soon?”

      “We'll have to, if we're to find out who's lying on the slab in the mortuary. I'm arranging to have the fake Brother Bernárd's fingerprints taken today and then I'll be speaking with the police over there. The monastery where the real Bernárd lived at was near the town of Feldkirch, near the Swiss border, so maybe that links up in some way with the impostor claiming to be from Switzerland.”

      “Have we had any contact with the Austrian police in recent times?”

      “Not to my knowledge, Ma'am. I had Sergeant Ferris look up the local force over there and he said things should be simple enough. Apparently, the Austrians had about six different forces in operation until last year, when in July of 2005 they amalgamated them all into a single Federal Police Force, the Bundespolizei. Ferris has got the name of the local Oberstleutnant—that's their equivalent of a Superintendent—and has sent an email, explaining our case and the need to liaise with them. Hopefully, we'll get a response from them today and we can move things forward.”

      “It sounds as if you have everything in hand, D.I. Ross. Is there anything else you need to help at this stage?”

      “No, Ma'am. I don't think so, but if I think of anything …”

      “Don't hesitate. Call me, okay?”

      “Okay, and thank you Ma'am.”

      Hollingsworth rose and came round to the front of her desk, holding out a hand, which Ross accepted. He'd never shaken hands with the Chief Superintendent before and he was surprised at how firm her handshake was. Despite being no more than five-foot-five and of small build, Sarah Hollingsworth was definitely no weakling, he decided.

      “Oh, one last thing, Ross,” she said as he made to take his leave.

      “Yes, Ma'am?”

      “As long as I'm in direct control of the team until DCI Agostini returns, please cut out the 'ma'am' okay. Boss or Guv is quite sufficient. You make me sound like the bloody queen or something. I've been fully expecting you to curtsy.”

      She smiled, and for a couple of seconds, Andy Ross felt he was seeing the woman behind the rank for the first time.

      “And we must think about cover for DS Drake when she goes on maternity leave, too.”

      “Got it,” he smiled back at her. “Boss, I've had some thoughts about cover for Izzie when she's away, by the way.”

      “We'll talk more about that and those new additions to the team when Oscar Agostini returns. Now, you'd better go and get the team moving on this rather strange case.”

      “Sure thing.” He smiled and nodded. “Boss.”
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        * * *

      

      “She told you to call her what?” Drake was incredulous when Ross told her what Hollingsworth had said to him.

      “It's true, Izzie. As long as she's standing in for Oscar, we're to refer to her as 'Guv' or 'Boss'.

      “Bloody hell. And which term of endearment did you decide on, DI Ross, sir?”

      “Boss,” he replied. 'Guv' wouldn't have sounded right when applied to the Chief Super. “Anyway, what do you think about the extra personnel we've been promised?”

      “Great. It's about time we were afforded extra manpower. Maybe, in future, we won't have to rely on calling in extra help from the uniform division quite so often.”

      “We'll be talking about it when Oscar's back. Meanwhile, let's see if Paul's come up with anything yet.”

      The pair left Ross's office and headed over to where Sergeant Paul Ferris and Admin Assistant Kat Bellamy were busily working on their computer terminals.

      “Hey, Paul, anything back from Austria yet?” Ross asked the team's resident computer specialist.

      “Good timing, Boss,” Ferris replied cheerily. “Just had a reply from the Bundespolizei in Feldkirch!”

      “And?”

      “See for yourself.” Ferris rose from his seat so Ross might sit and read the email on the screen.

      To save time, he read it aloud so Drake could hear it first-hand.

      
        
        “From Kontrollinspektor—Divisional Inspector—Klaus Richter. Dear Sergeant Ferris, I am pleased to contact you on the orders of Oberstleutnant Wilhelm Gruber, in connection with your inquiry relating to your case in connection with the death of a man in Liverpool who you believe to have been impersonating a Brother Bernárd, formerly of the Benadictine Monastery of St. Thomas, near Feldkirch. Because I speak and write in passable English, I have been selected to assist you in this matter. If you or your superior wish to speak directly with me, I can be contacted on the telephone number below. I assure you of our best assistance in this matter.

        Klaus Richter,

        Kontrollinspektor,

        Bundepolizei,

        Feldkirch Division.

        0043 5522 6789.”

      

      

      “He sounds rather helpful,” Drake said casually.

      “He does indeed,” Ross agreed. “Let's hope the Austrian connection can be more productive than our interviews at St. Emma's.”

      The final interviews at the priory had proved as fruitless at those that had gone before. Sam Gable had spoken to Sister Sarah who, like the other residents of St. Emma's could tell her little about their Brother Bernárd. Like the others, she'd had little contact with the monk and had described him as being rather unsociable, a common description of the man, and very reluctant to engage in conversation; this she, quite charitably, assumed might be because of his lack of skill with the English language. Her alibi at the time of his death: she was in the infirmary, completing a stock-take of medical supplies, as she was a trained nurse and in daily charge of the infirmary. A doctor would only be called, if required, for more serious matters, she advised Gable.

      D.C. Tony Curtis had completed the interviews of the monks by talking with Brother Antonio, who was, as his name implied, of Italian descent. He was born in England, though, in the northern industrial town of Doncaster. His parents ran a restaurant in the town centre, but Antonio had never felt the need, or any ambition, to follow in his father's footsteps. He did however, speak fluent Italian and surprised Curtis by informing him that he'd once engaged in a conversation with the dead man in Italian. In the library, they'd discussed the merits of a particular religious tome, written in 18th-century Brindisi by an Italian monk.

      Thankfully, Brother Antonio didn't go into the boring details of what the book was about, but he did state he'd spent almost an hour in discussion with the dead monk—who he felt didn't possess a particularly great grasp of the book's subject matter. He told Curtis he felt the monk had been using him to practice his Italian rather than engage in a serious book discussion. As Brother Antonio had said, “It was as if he was bluffing his way through the conversation and afterwards. I felt as if I was the one doing most of the talking, and that Brother Bernárd was using me to test his linguistic skills.”

      None of this helped with the investigation, so Ross had thought at the time. Up to now, the more they tried to delve into Brother Bernárd's life, the more brick walls and blind alleys they found themselves running into.

      His first phone conversation with Kontrolinspektor Klaus Richter was short but amiable.

      “I am pleased to speak with you, Inspector Ross. I wish to do all I can to assist you in this case.”

      “Thank you. Please, let's not be too formal. Call me Andy. It's shorter and less time consuming than Inspector Ross.”

      He sensed a smile on the Austrian's face as he replied,

      “And you must call me Klaus. Now, please tell me what I can do to assist you.”

      Ross spent the following ten minutes outlining the case, who was busily taking notes as he listened to the report of the facts so far known.

      When Ross finally fell silent, Richter spoke, sounding decisive and enthusiastic.

      “It is indeed a strange case, as you say. Obviously, between us, we must first try to find out what has happened to the real Brother Bernárd. Then, we must try and discover who the impostor was. There is little I can do to help you with the murder in your city, but perhaps it will help your investigation if we can find out who your victim actually was.”

      “You've got it in a nutshell, Klaus.” Ross was impressed with the Austrian's quick grasp of the case.

      Richter went on.

      “First of all, I will go to the monastery. It does not matter what time I go there. The brothers are not exactly going to be going anywhere, are they?” He laughed softly. “They will probably be busy making wine.”

      “Wine?”

      “Yes, Andy. The Monks at St. Thomas's are famed for their wine-making prowess.”

      “Sounds like a useful side-line for them,” Ross commented.

      “Indeed yes. They sell their wines in many markets and are quite well known, which may be what drew your impostor to them in the first place maybe?”

      “I admit I really don't know. Anything you can discover for us will be greatly appreciated.”

      “I am assuming you are thinking the impostor may have been a fugitive, either from justice, or from some criminal organisation, yes?”

      “That's exactly what I'm thinking, yes,” Ross replied solemnly. “But, what's really bugging me is the coincidence of him finding an almost perfect lookalike in a monastery in Austria.”

      “Perhaps he had help? Maybe whatever organisation he worked for has a network set up to assist their people in finding new identities and evading capture by the authorities. It is something I have heard of in connection with fleeing Nazis at the end of World War Two.”

      “Good point,” Ross concurred. “Something like in the movie The Odessa File, but this man was too young to have been involved in the war.”

      “But maybe he was involved in something, some conflict, of more modern times.”

      The Austrian detective was kicking ideas around already, impressing Ross, who knew this man wasn't one who'd just go through the motions, but would do all he could to help with the case.

      “But we must not indulge in conjecture, right, my friend? I must first go to the monastery and speak to the Abbot, and learn what I can about the real Brother Bernárd, yes? Then I will report my findings to you.”

      Impressed with the level of cooperation and professionalism displayed by the Austrian policeman, Ross agreed to wait for more information. He knew he had no other options if he was to move his case forward. He hated the inactivity of waiting and before he knew it, he was tapping his fingers on his desk, frustration casting him into a dark mood for the rest of the day.
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      AGOSTINI'S RETURN

      “Can't a man go away for a few days without returning to a bloody complicated mess like this?” Detective Chief Inspector Oscar Agostini was grinning as he spoke.

      Ross had just provided a briefing on matters relating to the squad on Agostini's first day back at work. Together with Izzie Drake, Ross sat in Agostini's office, admiring his old friend's tan. The pair had worked together in their early careers, when they'd formed a formidable detective partnership. Agostini had taken over the day-to-day overall control of the squad when Ross had turned down a promotion in order to remain at the sharp end of operational matters. He refused to take a job that would see him stuck behind a desk for the majority of his working days.

      “Well, we had to have something lined up for when you came back,” Ross joked with his old friend. “With you being a Catholic and all that, I can't think of anything more appropriate than a murder in a monastery.” Ross grinned.

      “It's a priory, not a monastery, remember?” Drake butted in.

      “I know, I know, but monastery sounds better.” Ross was thoroughly enjoying himself.

      “Andy, for fuck's sake, do you know the last time I was in a Roman Catholic church?”

      “Knowing you, probably your wedding day,” Ross quipped.

      “Not far off,” said Agostini. “You should know I'm about as religious as a house fly. Now come on, man, tell me about this case and where we stand on the investigation.”

      Ross and Drake jointly spent the next ten minutes bringing Agostini up to date with the case, including the most recent developments of the contact with the Austrian Bundespolizei.

      “Sounds like we have a real mystery on our hands,” Agostini affirmed after sitting silently and listening intently to the ghastly goings-on at St. Emma's. “Without a doubt, we need to know what happened to the real Brother Bernárd, so we can only hope your new friend, Klaus Richter, gets back to you soon. Then we need to discover the motive behind the impersonation. Whatever it was, it had to be aimed at getting the victim out of Austria, but whoever organised it didn't cover their tracks enough because someone got to the guy, didn't they?”

      “You know, Oscar. You just gave me an idea. What if they've also infiltrated the priory? Maybe one of the monks or nuns is our killer and was sent there with the precise purpose of killing the fake Brother.”

      “A second impostor?” Drake looked horrified at the thought.

      “Anything is possible,” Agostini agreed with Ross. “From what you've told me, it definitely looks like an inside job—unless an unknown assailant sneaked onto the grounds of St. Emma's, killed the monk, and then crept out without anyone noticing a stranger wandering freely around the place.”

      “Extrapolating on that theory,” Ross said, thinking aloud. “If the killer came from within and was there specifically to murder the impostor, whoever it is must have arrived at St. Emma's after the fake Brother Bernárd. If we concentrate on those who arrived at the priory since his arrival, it should reduce our suspect pool significantly.”

      “But wouldn't the killer want to get out of there as soon as possible?” Drake asked with a frown. “After all, they must know we'll soon work that bit out and then expect us to close in on them in no time.”

      Ross murmured agreement. “It all sounds a bit too easy. Maybe there's something else going on that we haven't seen yet.”

      “Like a gang of shadowy treasure hunters who come and go like ghosts in the night?” Agostini smiled as he brought up the theory of the mysterious treasure mentioned in Paul Ferris's detailed report on the priory's history as a monastery.

      “As you said, anything's possible,” said Ross with a wink.

      Before sending Ross and Drake on their way, Agostini posed a question he was dying to ask. “Tell me how you got on with the DCS in charge while I was away in sunny Spain.”

      “Oh, fantastic, Oscar. Me and Sarah, we're bezzies now you know.” Ross grinned. “Even told me to call her Guv.”

      “You're having me on, surely?”

      “Nope, almost on first-name terms, we are,” he replied nonchalantly, continuing to grin.

      “Next thing you'll be telling me is she invited you to one of the black-mass Satanic rituals she regularly participates in,” Agostini said with a totally straight face.

      “What?” Ross looked shocked. “She's a bloody Satanist?”

      “Ha-ha.” Agostini burst into hearty laughter. “Got you there! Don't try and kid me, mate. First name terms with the dragon lady? Yeah, sure you were.”

      Ross joined in the laughter as Izzie Drake added her voice to the merriment.

      “Okay, well, it wasn't quite like that, but she did prove she was human, much to my surprise, and she couldn't have given us more support if she'd tried.”

      “Good. I had visions of coming back to find you lying in a pool of blood, destroyed in a mad fit of anger by the Chief Super after she got fed up with your terrible sense of humour.”

      Oscar Agostini got on well with the Detective Chief Superintendent and knew she was well aware of her fearsome reputation among the rank and file, a reputation she did nothing to quell; she felt it gave extra oomph when communicating her orders and ensured her policies were strictly adhered to. In fact, Sarah Hollingsworth was a damn good, old-fashioned copper. She'd worked her way up the promotion ladder through sheer hard work and tenacity, during the days when women weren't universally accepted in positions of authority within the police force, not just on Merseyside, but generally throughout the UK. Thankfully, such sexist prejudices had gradually died out and women were now regarded with equal respect when it came to rising to positions of higher rank in the police. Sarah Hollingsworth had become an example of just how well women could do the job when promoted to higher rank within the command structure.

      “Okay, joking aside, Andy, let's get on with the job. What do you know about Austria?”

      “Not a lot Boss,” Ross replied with a shrug. “A country in Europe, next door to Germany, once annexed by the Nazis during Hitler's days, a popular tourist destination for skiers … and the delights of Vienna, home of Johann Strauss and the world-famous Spanish Riding School.”

      “You got me there. How do you know all that?”

      Ross grinned again. “I looked it up on Wikipedia.”

      “Genius,” Agostini smiled back at him. “So your knowledge of Austria is on a par with mine, then. In other words, virtually non-existent.”

      “Afraid so,” Ross agreed. “But, never fear, Paul Ferris is putting together as much information as he can glean about the place where the real Brother Bernárd was located and is liaising with Klaus Richter's people too, so both sides will be keeping each other updated.”

      “When do you expect to hear from Richter?”

      “As soon as he knows something, I suppose.”

      “Okay, well, don't let me hold you up. Off you go, the pair of you, and keep me posted.”

      Ross and Drake returned to the squad room, where an aura of despondency seemed to hang heavily. Despite all their initial inquiries, the team of detectives, some of the best on the force, had been unable to unearth anything that might lead to the identity of the killer. Paul Ferris and Kat Bellamy were hard at work, delving into the past of St. Emma's and its predecessor, St. Basil's Monastery. More specifically, they were keen to try and unearth any information relating to the rumoured treasure mentioned in early to late Middle-Age manuscripts.

      “Any progress, you two?” Drake asked as Ross made his way to his office, where he'd review what had been learned so far.

      “Not really,” a depressed-looking Paul Ferris admitted. “As far as we can determine, St. Emma's has had a totally unimpressive history from its first opening back in '92. Nothing has happened to attract attention. They've had a couple of mentions in the Echo and in the local Grassendale free ads paper, when they've held summer fêtes, but never for anything to do with treasure. I'd have thought that if there had been even a hint of some historical reference to a treasure of some sort even if it might just be some religious artefact, it would have found a place in the history or folklore of the old monastery. That being the case, it would have then been associated with the new priory when it was built on the site.”

      He stopped talking to draw breath and Drake smiled. He regarded her intently, as if waiting for her to say something in response to his rather long-winded explanation.

      “Okay, Paul, I think I get the picture. What about the Church authorities? Do you think they might have any obscure records that someone may have found, that could have set some kind of search in progress?” She eyed him questioningly. “It would have to be something pretty important though, for it to be considered worthy of committing murder to get their hands on it.”

      “Oh, Izzie, I agree, but we haven't given up by a long chalk. I'll let Kat fill you in on that side of our inquiries,” Ferris said and let Kat Bellamy take over.

      The diminutive admin assistant took a moment to stretch her arms high above her head, easing the stiffness in her muscles from sitting at the terminal almost non-stop for the last hour and a half. She shook her head, her blond tresses swishing from side to side, and took a quick swig of spring water from a large bottle on the desk; then, she began.

      “Paul was so kind to give me the task of contacting the Church authorities,” Kat said sarcastically, but grinning at the same time. “Thanks.” Playfully, she swiped Ferris across the back of the head with a sheet of paper, causing him to smile sheepishly.

      “I didn't know it would be so difficult, did I?” He fell silent and allowed Kat to tell her tale.

      “Anyway, the first thing I did was contact the Prior at St. Emma's, Brother Gerontius. He was okay and gave me the telephone numbers of the Bishop's office and Diocesan office, which administers the Priory on behalf of the Church, and is the custodian of the official records of all the Church properties in their Diocese. So far, so good. But, honestly, Izzie, trying to get anything out of that place was like trying to get blood from a stone. Anyone would think I was trying to get them to commit a breach of the Official Secrets Act, not simply tell me something about their history.” She rolled her eyes and smiled fleetingly. “First of all, the Bishop's office was helpful enough and I even got to talk to the Bishop himself, Monseigneur Frederick. He sounded very jolly, and even though he wants to help us in any way he can to solve the murder of Brother Bernárd—or whoever he really is—he was totally in the dark when I asked him if he knew anything about a rumoured treasure being associated with the priory or the original monastery. So I forgot about him and contacted the Diocesan office, and that's when I seemed to hit a brick wall.”

      “That sounds strange, Kat. Why would they be so secretive about the history of the place?”

      “That's what I thought. At first, the official historian, a priest, not a monk by the way, called Father Matthew O'Riordan, was helpful enough when we were talking about St. Emma's. He was very forthcoming about the history of the priory, which to be fair, hasn't been in existence very long, in the greater scale of things, only just over twenty years. As he told me, St Emma's hasn't really been around long enough to accumulate a detailed history. He did fill me in on how the priory came about. Nothing sinister there. It was simply Church land that was lying deserted without any useful purpose, so a decision was taken to bring the old site back to life by allowing it to be used as something akin to its original purpose. So, again, nothing underhanded or sinister there. Then I got to the bit where I wanted to know about the detailed history of the old monastery, St. Basil's.” She fell silent and pulled a face.

      “Go on, Kat, what happened?” Drake urged.

      “Up till that point he'd sounded quite open and chatty, but then he began to sound more like he was just reading from a prepared document, if you know what I mean.”

      Drake nodded her understanding.

      “It was obvious they have a standard blurb when it comes to the history of St. Basil's. As he was talking to me, I pulled up the information about St. Basil's on the net and—surprise, surprise—it was virtually word for word what the priest was telling me. So, I had to come to one of two conclusions. One, everything that's known about the monastery is contained on that webpage and the little leaflets that they pass out at St. Emma's to visitors who might be interested in the site's history or, two, the Church authorities know much more than they make available to the public, and don't want us to know about it.”

      “Come on, Kat, really? What could be so important about St. Basil's monastery that the Roman Catholic Church would treat it like a great state secret?”

      Smiling, both Kat Bellamy and Paul Ferris chorused together, “Treasure!”
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