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Peter Tremayne is the fiction pseudonym of Peter Berresford Ellis, a well-known authority on the ancient Celts, who has utilised his knowledge of the Brehon law system and seventh-century Irish society to create a new concept in detective fiction.
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‘A challenging and unusual but deeply satisfying and enjoyable historical thriller’ Booklist
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‘Tremayne’s super-sleuth is a vibrant creation, a woman of wit and courage who would stand out in any era, but brings a special sparkle to the wild beauty of medieval Ireland’ Morgan Llywelyn


‘This is masterly storytelling from an author who breathes fascinating life into the world he is writing about’ Belfast Telegraph
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Summer, AD 672.


Princess Gelgéis has arrived in Cashel with her personal bodyguard, a troop of female warriors called the Daughters of the Storm. When one of them is found slain next to the sleeping chamber of the newly married king and queen and, a short time later, the stewardess of the royal house is poisoned, questions are raised as to everyone’s safety . . .


Fidelma and Eadulf must first explain the ‘locked room’ mystery of how the attack took place in King Colgu’s specially built secure apartment. Then they must interrogate the growing list of suspects – even Enda, the commander of the household guard, who had formed a romantic attachment to the murdered attendant, cannot be ignored . . .


As the fair being held to celebrate the king and queen’s wedding approaches, tensions mount and Fidelma must work quickly to expose a ruthless killer before it is too late . . .









For my ‘Greek sister’


Maria V. Soteriades


Celebrating our fifty-five years of friendship









Si acuero ut fulgur gladium meum, et arripuerit judicium manus mea; reddam ultionem hostibus meis, et his qui oderunt me retribuam.


If I whet my glittering sword, and mine hand take hold on judgment; I will render vengeance to mine enemies, and will reward them that hate me.


Deuteronomy 32:41


Vulgate Latin translation of Jerome, fourth century
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Sister Fidelma of Cashel, a dálaigh or advocate of the law courts of seventh-century Ireland


Brother Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the land of the South Folk of the kingdom of the East Angles, her companion


At Cashel


Colgú, King of Muman, Fidelma’s brother


Gelgéis, Princess of Durlus Éile in Osraige, newly married to Colgú


Household of Fidelma and Eadulf


Alchú, their son


Muirgen, the nurse


Nessan, her husband


Household of the King


Finguine, Prince of Glendamnach, tánaiste, or heir apparent, to Colgú


Dar Luga, banmhaor, or stewardess, and formerly housekeeper, of the royal household at Cashel


Fíthel, Chief Brehon of Muman


Urard, scribe and secretary to Fíthel


Cuán, Abbot of Imleach Iubhair and Bishop of Cashel


Brother Dáire, the librarian


Rodaige, a master builder


Father Socra, the new chaplain at Cashel


Sister Sárait, an assistant in the chapel


Síonna, a female physician or sui-liaig


The Nasc Niadh, the Warriors of the Golden Collar, élite bodyguards to Colgú


Enda, commander of the lucht-tighe, or household guard


Luan, a warrior


Dego, a one-armed warrior


Aidan, a warrior


Cano, a young warrior


Luchar-súil, a sentinel


Female warriors of the Daughters of the Storm


Crédh, the champion and commander


Cera, the youngest warrior, who also serves as attendant to Gelgéis


Corbach, a warrior


From the township


Gormán, commander of a battalion of Colgú’s warriors


Aibell, Gormán’s wife


Della, mother of Gormán and close friend of Fidelma


Lassar, Dar Luga’s sister from Ráth na Drinne


Rumann, a tavern owner


Gobán, a smith


At the fair


Corruine, a wandering apothecary


Characters frequently referred to


Fianamail, King of Laigin


Tuaim Snámha, ruler of Osraige


Brother Conchobhar, the late mentor of Fidelma
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story takes place in the year AD 672. It is the Irish month of Lúghnasadh, which equates with modern August, sometimes referred to as mí ag siúl léis an ghria, or the month of walking with the sun. Fidelma and Eadulf have returned to Cashel following their adventure narrated in Death of a Heretic, which took place while they were visiting the Abbey of Imleach Iubhair. On their return, the marriage of Fidelma’s brother, King Colgú, to Princess Gelgéis of Durlus Éile in Osraige, has taken place. It is a union many readers will have expected since they first met in the adventure of The Seventh Trumpet. Some time has passed since the ceremony and most of the prominent guests have departed. The last of the celebrations, a great fair (Aenach Caiseal), is now due to take place in the township, sheltering under the shadow of the fortress of the Eóganacht kings of Muman – Caiseal Muman (Cashel).


Regular readers will know that women of this period held parity of rights with men under the ancient Irish laws, and they could inherit, be lawyers, judges, physicians, scholars, ecclesiastical leaders and even warriors. Although their right to bear arms and be military leaders had become less prevalent than it had once been in Irish society and, indeed, among Celtic society generally, in Ireland at this time women could be warriors until changes in law at the end of the seventh century. It should be borne in mind that sporadic mention of female warriors, and their general exclusion from later historical documents is doubtless due to these changes in law as encouraged by Christianity. The relegation of the status of women in Ireland, it has been argued, commenced after the decisions at the Council at Birr (Biorra) in AD 697.









CHAPTER ONE
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The young warrior halted, immobilised as if he had suddenly become a stone statue. The sword point of his opponent was resting on his neck. He felt that if he swallowed, the movement of his larynx would cause the skin to be scratched by the tip of the blade. Enda, commander of the lucht-tighe, the household guard of Colgú, King of Muman, realised that the sword point was too close to be deflected. He had allowed his shield and sword to uncover his chest ready for what he had thought would be the position from which to deliver a decisive blow against his adversary. Too late, he realised that his challenger had invited the movement in order to be able to lunge forward, low and upwards, placing the tip of the weapon in its lethal position.


Several moments of silence passed and then Enda uttered, ‘Airmaisid!’ indicating that he acknowledged the weapon had found its mark.


‘Logad?’ came the sharp question of his opponent.


‘Logad!’ Enda conceded.


The menacing sword point dropped immediately and his challenger took a step backwards, bringing up the weapon into a formal salute.


Around them, the audience of men and women burst into a brief applause before they began to disperse across the town square. Their appearance proclaimed them to be idling spectators from various walks of life from the township: from merchants to artisans and various labourers; from women of substance to those who followed many occupations in the township that sheltered under the shadow of the great limestone rock on which King Colgú of Muman’s great fortress rose and from which he ruled the most south-westerly and largest of the five kingdoms of Éireann.


Enda, with a stifled sigh of regret, sheathed his sword and surrendered his shield to his weapons carrier, who came readily to perform the service, as did the attendant serving his opponent. Enda now gazed at the female figure in front of him with grudging admiration. She was a full head shorter than he; less, now that she had removed her bronze war helmet, which was made higher by the image of a crouching, hissing goose. This was the symbol of the old pagan goddess of battle. His opponent was a young girl, not many years beyond the age of choice, with chestnut curling hair on which the sun caught red highlights. To say the girl was pretty might have been an exaggeration, but that she was attractive there was no doubt. Perhaps the line of her cheeks was too angular, the lips too thin, and the flashing hazel eyes set slightly too wide apart.


The skin was unusually tanned, although she was no worker in the fields. Her body was well formed, lithe but muscular. The calf muscles of her bare legs showed their strength, for she wore no metal guards on those shapely legs, just a short kilt, with a colourful linen shirt over which was a coat of protective chain mail, a form of armour that had been adopted by Celtic warriors long before their first encounters with the Romans. The girl now stood back with a broad grin of triumph at Enda.


‘You will need to better your defence before we meet in the contest in four days’ time, Enda,’ the girl advised humorously as the young man removed his helmet and wiped his forehead with his hand.


‘It is not often that I have the opportunity to try my ability with a champion of the Daughters of the Storm.’ He returned her smile with a swift bow of his head. ‘My compliments, Cera.’


‘It is not often that our princess, Gelgéis, marries the King of Muman and we can come with her to demonstrate our capabilities,’ the girl replied gravely. ‘My companions and I are looking forward to the great fair, at which we will be able to stage these mock contests to show our skills.’


Leaving their attendants to collect their weapons, shields and armour, and take them back to the fortress, Enda and his young companion turned and began to walk side by side across the main square of the township towards Rumann’s tavern. Here Enda knew that cool cider would be a welcome and fitting reward for their efforts in practising a mock combat.


Enda had been impressed when Princess Gelgéis had brought her troop of female warriors to her wedding. He had heard of the Daughters of the Storm, and had seen them at her fortress at Durlus Éile. However, he had never seen them in action. He knew that Gelgéis, as a princess of Durlus Éile, and of the ruling family of Osraige, was entitled to make her own choice of bodyguards. Although female warrior troops were no longer as popular as they had once been, Gelgéis apparently favoured the ancient tradition for her household to keep this company of female warriors. Enda had been attracted by the youngest of the troop, Cera, who also served as personal attendant to the princess. The attraction was mutual, and now the two of them found themselves practising with their weapons in order to be ready to perform a martial arts exhibition at the forthcoming fair.


Cera had explained to Enda that, centuries before, it was told that Óengus Osrithe had been the eponymous founder of the kingdom of Osraige, the ‘deer people’. He had established a special troop of female warriors because his mother, Cindnit, had been a famous warrior herself. He had married Sadb the Thrice Powerful, who had also been a great warrior. Her fierce battalion of female warriors were called Na Scaileadha, the Protectors or Shields. But the tradition of female warrior companies was now disappearing. Now only Gelgéis maintained an élite troop: the Daughters of the Storm. They mostly gave exhibitions of their martial arts prowess at the many great fairs across all the five kingdoms.


The female warrior tradition was a strong one in society. According to the ancient storytellers, it was Scáthach who taught the martial arts to all the great heroes and champions at her academy. Did not Cúchullain learn his art under her? His famous warrior’s leap, the torann chless, or thunder feat, was taught to him by her. Had he not learnt the mastery of his famous spear, the Gae Bolga, or ‘belly ripper’, at her hands? It had taken all the skills she had taught him that he had been able to overcome one of the most fearsome female warriors, Éis Énchenn. Aoife, Scáthach’s twin, also had taught warriors of renown at her martial arts academy. Bec, of the Gamanrad, and the élite warriors of Connacht, acquired a fearsome reputation, as did Cathach Chatchenn, Ceidne, Erc, and other female champions of the Fianna, the High King’s bodyguard. Even Fidelma’s own namesake, Fidelma, the Nine Times Beautiful, had been hailed as one of the great female champions.


Now, however, smaller bands of female warriors still existed, and even ran martial arts academies, but only in conditions of extreme need did the provincial kings and their nobles call upon the services of female warriors in time of war. Enda knew that, under law, it was the right, and often the duty, of women to bear arms in defence of their people, but they were never forced to do so in the manner that some extreme proponents of the New Faith were now claiming, in order to make their case against the old laws and urge the removal of such rights from women.


Enda still found himself surprised when he encountered a female warrior like Cera, who not only could hold her own in single combat with him but was an able horsewoman, could cast a spear further than most male warriors he knew, and whose archery skills were so accurate that he would prefer her at his side in battle to many of the veterans he had served with.


The idea of a martial arts display at the fair had been the suggestion of Princess Gelgéis and King Colgú. It was thought that the contests between the visiting female warriors and the Colgú’s body-guards, the Nasc Niadh, the Warriors of the Golden Collar, would inevitably arouse interest. Enda and Cera had spent time together practising, but it was not just Enda’s admiration for Cera’s martial ability that captivated him. She could hold her own on many topics of discussion. She was able to recite from memory the works of poets of the country and had even impressed Brother Dáire, the scriptor and librarian of Colgú’s household, with such knowledge. Enda confessed that she was also physically attractive to him and was amazed that his feelings were reciprocated.


In the dark tavern, which Rumann ran in the centre of the township, Enda and Cera sat down with a jug of strong, cool cider and started to talk about the upcoming fair. Around them, however, the conversation had turned to the problems of rivalry between the princes and nobles who had not come to Cashel to pay their respects at the wedding of Colgú and Gelgéis. There were two notable absences. One was Gelgéis’s own cousin, Tuaim Snámha, the petty king of Osraige, the buffer territory between the kingdoms of Laigin and Muman. Sometimes Osraige would side withLaigin and sometimes with Muman, whichever would give the greater benefit. At the moment, Tuaim Snámha was under treaty obligation to pay tribute to Cashel. In fact, it had been while facing down an uprising in Osraige that Colgú had first met Gelgéis.


The other absence, but one that was expected, was that of Fianamail, King of Laigin, who was always seeking ways to extend his kingdom into Muman.


‘Do you think Tuaim Snámha will change his mind at the last minute and accept Colgú’s invitation to attend the fair?’ Enda asked, drawn into the subject being aired around him, while sipping his drink. He knew that it had been a considerable slight that Osraige’s ruler had not attended the wedding itself. Some felt this could be ameliorated by his attendance at the fair.


Cera shook her head. ‘Tuaim Snámha feels he is now in a strong position by ignoring this event. If Colgú shows displeasure against Osraige for this insult, it might not turn out well. Any move against Tuaim Snámha could involve intercession by Fianamail. He is a shrewd ruler, and the fact that he has survived so far is surely proof of it.’


Enda could not but agree. ‘When Fianamail had to disband his army – an army he had brought to the borders of Osraige to support Tuaim Snámha – Tuaim survived even though he had surely been part of that conspiracy to rise against Cashel.’


The Chief Brehon of the five kingdoms, on behalf of the High King, had recognised Fianamail’s territorial ambitions in using Osraige to occupy parts of Muman. The Chief Brehon had kept Fianamail in check by threatening to impose the bórama tribute if it was found that he had plotted further against Muman and, for two years, an uneasy peace had been maintained.


The bórama was the cattle tribute that had first been imposed on Eochaid, King of Laigin, when he had married the High King’s daughter, Fithir, at the same time as he had raped her sister, Dáirine. This had led to the death of both girls. In revenge, the High King, Tuathal Techtmar, had defeated Eochaid’s army, killing the Laigin King, and imposed the bórama as an annual fine on his successors.


‘A pity there is no peace between Laigin and Osraige,’ Cera sighed as she considered the situation. ‘It has been a tense time for our people in Durlus Éile in case this marriage created an excuse for Laigin to form another alliance with Tuaim Snámha to attack Cashel.’


Enda grimaced. ‘It is incredible to think that Fianamail of Laigin or Tuaim Snámha of Osraige would consider this an appropriate time to provoke Cashel. There is nothing for them to gain by defying the High King and his Chief Brehon over the bórama.’


‘Perhaps Fianamail considers that the new High King, Cenn Fáelad, will have less resolve than his late brother, Sechnussach. Fianamail’s ambition has always been to get the High King, and the Council of Brehons, to abolish the threat of the bórama.’


Enda took another sip of his cider and sighed. ‘Princess Gelgéis’s cousin is not to be trusted any more than Fianamail of Laigin. We have to keep a sharp watch on them both.’ He hesitated. ‘One matter I find confusing . . .’


‘Only one?’ The young girl smiled.


‘Seriously. You are of the Daughters of the Storm, a warrior élite that is sworn to defend Osraige, so how could you refuse to raise your sword in defence of Osraige, if that was your choice?’


Cera pulled a disapproving face. ‘We are sworn to defend the Princess of Durlus Éile,’ she corrected. ‘Our warrior band has its roots in Durlus Éile, which is part of Osraige, and our loyalty is to Durlus Éile first and foremost. Moreover, Tuaim Snámha currently pays tribute to Cashel and it would be madness for him to enter alliances with Laigin to attack our princess.’


Enda rubbed the back of his neck reflectively. ‘Politics! I have little understanding of it. Well, if you could produce one battalion as formidable as the Daughters of the Storm, I do not think we should be concerned with any threats from Tuaim Snámha, or from Fianamail.’


Cera chuckled appreciatively. ‘I wish you were right. But it is many a generation since we have fought in a large-scale battle. I suppose that you are old enough to have fought in Cnoc Áine six years ago?’


‘A sad event,’ Enda acknowledged. ‘For a long time the Uí Fidgente had been stirring enmity against the Eóganacht of Cashel and it resulted in that battle. And now . . . well, now the Prince Donennach of the Uí Fidgente has become the best of friends to Colgú of Cashel.’


‘I heard that the alliance was all to do with Colgú’s sister, Fidelma?’


‘Indeed. I was lucky to be at her side, as her bodyguard, during the time she performed her diplomacy . . . with, of course, her Saxon husband.’ Enda grimaced. ‘He doesn’t call himself a Saxon but an Angle, as he comes from a kingdom called the East Angles. It sounds a strange place.’


‘I wish I had been able to fight at Cnoc Áine.’ There was a wistful tone in Cera’s voice.


‘Better not to have to fight anywhere,’ Enda replied thoughtfully.


‘And you say that as a warrior?’ Cera responded, slightly surprised by the admonition.


‘Even the great imperial Romans, with their mighty armies, wrote that war is the horror of mothers. I agree. There is much horror in war.’


‘Then why are you a warrior?’


‘I suppose that I have a simple attitude,’ Enda admitted. ‘As a warrior, I believe in the honour code expected of warriors: to defend the weak, the vulnerable, from those who want to impose their will by force and not in accordance with moral and legal codes.’


‘So when a hosting is called, the warriors who go to serve should always do so only for moral and legal reasons?’


Enda smiled his agreement. ‘This is why we must have warrior élites, trained not only in the use of arms but imbued with the code of their profession, which, as I say, is both moral and legal law. Morality must come first. If a hosting is necessary, such as that in the confrontation at Cnoc Áine, then it falls to the warrior élite to oversee the conduct of those volunteering to take arms and to make sure no accusation of immoral code can be made against the hosting. Thankfully, such conflicts are rare.’


Cera thought for a moment. ‘But what if a king or the noble who commands the hosting has immoral purposes? How can the warrior élite, who take oath to the King, take a stand against him and prevent his entire army from descending into immorality when they follow his immoral purpose?’


‘I presume you are again thinking of Fianamail of Laigin?’


‘I was thinking in general terms,’ Cera admitted. ‘But Fianamail is a good example. He is supported in his ambitions by Bishop Molling Luach of Fearna. Fianamail even uses the bishop as his emissary to the High King.’


‘Many churchmen, sadly, follow their own ambitious politics. Molling is one of them but there are many such in all five kingdoms.’


‘I have met Bishop Molling, and Fianamail,’ Cera observed, surprising Enda.


‘You met the King of Laigin?’ he asked, almost impressed.


‘Our troop attended the triennial fair at Loch Garman. We had to demonstrate our prowess in martial arts at the fair. We also had to listen to Fianamail’s denouncements, in which he claimed all the kingdoms were conspiring against him. I think he had an inflated sense of his own position. I felt he was demanding attention and admiration from everyone, and when that wasn’t given he became unreasonable.’


‘But you saw him in person? What sort of person was he?’


‘When he came round presenting the awards for the best contestants in archery, riding and javelin casting,’ Cera replied, ‘I felt uncomfortable in his presence. There appeared no depth or warmth to him. His eyes were hard and he glanced at people without meeting their eyes, as if he was uncertain of himself. It was a remote look; that of someone not to be trusted.’


Enda gave a sniff of derision. ‘Then he does not appear to have changed since I first encountered him.’


It was Cera’s turn to be impressed.


‘He had just succeeded Faelan, son of Colmán, as King of Laigin. My impression of him was of a sulky youth. I and my comrades Dego and Aidan were chosen to accompany the lady Fidelma on a mission to Fearna itself. It was discovered that Eadulf, who was not Fidelma’s husband then, had been taken captive by the fanatical Abbess Fainder. She was determined to put Eadulf to death according to some new Christian law introduced into her abbey from Rome. We had a meeting in the great hall of Fearna. Fianamail was made to sit in judgment about whether Fainder and her acolytes had broken the laws of the five kingdoms.’


‘Who made sure Fianamail didn’t misinterpret our laws?’


‘Thankfully, the High King sent his Chief Brehon, Barren. At the end of the hearing, young Fianamail was summoned to Tara to be admonished by the High King. I must tell you the entire story when we have more time . . .’


He added this because he had seen a tall woman, clad in similar warrior’s garb to Cera, enter the tavern. Her uncovered head showed a veritable mane of raven-black hair. Her eyes were dark and deep set, and her lips made a thin disapproving line in features whose bone structure was perhaps too angular to be called attractive. She seemed young but with a well-developed figure, which was obviously kept in a good muscular shape. She was approaching them with a scowl of disapproval. Enda recognised her as Crédh, the commander of the Daughters of the Storm.


‘I was looking for you, Cera,’ she announced as she halted before the table.


‘I have just finished my sword practice with Enda for the fair,’ returned the girl, immediately defensive. ‘We were discussing some of the points of the engagement.’


The tall commander expelled her breath in a clear manner of disapproval.


‘It is a contest that you are engaged in, not a joint enterprise.’ Her tone was even more disapproving than her expression. ‘Anyway, Princess Gelgéis is looking for you.’


‘For me?’ Cera appeared confused.


‘I think that I have made myself clear,’ Crédh sniffed. ‘Remember, as the youngest among us, you also have the role of inaillt to the princess.’


The term did not exactly mean a handmaiden, but an attendant, one who waited upon a lady of rank when required.


‘I shall attend this instant,’ the girl flushed. Standing up, she offered a brief embarrassed glance of apology to Enda before she hurried from the tavern.


‘You should not distract those serving me from their duties,’ Crédh said, scowling at him as they were left alone.


Enda, as commander of the household guard, considered Crédh ranked as his equal and had made that clear to her on previous occasions, for he had already noticed that she seemed to carry herself with an air of superiority.


‘I did not consider it a distraction,’ he replied gravely. ‘We were two warriors discussing the finer points of our profession. It is helpful in the days before the martial arts demonstration.’


‘We consider it a contest,’ snapped the tall woman. ‘In a challenge there is a winner and loser. The two adversaries do not discuss their options before the tournament. This is supposed to be a contest that imitates a battle of life and death.’


Enda regarded her gravely.


‘Let us hope the warriors on both sides realise the contest is only a simulation and not reality,’ he said softly.









CHAPTER TWO
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Why would anyone be attempting to beat a tattoo on a goatskin drum in the middle of the night? That was the first question that occurred to Fidelma as she reluctantly came awake in the warmth of her bed and tried to separate her dream thoughts into reality.


She lay for a few seconds listening to the tapping sounds before the realisation slowly came that it was an urgent knocking on the door of the bedchamber. She blinked, trying to focus in the darkness. Then, throwing off the warm woollen blanket, she swung out of the bed. Beside her, Eadulf groaned slightly in his disturbed sleep. She glanced anxiously for a moment in the direction of his tossing figure. He had not been sleeping well recently and once or twice his words were almost distinguishable, but, they being in his native language, she could not make them out. The urgent tapping continued and she felt her way towards the door.


A figure stood outside holding a flickering candle in an unsteady hand.


It was Muirgen, who acted as nurse to Fidelma and Eadulf’s son, Alchú, as well as helping with the domestic affairs of their household. Fidelma came properly awake rapidly.


‘Is it Alchú? Is something wrong with my son?’ she demanded before the woman could speak.


‘No, lady,’ the old nurse reassured her in a calm tone. ‘The boy is still asleep and there is no harm to him. It is Enda who says that he must see you urgently.’


Fidelma knew that Enda, as commander of the household guard, was not one to disturb her in the middle of the night without good reason. She turned to look for her robe and found Eadulf was still groaning as he struggled to awaken.


‘What is it?’ he grunted, forcing himself to sit up.


‘I am not sure. But Enda wants to see me,’ she replied, tightening the robe around her. ‘It must be something important.’


She had barely finished the observation before Eadulf was out of bed, hauling on his robe.


‘It’s not yet dawn,’ he observed with a note of complaint, glancing towards the window.


Muirgen led the way with her candle to an adjoining chamber, where Fidelma and Eadulf usually received their guests.


‘Call me, if you need me, lady,’ she said, as she stepped aside to allow them to enter.


By the fireplace, the tall, youthful figure of Enda was waiting with ill-concealed tension. A lantern had already been lit and the log fire, left as smouldering grey ashes a short time before, had been encouraged into a blaze.


As they entered the room, Enda turned and offered a perfunctory salute, encompassing both Fidelma and Eadulf. Afterwards, they both agreed that they thought he appeared rather pale and disturbed. It was unusual to see such agitation on the face of the usually stoic warrior.


‘My apologies for disturbing you, lady, but your brother, the King, requests your presence immediately.’ His voice seemed edged with some emotion she could not interpret.


‘Is my brother well?’ Fidelma demanded.


‘He is well, lady.’ There was some hesitation in Enda’s assurance before he added, ‘A body has been found in the royal apartments.’


Fidelma stared at him for a moment in bewildered silence.


‘Is Princess Gelgéis well?’ she pressed quickly. It had been only a month before that her brother and Gelgéis had finally married.


Even as Enda was about to nod his head, Eadulf asked the more pertinent question: ‘Whose body has been found?’


There was a pause while Fidelma tried not to show her irritation at how slowly she was able to extract information from the young man.


‘Your brother and his lady are well, but they are in distress and need your assistance.’ The young warrior’s reply was curiously staccato and he was clearly not revealing what he knew.


‘Do you know the identity of the body that was found?’ Fidelma demanded.


Enda’s facial muscles seemed to tense. ‘Cera,’ he responded tightly.


Eadulf exchanged glances with Fidelma. They had both seen the young warrior several times in the company of the girl Cera over the days since the wedding celebrations, and not always at the practice sessions for the forthcoming fair.


After a moment or so, it was Fidelma who pressed forward with the inevitable question.


‘You say that her body was found in the royal apartments? In what manner did she die?’


Again, the reply was slow in coming. It was clear Enda was trying hard to keep his emotions in check. His voice had dropped almost to a mumble.


‘Come, Enda, speak clearly,’ Eadulf admonished, sympathising but considering the best way of getting information from an emotional person was to be detached. ‘You have been our companion in many situations and are used to the presence of death.’


Enda attempted to make a gesture with his shoulder but it did not convey any meaning. It was almost as if he were about to sob.


‘We understand you knew this girl, Enda.’ Fidelma tried to be sympathetic. ‘Tell my brother that Eadulf and I will join him as soon as we have attired ourselves in more presentable fashion.’


Enda inclined his head a fraction in acknowledgement and left the chamber. It was unusual to see him move with his head bent forward as if bearing a heavy burden on his shoulders. It took Fidelma and Eadulf a short time to splash their hands and faces in water brought to them by Muirgen, and then complete their dressing. Fidelma took a moment or two to look in on their son, Alchú. The young boy was sleeping peacefully. Fidelma received an assurance from Muirgen that she would watch him carefully in case there was any likelihood of danger to him. Then Fidelma and Eadulf made their way across the shadowy courtyard to the royal residence, where the entrance was lit by brand torches, which were beginning to flicker in that curious pre-dawn breeze that always heralded the coming of the light.


There was a guard on duty at the main doors of the residence. It was the one-armed warrior, Dego. The warrior’s life had been saved by Eadulf, but at the cost of his right arm. Dego had displayed a great resilience and, after months of practice, could now use his sword in his left hand with the same dexterity that he had previously shown with his right. His determination at overcoming his disadvantage had so impressed King Colgú that he had kept Dego in the lucht-tighe, the household guard of the royal residence.


Dego took a step forward, recognised them and saluted with his good hand.


‘The King and his lady are awaiting you in his private reception chamber. Enda has just returned there.’


‘Where is the body?’ Fidelma asked.


‘It is untouched and lies where it was discovered, lady. It was found in one of the rooms of the King’s new sanctuary.’


Fidelma was surprised. The tech-termonn, the ‘sanctuary’, was the name her brother had given to a special set of four sleeping chambers that he had designed with his master builder, Rodaige. It had been built while Fidelma and Eadulf had been on their recent travels, and inspired by her brother’s obsession with security and Rodaige’s descriptions of some of the new constructions that many of the northern nobles were commissioning after hearing reports of such buildings from missionaries returning from Rome and the Holy Land.


Colgú had wanted to extend the royal quarters so that, after his marriage, he and his bride would not have to share the main palace accommodation with distinguished guests and visiting relatives. The idea that he had put forward had been to have a special isolated apartment built on top of an especially constructed artificial base of rocks rising four metres against the south-west side of the main building. It was accessible only by one narrow flight of steps from within the main building. This led to a single corridor with four doors, two on each side. Through these four doors were the individual rooms. Three were bedrooms, and one was a fothrucadh, or bathing room, with a door connecting it to the main bedroom, which was for Colgú and Gelgéis.


The other two rooms, on the right-hand side of the passage, were for the use of Colgú’s banmhaor, or stewardess, Dar Luga, and Gelgéis’s attendant.


‘Do you say that the body was found in one of the bedchambers?’ Fidelma wanted to be more precise.


‘The body was found in the fothrucadh next to the main bedroom,’ Dego replied. ‘That has caused a shock as the sanctuary was built for security. Someone must have gained access despite that, although no one should have been able to get in without encountering the guard at the single entrance.’


‘But someone did?’ Fidelma queried.


‘No one has been apprehended,’ admitted Dego. ‘I hear the killer has simply vanished.’


Fidelma’s eyes widened a little.


‘Is the body in the sanctuary now?’ Eadulf asked.


‘Indeed. Dar Luga, the stewardess, is watching over it. Colgú felt he should take the princess out of the sanctuary to the small reception chamber down here. As I said, he is there now with Enda.’


‘Was Dar Luga in the sanctuary during the time of the attack?’ Eadulf frowned.


‘She was, but I should let others attest to that,’ Dego replied, emphasising his words with a shrug. ‘I was on duty here at the main doors so not privy to what actually happened. I should say that, apart from the household guards that were on duty, your brother has alerted no one else about the events. He felt it unwise to make a general alarm until he had consulted you.’


Fidelma moved with Eadulf towards the main door. Then she hesitated and turned back to Dego.


‘Who was the guard at the entrance to the sanctuary when the event happened?’


‘Luan was on duty, lady.’


Fidelma thanked Dego as he reached forward to release the latch and push open the main door into the royal residence.


As they entered, the figure of another warrior emerged from the shadows of the corridor’s lamp light. It was Aidan, also a member of the household guard, whom they knew well. He had been standing at the foot of the main stairway opposite to the great doors of the feasting hall. He saluted them and stood back silently. Further down the corridor they saw Luan, a companion in previous adventures. He stood sentinel outside the door to Colgú’s private reception chamber on the lower floor, which was opposite the entrance to a small flight of wooden stairs, which ascended as the only entrance to the sanctuary.


Observing Fidelma and Eadulf’s approach, Luan turned, rapped on the door behind him and, hardly pausing for an answer, thrust it open to allow them to enter without pausing. Enda was there, standing uneasily inside. The pale face of the young Princess Gelgéis turned to them, her expression one of relief. She was sitting on a couch to one side of the fireplace. She had a thick woollen shawl clutched tightly about her in spite of the warm summer weather, and her hair was unloosed. It was obvious she had left her bed in a hurry and there had been no opportunity to comb or dress her hair.


Standing before the fire, looking dishevelled and wearing a loose robe, was Fidelma’s brother, Colgú, his hands clasped behind his back and his face creased in a worried frown. His red hair was askew and it was clear that he had made no attempt to attend to himself since waking.


‘Has anyone examined the body?’ Eadulf demanded immediately on entering, quite forgetting the protocol of not speaking first in the presence of the King.


No one seemed to think it worthwhile to remind him of conventions.


‘It was easy to ascertain that the poor girl was dead.’ Colgú’s tone was almost querulous as he shifted his weight slightly. ‘That was obvious to me by her wound. Her throat was cut. There was much blood over her chest.’


‘Before we go further,’ Fidelma interrupted as Eadulf seemed about to put another question, ‘explain what happened, brother. I presume that you discovered the body? How was that?’


‘I was awoken in the dark of the night by an unusual noise,’ Colgú said after a moment or two for thought. ‘Something had fallen in the adjacent room, which we use for washing. I rose from the bed, took a candle, and lit it from an ember in the fireplace. Then I went to check from where I thought I heard the noise.’


He saw his sister’s frown and smiled without humour. ‘I did have the acumen to take my sword for protection.’ He paused a moment. ‘Gelgéis was still asleep. I went to the door adjoining our room to the fothrucadh and, lifting the latch, opened the door quickly. In the shallow light of the candle, I saw a female body lying over a bench, but there was no one else in the room. The killer could have only just escaped through the far door, which leads into the passage. I went to open it and found it locked. There was no key on the inside of the door and no sign of it on the floor. It had been locked from the outside. I hurried back into the bedchamber. Gelgéis was awakening and so I unlocked my door into the passage and peered out. As there was no one about, I shouted to raise the alarm. I turned to ensure Gelgéis was awake and told her to put on a robe.’


‘Who answered the alarm?’


‘Luan was on guard at the foot of the stairs and came hurrying up. Moments later, Dar Luga, whose room is opposite ours, opened her door and emerged. She was still half asleep.’


‘So neither of them had been roused by the killer?’


‘This was the worrying thing. Neither of them had seen or heard anything before I had called. Certainly no one had passed down the stairs by Luan. And that is the only exit.’


‘Did anyone go back into the room where the body was?’


‘I asked Luan to come and search the rooms of the sanctuary. There are only four. Then I told him to alert the warriors below the stairs. I wanted to bring Gelgéis down to this chamber, so I asked Dar Luga if she would sit with the body until I sent for you. Dar Luga needed to go back to her room for something; for her robe, I suppose. I ensured Gelgéis was safe here with Aidan on guard. Then I returned to join Dar Luga and Luan. We went back into the room where I had seen the body. That is when I was able to get a large lamp lit and we realised the dead girl was Gelgéis’s attendant, Cera.’


He paused, glanced at Enda, who was standing stoically, hands clasped behind him, staring into the middle distance as if not part of the gathering.


‘And you identified the body?’ prompted Fidelma.


‘We all knew her,’ confirmed her brother. ‘Cera was personal attendant to Gelgéis; she had her room opposite to the fothrucadh. Enda, alerted by the alarm, came into the sanctuary and joined us. However, I sent him to awaken you.’


‘Where was the body in the room . . . you say it is a washing room?’


‘The room we use for our toilet and dressing,’ confirmed her brother. ‘Cera was lying half on a bench, as if she had fallen backwards. The wound and the blood that came from it were clearly visible.’


‘You said the door from that room into the corridor was usually locked?’ Fidelma asked.


‘It is my practice to have the doors of my bedchamber and the bathroom locked before we retire. The keys are always left on the inside of the doors. But, as I have said, the bathroom key was not there.’


‘Are you are saying that this girl was in your bathroom at the dead of night but had no key to enter? Did she have a spare key?’


‘She had no key.’ The word came as a frustrated sigh.


‘You said that you saw the girl’s throat was cut?’ Eadulf asked.


‘It was,’ Colgú replied heavily.


This brought forth a suppressed sob from Gelgéis. Colgú reached forward, picked up a cup from a table and handed it to her. She sipped at it slowly and then looked at Fidelma.


‘I am sorry. Cera had been in my service only a short time, but she had finished her martial arts training and joined my bodyguard. She was so young.’


‘I need to be sure of something,’ Fidelma said after a moment or two of thought. She looked at Enda. ‘The girl was young but also a member of the troop of female warriors – the Daughters of the Storm. Being one of them, she was fully trained. Yet, from the sound of it, she was overpowered and dispatched before she could raise any alarm. Her death was done quietly and quickly. Only the fall of her body awoke Colgú. So her ability at self-defence was not perfected?’


Enda finally stirred, as if emerging from some sleep. There was anger in his tone.


‘On the contrary, lady. I have been practising martial arts training with Cera these last weeks. I can say she was one of the best opponents I have ever met.’


‘Enda, are you saying that the assassin was just lucky or more finely trained than she was?’ Fidelma asked.


‘I am saying that whoever killed her was no mere assassin. It was either someone with remarkable skill or, at least, someone she knew well so that her defences were down and she was caught unaware.’


There was a silence while they considered this. Then Fidelma spoke again.


‘So we have no idea why Cera had left her own chamber to cross the passage in the middle of the night and was able to enter the bathing room, which was locked, where she was found?’


No one answered her. It took her some time to frame the next question.


‘One point of clarification, Enda. I presume that you came in answer to Luan’s alarm?’


‘The relayed alarm, to be precise. Dego was outside the residence when he told me.’


‘So, now I need to get a picture of the first moments of discovery.’


Fidelma went to the door, opened it and beckoned Luan, who was still on guard outside, to come into the room.


‘Just a few questions at this time. You were on duty, guarding this stairway into the sanctuary during this night?’


‘I was. My duty started at the first cadar.’


Eadulf knew the day was divided into four sections, the first cadar starting at midnight.


‘When my brother raised the alarm, where was he standing?’


‘He was in the passageway, outside the door of his own bedchamber, which was open.’


‘And no one had passed you to go up or down the stairs to the sanctuary during this time?’


‘No one passed me, lady. When I was called, I was asked if I had seen any intruder and then I was told to call the alarm. Dar Luga was just emerging from her room opposite the King’s bedroom. After I had called the alarm, I made a hurried examination and can confirm that the door to the bathing room, where the body lay, was locked and the key missing. That is, the door to the passage. The King had brought his lady down to this room and Aidan was told to look after her while we went back upstairs to join Dar Luga. I had already had a quick examination beforehand to make sure no one was hiding in the rooms there. I went through the King’s bedchamber and confirmed the door to the bathing room was locked. There was no key on the inside or the outside. Then Enda arrived and was asked to fetch you immediately, and I was sent for a spare key.’


‘A spare key? Where was that kept?’


‘In this very chamber. Where we are now. The King asked Dar Luga to remain with the corpse and I asked her to see that nothing was disturbed in the room while we made a further search in all four rooms. But we found no sign of any intruder.’


‘During this early time, apart from yourself, was anyone else on guard above the stairs?’ Fidelma asked.


‘Once those who had their rooms in the sanctuary had retired for the night no one else was allowed to pass.’


‘So who were the last to retire?’


‘The banmhaor, Dar Luga, retired last. She came late from the kitchens with a jug of water. I think that was not long after I had heard the bell sounding the start of the first cadar.’


‘You saw no one access the sanctuary after that?’


‘Everyone who had a right to be in the sanctuary was already inside. I never left my position until I heard the King shouting.’


‘So no one could have entered or left by way of the interior stairs after you came on duty?’


‘No one, lady,’ Luan confirmed confidently. ‘And the stairway is the only entrance or exit.’


‘Only Colgú, Gelgéis, Dar Luga and the girl Cera were in the sanctuary during this time?’


‘Except for the killer, of course,’ Luan confirmed with a grimace. ‘As I said, I took a passing scrutiny of the four rooms to make sure no one was concealing themselves. I was certain that they were not, but I admit it was only a brief examination. Perhaps someone could have been hiding somewhere. But they would have had to be hiding there before I came on duty. There are a few small store cupboards but I felt I needed help to search them properly.’


‘Had a proper search been made before everyone retired for the night?’ Fidelma pressed.


‘It is the duty of the commander of the household guard to make certain the rooms are secure before the King and his lady retire for the night,’ Luan replied, glancing at Enda. ‘I am sure Enda would have ensured no one was hiding in these rooms.’


Fidelma turned to the young warrior.


‘I made the search, lady,’ he volunteered in a dry voice. ‘There was no sign of any intruder when everyone in the sanctuary retired.’


‘Eadulf and I will make another inspection shortly,’ Fidelma said. ‘We need to check for ourselves, having learnt some methods of evading searches, no matter how well conducted.’


Eadulf was a little impatient as he asked: ‘I should make an examination of the body unless there is a physician that you wish . . .?’


Colgú was distracted. ‘The new physician is not due to arrive for a few days. You know we have been without a physician in the fortress for some weeks.’ He glanced to Fidelma. ‘I know Eadulf is not considered a fully qualified physician, and the law—’


‘Eadulf has served us countless times in the capacity of an adviser on medical matters,’ Fidelma replied quickly, seeing a dark shadow cross Eadulf’s face. ‘We should use him.’


‘Then I will go immediately and make some observations,’ Eadulf cut in, in irritation. ‘I presume that there is no other objection?’


‘It is widely known that you have studied the healing arts at the northern medical school of Tuaim Drecain. But you did not complete the training before you decided to journey to Rome to study more about the latest Roman interpretations of the New Faith,’ Colgú pointed out. ‘But, if Fidelma has no objections . . .’


Fidelma looked at her brother in surprise.


‘Eadulf’s knowledge has proved essential to my success in resolving many a frustrating case. You know that. He often carries the traditional lés or medical bag on his journeys, and that has been of great service.’


‘As you say,’ Colgú said slowly, ‘Eadulf’s opinion, in these matters, is always highly valued. It was just that it occurs to me that our laws say no unqualified physician is allowed to practise.’


‘In this case, I doubt any objection can be raised if Eadulf examines the body,’ Fidelma returned pointedly.


‘Then Enda can accompany you and Eadulf to view the body. I and Gelgéis will wait here.’


Eadulf and Enda left the room, but Fidelma held back when she caught sight of a perplexed look on Luan’s face.


‘You have something on your mind, Luan?’


‘Will you step outside a moment, lady?’ he asked.


Fidelma glanced quickly across to see that her brother was deep in conversation with Gelgéis. She stepped out and closed the door behind her.


‘What is it?’


‘Well, a thought did occur to me,’ Luan admitted, lowering his voice to almost a whisper. ‘It is a thought I don’t like, but . . .’ He ended with a shrug.


‘All thoughts are useful, Luan.’


‘Cera served as an attendant to Princess Gelgéis. She was also the youngest of the female warrior troop and she told me that it was a tradition for the youngest to act as attendant to the princess as patroness.’


‘I heard this when the duties of the Daughters of the Storm were explained to me,’ Fidelma replied patiently. ‘What point are you making, Luan?’


‘Two things. Firstly, how was she able to be out of her own room in the middle of the night? Secondly, what was she doing in the fothrucadh, which had been locked and secured?’


‘Do you have any conclusion?’ Fidelma asked quietly.


The warrior looked nervously around: ‘I said that I did not like the thought.’


‘Like it or not, explain it, and why you came to it.’


‘We are all thinking that this was some attempted assassination of Colgú or the Princess Gelgéis or both.’


‘It is logical and the first thought that occurs,’ Fidelma agreed. ‘But why don’t you agree?’


‘My thought was, what if it was not Colgú and Gelgéis who were the intended victims of the attack? What if it was Cera, who was the victim?’


‘I don’t follow you.’


‘What if Cera had been passed the keys to the fothrucadh, next to the royal bedroom?’


‘You speak in riddles,’ Fidelma said impatiently. ‘Are you saying that she was attempting to assassinate my brother and his wife? Then who killed her?’


Luan hesitated a moment before responding. ‘The last person securing the sanctuary was the commander of the household guard.’
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‘What are you implying, Luan?’ Fidelma asked quietly.


‘What I am saying is that the last person to go up into the sanctuary, to make his check when everyone had retired, was the commander. We know he had some sort of relationship with the girl Cera. He also had access to the keys of the rooms. Maybe something went wrong between them.’


‘Something went wrong?’ she repeated.


‘They were always practising martial arts with naked blades. But I think there was more going on than just practice.’


Fidelma hesitated. ‘We will talk of this later, Luan,’ she said quietly but firmly. ‘Not a word to anyone else about your thoughts. Now, I shall see what Eadulf can tell me about his examination of the body.’


They came to the top of the stairs into the sanctuary and paused by the first door. Fidelma called out to Dar Luga, and to Eadulf, who had preceded her, to announce her arrival. It was but a moment or so before the plump, matronly, but now anxious-looking, woman opened the door. For Fidelma it was disconcerting to see the usually smiling, plump former cook and now banmhaor of the fortress, standing with pale, drawn and almost distraught features. Fidelma noticed that there seemed to be a misty hue of sweat on her pale face. For a moment or so it seemed Dar Luga was hesitant in recognising her.


‘I am glad you have come, lady,’ Dar Luga whispered. ‘Who would have done this to such a young girl?’


She backed into the room so that Fidelma could enter. Fidelma saw Eadulf was on his knees behind a figure lying across a wooden bench. Enda was standing at a door on the other side of the room, which Fidelma presumed was the entry to the main bedchamber. Luan had followed her in and now stood by the door that opened to halfway down the passage behind. A quick glance confirmed that the room was a typical bathroom. The far wall contained a window comprised of several panes, which she guessed, once dawn came, would prove to be of coloured glass. An unusual stone construction in the corner showed a means of heating water, and nearby was a large wooden tub in which to immerse oneself. Fidelma realised that she would have time to examine the room later. Now she turned to Dar Luga.


‘You don’t look well. Sit yourself.’ Fidelma turned and pointed to a wooden chair facing away from the corpse.


‘It was a shock to be awakened with this news,’ the elderly woman agreed, sitting. ‘It seems an age since Colgú said he would send for you, and all the time I have been sitting with . . . with . . .’ She indicated the corpse on the bench.


‘We’ll try not to keep you long.’ Fidelma glanced across to Eadulf with a silent question. He looked up with an eloquent shrug. There was, in fact, little he could say other than to confirm that the girl’s throat had been cut by some sharp blade. Fidelma thought that Cera had undoubtedly been an attractive girl in life. In fact, she recalled that Dar Luga had once referred to Cera as being of ‘the age of long tresses’, a colloquial expression that implied the girl had barely reached the age of choice, although it was obvious to Fidelma that she was more the age of twenty.


‘A very bloody and brutal attack,’ Eadulf announced. ‘The incisive drawing of a blade across the throat was done by no amateur but someone who knew precisely what they were doing.’ Then he frowned. ‘One thing bothers me.’


‘One thing only?’ Fidelma was in dry, black humour. But she noticed that he had thrown an almost furtive look at Enda and Luan, so she turned to them.


‘Perhaps it will save time if you two start a more detailed examination of the rooms in this sanctuary to see if there is anywhere an intruder could hide?’


‘But we have already . . .’ began Luan, before catching Enda’s eye. Then he shrugged. He and Enda left on their task. Fidelma turned back and motioned Eadulf to continue.


‘I was going to say something about the method of the killing,’ he explained. ‘The wound demonstrates that the killer knew what they were about. Death would have been produced, if not immediately, then within moments.’


‘Are you saying that she was killed by . . . a professional? Like a martial arts expert?’


‘There is another thing that occurred to me. Don’t forget this girl was not just a personal attendant to Princess Gelgéis but a member of the Daughters of the Storm, the professional guards to the princess. That means she was well trained both in the martial arts and unarmed combat. Yet, from the way the blade was used, it is clear she was attacked from behind and died without a struggle.’


Fidelma realised that Eadulf was spelling out exactly what Luan had been suggesting to her. Cera’s assailant was also proficient in martial arts and had managed to overcome her defences in this way.


‘There are plenty of people with well-trained skills in martial arts in the fortress,’ she murmured, not even realising it was some automatic defence for the thought that Luan had put into her head.


Eadulf glanced up at her as though reading her mind. He tried not to show a reaction but turned quickly back to his task, becoming absorbed in his examination.


The embarrassment of the moment was interrupted by a low moan from Dar Luga. Fidelma had entirely forgotten that the stewardess appeared ill and was sitting in a corner of the room. Fidelma turned to regard the matronly stewardess with concern.


‘Let us find somewhere more comfortable for you to be seated before I ask you the few questions that are necessary. Then you must do something about this ague that has afflicted you.’


‘I am sorry, lady,’ the woman said. ‘I have been feeling something coming upon me since I first woke up. We can go to my chamber.’


Fidelma helped the elderly woman to her feet and towards the door. Outside the bathroom, Fidelma led Dar Luga to the room she occupied opposite the main bedroom.


Once in her small chamber, the stewardess lowered herself on to the bed and helped herself to a glass of water, which stood nearby, next to a small jug. She took a sip and screwed her face in an expression of distaste.


‘Water does not taste well after it has been left standing in a warm room overnight,’ she explained, putting it back on the table. She seemed to misjudge placing it, because it immediately tipped over and smashed on the floor.


At once Dar Luga tried to rise and was apologising, but Fidelma calmed her.


‘Leave it for the time being. I just want to ask a question or two and then you should go down to the kitchen and see if you have something for this ague.’


Dar Luga seated herself again, while Fidelma was peering round the small room.


‘Surely it is unusual for you to spend the night here? I thought you had an apartment on the far side of the fortress.’


‘Last night I stayed here. Colgú allows me use of this room in the sanctuary if I am working late.’


‘And so you were working late last night?’


‘I was cooking for your brother. I had to finish off some preparation in the kitchen and the first cadar had started when I retired.’


‘So you came to bed after midnight?’ Fidelma queried unnecessarily. ‘And you slept?’


‘I think that I slept immediately. I was only awoken when Colgú raised the alarm.’


‘Did you hear anything before Colgú raised the alarm?’ Fidelma pressed.


Dar Luga shook her head. ‘I am afraid I tend to sleep soundly, lady,’ she replied quietly. ‘As I said, I retired late; I felt exhausted and brought water with me from the kitchen. I passed Luan at the bottom of the stairs and we exchanged a few words, but perhaps this ague had started, for I felt exhausted and I came up and slept at once. The cry for assistance awoke me, but it took me a few moments to realise it was the King shouting. I recall that I took a drink of water to wake myself. The King’s door, being directly opposite, was open. He was helping Gelgéis from the room. She was barely awake. Luan had already come up to the top of the stairs and was trying to open the passage door into the bathroom where the girl was found.’


‘Did Colgú explain what the alarm was about?’


‘It took a while to penetrate my mind. Colgú was shouting that his wife’s attendant had been killed. He shouted to Luan to look for the culprit, and was asking whether anyone had passed Luan on the stairs. No one had. I think Colgú added that the door to the passage from the bathroom been locked and I should have a spare key. That is, as stewardess. I looked, but I could not find it.’


Dar Luga groaned a little. She raised a hand to wipe away the perspiration from her face.


‘You are definitely not feeling well,’ Fidelma observed. ‘You must get Eadulf to get you a potion.’


‘It is just an ague,’ Dar Luga protested. ‘It is probably made worse by the fact that I was late to bed. Too much talk about the new chaplain to the fortress. Then, being awoken suddenly and shocked by these events has not improved things.’


‘You should get Eadulf to examine you,’ Fidelma advised. ‘You should not ignore these things, for you are perspiring.’


The plump women shook her head. ‘It will pass. I will go to the kitchens; that is, if I have your permission, lady. I have some medications there.’


Fidelma reluctantly nodded agreement. ‘Very well. I know we are awaiting a new physician to arrive at the fortress, but remember, Eadulf can help.’ She hesitated. ‘Just one final question. Can you be certain that there was no sign of the attacker fleeing after you awoke and Colgú was creating the alarm?’


‘I remember Luan came and made a search. He later came back with Enda, who had access to a spare key to the bathroom. That was after the King escorted his lady down to the chamber and asked me to stay with the poor girl’s body to make sure nothing was disturbed. I was hard pressed to do so until assured no one could be hiding in the sanctuary.’


‘Why didn’t Luan stay with the corpse? Why were you asked?’


‘Luan had duties and, of course, Enda was sent to get you and Eadulf. Also . . . also . . .’ Something was puzzling her. ‘Also . . . there was something else. Something about a locked door? What was it? I can’t remember.’


Dar Luga passed her hand over her forehead to wipe away the perspiration.


‘Very well,’ Fidelma said soothingly. ‘You go down to the kitchen and make sure you mix yourself something for this chill. Enda and Luan seem to have disappeared. If you see them when you go down, ask them to come back up.’


Dar Luga rose slowly and began to move along the corridor. It was clear from her movements, and the difficulty with her breathing, that the plump stewardess was feeling the worst for her cold. Fidelma made a mental note to get Eadulf look in on her when he could.


When she returned to Eadulf, she found him placing a linen sheet over the body of the girl. The early-morning light was now strong through the window, and the lamps and candles were no longer necessary. Fidelma had not previously spent any time examining her brother’s pet project, the sanctuary. Personally, she thought it a curious and unnecessary thing to build a sanctuary within a fortress like Cashel. Now she realised that the large window in the bathroom had, as she had guessed, various coloured panes of glass.
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