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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.


The International Sister Fidelma Society regularly produces a journal entitled The Brehon that is packed with news and fascinating information about Fidelma’s world. Details can be obtained either by writing to the Society at PMB #312, 1818 North Taylor Street, Suite B, Little Rock, AR 72207, USA, or by logging on to the society website at www.sisterfidelma.com.
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Ireland. AD 672.


The abbey of Muman at Imleach Iubhair is being renovated when its guests’ hostel burns to the ground. There is one fatality: Bishop Brodulf of Luxovium, a distinguished visitor and cousin to the King of Franks. Sister Fidelma is asked by Abbot Cuán to investigate the unfortunate incident and soon finds that the bishop had been stabbed to death before the fire had even started.


Thrown into a world of treachery and jealousy, where religious beliefs are vehemently disputed, Fidelma and her companions, Eadulf and Enda, face a barrier of deceit.  The abbey, a leading ecclesiastical teaching institution as well as a conhospitae, housing both men and women, is divided into factions. Can Abbot Cuán trust Prioress Suanach, who is in charge of the sisterhood? Can the professors trust each other as well as their students? Moreover, can suspicion be levelled at the builders working on the abbey under their dominant Master Builder, Sítae?  As more deaths follow, Fidelma must use her wit and ingenuity to unravel the complexities of this intricate mystery.









 
   

For Caroline Lennon,


‘The Voice of Fidelma’;


reader of the English language audiobooks,


making Fidelma come alive on the airwaves;


in appreciation of a talented actress and friend.









 
   

Fuerunt vero et pseudoprophetae in populo sicut et in vobis erunt magistri mendaces qui introducent sectas perditionis et eum qui emit eos Dominum negant superducentes sibi celerem perditionem.


But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction.


2 Peter 2:1
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Sister Fidelma of Cashel, a dálaigh or advocate of the law courts of 7th-century Ireland


Brother Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the land of the South Folk of the East Angles, her companion
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Urard, his secretary and scribe


Aidan, warrior of the King, accompanying the Chief Brehon
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This story takes place during the month called, in Old Irish, Cét Samain – ‘the beginning of summer’. This approximates with the month we now call May. The year is AD 672.


Some readers may realise that we have already visited the Abbey of Imleach Iubhair – ‘borderland of yew trees’ (The Monk Who Vanished, 1999). Today, Emly, as it is now anglicised, is just a small village fourteen kilometres west of the county town of Tipperary (The Well of Ara). Founded in the fifth century by the pre-Patrician St Ailbe, Imleach Iubhair was once the premier teaching abbey of the kingdom of Muman (Munster) and the seat of its Chief Bishop, but there is little to show of that now. It remained a ‘Cathedral City’ until 1587. It was the principal ecclesiastical See of Munster until it was officially combined with the See of Cashel.


The early abbey buildings were replaced by a thirteenth-centry cathedral, which was destroyed during the conquest of 1607. By the end of that century it was reconsecrated as an Anglican cathedral, which, by 1827, had fallen into disrepair, when it was rebuilt. The modern Catholic church was built in 1882. The lake that fronted the old abbey has long vanished. There are still remains of five ancient holy well sites, including Tobair Peadar (Peter’s Well). This became dangerous and was blocked up. It was from here an underground passage was reported to lead from the well head to the hill of Knockcarn, regarded as the abbey’s ancient burial ground.


Imleach was a mixed house, a conhospitae, inhabited by male and female religious. It was governed by a comarbae (the ‘heir’ of Ailbe) but the title of abbot, originally from the Aramaic word abbas (father), was becoming a popular title for the head of such communities. For women, to the Aramaic word was added the Latin suffix -issa to make abatissa or abbess. I have used the title ‘prioress’ (prioressa), also borrowed into Old/Middle Irish, for the role of one in charge of the female religious in a conhospitae, or governor of their own religious house.


Some readers might be surprised that, even by Fidelma’s time, Christianity was not a united religion but consisted of many divergent theological ideas, each with its supporters. Heated debates were numerous in various councils as to what concepts and teachings should be accepted and followed. The Edict of Milan in AD 313 had Rome recognise Western Christianity as a legitimate religion. Ten years later it was accepted as the official religion of the Roman Empire. Emperor Constantine (AD 285–337) realised that the Christian movement was fragmented with a diversity of interpretations. Leaders met in Nicaea in AD 325 to agree on fundamentals, and these became the basis of the Nicene Creed. But this did not unite all Christians.


Councils continued to argue. The Roman historian and former soldier Ammianus Marcellinus (c. AD 330–391/400) observed the often violent and dogmatic conflicts and commented: ‘No wild beasts are so cruel as the Christians in their dealings with one another.’


The Council of Rome of AD 382, under Pope Damascus, accepted the choice of the twenty-seven texts chosen by Athanasius, Patriarch of Alexandria, which would constitute the New Testament. This led to arguments and the attempted destruction of many very early Christian writings not accepted by Rome.


The Gospel of Philip, mentioned in this story, is one of the Coptic texts, dated to the second/third centuries AD. It was discovered in a sealed jar, along with other early Christian writings, in Nag Hammadi, in Egypt, in 1945. The 1,200 Nag Hammadi texts are now in the Coptic Museum in Cairo, Egypt. They were buried in the fourth century to save them from destruction after the Council of Rome decision on what were acceptable to comprise the New Testament. The Gospel of Philip was named after the Apostle Philippos of Bethsaida (died AD 80 in Hieropolis), one of the original Twelve Apostles.


Numerous councils, in several parts of the Roman Empire as well as outside the empire, continued to evolve their own interpretations. By Fidelma’s time six major Ecumenical Councils had been held in an attempt to standardise the religion. The third council held in Constantinople (AD 680) was still debating the human and divine aspects of the Jesus Christ. By this time there had been over thirty different interpretations of Western Christianity. Some ideas were accepted while others were abandoned or condemned as heresies.


Pelagius (active c. AD 380–418), was declared a heretic, but his teachings survived long among the Irish and other Celtic peoples of these Western lands. Ioannis, as Pope-Elect John IV, wrote a letter to the Irish bishops in AD 640, telling them to stop following Pelagius’ teachings. Pelagius’ works continued to be read and debated into modern times. For those readers fascinated by the writings and philosophies of Pelagius, I recommend Pelagius: Life and Letters, D. R. Rees, 1988.


The Banshenchus (The History of Women), which must surely take its place as the earliest European feminist history, survived in verse and prose form in the monastery of Daimh Inis – ‘Island of Ox’ (Devenish, Lough Erne, County Fermanagh). The abbey was founded by St Laisrén mac Nad Froich (died AD 564), popularly known as Mo Laisse. This text lists prominent women from the fifth and sixth centuries and entries continue to AD 1193. Among them is the daughter of King Failbe Flann, mentioned by her religious title.


In the following story, there are some references to previous Fidelma adventures, which it might be of help to mention. Fidelma’s attendance at the Council of Streonshalh (Whitby) in AD 664, where she first met Eadulf, is related in Absolution by Murder (1994). This is when King Oswy of Northumbria decided his kingdom would follow Roman rites and not those of the insular churches and teachings from Ireland. Fidelma and Eadulf’s attendance at the Council of Autun, in Burgundia, in AD 670, is related in The Council of the Cursed (2008). At this council it was decided that all religious houses in the Frankish kingdom and neighbouring Gaul should follow the Rule of Benedict rather than the various rules of the Western (Celtic) churches. Fidelma’s adventure in AD 664/5 in visiting the Abbey of Bobbio (Bobbium), founded by Columbán and his Irish disciples in northern Italy, is related in Behold a Pale Horse (2011). The adventure in which Fidelma travels to Eadulf’s home of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the land of the South Folk, in the kingdom of the East Angles, is told in The Haunted Abbot (2002).


The incident in the Abbey of Darú (Darrow), to which Fidelma makes reference, is ‘A Canticle for Wulfstan’, first published in Midwinter Tales 4, Little, Brown, UK, October 1994, and in the USA in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, May 1995. It was collected in the Fidelma short story volume Hemlock at Vespers, 1999.


Those toponymists among readers might be interested in knowing the modern equivalents of places mentioned in the kingdom of the Franks. Bituriga (Bourges); river Dea Matrona (the Marne); Evoriacum (Faremoutiers); Latiniacum (Lagny-sur-Marne); river Liger (Loire); Luxovium (Luxeuil-les-Bains); Martyr Nazarius (Saint-Nazaire) and Nevirnum (Nevers).
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‘There was a big fire at the abbey last night, lady.’


The news was broken in a cheerful tone by Adag, the seventeen-year-old grandson of the innkeeper, as he was placing a jug of ale on the table at which Fidelma and Eadulf were seated. Although the inn stood at the Well of Ara, some fifteen kilometres from the Abbey of Imleach Iubhair, ‘borderland of the yews’, local people still referred to it as ‘the abbey’ because its influence dominated the area. The abbey was one of the oldest in the kingdom and it was acknowledged that its founder, the Blessed Ailbe, had been one of the first to bring the New Faith to Muman, the largest and most south-westerly of the Five Kingdoms of Éireann. It had become the premier teaching abbey of the kingdom, in which the abbots were also the chief bishops to the kings who dwelt at Cashel, where Fidelma’s brother, Colgú, now ruled.


Fidelma glanced with interest at the youth.


‘A big fire?’ she asked. ‘What happened? I heard that there is a lot of new building works going on there. Aren’t they replacing many of the ancient wooden buildings by stone constructions?’


Adag shrugged. ‘My grandfather will tell you all about it when he comes in. I gather you did not come here by the highway that passes the abbey gates, otherwise you would surely have seen something of the fire.’


‘Eadulf and I rode from Dún Trí Liag, so we came across the mountains from the south-west.’


The youth went to the nearby fire to adjust one of the blazing logs that was threatening to fall.


‘Why would you be visiting there?’ the boy demanded over his shoulder. ‘It is the fortress of Congal of the Dál gCais, who claims to be of royal lineage and does not let anyone forget it. He is not a nice person. He expects us to serve him and his kinsmen without charge and he treats my grandfather with utmost arrogance.’


Fidelma admonished him with mock disapproval. But she had known the boy since his birth and also knew that he spoke the truth. ‘Don’t voice your opinion too loudly and to too many people, Adag,’ she warned. ‘Congal is also a person who does not hesitate to use his power and the law to seek retribution if he feels slighted.’


In fact, the reason Fidelma and Eadulf, together with Enda, the commander of the élite Warriors of the Golden Collar, had visited Dún Trí Liag was because of a legal argument Congal had just had with one of his own clansmen. He had accused the man of stealing a bull from his herd. The man denied this but his innocence continued to be dismissed. The clansman decided to assert his rights under the ancient law and sat troscud before the gates of Congal’s fortress, refusing food and drink, to force the noble to agree to place the matter to arbitration. Fidelma, as a dálaigh, was qualified to judge such cases, and so was sent to hear the arguments. It was a fact that, before the hearing, the bull had been found wandering in the nearby hills, having broken loose from its field. Congal reluctantly conceded his accusation was without merit and, with even more reluctance, agreed to compensate the clansman for his false accusation with a heifer from his herd.


If the truth were known, Fidelma felt more relaxed now that she and her companions were away from Congal’s fortress. He was reputed to be a man of short temper, who held grudges. In Fidelma’s estimation, where Congal was concerned, ‘trust’ was not a word that came readily to mind.


The inn door opened with a sudden blast of cold air. Aona, the elderly innkeeper, entered followed by the young warrior, Enda, who pushed the door shut behind them. Enda had been helping Aona water and feed the horses in the inn’s stable.


‘What’s this I hear about a fire at the abbey?’ Fidelma asked the innkeeper as he came to check that his grandson had brought them all they required.


‘Ah, so young Adag has told you? I was just telling Enda about it.’


Enda lowered himself on a bench by the table and reached for the jug of ale to pour himself a drink. There was no false etiquette between these comrades who had shared so many adventures together.


‘I wasn’t surprised at Aona’s news,’ he commented. ‘There has been a lot of rebuilding at the abbey in recent times. Being built in the middle of a forest of yew trees, the oldest buildings are of wood. Recent abbots have encouraged the replacing of the wooden buildings by local stone. Fires do often happen when such work is happening.’


Fidelma turned to the innkeeper. ‘What do you know of the origins of the fire? What caught alight?’


Aona shrugged. ‘I only heard a few details from a passing traveller this morning,’ he replied. ‘Apparently it was not a big fire but confined to one of the old wooden buildings that they say was designated as the tech n-óiged.’


‘The guest house?’ Eadulf intervened in surprise. ‘I thought the abbey no longer put guests in those original structures. Was anyone hurt?’


‘The traveller said that some foreign cleric visiting the abbey was fatally injured,’ the innkeeper replied. ‘A few of the brethren, as well as some of those involved in the building work, were injured while trying to put out the conflagration.’


‘A foreign cleric, you say?’ Fidelma was interested.


‘The traveller told me that he thought the man was a bishop from some kingdom over the seas.’


Fidelma pursed her lips in a troubled expression. ‘A visitor to our kingdom and a bishop . . .? Do you know who this bishop was or whence he came?’


The innkeeper made a dismissive gesture with his right shoulder. ‘The traveller did not know. He was only a passing merchant and not staying at the abbey. He had stopped there only briefly, at the gates, to get water for his horse. He simply heard that the bishop was an important visitor from overseas and had not been at the abbey for very long.’


‘Sadly, fires are not uncommon in wooden constructions where food has to be prepared and cooked for so many people,’ pointed out the innkeeper’s grandson. He had the resigned acceptance of youth at the news of such a catastrophe.


‘What you say is true,’ Eadulf agreed. ‘People are not often vigilant in the presence of fire.’


‘It is of concern that a foreign bishop, a visitor to our kingdom, has become a fatal victim of a fire, and in the premier abbey of this kingdom,’ Fidelma pointed out thoughtfully.


‘Is it known how the fire started? Was there some accident?’ Eadulf asked.


‘The merchant told me no more than I have told you,’ the innkeeper replied. ‘There are a hundred and one ways a fire can start.’


‘What concerns me is this bishop’s rank and station,’ Fidelma persisted. ‘An explanation of how this misfortune came about might be needed because, under law, there could be a consideration of recompense if a fault is identified.’


Eadulf had been enough years in the kingdom to know what was passing through Fidelma’s mind. The abbey was, in legal terms, responsible for any compensation due, and, as the abbot was also chief bishop of the kingdom, any fault might reflect on the kingship itself. Colgú might have to pay compensation to those in whose service this bishop had come to the abbey.


‘It is nearly midday,’ Eadulf said quickly to Fidelma. ‘What if we have our midday meal here? Then there will be plenty of time to visit Abbot Cuán at Imleach to gather what details we can and you can ensure that nothing is amiss. I believe that is what is passing through your mind.’


Before Fidelma could respond, Enda was nodding in agreement.


‘It is a good suggestion, lady. The horses need a little rest now that they have been foddered and watered. So let us have food first and then we can ride to the abbey.’


Fidelma modified her stern expression. ‘And you, of course, want to put the care and rest for the horses first? Otherwise you would have delayed the journey to Imleach?’


For a moment Enda looked embarrassed and then realised the humour in her eyes.


The old innkeeper intervened and saved him finding a response. ‘If it is a cold meal that you prefer I have some salted venison, hard-boiled goose eggs, and a salad with green leaves, watercress, salad burnet and wild garlic mixed with the shoots of recently flowered hawthorn. Alternatively, there is leek, softened, if it is a sharp taste that you are wanting. There is plenty of fruit and honey to follow, or warm barley cakes flavoured to your taste.’


‘Nothing heavy for me,’ Fidelma assured the innkeeper. ‘We still have some riding to do, whether we go to the abbey or back to Cashel.’


‘But we’ll have another jug of ale,’ Enda called as Aona made for the kitchen of the inn after his grandson.


There was a short silence when they were left alone.


‘I would have preferred to rest this night in Cashel.’ Fidelma addressed her companions quietly. ‘I have a feeling that we might be delayed awhile by this matter before returning.’


‘You are too anxious,’ Eadulf rebuked her. ‘The death of a foreign bishop does not necessarily mean there is a responsibility on the abbey or the kingdom.’


‘All going well, we could still be in Cashel by this evening,’ Enda agreed. ‘Even at a relaxed pace it would not take us long to reach the abbey.’


In that he was right. The road that way was well kept by pilgrims as well as the merchant traffic going to and from the old abbey. It was classed under law as a ramat, a road leading to a noble’s fortress. It was appropriate that Ailbe’s abbey was called Imleach Iubhair, ‘the borderland of yew’, because the rounded, heavy-branched growths dominated the area, stretching down to the little lake beside which the abbey had been built. The yews were strong, the most durable of trees, with their curved needle-covered branches from which bows were cut both by hunters and warriors. Along the verges of the road that ran between them, were clusters of thorn bushes, forming hedgerows and crossing open spaces. There were whitethorn and hawthorn on which were emerging, among the shiny, dark green leaves, little clusters of flowers. As the month progressed these would swell into beautiful white speckled flowers with yellow centres. It was a sure sign that early summer was on the way.


In more open spaces, along the dry banks, were hoary cress. In childhood Fidelma had learnt that you could, at this time of year, grind the seeds for seasoning various foods. The presence of the cress indicated the nearness of water, and now and then the three riders saw the reflection of the lowering afternoon sun on fast-flowing streams, lighting small specks of damselfly hovering and darting along the surface. The area boasted a tiny lake and at least five deep wells of pure sweet water rising from the distant mountains and hills. Their presence was undoubtedly what attracted the Blessed Ailbe and his followers to form their community here.


In the sky a few predator birds searched for a late meal. Dominant among them were the long, pointed wings of merlins, searching for stretches of moorlands where their hunting skills could be used at their best. Here and there were a few feral goats, with straight spreading horns, feeding on gorse and heather. In the warmer months they were found in high rocky places, but in winter they descended to lower levels. Fidelma reflected it was late in the year for them to be about, foraging so low.


The countryside was not entirely deserted by man. They saw a couple of religious, recognisable by their clothing, fishing a stream. As the waters were low and shallow, she suspected the men were from the abbey and not after salmon but the eel-like náid, or lampreys. They were a favourite dish of Abbot Cuán, although an acquired taste.


The abbey itself was situated on a slight rise to the north side of the highway. This was the main gate, and the abbey buildings ascended this rise, while immediately to the south was a long, low-lying hill called the Hill of the Cairn, which was used for a burial ground exclusively for the dead of the abbey and was known as the ‘tombs of the blest’. The road ran on, passing a small lake towards the west.


Fidelma and her companions approached the familiar old, grey limestone entrance buildings, which had been the first to be erected at the front of the abbey, over a century before the subsequent abbots had determined that the entire complex would one day arise in stone as befitted the premier abbey of the kingdom. However, a lot was still to be achieved and Abbot Cuán, on his appointment less than a year before, had determined that it would be entirely rebuilt before he died. Half of the abbey was now reported to be constructed in stone, while the rest still remained in their original wooden form.


Fidelma and her companions turned up the slight rise in the track, which ran past the main gates. There seemed no sign of anything untoward but every now and then, as the wind blew, a faint but pungent smell of burnt wood permeated the air. There looked to be no gatekeeper to welcome them and the great oak doors remained closed.


It was Enda who edged his horse forward towards the bell rope and, reaching forward, tugged at it three times. The distant clang of the bell resonated from beyond the walls. Only a short time passed before there was movement at the top of the wall over the arched gates and a head appeared as if to examine who was without. It was gone before Enda could shout up their identity.


Enda was about to tug the bell again when one of the great wooden doors began to move. A man clad in religious robes slid forward through this aperture to face them. Young looking, of average height and with straw-coloured hair and pale features, he regarded them with light, almost colourless eyes. His brows were drawn together in a frown as he examined them and then his thin lips broke in a smile as he recognised them.


‘Fidelma of Cashel!’ he exclaimed. ‘I thought I was not mistaken when I looked down just now.’


She returned his smile. ‘It has been nearly a year, Brother Mac Raith.’ 


‘And at that time we were in the land of the Uí Fidgente with our lives in danger,’ the young man affirmed.


‘Now you are the new rechtaire, the chief steward of this abbey?’


‘And Cuán is now our abbot,’ Brother Mac Raith added, before turning to Fidelma’s companions. ‘Salvete,’ he greeted warmly. ‘Receperint, amicis meis epularer. You are all most welcome.’


Eadulf and Enda returned the greeting in traditional fashion.


The steward stood to one side, gesturing them to come forward with one hand while shouting to unseen companions to open the doors widely to allow them to enter into a large courtyard with their horses. One of the brethren, a burly man who, by his clothing, was clearly the echaire, the master of the stables, led two stable lads forward to take the horses as the visitors dismounted.


‘It is good to see you again, lady,’ Brother Mac Raith was saying as he led them towards the main building of the abbey across the courtyard. ‘I think the abbot will want to greet you immediately. Your arrival will do much to alleviate the anxiety that has been laid upon this abbey.’


There was no disguising the unease and fretfulness that the steward exuded in spite of the friendliness of his greetings.


‘We have heard of the fire,’ Fidelma said. ‘I gather the accident has cost the life of a visiting bishop. We have ridden here from Ara’s Well to see if there was any help we can render; otherwise we would have been on our way to Cashel.’


Brother Mac Raith’s response was a worried grimace. ‘Abbot Cuán will be doubly heartened by your arrival then. Perhaps it will be best if I take you and your companions immediately to him? For the moment, leave your bags and horses with Brother Sígeal, our master of the stables.’


The steward motioned them to follow him, quite neglecting the usual ritual greeting ceremony: the washing of feet and hands of travellers entering an abbey community. This did not go unnoticed by Fidelma, who gauged it as an indication of the man’s concern so did not mention it. The steward hurried, in almost ungainly fashion, up a flight of stone steps to an upper level and along a dark corridor to what Fidelma dimly recalled from past visits as the abbot’s quarters. The concern of the steward did not go unnoticed by Eadulf or by Enda either. They shot meaningful glances towards Fidelma as they came to a halt before an oak door. Here the steward paused and knocked and, on instruction from beyond, he slipped quickly inside. Only a moment passed before he flung open the door again and beckoned them forward.


The bent figure of Abbot Cuán was already coming out from behind his big desk with the aid of his stout walking stick. There was a smile of welcome mixed with relief on his features.


‘Let no man say that God does not answer his prayers when he is in dire need,’ he greeted her. ‘You are most welcome, Fidelma of Cashel, and you, Eadulf, and Enda also. You have all been remembered fondly in my thoughts from our time among the Uí Fidgente. Your arrival is opportune.’


Abbot Cuán, who was short in stature, was inclined to look even smaller, being bent over his walking stick. Fidelma remembered that he had broken his leg in a fall from his horse years before. The break had not healed well and left him with a limp and a reliance on his stick. He was inclined to be fleshy and pale of skin and his hair was a nondescript brown, his eyes dark. His hair grew in tufts around the tonsure of the Blessed John. His features always reminded Fidelma of the mournful look of a dog that knew it had done wrong in the eyes of its master and was now looking for signs of forgiveness, although she knew that this was entirely misleading. The hint of his true character was in his gentle but firm commanding tone.


They had been through much together and so they shared a camaraderie that their social positions would not have entirely explained. They had shared dangers before the peace was finally made with Prince Donnenach of the Uí Fidgente and Fidelma’s brother, Colgú of Cashel. Cuán had been airsecnap or Deputy Abbot of Imleach then, and Brother Mac Raith had been one of the scribes. A conspiracy that had led to the death of Abbot Ségdae, which involved the previous steward, Brother Tuamán, had brought them all together during the previous year.


‘We were at Ara’s Well, on our way to Cashel, when we heard that you had had a fire and a fatality,’ Fidelma replied to his greeting. ‘So we came here to be of service to you.’


Brother Mac Raith was arranging chairs for them to be seated while the abbot resumed his chair and put his stick aside.


‘The fire was in one of the remaining wooden structures at the back of these abbey buildings,’ Abbot Cuán explained without preamble. His voice was tired and dry as though he were repeating words that he had used several times before. ‘It was the original guest house, which was due to be pulled down and rebuilt in stone. I know what you will ask, Fidelma. It was the choice of our distinguished visitor to stay there rather than in our new stone-built guest accommodation.’


Fidelma stared at him in surprise.


‘Our guest said that a wooden house is warmer and more comfortable than the stone buildings,’ the steward explained. ‘He said he found the wooden building more equitable to his health and comfort.’


‘Who was he?’ she queried.


‘He was a Frank: Bishop Brodulf of Luxovium,’ replied the steward.


‘He perished in the fire,’ confirmed the abbot. ‘I would like to say a few words about the fire itself before I explain about this bishop.’


Fidelma noted that the abbot did not seem unusually upset by the death of a bishop in his abbey. She waited for him to continue.


‘Although we have had some rain in recent days, I must assume the wood of the guest house was dry, for there was no stopping the flames when they erupted. I have to say that we did all we could to extinguish them.’


‘Do you know how the conflagration was ignited?’ Eadulf asked, coming to the point impatiently.


Abbot Cuán sighed as if exhausted. ‘We have not learnt yet. Brother Áedh, who leads a small group of the brethren, having learnt how to deal with fires, is investigating. The flames were seen only when it was too late to quell them. Usually, the waters around here are sufficient for Brother Áedh and his small band of followers to extinguish any conflagration before it becomes serious. Since our community has expanded in recent decades, the task is difficult. Now we have scholars from many kingdoms come here to study. We are looked upon as the principal religious centre of the kingdom. It is true that my predecessor was persuaded to obtain a few of those hand-held water pumps, which it is said that Ctesibius of Alexandria developed, but they are of little use against such large fires.’


‘With respect, I think that we deviate from the important matter,’ Fidelma interposed in a heavy tone.


Abbot Cuán bowed his head. ‘I am sorry. I am probably trying to justify why we were unable to save our distinguished guest from this inferno. The flames spread quickly, as Brother Áedh will explain.’


‘And this Bishop Brodulf was the only fatality?’ Fidelma pressed.


‘He was the only one in the guest house and the only fatality, although we have several among the brethren and the volunteers from among the builders who suffered burns in their attempts to douse the flames. We thought our guest might have escaped, and only after the flames subsided did we realise he had perished. We thought our guest house was safe from fire.’


‘There is no such place as one safe from fire,’ Eadulf pointed out. ‘Buildings will contain wood and pitch and all other combustible materials. Those water pumps that you mention are no use. I have seen them in my travels and I know they can spray too little water to have any effect on extinguishing a fierce flame.’


‘We were talking about the fatality,’ Fidelma pointed out, the iciness of her tone showing her irritation at not getting to the facts she wanted. ‘Who was this Bishop Brodulf?’


‘As I said, he was a visitor to this abbey from Luxovium.’


‘Luxovium?’ Fidelma frowned, trying to place the name.


‘It is in Burgundia, a kingdom of the Franks. Luxovium is one of the communities that was founded by our own Blessed Columbán.’


‘We have been to Burgundia,’ Eadulf reminded Fidelma. ‘Two years ago, we accompanied Abbot Ségdae and other prelates to an abbey in Burgundia called Autun.’


‘Ah, yes, it was a council where it was decided that the Rule of Benedict should be the normal rule in abbeys and religious communities,’ Fidelma remembered thoughtfully. ‘I attended there as an adviser to our representatives on the incompatibility of our laws and governances with these new Roman laws.’


‘Since the Romans took over the New Faith as the state religion, they expect all Christians to accept Roman Law in return,’ Abbot Cuán almost sneered. ‘As if a thousand years of culture can be overturned by a decision of the majority from another culture.’


‘Was it about the decision at Autun that brought this bishop here?’ Eadulf frowned.


‘In a way. He came here to see our theology and methods of instruction, knowing that we had refused many of the decisions of those supporting the Roman councils.’


‘Luxovium, as you say, was where Columbán established one of his early communities,’ Fidelma reflected. ‘I heard about it when I was in Bobium, which Columbán also established. I was told that Luxovium was the old sanctuary of a Gaulish river goddess, Souconna, a sacred place of the Old Faith, where there were hot and cold springs. Columbán and his followers probably set up their community there because of that.’


‘Is Luxovium still governed by missionaries from this land?’ Eadulf asked. ‘That would explain why a bishop from that abbey travelled here.’


‘The Frankish kings have accepted Rome,’ Abbot Cuán corrected dourly. ‘Columbán and his followers were expelled from the area because they were celebrating the Paschal rites as we were taught to do in this kingdom.’


‘You are right, lady,’ Brother Mac Raith agreed. ‘It was to Bobium that Columbán and his followers fled when they were exiled from Luxovium. The religious there were replaced only by those who swore adherence to the new Roman rites.’


‘So why would this bishop be visiting here, especially since you have rejected the rules decided at Autun?’


‘Bishop Brodulf certainly lost no opportunity to remonstrate with our scholars about our beliefs and interpretation,’ the abbot agreed. ‘I believe he came here with the explicit authority of the Frankish king, Clotaire, a descendant of the very king who exiled Columbán from Luxovium.’


‘We met Clotaire at the council in Autun,’ Fidelma remembered. ‘He is not someone to insult lightly. So this bishop implied he had authority from Clotaire to visit here?’


‘Whatever authority he had, Bishop Brodulf was not a welcome visitor to this abbey,’ Brother Mac Raith remarked. They stared at him, surprised by the dislike in his voice.


‘All should be welcome providing they do not abuse the laws of hospitality,’ Fidelma pointed out sharply.


‘Abuse? That is exactly what Bishop Brodulf did,’ the steward returned, defensively.


It was the abbot who explained.


‘Bishop Brodulf did so verbally, even insulting the Cáin Ailbe, by whose rules and precepts we run our community.’


‘I cannot see what more we could do to maintain fraternity and equanimity between us,’ the steward added. ‘But when these foreigners call us pagans and unbelievers, it is hard to maintain a sense of brotherliness.’


‘You used a plural: “these foreigners”,’ Fidelma pointed out.


‘The bishop came with two companions,’ the abbot explained. ‘Both were from Burgundia.’


‘Did they manage to escape the flames? Were they among those who are injured?’


Abbot Cuán shook his head. ‘They had separate accommodation in the main guest quarters in the rebuilt part of the abbey.’


‘So who was with the bishop in the wooden guest house, if not his companions?’


‘He was alone,’ Brother Mac Raith answered quickly. ‘It was by his own wish and instruction. He informed me that his rank entitled him to his own accommodation and not one to be shared with those of lesser rank.’


Abbot Cuán shrugged, seeming to express sadness. ‘Brother Mac Raith quotes his words exactly. I would say that this bishop possessed the fault of arrogance.’


‘Those of lesser rank?’ Fidelma mused thoughtfully. ‘Who were these two companions from Burgundia who were travelling with him?’


‘One is named Deacon Landric and the other Brother Charibert. He treated them like servants rather than companions.’


‘So, this bishop was alone in the guest house when the flames enveloped it?’


‘That is so,’ Brother Mac Raith confirmed.


‘If this bishop was sanctioned to come here by the Frankish king, Clotaire,’ murmured Eadulf, ‘then it is imperative to find explanations for his death.’


‘We must ensure whether there is, or is not, a fault that would give rise to any claims by the Frankish king,’ Fidelma decided. ‘If there is a whisper of a fault, then Clotaire would lose no time in demanding compensation. The task of the abbey is to make sure that everything has been done that could have been done to save Bishop Brodulf from perishing in the flames. Otherwise, it might lead to a dispute involving the two kingdoms that could escalate into war.’
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Abbot Cuán decided that his steward, Brother Mac Raith, should conduct the visitors without delay to the site of the ruins of the guest house. Fidelma realised that the abbot avoided any unnecessary walking due to his injured leg. Brother Mac Raith now led them through passages into areas where some stone buildings were clearly very new. These were interspersed among some of the oldest of the stone structures, such as the chapel. The steward proudly pointed out one almost as large as the chapel, which was the praintech, the refectory. Opposite that was the scriptorium, the library. Nearby, they were told, was the entrance to the newly built guest apartments. Fidelma was impressed to see how the old abbey had been expanded.


They crossed a courtyard with a small fountain and proceeded through a stone arch. Here, the buildings changed dramatically. There were several wooden buildings on either side of a long broad stretch, almost like a road. The steward was especially proud to indicate that some of these were the students’ quarters. These stood on the right and comprised two long wooden cabins, each of a single storey; one being for the male students and the other for the female students. Like other famous conhospitae, such as Mungairit and Lios Mór, the abbey of Imleach could also boast scholars from many kingdoms attending under the guidance of their professors and studying with various teachers.


Brother Mac Raith made a point of stating that a significant number of students were Angles and Saxons. Many had recently arrived following the decision made at Streonshalh to accept the Roman doctrines and reject the Irish rites.


The buildings on their left, opposite the students’ quarters, needed no explanation from the steward. Here were a number of artisan buildings being worked by members of the abbey of both sexes. There were leather workers, shoemakers, carpenters and brewers making cider from barrels of apples. Even potters had their place among them, while at the end was a coffin maker. A smith was at work at his forge outside. Then there were weavers, embroiderers and others doing needlework. There were also constructions here that were obviously for food storage and other preparations.


Standing nearby was an apothecary, marked clearly by the sign outside. This was an image of an echlasc, or short horse whip, above the door. Why this had become a symbol for those practising the healing arts seemed to be because, under ancient law, it was required that a physician should be provided with a good horse to travel to wherever patients needed him. The symbolic removal of the echlasc meant the removal of the authority to practise the healing arts.


At this point, Fidelma and Eadulf came to a halt at the change of scenery. It was quite a surprise for them to survey an almost limitless building site with the sounds of work rising from it. There appeared great activity, with groups of workmen plying their various crafts. Sturdy oxen loaded with baskets filled with limestone blocks from some quarry or store stood waiting patiently in line for their burdens to be unloaded. It surprised Fidelma that there were still many wooden buildings and that, in spite of a few isolated stretches of a half-constructed palisade, the area was more or less open to the surrounding woods.


It seemed two tracks, one on the west and the other on the east, gave the builders access to the site. Brother Mac Raith explained that the builders had set up a main work camp a short distance away on the western side among the yew trees. The camp was for the artisans and general labourers to store or make special items for the work, and also contained their living quarters. Opposite, towards the east, there were fenced fields and paddocks constructed for the numerous oxen or asses used to transport heavy loads of stone and wood to and from the building site.


Brother Mac Raith noted with satisfaction the visitors’ impressed expressions.


‘Abbot Cuán is determined that when he surrenders the abbacy at the end of his life . . . God give him a long and fruitful one . . . he will leave the abbey fully built in stone and the new buildings will be observed with awe and pride by future generations as befits the premier abbey of the kingdom.’


‘There appears to be a lot of work still going on in spite of the fire. Are the majority of the builders members of the brethren?’ Eadulf asked.


‘We have not yet attracted enough brethren with all the talents that are needed to rebuild such a community,’ the steward replied, shaking his head. ‘Talented workers in stone and wood are scarce, especially those needed to erect such imposing edifices. However, we have been able to contract the services of a great master builder named Sítae.’


If this name was meant to provoke a reaction from Fidelma or Eadulf, the steward was disappointed.


‘I was thinking that there is a propensity on a building site to accidents,’ Eadulf observed. ‘A smouldering piece of wood, something inflammable . . .?’


Brother Mac Raith seemed immediately protective of the master builder’s reputation.


‘In the time that Sítae’s men have worked here, there have been no fires,’ he declared firmly before realising what he had said.


‘Until now,’ Fidelma replied dryly. ‘As Eadulf observes, in such large-scale works it is inevitable that there will accidents. It is the law of averages.’


‘This is true,’ the steward admitted reluctantly. ‘But there have been few even minor injuries among the builders. One does expect some injuries due to falling masonry and such like. We have been blest with few serious injuries and no deaths. Sítae’s artisans are to be highly praised.’


‘I could not help noticing the exquisite craftsmanship of the woodwork and the carving, especially in the abbot’s chamber,’ Fidelma granted. ‘You have an exceptional carver of red yew. The carpentry is some of the best I have seen.’


‘Ah, that is the work of the master carpenter, Cú Choille.’


Eadulf smiled at the name. ‘Doesn’t that mean “the hound of the wood”?’ he queried. ‘That is an appropriate name for a wood carver.’


‘He is responsible for all the special red yew carvings you see around you, on the doors and other places. Cú Choille, like Sítae, was a pedant on safety measures when he was in charge of overseeing the team that worked in wood.’


‘When he was in charge of the workers in wood?’ Eadulf caught the inflection.


‘Sítae informed me that Cú Choille had to leave yesterday to return to his home for some personal reason.’


Fidelma raised an eyebrow: ‘You say that he left yesterday?’


‘Yes, lady. Sítae will have a hard task to find another as excellent as he was.’


‘I presume that his home is not near here?’


‘I believe he came from a southern peninsula among the sandstone mountains of An Ceaoha. He was a rare craftsman, whose work will be a great feature of this abbey for many centuries to come.’


‘I am sure it will be, judging by the care that I observe,’ Fidelma agreed. ‘It is so beautifully done. Why did he leave? Did you complete his contract?’


The steward stared at Fidelma for a moment and then a smile spread across his face as he realised her possible thought. ‘I saw him first thing yesterday morning and he left after noon. The fire at the guest house occurred in the early hours of this morning. There were no accidents with wood being set alight during the time he was here. I can assure you of that.’


Fidelma shrugged. ‘I was not implying anything. I just need to be clear about the sequences of events. So let us move on to the ruins of the guest house and you can explain as we go.’


Even if Fidelma, Eadulf and Enda had been insensitive to the acrid smell of freshly burnt wood, mixed with a curious pungent and unpleasant caustic combination of scorched and incinerated materials, the blackened oblong area to which the steward was leading them clearly showed them where the burnt house had stood. The blackened area indicated the dimensions of the building that had formerly stood on its own. There was also space at the back where the building was separated by a stretch of ground from the palisade wall.


There was, indeed, little left of the building. Only one or two charred heavy supports and beams stood upright. These remained in isolation, showing that the building had once had a first floor and the oddly shaped remains of a much-reduced wall were evident to one side. In another corner was the charred evidence of a stone construction, which Fidelma had no difficulty in recognising had once been a small oven.


Fidelma and her companions stood in silence as they examined the blackened pile. Fidelma mentally took in the dimensions of the remains, counting the number of deis-ceim measurements indicated by each wall. The place had been about the equivalent of eight metres by five. She knew that the law actually set out what dimensions were allowed for such buildings.


‘I presume that the body has been removed?’ she asked, glancing at the piles of incinerated material.


Brother Mac Raith grimaced in distaste. ‘What remained has been taken to our physician, Brother Anlón. But it did not need a physician to confirm Bishop Brodulf was dead.’


‘In a suspicious death—’ Eadulf begun pedantically, but Fidelma interrupted him.


‘The law treats all deaths by fire as worthy of being scrutinised by a physician so that the circumstances of the death are not made on presumptions alone.’


Brother Mac Raith shifted his weight uncomfortably. ‘Well, Brother Anlón is highly proficient in medical knowledge. He will probably have examined the body by now.’


‘We will have a word with him in a moment.’ Fidelma cast her gaze back to the blackened pile that had been the house. ‘Where was the body found?’


The steward pointed to an area that Fidelma, by the general shape of the building, assessed would be at the back.


‘So Bishop Brodulf was found away from the main door?’


‘It is only a guess, lady, but I would say that he would have been in the bed chamber when he became a victim of the fire. That would have been on the upper floor. That floor collapsed to the lower level as a result of the fire. The body was found on a burnt wooden frame, which was probably the remains of the bed.’


‘So he was in bed when the fire erupted and was overcome by fumes?’ Eadulf asked quickly.


Brother Mac Raith responded with an eloquent shrug. It seemed that he was not prepared, or not knowledgeable enough, to respond.


‘You seem to be saying that he was overwhelmed by the fire while in his bed and died before he could get up?’ Eadulf reiterated. ‘Doesn’t that seem strange?’


‘I am not competent to answer,’ the steward replied.


‘This guest house had two floors, then?’ Fidelma asked. ‘But there was no one else here when the fire started?’


‘As Abbot Cuán explained, the bishop insisted that this guest house was his alone,’ affirmed the steward. ‘It was his choice. He was using a bedroom on the second storey at the back, just above there . . . so when the floor collapsed . . .’ He shrugged and pointed once again to where the body had been found.


Fidelma was thoughtful. ‘And you said that even his companions could not be accommodated here because they were considered of lesser status?’


‘You will have to speak with Deacon Landric, who accompanied him, as to why the bishop insisted on isolation,’ Brother Mac Raith replied.


‘Has it been ascertained where the fire began?’ Fidelma then asked.


‘Apart from removing the body of the bishop, Brother Áedh, who is our expert on such matters, has presented no report for the moment. I expect him to join us shortly. I would say, from the little I know, it is most likely that the fire would start in the kitchen area. An ember from the kitchen fire might have sparked, setting alight something that could easily catch fire, like dry wood or the tar that insulates the boards of the house. You can see the remains of the stone fireplace.’


He pointed to a corner where there was a blackened construction of stone and clay. Fidelma frowned as she examined the scorched remains.


‘Is it not remarkable that, if the fire started there, on the lower floor and at the opposite end of the building to the bishop’s bedroom, and with the bishop asleep in his bed, the flames spread so rapidly that they engulfed him before he could save himself?’


Once again the steward dismissed the question with a shrug. ‘I am not competent to judge such matters, lady,’ he added. ‘Brother Áedh is the person to speak to. He is in charge of a group of the brethren that are trained to stand ready to fight any fires that occur. Áedh himself suggested organising this group as a precaution, in view of all the building work taking place.’


Fidelma tried to control the momentary smile as she realised the name Áedh actually meant ‘fire’. ‘I trust he was not one of the firefighters who were injured during the conflagration?’


‘There was some scorching to his hands, but nothing serious. A couple of his men were likewise injured, and two of the builders who tried to help, but none seriously.’


‘If you can point me to where we may find your physician, then after that we must find this Brother Áedh,’ she said. ‘Also, someone should be placed here to keep an eye on this area to make sure no one touches anything until we have examined it again. Enda can help in that.’


The young warrior immediately agreed; he had been feeling useless with no task to do.


Brother Mac Raith was surprised when Fidelma said that she and Eadulf already knew where to find the physician. They went to do so, allowing the steward freedom to go in search of Brother Áedh.


Fidelma and Eadulf remembered that building where they had noticed the echlasc symbol outside. Now, a tall young man stood at the door. Fidelma thought he had the look of a chief mourner at a funeral. He was extremely thin, with hands that had long tapering fingers, almost skeletal, showing clearly below the folded sleeves of his robes. He had a long face with pale skin and eyelids like hoods, that seemed constantly closed except to open briefly when interest was aroused, showing his dark eyes.


‘Brother Anlón?’ she queried.


‘You are the dálaigh come to examine the remains of the foreign bishop?’ Even his voice was mournful, except when he came to the end of a sentence, which was marked by a slight lifting in tone.


‘I am Fidelma of Cashel,’ she replied solemnly. She was surprised that the physician already knew of her arrival and intention.


‘No need for surprise,’ the young man smiled wanly. ‘In this place, news is like a breath of wind being blown swiftly. I watched Brother Mac Raith showing you the remains of the old guest house where the foreign bishop met his death. Therefore, who else would you be?’


He stood aside and motioned them to enter. The smells and odours were familiar, as both Fidelma and Eadulf had spent many hours in the apothecary of her late mentor, Brother Conchobhair, at Cashel. The pungent smell of herbs, so strong it was almost suffocating, made her catch her breath. At the far end of the room something black and disfigured was stretched on a table and, as much as she had seen death, Fidelma found herself trying not to focus on it unless she had to.


‘I suppose there is little one can say about a person who has perished in a fire,’ Eadulf began as he followed her inside. He had studied the healing arts at the medical school of Tuaim Brecain, but never completed his studies. Even so, he still carried his lés, or medical bag, on his travels and his knowledge had often been of importance to Fidelma in her investigations. Eadulf glanced at the remnants of the corpse. ‘There was not much left to examine. All one can do is hope that the fumes or even the heat eliminated the air so that it would cause the victim to be rendered insensible before the end. It is a grim way to die.’


A scowl of disapproval crossed the pale features of Brother Anlón. ‘I am willing to stand aside and let your own physician make his examination,’ he said sharply to Fidelma.


Fidelma glanced irritably at Eadulf, who now realised that the physician had taken his comment the wrong way.


‘I was but expressing an assumption and, not being a qualified physician, I would make no deductions,’ he said hastily.


‘In this case it would not have mattered what assumptions you might make.’


They stared at the tall pale physician, puzzled by the comment.


‘Why so?’ Fidelma demanded.


‘Because the bishop was dead before the fire started,’ came the flat reply.


There was a moment’s surprised silence before Fidelma asked: ‘How have you reached this conclusion?’


Brother Anlón turned to a nearby work bench and picked up a long bent and discoloured objected. It was blackened by burning. The physician held it out towards them. In spite of its burnt and twisted shape, they could recognise it clearly as some sort of knife whose handle had been burnt off, although the blade was clear enough to identify its purpose.


‘A dagger?’ Eadulf asked unnecessarily.


The physician gave him an almost pitying glance. ‘A dagger,’ he confirmed with irony. ‘The foreign bishop was stabbed through the heart with this dagger before the flames started.’


‘Are you saying that—’ Fidelma began.


‘I am saying that Bishop Brodulf was stabbed to death before there was an attempt to have the body consumed by fire,’ Brother Anlón replied flatly. ‘The bishop was murdered.’
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They had barely time to absorb the implication of the physician’s statement before Brother Mac Raith entered.


‘I have Brother Áedh outside,’ he announced. ‘He says that he has examined the site and has drawn some conclusions about the cause of the fire and how it was able to spread so quickly. The master builder, Sítae, is also outside and obviously wants to hear Brother Áedh’s report.’


Fidelma was silent a moment before she turned to Brother Anlón.


‘You will keep your medical report to yourself until I have had time to discuss the matter with the abbot.’


The physician indicated his assent with a gesture of his head.


There were two men waiting outside. One was clad in the robes of the brethren. He was a young man, sturdy of build with an athletic appearance. There seemed an excitable quality about his features, which suited his mass of ginger, curling hair and darting bright blue eyes; eyes that never seemed to stay focused on any one object.


The second man was older than the other. There was a tough quality to his features. He wore a sleeveless faded leather jerkin, which did not hide the muscular arms and barrel chest, his weather-beaten torso carrying scars one would associate with warriors and battle. He had a shock of black, unkempt hair, and dark eyes that seemed like black orbs without pupils. His features were given an added sinister quality by a nose that had been broken at some stage. His appearance spoke of a life spent out of doors, and there was something about his manner that made clear he was used to giving orders. He was the first to speak.


‘I am Sítae. I am the ollamh-ailtire.’


Fidelma sensed a hostile quality in his tone.


‘All the demolition and rebuilding is in my charge,’ he went on quickly. ‘I am here to make clear to you that the wooden guest house was not under my jurisdiction. My builders were not due to start work on demolishing that building until after the foreign bishop and his party had left the abbey.’


‘You will have time to express your opinions shortly.’ Fidelma matched his aggressive approach with indifference. ‘As a dálaigh, I will make my first task to hear how the fire started and other details from Brother Áedh. I am informed that Brother Áedh is in charge of keeping the abbey buildings safe from fire.’


The younger man immediately shook his head.


‘There is no such thing as a building that is safe from fire,’ he corrected pedantically. ‘I am sure the master builder here would agree. Stone can be a better deterrent to fire than wood, but all buildings are constructed with some elements of combustible material. Whether by stone or by wood, there are always additional flammable materials: wood, straw, wattle, daub. So neither material is truly safe from igniting to some extent or another.’


Eadulf smiled briefly, for he had pointed out the same thing shortly before to Abbot Cuán.
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