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‘Rich helpings of evil and tension with lively and varied characters’ Historical Novels Review


‘The detail of the books is fascinating, giving us a vivid picture of everyday life at this time . . . the most detailed and vivid recreations of ancient Ireland’ Irish Examiner


‘Definitely an Ellis Peters competitor’ Evening Standard 


‘This is masterly storytelling from an author who breathes fascinating life into the world he is writing about’ Belfast Telegraph
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About the Book


Sister Fidelma returns in this brand-new 7th-century Irish mystery by Peter Tremayne, acclaimed author of THE SECOND DEATH and PENANCE OF THE DAMNED.


IRELAND, 671 AD. On the eve of the pagan feast of Samhain, Brother Eadulf and the warrior, Aidan, discover a man murdered in an unlit pyre in the heart of Cashel. He has been dressed in the robes of a religieux and killed by the ritualistic ‘three deaths’. 


When a strange woman known as Brancheó appears in a raven-feather cloak foretelling of ancient gods returning to exact revenge upon the mortal world, she is quickly branded a suspect.


But in their search for the killer, Sister Fidelma and Eadulf will soon discover a darker shadow looming over the fortress. For their investigation is linked to a book stolen from the Papal Secret Archives which could destroy the New Faith in the Five Kingdoms . . . and Fidelma’s own brother, the King, will find himself in mortal danger before the case is unravelled.




In memory of my ‘anam cara’


DOROTHEA CHEESMUR ELLIS


(11 September 1940–30 March 2016)


There was a Door to which I found no Key:


There was a Veil through which I could not see


Some little talk awhile of Me and Thee


There was – and then no more of Thee and Me.


Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám


transl. Edward FitzGerald




Quomodo cecidisti de caelo lucifer qui mane oriebaris corruisti in terram qui vulnerabas gentes.


How art thou fallen from heaven O Lucifer, son of the morning! How art thou cut down to the ground, which did weaken the nations!


Isaiah 14-12


Vulgate Latin translation of Jerome 4th century




PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


Sister Fidelma of Cashel, a dálaigh or advocate of the law courts of 7th-century Ireland
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The events in this story follow in chronological sequence from Penance of the Damned. The year is AD 671 and it is the end of the month known in Old Irish as Mí Forba, the month of completion. This equates with modern October. This was considered the last month of the old Celtic year.


The following month was Cet Gaimrid, the ‘first of winter’, which is, of course, November. The ancient Irish, like their Indo-European cousins, the Hindus, believed that the year started in a period of darkness and eventually wakened into light. So the end of summer was marked by the pagan feast of Samhain (sam = summer and fuin = end of). It was one of the four great festivals of the Celtic year. The Irish, like all the Celtic peoples, marked the passage of time by nights followed by days – and so their celebrations began during the night.


Samhain was a time when the start of the dark period was marked by the building of bonfires; a festival of light, with attendant rituals, to ward off the dangers that darkness brought. Samhain was also a time of spiritual danger, for it was then that the borders between the natural and supernatural worlds ceased to exist; a time when those who had been wronged could return from the Otherworld to wreak vengeance on the living; a time of primeval chaos.


The early Christians found such pre-Christian beliefs hard to suppress until Pope Gregory I (AD 590–604) instructed that pre-Christian beliefs and sacred sites should be Christianised simply by re-dedicating them to the New Faith instead of attempting to destroy them. The Roman Christians had already begun to hold a special festival for their martyred dead and Pope Boniface IV (AD 608–615), who had consecrated the Pantheon as a new Christian church in honour of these martyrs, had set aside 1 May as All Saints’ Day.


However, in AD 834 Pope Sergius II found that most people in Western Europe were not observing this feast day, preferring to observe the more ancient pre-Christian festival of Samhain at the start of winter, in memory of the dead. He therefore transferred the feast day to 1 November, naming it All Souls’ Day. As the Anglo-Saxon word for ‘saint’ was halig it also became known as All Hallows’ Day in the English-speaking world, and the evening before thereby has become Hallowe’en.


As diluted as the rituals of the modern Hallowe’en have become, it is still remembered as the one night of the year that great spiritual danger threatens the living by the Shades from the Otherworld.


It should be noted that, in spite of Fidelma’s earnest hope expressed towards the end of this story that Christian abbots and bishops would not always enjoy secular power as princes, at least three of her own Eóghanacht descendants were King-Bishops of Muman (Munster). These were Fedelmid, son of Crimthainn (d. AD 846), Ólchobar, son of Cináeda (d. AD 851) and, most famous of all, Cormac, son of Cuilennáin (d. AD 908).




CHAPTER ONE
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There were some who said that old Pothinus Maturis had been one of the officials of the Lateran Palace since the Emperor Constantine had given it in perpetuity to the Bishop of Rome. That was obviously not so, because the Emperor’s allegiance to the New Faith and his declaration that it become the Faith of the empire was three centuries earlier to the very day that Pothinus Maturis entered service in the Lateran Palace. It had taken him twenty-five years to attain the position of Praecipuus of the Archivum Secretum of the Sacrosancta Laternensis ecclesia omnium urbis et orbis ecclesiarum mater et caput . . . the palace of the Holy Father of the Universal Church of Christ.


Praecipuus Pothinus was now an elderly man. He was almost a recluse in the palace for he spoke to none and had made no friends in all the years that he had worked among the archives. He was a sober, reflective man, keeping his own counsel and guarding the archives as if they were the very Gates of Heaven.


Only the most senior officials of the papal palace were allowed into the archive, which had been constructed behind the old Basilica. Constantine himself had ordered its construction when he had the stables of the imperial horse-guard barracks demolished after the guards had not shown sufficient loyalty to their Emperor. The archives remained secure, set apart from the rest of the ecclesiastical buildings. The documents contained in the Archivum Secretum justified their place there by virtue of their controversial nature. Most had been declared heretical to the accepted theology after such ideas were overturned by one council or another. Many were gospels that were at odds with those texts chosen to constitute the main fabric of the Faith. Damasus I, as Holy Father, had ordered Eusebius Hieronymus Sophronius to translate and compile the chosen texts into a Latin standard which would be the Biblos, the sacred foundation for the faithful.


Praecipuus Pothinus was proud of his unique position of trust as keeper of the abandoned contentious works which had been rejected as divisive tools which might further split the factions of Christendom. It was because of this, on one particular day, that an astounding thing happened in the Lateran Palace. Those who knew Praecipuus Pothinus by sight could not believe the evidence of their own eyes. The elderly man was witnessed almost running through the corridors of the palace towards the office of the Nomenclator, the chief secretary to His Holiness. The awkward slap of his sandals on the shiny marble floortiles resounded along the corridors and made people stop to stare in awe and concern.


He finally reached his destination – a forbidding oak door. Apparently forgetting all sense of protocol, he did not pause to knock but grasped the brass handle and burst into the room beyond. Only then did he halt before the man seated at the desk in front of him. Praecipuus Pothinus’ shoulders were heaving at the exertion of running; his breath coming in short staccato rasps.


The man at the desk glanced up, startled at the arrival. Even seated, it was obvious that he was tall, with tufts of black hair emerging from under his skullcap. His swarthy skin spoke of one who spent time in the sun of Rome and not just in the darkened interiors of the ecclesiastic buildings. His prominent, aquiline nose would have graced any Roman patrician, especially with the addition of a mouth twisted into a permanent sneer, the thin lips darkened as if artificially coloured. The hooded eyes seemed to carry no place for compassion. Even if the features did not declare his position of authority, the jewels set into the ornate silver cross that hung round his neck, the scarlet tunica of office, the udones, white stockings, and campagi, black slippers, protruding from under the desk, all proclaimed it.


It took a few seconds for him to recover from his surprise and for Praecipuus Pothinus to regain sufficient breath.


‘Gone, Venerable Gelasius!’ Pothinus gasped. ‘It’s gone!’


The Nomenclator sat back and regarded the other man coldly.


‘Gather yourself, Pothinus. Gather yourself and then tell me carefully and explicitly . . . what has gone that you bring yourself unannounced before me in such an unseemly fashion?’


Praecipuus Pothinus sucked in a few more breaths until he was confident that he could express himself clearly.


‘The Sefer Ya’akov,’ he finally managed. ‘It has gone from the archive.’


The Venerable Gelasius frowned. ‘I am no scholar of the Hebrews, Pothinus. What has gone missing?’


‘The Biblos Iakobos.’ The man translated to the Greek before adding, ‘It has gone and—’


The Venerable Gelasius held up a thin, almost delicate hand and glanced around him as if seeking any potential eavesdroppers. ‘We would not want any heretical expression to be overheard by the wrong ears.’


Pothinus waved a hand as if it was of no consequence.


‘The point is that during the night, someone forced an entrance to the archive, got in and stole it. When I came to the archive this morning, I could see an open window and knew that it had been closed when I left. So I began to check the manuscripts and the archives. It did not take me long to see that the section of works in Hebrew and Aramaic had been tampered with. I immediately checked each one against my index and found that the Biblos Iakobos was missing. Of all the books in the archive, that one is the most dangerous to the Faith. What shall we do?’ He began to wring his hands.


‘What shall we do, Praecipuus Pothinus?’ the Venerable Gelasius asked icily. ‘For the factions of heretics who deny the divine birth, that book would be of tremendous support in advancing their cause. It is already hard to suppress all the works that refer to Iakobos as the brother of . . .’ He halted and shrugged. ‘If I recall correctly, this work was purportedly written by Iakobos, or Iacomus as we call him, before he met his death at the hands of the Sanhedrin. The Nazarenes, whom Iacomus led, are still in existence, claiming they are merely part of the Jewish Faith and that Jesus was just a Rabbi.’


‘But what are we to do?’ Praecipuus Pothinus’ voice was almost a wail.


‘You have not spoken of this to anyone?’ the Nomenclator demanded.


‘Not to report the loss of the book. I did question one of the custodes, Licinius.’ The custodes were the military guards of the Lateran Palace. ‘He was on duty last night outside the archives. I simply asked him if he knew whether there had been any suspicious or untoward activity around the building during the night.’


‘Are you sure you did not tell him about the loss of the book?’ Venerable Gelasius insisted.


‘I did not. However, the custodes told me that he had encountered two pilgrims, the worse for our good Italian wine, outside the building. He remonstrated with them on their indecorous behaviour and they eventually left for their hostel.’


‘You speak as though they were foreigners.’


‘They were. Licinius said they were barbarians. He identified them as coming from that western island that gives the Holy Father such problems with the date of the Paschal ceremony, with rites and ritual and even the way religious should dress. They refuse to accept the changes to these matters that the councils of Rome have declared as the more accurate and appropriate. You know – those strange, wild people who prefer their own interpretations of the Faith to the wisdom that Rome can offer them.’


‘You mean the Five Kingdoms of Éire?’ The Venerable Gelasius almost smiled in recollection. ‘I learned much about that country from a woman who was a lawyer of that peculiar race.’


Praecipuus Pothinus looked shocked. ‘A woman? A lawyer?’


‘She had a good deductive mind,’ admitted the Nomenclator thoughtfully.


‘Well, if those barbarians were involved in the theft then they have already fled Rome,’ declared the Praecipuus.


‘How do you know that?’ the Venerable Gelasius asked sharply.


‘Custodes Licinius told me that he had asked these barbarians where they were staying. Their leader told Licinius that they had been celebrating their last night in Rome before beginning the journey back to their godforsaken island.’


Venerable Gelasius shook his head reprovingly at him. ‘No island on this earth is godforsaken, Pothinus. Did this custodes obtain the names of these barbarians?’


‘He tried, but they had strange, foreign names which he did not understand so took no note of. They merely admitted that they were from this western island and the custodes observed that they were not as abstemious as are most pilgrims to our city.’


‘So you believe that they have probably already left Rome?’


‘I would say so. What makes me suspicious is that the custodes observed that the leader carried a book satchel. It is an odd thing to carry when one is out celebrating.’


Venerable Gelasius frowned thoughtfully for a few moments, drumming his fingers on his desk top.


‘Tell no one of this loss until I give you leave. We must not admit it publicly, especially not about so dangerous a document. The contents and the name of its author could destroy all that we have built over the years and call Christendom.’


‘What shall I do then?’ the Praecipuus asked weakly.


‘Forget the entire matter. You may leave it to me to deal with. The loss of the book and this conversation never happened. If you have indexed the book, expunge it. It does not exist. It has never existed.’


The Venerable Gelasius sat for a while in silence after Praecipuus Pothinus had left. It was only a dry cough from the doorway of the adjoining chamber that made him swing around in his chair.


A tall young man, handsome and with a permanent expression of amusement on his features, stood almost lounging in the doorway.


‘You heard all that?’ asked the Nomenclator.


‘I did.’


‘Well, Brother Lucidus, it seems your warning that there might be an attempt on certain manuscripts in our archives was correct, although I did not suspect that it would happen so soon. But it is logical, I suppose. If ever a manuscript could do harm to the theological decisions of the councils over the last centuries, it is that one. It seems that the custodes have identified your countrymen as the suspects. Do you know who these men are?’


‘That I do not. I only heard a rumour yesterday that a plan was afoot to remove a Nazarene item from the archives, which is why I have come to see you this morning. The trouble is that the streets of Rome are thronging with pilgrims from the western islands.’


‘We must find these thieves!’


The young man chuckled sourly. ‘You and your poor Praecipuus cannot even admit that the book existed, let alone that it has been stolen. All your guard saw was two of my countrymen being a little drunk and raucous outside the library building.’


‘We must find out who they are and whether they have taken the book,’ pressed the Nomenclator.


‘Pothinus was astute in observing that it is not often that a pilgrim, celebrating in the fashion that the custodes reported, would be carrying a tiag luibhair, a book satchel, as we call them. I think it is safe to say that they were responsible – and that the missing book was in the satchel.’


‘From what Pothinus says, they could now be on their way to one of our seaports to start their journey back to your homeland. We must retrieve that book, because in the wrong hands it could fuel a movement that might overturn the Faith throughout the whole of Christendom.’


‘You have said so before – and I know it. Unfortunately, it will be hard to track them down among the teeming hordes of pilgrims who come and go from this city, even though we know the land whence they came.’


The Venerable Gelasius began drumming his fingers on his desk again. ‘Already, your island is of great concern to Rome; our advocates make slow progress against the differences of Faith that stand between us. We may have won the debates at the councils in Streonshalh and in Autun, but we have not yet won the hearts and minds of your people. Most of them stick rigidly to their insular traditions – except for the abbot of a place called Ard Macha. He has declared that he will accept the authority of Rome, but only if we recognise him as the Chief Bishop of the entire island.’


Brother Lucidus grimaced. ‘There are many difficulties with that claim – namely, that there are numerous other claimants. The Abbot of Imleach, for instance, who is declared Chief Bishop in the south of the island, has similar claim – and half the island supports it. There are several others. The Blessed Fiacc’s Abbey of Sléibhte, for example, claims to be the oldest abbey in the island. Several other abbeys have put forward good arguments for their claims to be the primacy of the Faith in my country.’


‘Well, that is not my concern at this moment. The task of trying to bring the various churches in your island under the control of Rome is one that can wait. The fact is, this ancient text could do that cause irreparable damage. It must be recovered.’


Brother Lucidus smiled thinly. ‘So you continually point out. However, I shall have to be the one to retrieve it for you.’


‘How do you intend to accomplish it?’


‘I shall track down these two Irish pilgrims and identify them. If they have already left for the Five Kingdoms with the book, I shall follow and get it back – or I shall destroy it.’


‘You sound very confident,’ the Venerable Gelasius observed, ‘but can you accomplish that much? First you will have to discover who the thieves are. What if you cannot do so? And how will you find the ancient text? Surely, there are many hiding places in your island.’


‘If the thieves are taking the book back to my country for the purpose of spreading the heresy it contains, then there are only a few places to which it could be taken. I have a very good friend, a great scholar, Brother Sionnach of the Abbey of Corcach Mór. His knowledge and contacts cover the Five Kingdoms. The island is not so big that I shall be unable to track it down. Indeed, the news of the acquisition of such a book to one or other abbey will be signalled throughout the island like a blazing beacon. The fraternity of scholars will hear of it almost immediately.’


‘Do you know of Fidelma of Cashel?’ the Nomenclator suddenly asked. ‘She was the woman lawyer of your country that I mentioned to Praecipuus Pothinus a moment ago.’


The young man drawled, ‘Who, in the Five Kingdoms, has not heard of Fidelma of Cashel or of her companion, the Saxon Brother Eadulf? I have certainly heard of her but never met her.’


‘She might be of some help to you in your mission to recover the book. I will send her a message by one of the monks departing for that kingdom tomorrow, as I don’t wish to delay you now. I will say nothing of your task, apart from the fact that a book has been stolen and that you are authorised by me to retrieve it. Should you need her assistance, I shall tell her that you will identify yourself as Lucidus and give my name as your authority.’


‘I will contact her only if necessary,’ replied Brother Lucidus confidently. ‘And I shall not be using the name Lucidus after I reach the Five Kingdoms. I will use my native name while I am there. But, if I need the help of Fidelma or anyone else, I will use Lucidus and its meaning as a password. I am sure, however, that I can accomplish this mission without involving her.’


‘Then the sooner you depart, the sooner this may be accomplished, Brother Lucidus. May God go with you.’


The young man inclined his head towards the Nomenclator and said with a cynical smile, ‘Amen to that, Venerable Gelasius. But this is a task, I believe, that I can accomplish alone, without even His help – or that of Fidelma of Cashel.’




CHAPTER TWO
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‘Can we look at the bonfire, athair?’


Little Alchú’s voice was full of excitement as he pointed across the town square to a massive unlit pyre of logs and branches that rose, almost dominating the buildings that surrounded it. Eadulf regarded his young son with tolerant amusement.


‘What is there to see, little hound? At the moment, it is just a pile of old wood. It is tomorrow that it will be set alight and then it will be more interesting.’


Aidan, the young warrior of the bodyguard of the Golden Collar, who had been designated as their companion for the ritual morning ride, gave an indignant snort.


‘The symbolism of that bonfire makes it more than just a pile of old wood, friend Eadulf,’ he protested.


The three of them had just ridden down from the fortress gates of Cashel, the palace of Colgú, King of Muman, the most south-westerly and largest of the Five Kingdoms of Éire. They had halted their horses on the edge of the town square. Usually, Fidelma preferred to accompany her young son on the regular morning ride, but when she was busy with matters that fell to her lot as legal adviser to her brother, the King, it was Eadulf who escorted the child – but always with a member of the King’s bodyguard. It was not forgotten that the boy had once been abducted when he was a baby by the evil Uaman, lord of the passes of Sliabh Mis.


‘One bonfire is the same as another,’ Eadulf responded, but a close observer might have detected some apprehension behind his light-hearted dismissal. He knew well what the symbolism of the bonfire was and what it meant to the townsfolk who, for some days now, had been bringing in logs and branches from the surrounding woodlands.


Aidan, who did not observe his uneasiness, shook his head in reproof. ‘You have been long enough in this kingdom, my friend, to know that there is a special time approaching.’


‘I know all about the festival of Samhain,’ Eadulf said.


‘So you must know that this is the time of darkness,’ the young warrior went on. ‘That is why the fires of Samhain are so special. When lit, they express our hope that we may survive the threatening shadows of the night and be reborn into light. Remember that tomorrow night, at the festival of Samhain, dark forces will surround us. There will be much evil abroad and all that is malevolent and vengeful will stalk the land.’


Eadulf tried to restrain himself from nervously rebuking his companion for prattling on. Eadulf himself had been raised in the pre-Christian culture of his own people. In his village of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the land of the South Folk of the East Angles, there was a similar festival called the Modraniht, or ‘Night of the Earth Mother’. After this came the month of Blótmonath, the time of the sacrifices to the gods and goddesses in order to protect folk from the supernatural entities that inhabited the gloomy woods and desolate places, intent on wreaking harm, and vengeance. He suppressed a shiver. Christian missionaries had begun to convert the Kingdom of the East Angles to the New Faith and as a youth Eadulf had eagerly accepted their teaching. But the old ways and beliefs, beliefs practised from the time beyond time, did not vanish so quickly. There were still times when he found himself believing in the old ways; ways that the New Faith had not been able to suppress and therefore had tried to absorb. Even the great Roman Pope, Gregorius Anicius, had told his missionaries to stop destroying pre-Christian shrines and temples and simply re-dedicate them in the name of the New Faith. Therefore, many old practices and beliefs took on the mantle of the new religion.


‘Can’t we go and see the bonfire, athair?’ His son’s almost plaintive wail came again, interrupting his thoughts.


Eadulf hesitated. ‘We’ll ride by it,’ he conceded with a sigh. ‘I promised your mother that we would call at Della’s to pick up some jars of honey.’ He added this as an unnecessary attempt at self-justification for the concession of allowing his son to cross by the wood pyre.


They proceeded at a walking pace across the open ground towards the large but as yet unfinished bonfire. Although it was well after dawn, the town square was mostly deserted. Many people had already departed to their work or left to attend to the various daily tasks that kept the township thriving. Since the day when Conall Corc became King of Muman, and had ordered his fortress to be built on the great limestone rock, rising over sixty metres above the plains and visible for considerable distances, the small township that had arisen in its shadows had prospered and grown rich. It was now the heart of the Eóganacht territory.


The few trees at the centre of the township were still in the process of changing from their summer hue, like the dome-shaped ash tree with its distinctive leaves, which thrived in the lime-rich soil. The square looked curiously bare now that the many wild flowers that had previously formed bright patches of colour had disappeared for the winter months. The sound of the distant ring of metal on metal broke the silence as a blacksmith plied his art. In the pauses they could hear the persistent ‘chee-ip’ call of sparrows nesting under the eaves of nearby buildings, making sure of their place of warmth for the time to come. The nearest building was the tavern of Rumann with its adjacent brewery. The large, good-natured figure of Rumann himself had just appeared at the door, preparing for the day’s business. The tavern-keeper saw them and raised his hand in greeting.


Young Alchú had halted his pony, in spite of Eadulf’s instruction that they were not going to stop by the bonfire. He was leaning across his horse’s neck, staring at something among the wood.


‘There’s a bundle of rags in there, athair.’ The boy pointed. ‘What’s that for?’


Before Eadulf could reply, Aidan exclaimed, ‘That’s a sure way to ruin a good bonfire! Rags just create smoke and will do nothing to aid a good blaze.’


Leading his horse alongside the boy’s pony, he gazed to where Alchú had indicated, muttering, ‘What kind of idiot would shove rags into the base of a bonfire . . .?’ His voice died away and Eadulf, who had been riding slightly ahead, pulled rein and glanced back in annoyance at the delay, failing to see the warrior’s expression of shock.


‘Friend Eadulf,’ Aidan said quietly, ‘would you mind taking young Alchú across to Rumann and asking him to keep an eye on him for a moment or two, and then come back here?’


Eadulf was surprised at the request, but quickly becoming aware that something was wrong, he did not argue but turned to his son, saying, ‘Come with me, little hound. We’ll get Rumann there to give you some cold apple juice.’


A quick-witted lad, Alchú could sense the tension in the air. ‘Why can’t I stay and see what has been found here?’ he asked.


‘I am not sure anything has been found,’ Eadulf replied firmly. ‘It is just that we want to see why someone has put old rags among the wood, which will surely ruin it. Now, come along. We won’t be but a moment or two.’


Reluctantly, the boy followed his father across to where the tavern-keeper, seeing their approach, came forward to greet them.


‘A good day to you, Brother Eadulf. I see you and your son are in good health. Is the lady Fidelma well?’


‘She is well indeed, Rumann,’ Eadulf assured him. ‘We noticed someone has pushed some old rags into the pile of wood for the Samhain fire. That is not good for the coming blaze. Aidan and I mean to deal with it before riding on, and I would be obliged if you could give young Alchú a drink and keep an eye on him while we do so.’


‘Certainly,’ the man replied, adding, ‘rags? But that is a ridiculous thing to do! Children playing games, perhaps? Even an idiot would not seek to ruin the sacred fires of Samhain on the night before they are to be lit. Curnan will not be pleased.’


‘Curnan?’ Eadulf frowned.


‘He’s a woodsman from the western woods beyond the town. He is in charge of the fire this year and will be upset to learn that it has been tampered with. Anyway, I’ll keep your boy here while you help Aidan. I shall tell Curnan all about it when he comes to finish building the bonfire.’


Having given instructions to Alchú, Eadulf returned to Aidan who by now had dismounted and was poking agitatedly into the stack of wood and logs. Eadulf left his horse alongside Aidan’s and joined the warrior.


‘What is all the fuss about?’ he asked. ‘Surely we can remove a bundle of rags without such drama.’


Aidan grimaced. ‘More drama will come, friend Eadulf. Those rags cover the body of a man.’


‘What?’ Eadulf stared at the warrior for a moment before slowly turning to look where Aidan had begun removing some branches.


A pale arm had been uncovered, stiff and protruding from the pile.


The two men did not exchange another word but fell to the task of removing as many branches as they could from what was obviously a corpse. While they were doing this, they had to be careful not to dislodge the entire structure of the huge bonfire. Before long, they were able to drag the body by the shoulders from its temporary tomb and away from the remaining pile without it collapsing. That done, they stood, breathing heavily from their exertions and staring down at the corpse.


The dead man was dressed in the brown homespun of a religious robe. His slightly emaciated features were crowned by a rough-cut tonsure . . . the tonsure of the Blessed John rather than the distinguishing Roman cut of Peter, thus denoting that he followed the churches of the Five Kingdoms. The man had been approaching the end of the middle period of his life; his features were weatherbeaten and ill nourished. To Eadulf’s mind, the fellow hardly had the appearance of a religious – but that was a personal opinion. Just then, Eadulf caught an aroma on the air and sniffed. There was an overpowering smell of . . . what was it? He recognised it from his studies of the healing herbs. The Greeks called it nardus but to the Romans it was lavandarius, for they used it to bathe with. The body positively reeked of it.


Eadulf was about to look away when he realised that there was something strangely familiar about the man. He had definitely seen him before . . . but after some long moments of searching his memory, he could not place when or where.


‘Do you recognise him?’ he finally asked Aidan.


‘I was about to ask you the same question,’ replied the warrior. ‘I think that I have seen him somewhere before, but cannot be certain of it.’


Eadulf knelt beside the corpse and started to make an examination of the man’s wounds.


‘He cannot have been dead long,’ he muttered, testing the stiffness of the man’s arms. ‘There is much blood and some of it not completely dry.’


‘Did he kill himself?’ asked Aidan. ‘Even I can see that his throat has been cut.’


Eadulf could not help but smile at the young warrior’s question, despite the grim circumstances. ‘A man does not kill himself and then contrive to place his body in the bottom of a bonfire so that it will be consumed,’ he replied.


‘So he was murdered?’


Eadulf pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘True, the throat has been cut . . . and savagely, too. However, you will also observe the tears in the robe, here.’ He drew back the robe so that the torn and bloody skin was visible. ‘There is one knife wound straight into the heart.’


Aidan exhaled softly. ‘A religious, murdered here? It just doesn’t seem possible. Who would do this – and why?’


‘You are asking questions that I cannot answer, my friend.’ Eadulf pulled away the cowl of the robe from around the neck of the corpse and gently moved the head to one side. ‘He has also sustained a heavy blow on the back of the neck which, judging by the wound, would have been enough in itself to kill him.’


Aidan’s face suddenly drained of colour. His lips worked silently for a moment or two but no sounds came. He gazed from the corpse to Eadulf’s face and then back to the corpse. Finally, he was able to articulate slowly: ‘You have been living among us long enough to know what this signifies.’


But Eadulf was not entirely sure what the young man meant and so countered: ‘What does it signify?’


‘Why . . . it is the threefold death!’ blurted out Aidan. There was fear in his tone. ‘God protect us! This is a ritual killing.’


Eadulf’s mouth tightened. ‘A ritual killing? But what purpose does it serve?’


Aidan pointed to the bonfire. ‘Tomorrow night is the feast of Samhain. Christians tolerate it but its origin was old before the Druids. What else would this mean but the fulfilment of some ancient rite?’


Eadulf rose slowly and dusted himself down. ‘What I know, my friend, is never to draw conclusions without gathering the facts.’ He glanced towards Rumann’s tavern. ‘I want you to stand guard here over the body. News of its discovery will soon spread, but for the moment I need you to ensure that this area is kept clear and no one is to touch the body.’


‘What do you intend to do?’


‘I am going to take Alchú back to the fortress and report the matter. The Chief Brehon Fíthel will have to be informed. I will return with him so that an investigation can be started at once.’


‘I am bored!’


Colgú, King of Cashel, looked up from his chair of office and gazed at his red-haired sister with a somewhat tired smile.


‘So you have said . . . several times this morning,’ he sighed but not without some exaggeration.


Fidelma of Cashel was annoyed. ‘I am not expecting sympathy, I just want something to do,’ she snapped. ‘Something to occupy my mind.’


‘I wasn’t going to offer you sympathy,’ her brother replied dryly.


‘Well, at least you could have sent me on the mission to sort out whatever problem has arisen among the Arada Cliach instead of sending Fíthel. I am told a message came last evening and that Fíthel set off early this morning. It must have been important.’


‘Fíthel is the Chief Brehon of this kingdom, Fidelma,’ her brother reminded her, ‘and it is therefore appropriate that he undertake the request from our cousin Prince Gilcach.’


Fidelma knew Gilcach ruled a prosperous part of the kingdom; prosperous because of the presence of silver mines in its territory. One of the mountains was so abundant in the metal ore that it was called Sliabh an Airgid, the Silver Mountain.


‘What’s Gilcach’s problem?’ she demanded.


‘It seems that he has been losing shipments of smelted silver during the summer months.’


‘Losing?’


‘The smelted ore is taken by wagons to boats on the River Siúr, the great river. It is eventually transported down to Port Lairge for foreign trade. Some of these shipments have been disappearing recently.’


‘What – entire boats? Doesn’t he send warriors to guard the wealth?’


‘Not entire boats,’ corrected her brother. ‘It’s the sacks of mined silver that are carried off. The boats have been boarded and attacked by half a dozen thieves armed with crossbows.’


‘That’s not a weapon of choice among our people,’ pointed out Fidelma.


‘They are effective, nonetheless. Anyone who resists is dead or badly injured.’


‘Surely it is not beyond the capability of Prince Gilcach to track down such a small band of robbers. Where do these attacks take place?’


‘Just north of Gabhailín, at the fork of the two rivers.’


‘That’s not very far from here.’


‘After the first two attacks, Gilcach placed warriors on the boats – but then the thieves failed to appear. When it was thought they had given up, the warriors were withdrawn, but then the boats were attacked again. It was as if the thieves were keeping a close eye out for opportunities, or else were receiving inside information.’


‘So why has Fíthel gone north to Gilcach’s fortress at Béal Atha Gabhann? He won’t find an answer there. If the boats are being ambushed just north of the fork of the two rivers, surely it is around there that he needs to look.’


‘He has to start his investigation somewhere,’ her brother said. ‘He felt that he should see if he could find the person supplying the information about which boats carried the silver and were the easiest to attack and rob. He thinks the informant probably has a direct connection with the mines themselves.’


Fidelma tossed her red hair back with an impatient motion of her head.


‘I could have dealt with this,’ she told Colgú. ‘I’ve solved a matter for Gilcach before and I know the silver mines. It would have been a good opportunity to visit that area again.’


‘I am surely allowed to conduct the affairs of the kingdom as I see fit?’ The reply was softly made but with a certain edge which indicated that her brother shared the same fiery nature as his sister.


‘Well, there must be something else that I can do. I dislike it when my mind grows idle for want of some challenge or a riddle to resolve. Which reminds me,’ she paused and frowned, ‘three strange religious arrived here at different times yesterday. It seems they were all expected. What are they about?’


Her brother sighed. ‘A request from the new Abbot of Imleach, Abbot Cuán, exercising his role as Chief Bishop. It is some religious council about the discipline of smaller communities. The religious are scholars representing some of the teaching abbeys of the kingdom. Ard Mór, Ros Ailithir and Corcach Mór.’


‘Why aren’t Imleach or Mungairit represented if Abbot Cuán has called them together to discuss such matters? It seems odd to exclude two of the leading teaching abbeys in the kingdom,’ Fidelma observed.


‘Abbot Cuán is sending his steward here as his representative and he should be here soon.’


‘Also, why choose Cashel as the place in which to discuss their theology?’ frowned Fidelma. ‘Surely it would be more appropriate to have a discussion on such matters in Imleach itself.’


‘Abbot Cuán seemed worried about the allegiances of some of the community in his abbey,’ Colgú explained. ‘He wanted the scholars to meet somewhere away from any undue influence.’


Fidelma thought for a moment and then shrugged. ‘I suppose I can understand that. Abbot Cuán has only just taken over following the murder of our dear friend Abbot Ségdae . . .’


‘A mystery you solved and thereby saved several lives,’ her brother intervened approvingly.


Fidelma made a dismissive gesture with her hand. ‘The point is, I know Abbot Cuán, and if he has concerns about his community, then his fears must be real.’ She paused and then asked: ‘Do you know what matters of discipline are involved?’


Colgú became irritated. ‘If you must interrogate me, Fidelma . . .’


‘It is in my nature to do so,’ she replied calmly.


‘Abbot Cuán suspects more than indiscipline among his community. He thinks there might be some plot to revolutionise the Faith as it has been taught to us. Now, no more. Surely there is something else that you can find to occupy your mind apart from the comings and goings of the religious? I thought you might want to spend more time with your son and your husband Eadulf. Don’t you ever relax?’


Fidelma sighed, realising that her brother’s will was just as strong as her own. She raised her arms and let them fall in a resigned gesture by her sides.


‘When I relax, my mind withers. What is there offered to me? A dispute about fences between two farmers, the loss of some fleeces ready to be spun for a weaver’s loom and a claim of infidelity. Give me some real mystery to unravel, some conundrum that needs an explanation – that is what I crave.’


Colgú was exasperated. ‘I thought that you would welcome having some free time after you came back from the Uí Fidgente fortress. I know Eadulf dislikes those long journeys he has to undertake on horseback with you.’


It was well known that Eadulf was no horseman and only climbed into the saddle reluctantly when there was no other method of transportation available.


Fidelma was immediately on the defensive. ‘Eadulf is more used to horses now. He takes his duties as a father conscientiously and goes riding almost each day with young Alchú. He enjoys it.’


Colgú caught the clatter of horses in the courtyard outside. He rose and went to the window. ‘Well, he seems to have arrived back earlier than usual this morning,’ he commented.


‘That can’t be right.’ Fidelma joined her brother to look down into the courtyard. ‘He only left with Alchú and Aidan a short while ago.’


A few moments later, after a slight commotion in the corridor outside the King’s chamber, the door swung open and Dar Luga, the ainbertach or housekeeper to the palace, announced Brother Eadulf.


‘Has anything happened to Alchú?’ was Fidelma’s first anxious question on seeing her husband’s flustered features as he entered.


Eadulf quickly reassured her. ‘The boy is quite safe. I’ve brought him back with me. He is with Muirgen.’ He turned to Colgú. ‘One of the guards has told me that Brehon Fíthel has already left Cashel. What a pity. I came back to see him.’


Colgú exchanged a swift glance of surprise with his sister. ‘You have heard correctly, Eadulf. The Brehon has already left. Why?’


Eadulf took a moment to gather his wits before he explained, ‘The matter that has brought me back to the fortress is a death.’ He sighed. ‘You know the big bonfire the townsfolk are building in the square below?’


‘Of course,’ replied Fidelma. ‘It is the Samhain fire. What is the matter?’


‘We were riding by it and Alchú thought he saw a bundle of rags shoved into the base of it. We stopped and Aidan examined them, and well . . . the rags turned out to be the body of man – a religieux – and he had been murdered.’


‘What? Did our son see this body?’ Fidelma asked sharply.


‘No. I had given him into Rumann’s care so that he should not see while we extracted the body,’ Eadulf told her.


‘How did you know this man had been murdered?’ Colgú asked. ‘And who was he?’


‘I don’t know who he was,’ Eadulf admitted. ‘I have a feeling I have seen him somewhere before, but cannot be certain. I’ve left Aidan guarding the body. As for how he was murdered, you will know the symbolism of it and understand the cause for our concern. He had been stabbed in the heart, his throat was cut and his skull smashed in. Any one of those wounds would have been fatal.’


There was a moment of shocked silence.


‘Are you sure?’ Fidelma’s voice was a whisper. Then she pulled herself together. ‘Of course you are sure. I am sorry.’


Colgú spoke softly, almost to himself. ‘I have heard stories about the ritual threefold death, but only from the storytellers – and, of course, there are rumours of such happenings among those areas in the dark mountain gorges where the New Faith has not been accepted. What does this mean?’


‘It means that there is a mystery to be resolved,’ Fidelma replied grimly, yet not without a certain relish. ‘You say that you think you have seen this religieux before?’


‘His features did seem familiar; even Aidan felt that he knew him. But neither of us could recall where we’d seen him before, nor could we identify him.’


‘How did you know he was a religieux?’


‘The man was in the religious robes and wore the tonsure of the Blessed John.’


Colgú had resumed his seat and was staring moodily into the log fire. His tone was troubled as he said, ‘This news is not good, especially at this time of year.’


‘I will take charge of this matter in the absence of Brehon Fíthel,’ Fidelma announced, as if someone would challenge her.


‘You have your wish, Fidelma,’ Colgú said bitterly. ‘You were complaining of boredom a moment ago. Hopefully this matter can be cleared up before the Samhain feast. I am expecting many of the local princes and religious leaders to join us. The Princess Gelgéis of Éile is coming and . . .’ His voice trailed off as he contemplated his guests’ reactions to this news.


Fidelma’s expression was not sympathetic. ‘Disquiet at this news will not just be confined to your guests, brother. The townsfolk below will be alarmed that the body was found in their Samhain bonfire.’ She then recalled that Colgú, as a boy, was always deeply disturbed by tales of Samhain ghosts and vengeful spirits. Was that what was bothering him? She smiled kindly, promising, ‘Don’t worry, brother. I will sort out this matter.’


Fidelma first made sure that Alchú had been transferred to the safe care of his nurse, Muirgen, and checked that the young boy had suffered no ill effects from the discovery of the body. Muirgen had become an essential part of their household since the recovery of the child after his abduction some time before. She was a middle-aged woman of ample proportions with greying, untidy hair. Her weathered skin showed that she was more used to the open air than the enclosures of the palace. Alchú called her by the familiar form muimme rather than the formal mathair which he used to address Fidelma. It was a custom of the language that Eadulf had never become used to. The intimate forms such as ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’ were reserved for foster-parents while the formal ‘Mother’ and ‘Father’ were reserved for blood parents.


Fidelma and Eadulf decided to walk the short distance from the main gates of the fortress down to the town square. The warrior, Dego, whose life Eadulf had saved by amputating his right arm, stood on duty at the gates. By natural dexterity and dogged practice, the warrior had become as good a fighter with the use of his left arm as ever he had been when he had two good limbs.


‘What’s this I hear about a body in the Samhain bonfire?’ he greeted them as they paused at the gate.


Fidelma frowned in annoyance. ‘Has the word spread so quickly?’ she asked.


Dego shrugged. ‘With merchants and townfolk crossing the square and coming to the fortress, you would not expect such news to be kept a secret for long, would you? The story is that there are some who are fanatics for the Old Faith and who do not wish Samhain to be sullied by the New Faith.’


‘Is that what folk are saying?’ Eadulf said with interest.


‘The merchants who came here just now think that it is some Druidical protest at the Christian use of the Samhain bonfire,’ Dego confirmed. ‘News of the murder is widely known. Are you investigating this matter, lady?’


‘I am,’ she replied, ‘unless, of course, everyone has already made up their mind about why the man was killed and who did it, so making the task of a simple dálaigh superfluous.’ There was no missing the sarcasm in her voice as she went on. ‘The same sources who are so free with their information did not reveal the identity of this religieux, did they?’


Dego blinked uncomfortably. ‘They did not, lady,’ he muttered.


‘Then at least they have left me one task to fulfil.’


Eadulf followed as she stalked on through the gates and headed down towards the township below.


‘You were a bit harsh on poor Dego,’ ventured Eadulf after they had gone a short distance. ‘He was only repeating what people were saying.’


‘That in itself is dangerous.’ Fidelma was sharp. ‘The prudent keep their tongues silent, for such whispers can lead to the birth of evil intent.’


There was a small group of townsfolk gathered at the bonfire when they reached it. However, Aidan had covered the body with some sacking that Rumann had brought him and was vainly trying to keep people back from the site. They moved away nervously as Fidelma strode up with Eadulf close behind. After greeting Aidan with a quick nod, she turned and stared disdainfully round at the townsfolk. She saw Rumann’s broad face among them.


‘Are there no chores to be done in your tavern or in your brewery, Rumann, that you can waste time here to gawp at a body?’ she challenged him. ‘And you, Gabhann, your smithy fires will soon be out if you stand gawking here. Are there no horses to be shoed, no bridles to be fixed or other metalwork to be repaired?’ She then addressed some of the women. ‘I see baskets of clothing on the banks of the stream yonder, but no one is engaged in washing them. Will they wash themselves? There is nothing for you here. We have all seen dead bodies before. It is time to get back to your duties. If there is news to tell you, then I shall let you know soon enough.’


There was a soft muttering, a few resentful remarks, but the group began to disperse and move off in various directions.


Fidelma waited a moment and then turned to Aidan. ‘They haven’t interfered with anything?’


The warrior shook his head. ‘I asked Rumann to bring the sackcloth, as I felt the body should be covered. Then, I suppose, there were whispers of the news and several people began to arrive but I told them not to approach too close. And there were some merchants passing up to the fortress who stopped to ask questions.’


‘And with the few answers that they were given, I hear that they have already resolved the whole mystery,’ she replied dryly.


Aidan’s expression was one of bewilderment. Eadulf explained what Dego had said.


‘I told the merchants nothing about the threefold death,’ the young warrior protested. ‘Rumann must have mentioned it to them. He saw that the body was clad in the robes of a religieux when he brought me the sackcloth to cover it with.’


‘A pity,’ was all Fidelma replied before indicating that he should remove the sacking so that she could examine the body.


To their surprise, she actually knelt on the grass by the side of the corpse and stared long and hard at the man’s face. Then she sniffed cautiously. Eadulf saw the gesture.


‘He seems to have been bathing in lavender,’ he offered. Fidelma did not reply but reached forward, turning the dead man’s head this way and that as if to confirm the style of his tonsure before indicating to Eadulf that he should help to show her the wounds. Having closely examined the three mortal blows that he had mentioned, she then turned her attention to the robes, rubbing the material between her fingers as if to judge its quality before removing a simple carved wooden cross which hung around the man’s neck on a leather thong. This she put into the marsupium that hung from her criss or belt. Then she gave sigh and rose to her feet, looking from the corpse back to the unlit bonfire from which it had been dragged.


‘He is as you found him among the branches of the bonfire, Aidan?’ she asked. ‘There was nothing else with him save what he has on him now?’


The warrior gave a nod of confirmation. ‘I had a look because it is odd that a religieux doesn’t have a belt or cord as a means of fixing his robe. I searched the bonfire thoroughly.’ The latter words were slightly raised in protest because Fidelma had walked to the stacked wood and peered in herself.


‘Do not worry,’ she said, over her shoulder. ‘It is in the nature of a dálaigh to observe for themselves so that they might see all at first hand.’ Then she turned back, and said, ‘I would have been surprised if I had found anything else.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Eadulf said.


Fidelma returned to the corpse and knelt down again, motioning them both to follow her example.


‘Observe the body,’ she invited. ‘Tell me what you see.’


It fell to Eadulf to do so.


‘Rough, weatherbeaten skin. A man more used to being in the open in all sorts of weather than in the dark cloisters of some community. The hands are callused and used to hard work. Ah . . .’


‘What else do you see?’ prompted Fidelma.


‘I see marks on the wrists and,’ Eadulf moved swiftly to the feet and came back again, ‘also on the ankles. The poor devil has been tied up and very recently. The burn marks of where the ropes cut into his wrists and ankles are unmistakable.’


‘Perhaps he was abducted from his community for this vile sacrifice,’ offered Aidan. ‘A victim of someone who maintains the evil pagan practices associated with this time of the year. A member of the religious would be a natural target, being one who is considered to have overthrown the Old Faith.’


Fidelma waited a moment or two before prompting them again: ‘Nothing else? Eadulf has mentioned the texture of the man’s skin – as if he had spent all his time in the countryside. Does that suggest anything?’


‘Nothing in particular. Most of the self-sustaining religious communities have brethren who work the land. Not all religious are scribes and copyists or into booklearning,’ Aidan pointed out.


Fidelma smiled in approval. ‘Anything else?’ she asked.


‘The man has shaved himself badly, at least the last time he shaved,’ Eadulf noted.


‘A good point,’ Fidelma agreed. ‘And from the unevenness of the stubble and the tufts that are left, this man had a thick beard before he shaved it off.’


‘So do a lot of members of the religious in this kingdom,’ Aidan said. ‘He wears the tonsure of the Blessed John, not that of a Roman religieux – so that indicates he was from one of the local churches or abbeys.’


Fidelma tutted. ‘He only recently shaved off his beard,’ she corrected him. ‘And in making that point, Aidan, you have missed the most important point of all.’


Aidan exchanged a puzzled look with Eadulf but saw no enlightenment on his face.


‘What have we missed?’ Eadulf asked.


‘You have said that the man’s beard was badly shaved?’


‘I did.’


‘Now look at the cut of his tonsure.’


Eadulf bent forward. ‘You mean that it is also badly cut? The shaving has not been done by a steady hand. There are several deep cuts and scratches, some stubble left and even a few tufts of hair.’


‘You do not remark on the paleness of the skin where the tonsure has been cut? It is soft and almost baby-like in texture against the dark weathering of the man’s face.’


‘You mean that he has only recently become a religieux,’ Aidan suggested eagerly, ‘and so that is why the tonsure is newly cut? Well, that might help us track him down the more quickly.’


Fidelma had a faint smile on her lips as she shook her head. ‘It could also mean something entirely different,’ she said.


‘I don’t understand,’ Aidan confessed.


Fidelma gazed thoughtfully at the face of the corpse. ‘Tell me, Aidan,’ she said, ‘how closely did Rumann look upon the face of this man?’


The warrior was puzzled by the question. ‘Not that closely, as I remember. I shouted across to him to bring sacking to shield the body when I saw people becoming interested and moving across the square. When he did so, I took the sacking from him and laid it over the body. So he did not see the face.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I am. Why?’


‘Is that important?’ Eadulf added.


‘I am sure that Rumann would have recognised the man even without his beard,’ she replied firmly. ‘You both said that the corpse looked familiar?’


‘Yes,’ conceded Aidan. ‘But then I find a lot of people do.’


Eadulf bent to gaze down at the features of the man again. ‘I do feel that I have seen him before,’ he repeated.


‘Cast your mind back to last winter, Eadulf. Remember the attempt on my brother’s life? And remember how we found Aibell, who is now Gormán’s wife, and had to seek confirmation of her story of how she came to Cashel?’


‘I do remember that.’


‘Do you also recall how we questioned a shepherd who kept a flock on the far side of the Road of Rocks to the west of the township?’


Eadulf was frowning. ‘The shepherd who confirmed that he had seen that traitorous merchant, Ordan, giving a lift to Aibell on his cart from the Ford of the Ass? I can’t recall much about the shepherd; he was not an important witness.’


‘All witnesses are important,’ Fidelma rebuked sternly. ‘Now look at the face of the corpse again. Do you recognise him now?’


Eadulf peered closer. ‘It is a year ago,’ he protested. ‘I cannot be certain. He wears a tonsure and the robes of the religious.’


‘I told you that the tonsure was recently and badly cut,’ replied Fidelma patiently. ‘The body that is lying there is that of the shepherd we questioned, one who, as I recall, often drank in Rumann’s tavern. He is certainly no religieux. As you originally said, Eadulf, the man has been murdered. But why would anyone want to murder a shepherd with this pagan ritual, try to disguise him as a religieux and then hide the body in a bonfire? There is something very wrong here; something that smacks of evil.’




CHAPTER THREE


[image: Image Missing]


Eadulf stared at Fidelma in surprise. He knew that his wife was not beyond giving way to dramatic moments when presenting cases before the Dál, the courts of the Brehons, but, as he recalled, she had never done it just for his benefit.


She was saying to Aidan: ‘Go and fetch Rumann. Don’t mention anything to him about the identity of the corpse. I merely want him to come here and independently confirm what my memory has told me.’


Aidan trotted off to the tavern and returned shortly afterwards with the innkeeper, who was told to look on the face of the corpse.


Rumann’s astonishment showed immediately on his features but he did not speak at once. He examined the dead man’s features carefully, peering at him from different angles before he gave a sigh and said, ‘Even without his beard, lady, I would recognise Spelán, the shepherd. I don’t understand. He was no religieux – the fellow was in my tavern drinking only a week ago.’


‘You have no doubt that this is Spelán?’ pressed Fidelma.


‘No doubt at all,’ affirmed the bewildered man. ‘If the truth was known, he was often in my tavern during the summer and usually getting drunk. Why is he wearing a tonsure?’


‘If my memory serves me well, this man Spelán had a flock of sheep to the west of the township?’ Fidelma asked Rumann, ignoring the question.


‘That’s so,’ the tavern-keeper confirmed. ‘I think he had a flock on the slopes of the Cnoc Bológ. But how on earth did he come to be wearing that robe and to have a tonsure? I would describe him in many ways but never as one interested in religion. Not at all.’
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