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About the Book


Ireland. AD 671.


Sister Fidelma has a mission, and she is sworn by oath to reveal her purpose to no other. The secret investigation leads Fidelma and her companions to the abbey of Finnbarr to question the abbot. But before they have a chance to speak to him, the abbot is found murdered – and the young girl suspected of the crime has fled the scene.


Despite their protests, Fidelma’s cohorts agree to accompany her in pursuit of the girl for answers. But as vicious rumours spread, accusing Fidelma’s family, the Eóganacht, of conspiring to assassinate the High King and abduct his wife, Sister Fidelma’s life is placed in mortal danger.


Unable to tell the truth of her quest to anyone, including her husband Eadulf, Fidelma’s time is running out – and now she has no choice but to face the challenge, and her enemies, alone.




In memory of the struggle against


the Laestrygonians, Cyclops and


the Wild Poseidon . . .


Temporarily becalmed off shore.


March 2017–January 2018




Sol vertetur in tenebras et luna in sanguinem antequam veniat dies Domini magnus et horribilis.


The sun will turn into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.


Joel 2–31


Vulgate Latin of translation of Jerome, 4th century
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The events in this story follow in chronological sequence from Night of the Lightbringer. The year is still AD 671 and the month is known in Old Irish as Meadhónach Gaimrid (sometimes Geamhrad), the ‘middle of winter’, which equates with the month we now call December, after the Latin ‘tenth month’ (decem) of the Julian calendar.


The setting is mainly in the territory of the Uí Liatháin in what is now east Co. Cork. The chief fortress was in the north of the territory at Caisleán Uí Liatháin (fortress of the Uí Liatháin), Anglicised today as Castlelyons, but most of the action takes place on the southern coast.


The Anglicised form of Cork was derived from ‘Corcaigh’, the Great Marsh of Munster. The River Dabrona, as recorded by Ptolemy, was later known as the Sabrann but became the Laoi and hence to be Anglicised as the River Lee. Cluain is now Cloyne, ‘the meadow’, and Eochaill, ‘the place of the yew trees’, is Youghal. Eochaill stands at the estuary of Abhainn Mór, the Great River, which the English came to call the Blackwater, running 169 kms (105 miles) from its sources in the mountains of Mullach an Radhairc through the province of Munster to empty into the sea.




CHAPTER ONE
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‘Why have we stopped?’


The imperious tone of the woman leaning out of her ornate carriage made the young warrior, who had signalled the halt, turn his horse and ride the short distance back to the vehicle to answer her.


They had emerged from a thick forest onto a narrow track at the head of a wild and windswept valley. The weather was bleak and cold, a typical midwinter day. The craggy hills on either side of the valley before them were bare of growth, and granite rocks protruded, dominating the landscape. There were only a few trees here and there, and the landscape was brown with dead bracken and patches of thorn bush. There was little of the winter green that one might expect to see in this southern area, as in the forest they had just travelled through.


The warrior, Loingsech, looked tired and cold, in spite of his heavy woollen cloak trimmed with badger fur. But he halted his horse by the carriage and saluted the woman respectfully.


The carriage in which she sat was a four-wheeled one, called a cethairríad, drawn by four strong horses. It was clearly no ordinary vehicle, for it was of red yew panelling on a heavy oak frame, carved by expert craftsmen and with gold ornamentation. Moreover, it was an enclosed vehicle, except for the box on which sat the ara, or driver, and a cairpthech, or chariot-warrior, whose job was to act as guard. The ownership of such a valuable vehicle could be deduced, by those with knowledge, for there was an aurscarted, a carving, on the red yew of the door of the carriage. It was an upraised hand, the symbol of the Uí Néill, the High Kings of the Five Kingdoms of Éireann. The single riderless horse tethered at the rear of the carriage was a curiosity.


The woman who leant out of the vehicle was tall, in her late twenties, with hints of fiery red in her otherwise blond hair. She was attractive, but worry lines could be discerned around her eyes and the corners of her mouth. There was an expression of anxiety about her features though her demeanour showed that she was used to giving commands and, moreover, to having them obeyed. She fixed the young warrior with icy blue eyes.


‘Loingsech, why have we stopped?’ she demanded again.


The young man inclined his head in respect. ‘Lady, we have arrived at the valley of Cluain. But I do not like the gloomy look of it. It seems too deserted. It has a menacing appearance.’


For a moment the woman looked surprised. Then the taut line of her mouth broke into a cynical smile.


‘Are you so fearful, Loingsech?’ she taunted. ‘Are you not a warrior of the Fianna Éireann?’


The young man flushed. ‘I merely observe how bare and deserted this valley appears compared with the thick, lush forests that surround this isolated spot. It is as if God has cursed it so that it is devoid of growth.’


‘I swear you are fearful, Loingsech,’ mocked the woman.


‘I am fearful of no living person,’ the warrior protested.


‘No person living . . . or dead?’ she taunted further. ‘Have no fear, warrior, the abbey of Cluain should lie only a little way further along this valley track.’


She turned to her companion, sitting in the shadows of the vehicle. ‘It is fortuitous that we have stopped here, for it is now time we parted company.’


The figured stirred. It was a young girl, hardly older than her early twenties.


‘I am ready, lady.’


The woman nodded slowly. ‘You know what you have to do?’


‘I should be in Finnbarr’s Abbey by tomorrow morning. I am then to rejoin you in Cluain by the end of the week at the latest.’


‘Excellent. Go with God.’


The girl bowed her head and climbed down from the carriage unaided. She walked nimbly to the rear of it and untethered the horse. Mounting with the fluid motion of a practised horsewoman, she rode away at a swift trot towards the forest to the north-west, making no farewell gesture. The woman watched her departure, then, satisfied, sank back among cushions that furnished the interior of the coach and called to the driver to move on.


The buildings that they came across a short time later seemed as bleak and deserted as the valley itself. Crumbling blocks of dark, weather-worn limestone were piled in such a way as to create an uneven wall enclosing a half-ruined chapel and, just visible beyond it, several round bothán, cabins for habitation. There appeared to be no sign of life, even when the young warrior rode up to the great oak gates and brought out his stoc, or trumpet, to blow the customary blast announcing the arrival of an important visitor.


The echoes of the note died away but there was no answer. There was no sound except the angry cacophony of disturbed birds, their calls blending together in a nerve-shattering chorus.


The young warrior moved forward, frowning, and pushed on the gates. They swung open easily at his touch.


He nudged his horse forward a few paces and then halted, suddenly rigid. There was a discernible pause as he stiffened in the saddle, a short bolt of wood protruding from his left shoulder. The horse, surprised and nervous, had jerked its head, twisting the reins from the hand of the injured warrior. With a shrill frightened sound, the horse reared and then turned, uncontrolled, and bounded away with the severely wounded young man clinging to the saddle, blood gushing from his shoulder.


Before the cairpthech, the chariot-warrior, could rise to draw his weapon, two more bolts from a hidden crossbow had embedded themselves into his flesh. He looked surprised as he fell, and it did not take an expert eye to see that he was dead before he hit the ground. The horses pulling the carriage reared up in fright as his body bounced over their backs. The driver’s cry of alarm was half-choked in his throat as he, too, fell back in his seat. The horses stamped and snorted nervously.


The woman, leaning from the window, stared in bewilderment at the bodies of her fallen entourage; she realised they were beyond helping her now. She reluctantly turned her gaze from them as she became aware of men moving forward to surround the carriage.


A mocking baritone voice called: ‘Come and join us, lady.’


Her jaw set determinedly, the woman climbed down from the coach. Her quick eye took in the three men who confronted her. Two of them were aiming curious-looking weapons at her. She remembered that she had seen such weapons before, at Tara, carried by warriors from the Pictii of Alba, known to her people as the Cruithne, accompanying their envoys to her husband’s court. They were crossbows, vicious weapons that could be used at fairly close quarters to release their bolts with deadly effect. The third man’s features were totally concealed by a mask. His clothes appeared to be of good quality and an ornately worked sword hung in an elaborate scabbard at his side. They belonged to no common warrior or thief.


‘Where is Antrí?’ she demanded, but her air of authority was somewhat forced. ‘This is not how it was arranged!’


‘Walk with me, lady,’ the masked man replied, indicating the open gates of the abbey. His tone was civil and yet, curiously, held a threatening note.


‘Know you that I am Grella, wife to Cenn Fáelad mac Blaithmaic, High King, descendant of the Síl nÁedo Sláine, heir of Niall –’


The man gave a cynical laugh and made a gesture of cutting her short with his hand.


‘I know you well enough, lady,’ he said. ‘What other reason would I have for inviting you to be my guest?’


‘Who are you?’ she demanded, puzzled. ‘I seem to know you, but you are not Antrí.’


She glanced at his two armed companions. They were poorly dressed but their clothes seemed to belie their status; they both had well-trimmed hair and beards and carried weapons of quality.


‘Thank the powers I am not Antrí,’ the man said.


‘Your voice is familiar. Where is Antrí? Are you not those sent to meet me?’


‘Alas, it is not for me to introduce myself at the moment,’ her captor said in an amused tone. ‘Suffice to say, I know who you are and you will shortly know who I am. Let me say for the moment that I disapprove of the so-called Abbot Antrí making a separate transaction that betrayed his original agreement.’


He led her through the gates and towards one of the crumbling buildings. He paused before it and pushed open the door. Inside, a man in the brown homespun robes of a religieux was tied to one of the wooden poles that supported the roof. A gag was in his mouth. His wide, frightened eyes stared at them above the gag.


‘Antrí!’ Grella exclaimed as she recognised the man.


Her captor reached forward to pull the door shut again.


‘Your cousin Antrí, who claims to be abbot, has not been very cooperative. No matter. It is you we wanted.’


‘Who are you?’ she demanded again, this time more hesitantly. ‘The men of Éireann use only longbows. Those are Pictish weapons.’ She indicated the crossbows. ‘You are not Cruithne?’


‘Your knowledge is great, lady. But the Saxons also use these weapons. I am surprised you did not mistake us for Saxons.’ He seemed to smile as he spoke, as if there were some hidden meaning to his comment.


‘What do you want of me?’ Grella replied in frustration. ‘Why have you imprisoned Abbot Antrí?’


‘We can dispense with Abbot Antrí.’ Her captor made a dismissive gesture. ‘It is your company that we want . . . for a while, at least. As I have requested – walk with me.’


He led her back towards the gates.


She now saw that behind the gates was a line of a dozen bodies, all clad in religious robes. She could see they were all dead. She swallowed nervously.


‘What has happened here?’ she asked quietly.


Her guide waved a hand in the direction of the bodies. ‘Well, I know that Christians are keen to join their God in the Paradise of which they talk so much. You could say that we have just helped to hasten their wish. I’m sure they would all accept that sacrificing their lives in this world will have eased their entry into the next.’


‘Who were they? Abbot Antrí’s community?’ she demanded, her voice rising in fear now. ‘Who are you?’


‘They are indeed your cousin Antrí’s so-called disciples, or should I be more accurate and say that they are his paid followers? Members of the religious they were certainly not, no more than Antrí was an abbot.’


‘You have much blood on your hands, whoever you are.’ Once more she tried to assert her authority but no longer with much conviction. ‘You will pay dearly for it.’


‘Oh, come, come, lady. Let us not argue. I am confident that we can come to an alternative accommodation between us. The price you will pay is surely more than I would be faced with.’


‘Are you going to kill Antrí?’ Her voice dropped to a whisper as she began to comprehend the enormity of her situation.


‘Alas, if he were truly an abbot, he might have set a better example to his flock. I am afraid that he and his sheep’ – he waved at the bodies again – ‘were not good conspirators. He should have been the first to lead them on the path to the next world. In fact, he should have made his own way there but, as it turned out, he tried to make a bargain with me about your fate. You see, lady, I know everything.’


‘What do you want of me?’ she asked, subdued now she realised just how ruthless this man, whoever he was, could be.


‘I’ve told you. I want only your company, until the time comes when you will make a good confession and make a new arrangement with me about your future.’


He turned and began to issue orders to his men. Others had now joined them. One man had led the carriage through the gates into the abbey compound and was unharnessing the horses. Two others were dealing with the bodies of the driver and the second guard.


‘Have your men caught the escaped warrior yet?’ the masked leader called to one of the men, who was overseeing the operation.


‘The horse bolted and managed to reach the far woods. He was still clinging to it. We have given chase.’


The leader swore viciously. ‘I need him found; he must be killed, or your men will be sorry. Make sure none of the bodies is identifiable.’


‘But what of the coach?’ protested the man. ‘It is a good one and it would be sad to see it burnt.’


‘But sadder for everyone concerned if it is recognised before we have resolved matters. Burn it.’


The woman attempted to bring her chin up pugnaciously. ‘Am I to be killed as well? After all, as wife to the High King, I am more recognisable than the coach.’ The fear in her voice eliminated any authority she may have previously held.


Her captor gave a little chuckle. ‘Well pointed out, lady. But don’t be alarmed. For the moment we are just going for a little ride. Anyway, I don’t think you were expecting to be the wife of the High King for much longer. Cousin Antrí was most specific about your plans.’


There was a sudden cry of alarm from one of the men. He was rushing from the hut where she had seen Antrí imprisoned. ‘By the Ever Living Ones, my lord, Antrí seems to have loosened his bonds and escaped. Shall we go after him?’


The masked leader swore. ‘Am I surrounded by incompetents? Yes, get after him quickly. That parasite knows too much. He is expendable, so make sure he does not leave the valley alive!’


The High King’s wife was pale and shivering, but she tried to call forth some dignity even so. ‘You will find that this gross insult to the family of the High King will not go unpunished.’


The man turned to her, his voice still filled with amusement. ‘Perhaps it is to prevent such an insult that we act in this matter, lady.’ Then, while she was still trying to decipher his meaning, he turned and raised his voice: ‘Set the fires and let us be away from this place.’




CHAPTER TWO


[image: Image Missing]


Three riders paused on the crest of the hill and stared down into the broad river valley before them, screwing up their eyes against the cold air. In spite of a blustery wind, the sky was mainly blue with only patches of brilliant white cloud, woolly domes drifting swiftly in irregular succession across the sky. The leading rider, a woman on a grey-white pony, pulled her thick woollen cape more tightly around her and, as she did so, her long, red-gold hair was caught momentarily by the wind. She was forced to raise a hand to disentangle it and tuck it back under her hood. The second rider, a tall youthful man, leant back on his horse and gazed at the sky.


‘The clouds are thickening, lady,’ he observed. ‘I fear bad weather is approaching.’


The woman turned with a pleasant smile to the speaker, who was clad in the accoutrements of a warrior and wore the traditional golden torc, the neckband of the Nasc Niadh, the Golden Collar, denoting a member of the elite bodyguard to the King of Cashel. Cashel was the principal fortress of the kingdom of Muman, the largest and most south-westerly of the Five Kingdoms of Éireann.


‘We will reach the abbey before the rain showers come,’ she assured him with confidence. ‘It is not far from here.’


The third rider, astride a docile-looking roan cob, was a man in brown religious woollen robes, bearing the tonsure of the Blessed Peter on his unprotected pate, which showed he followed the rule of Rome rather than that of the churches of the Five Kingdoms. He shivered slightly as the winds caught him.


‘How do you know it will rain?’ he demanded, slightly petulantly. ‘At this time of year it is more likely to snow.’


‘Observe the clouds, Eadulf,’ the woman replied. ‘See the formations? If they continue to change shape, like those approaching from the north, we will see some rain before long. But it is not yet cold enough for snow. It is not until later this month, after the new moon, that the temperature will drop suddenly, heralding the really high winds and the risk of snow falling.’


Eadulf sighed with an almost exaggerated expulsion of his breath. It was clear he was not in a good mood.


The young warrior, Enda, who had been tasked to accompany the couple on their journey, noticed the tension in him and intervened quickly.


‘Is this abbey that we seek close by, lady?’


Fidelma of Cashel, sister to Colgú, King of Muman, indicated the wide, lush valley before them.


‘The abbey is not so much a building but a large community, sheltering behind a wooden stockade on the top of a small limestone cliff overlooking that river which you see before you.’


‘And that river is called . . .?’


‘The Sabrann.’


‘A strange name,’ reflected the warrior. ‘But I have never been in this part of the kingdom before.’


‘It is an ancient name,’ Fidelma explained, ‘although the Greek traveller Ptolemy recorded it by the name Dabrona. Traders have long used this river and the inlets it flows into as a great harbour.’


‘Well, it looks a peaceful and pleasant countryside,’ observed Enda.


Eadulf sniffed, still looking displeased. ‘All I see is marsh and swamp and, despite the cold, I have already encountered enough biting insects to last a lifetime. I have no wish for closer acquaintance with any more of them.’


‘I thought you had a balm for that,’ Fidelma replied cheerfully. ‘Honey and apple-cider as I recall . . .’


‘I’d rather eliminate the cause than the symptoms,’ Eadulf replied curtly. ‘Why are we always riding through marshland?’


‘I cannot control the geography of this kingdom,’ Fidelma replied tartly, responding to the testiness of Eadulf’s attitude.


Not for the first time on this trip did Enda, the young warrior, feel he should intercede. Ever since they had left Cashel he had been aware of some curious antagonism between Fidelma and her husband Eadulf. What was worse, it seemed to be increasing.


‘It is true, lady, there is a lot of marshland in this part of the kingdom.’


After her momentary irritation had subsided, Fidelma continued in a more controlled fashion: ‘This area is not called Corcaigh Mór na Mumhan, the Great Marsh of Muman, for nothing. You will see that the area is made up of many islands intersected by waterways, and even the great river is marshy and prone to flood.’


‘Full of the flying insects, no doubt,’ Eadulf muttered.


There seemed to be no appeasing his bad temper. If the truth were known, Eadulf was feeling excluded by Fidelma. She had announced that she had been asked to journey to the Abbey of the Blessed Finnbarr in this marshland to discuss some legal matter with the current abbot, Nessán, though she had not been willing to discuss the cause of her mission. Eadulf had heard of the great teaching abbey but had never seen it, so he had promptly decided to accompany her. She had protested, saying she would take the young warrior, Enda, for companionship, and Eadulf had had the distinct feeling that Fidelma did not want him to come but could find no way to refuse. Nothing had been said but he had felt his company was not wanted, which had made him all the more determined to join her. So they had left their son, Alchú, in the care of Muirgen, the nurse. Fidelma’s farewell to the boy had been almost peremptory. That was odd.


Fidelma’s reticence about her mission had become a growing frustration to Eadulf as they made their way to the south-west. Her silence was unusual and curious. Fidelma had often explained to Eadulf the intricacies of the law and the tasks she was asked to carry out as a dálaigh and legal advisor to her brother. Eadulf had been a hereditary gerefa, a magistrate of the laws of his own people of Seaxmund’s Ham, in the lands of the South Folk of the kingdom of the East Angles. In the years they had been together, especially as man and wife in accordance with the ancient laws of Fidelma’s people, Eadulf had even been trusted with the confidence of her brother, Colgú, the King. Eadulf had frequently assisted Fidelma in solving the mysteries that had made the reputations of both of them; their names were inseparable throughout the Five Kingdoms of Éireann, even in the palace of the High King. So he was increasingly perplexed when she refused to tell him anything about her current task, even when he asked her bluntly. All she would say was that it was a personal undertaking. Her apparent lack of trust in him was what had put him in such a bad mood during the journey.


In spite of the fact that it was Meadhónach Gaimrid, the month designated the ‘middle of winter’, and in spite of Eadulf’s increasing complaints, the journey to the marshlands had been a surprisingly easy and comfortable one. The temperatures had been generally mild, although occasionally, as now when they paused on the hill, a sharp, cold wind turned on them from the north-east. They made their way slowly down the track towards the river, through wood of oak and hazel. As they neared the river banks, they joined a wider and more frequently used path – they could see the ruts showing heavy carts had often passed this way. They even saw a few landing stages along the river, with boats and barges moored by them and other signs that traders and merchants were active here. Fidelma knew it was a long river that eventually emptied into the sea, with an ancient history of encouraging visitors and merchants from many strange lands.


From these landing stages and the few cabins along the river, a gentle incline rose to the limestone ridge above, on which they could see a high wall of wooden stakes, marking the official enclosure of the religious community which was their objective. Fidelma had been to this abbey before and knew that the main buildings were beyond these walls. It was impressive. Fidelma knew that Lóchán, son of Amergin of Maigh Seola, had chosen the site to become a centre where the tenets of the New Faith could be taught to younger generations. Lóchán became a respected teacher of the New Faith, better known under his nickname: ‘fair haired’ or Finnbarr. He had died fifty years earlier, and his name and teachings had spread throughout the land.


As they guided their horses upwards to the main gates, Fidelma remembered her previous visit, when she had solved the mystery of the vanishing bell that Finnbarr had once used to summon the faithful to prayer in his chapel. The bell had been kept as an icon in the abbey and so its loss had caused great alarm, until Fidelma had been able to restore it to Abbot Nessán, an elderly man even then. It was said that Nessán was so old that he had known Finnbarr personally.


It was Eadulf’s first sight of abbey and he was not impressed by it, for he was used to the northern teaching communities of Imleach, Mungairit and Darú, constructed of great cut stones, mainly limestone and even grey granite. This, by contrast, was like any poor village, crudely built from the local trees.


Eadulf suddenly became aware that the gates in the wooden stockade, for such he viewed it, were open and a heavily built man, with dark hair and a sallow complexion, was waiting to greet them. The expression he wore was one of almost petulant suspicion, coupled with bitterness. He was dressed in dyed grey woollen homespun, hands folded before him around a wooden cross that hung from a leather thong around his neck.


‘You are welcome, travellers,’ he intoned. The words were said without emotion, a ritual only.


They dismounted from their horses and Fidelma responded, assuming the role of spokesman of the party.


‘I am Fidelma of Cashel.’


‘I am Brother Ruissine, the rechtaire, steward to Abbot Nessán. How can I be of service?’


‘Abbot Nessán should be expecting me,’ Fidelma replied, her tone indicating that she did not appreciate the brusqueness of his greeting.


‘Indeed?’ Brother Ruissine raised an eyebrow. ‘The abbot is resting and no one is allowed to disturb him before the bell rings for the prain – that is the evening meal.’


Fidelma’s mouth tightened a little and she glanced to the sky.


‘Then I hope the bell will ring soon,’ she replied drily, causing the steward to blink. ‘In the meantime, since darkness will soon be upon us, we require hospitality. We need stables and fodder for our horses, accommodation for Enda, of the King’s bodyguard, and hospitality befitting my husband, Eadulf of Seaxmund’s Ham, and myself.’


The steward seemed momentarily shocked and then appeared to register for the first time the rank of the new arrival.


‘You are all welcome, Fidelma of Cashel,’ he said after some hesitation, trying with obvious effort to put more feeling into his words. He turned and signalled to a young man, evidently a stable lad, to come forward to take care of their horses. At another signal, some other attendants approached, with a jug and a linen cloth. ‘We observe the customary rituals here, lady,’ the steward said, almost apologetically. He parted his lips into an expression that was meant to carry the warmth of a smile.


There followed the traditional washing of the hands and feet of the travellers by the attendants.


‘We have adopted many of the rituals of Rome,’ explained Brother Ruissine in an aside to Eadulf. ‘The Blessed Finnbarr himself went on pilgrimage there and accepted many of the ways of the Faith that were established during the reforms of the Holy Father Gregory the Great. We still maintain them.’


Once the rituals of hospitality were completed, the steward suggested that Enda should follow the stable lad, who would organise his lodging and food. Then he invited Fidelma and Eadulf to accompany him to the guests’ quarters to rest before being summoned to the prain. Without further ado, Brother Ruissine conducted them through a series of huts of various sizes. He paused before a very large wooden building.


‘This is our praintech, our refectory. When you hear the bell sound for the evening meal, come here and make yourselves known to the attendants, who will take you to the appropriate seats.’


Eadulf had noticed that the community housed both men and women.


‘I see that this is a conhospitae, a mixed house?’ he observed.


‘We are no different from many of the teaching communities of the Faith,’ agreed the steward in an offhand manner. ‘However, I have heard there are many who believe in the separation of the sexes. I suppose there will always be such groups, wishing to isolate themselves.’


The steward left them at their hut, but Eadulf found he could not settle – and there was little he could discuss with Fidelma without knowing the purpose of their visit. So he left his wife to rest and decided to look round the community while it was still light. He could feel the growing chill as dusk approached. Now and then he was conscious of the flitting shadows of birds seeking their nocturnal nesting places. The limestone cliffs on which the abbey was built seemed to attract many of them. He noticed the soft continuous sounds of one call: ‘druuuu, druuuu . . .’, and finally identified the bird as a rock dove, a pigeon that commonly nested in the rocks and cliffs of coastal areas.


He had not explored very far when he again encountered the steward, Brother Ruissine, who now seemed entirely happy to escort him around the meandering buildings. Brother Ruissine explained that there were plans eventually to replace the wooden structures with buildings of stone, but stoneworkers were expensive. He was apparently proud of the abbey and its traditions. He turned out to be a garrulous guide, comprehensively informing Eadulf about the foundation of the abbey and adding that Abbot Nessán was so advanced in years that as a young man he had attended one of Finnbarr’s last celebrations of the ritual of the Mass. Only once did he display any sign of serious inquisitiveness about his visitors.


‘I was wondering what brings the sister of King Colgú of Cashel to our abbey?’ he said, in the middle of pointing out the extensive forests to the south of the river from the vantage point of the abbey wall.


‘Surely the abbot has discussed the matter with you, as steward?’ Eadulf asked, a little surprised.


‘The abbot neglected to inform me of her coming,’ Brother Ruissine replied swiftly, as if it was of no consequence. ‘It has been a busy time – our scholars have been debating whether we should start observing the Nativity of Christ in the manner of some of the abbeys in Rome.’


‘The Nativity?’ Eadulf was astonished. ‘Even in Rome scholars are in disagreement about the observation. It is more important to the observances of the Faith to commemorate the Lord’s execution and resurrection.’


‘There has been much debate since the Roman Emperor Lucius Domitius Aurelianus declared that the old Roman pagan festival of the Sol Invictus should be adopted as the birthday of our Lord.’


‘I know that idea was accepted at the Council of Tours a hundred years ago. I did not think there was further need for debate. So many old pagan festivals have been adopted to promote the continuation of religious practice.’


‘True, it is still not popular. That is the reason for our discussion. Our scholars have considered the arguments made among the early founders of the Faith. A day in the month of Augustus in the Roman calendar, of Pachon in the Egyptian calendar . . . every month of every known calendar has its adherents,’ the steward said with a shrug.


‘But did not the Chronolography of Philocatus says that it was accepted that the twenty-fifth day of the tenth Roman month – as you say the feast of the Sol Invictus – was best regarded as a proper feast day for the Nativitas?’


The steward grimaced tiredly. ‘You should have attended the debate, Brother. But what were we saying? Has Sister Fidelma discussed with you the details of her mission here?’


There was something in the tone of the repeated question that made Eadulf frown uneasily. It was clear that the steward knew of Fidelma’s religious connections, even though she had introduced herself as Fidelma of Cashel and not as Sister Fidelma.


‘Fidelma has left the religious, Brother,’ he pointed out. ‘As a dálaigh, she is now simply a legal advisor to her brother, Colgú, King of Muman.’


Brother Ruissine nodded eagerly. ‘Just so, just so, Brother. But she has won fame and reputation as Sister Fidelma and she is known by that honourable title in many corners of the kingdom.’


‘And beyond,’ Eadulf agreed with a smile.


‘Exactly,’ rejoined the steward. ‘The name of Sister Fidelma . . .’ he hesitated and shot a quick smile at Eadulf, ‘and, of course, Brother Eadulf the Saxon, are known far and wide.’


‘I am an Angle not a Saxon,’ Eadulf corrected drily. ‘I am from the kingdom of the East Angles.’


‘Just so, just so,’ agreed the other, hurriedly. ‘But the nature of your coming here . . .? I am the steward of the abbey, you know, and should be informed.’


‘All I can tell you is that Fidelma has some business to discuss with your abbot,’ replied Eadulf sharply, realising the steward had touched on the raw spot that had made him bad tempered ever since leaving Cashel. Fidelma had discussed nothing with him.


The steward hid his disappointment but he also had a discerning eye. ‘She did not discuss the reason with you?’


Eadulf decided to counter-attack. ‘Why do you ask? Is there something that has happened in the abbey that would lead to an advocate coming to discuss some matters with your abbot? I hardly think the matter of the Nativity is a subject that would concern a lawyer of Fidelma’s reputation.’


It was now Brother Ruissine’s turn to disclaim any knowledge. ‘There is nothing that springs to mind. As I said, I was not even informed that she was visiting the abbey.’


‘Yet there is something that worries you about the arrival of a dálaigh. I can see that. What would that be?’


Brother Ruissine made a curiously dismissive grimace. ‘I am not privy to all the abbot’s business,’ he acknowledged. ‘Fidelma’s arrival was simply a surprise to me.’


‘Isn’t that unusual, since you are rechtaire of this abbey?’


There was a long pause before Brother Ruissine sniffed in annoyance. ‘It is unusual, but that is the way of it,’ he admitted reluctantly.


Eadulf watched as the previously talkative steward turned with a curt nod and hurried away, as if some urgent matter impelled him. For a moment, Eadulf felt his annoyance rise again. He had a suspicion that he had been accused of knowing the secret and refusing to share it. Then he shrugged and made his way back towards their hut.


‘If she wants to share things, then she will do so when the time is right,’ he muttered to himself as if to justify her silence. Yet he could not help but feel resentment at being left out of her confidence after the many years of their close relationship. He felt a curious anxiety as he remembered the early days when she had rejected his feelings for her, when he had also felt hurt and bewildered.


Fidelma was stirring as he entered the hut and his resolution to wait until she felt like sharing her knowledge vanished in a moment of anger.


‘So, is your business with the abbot soon to be concluded?’ he demanded gruffly.


‘It should not take long,’ she assured him, with an annoyed glance.


‘And you still cannot tell me what this is all about?’


Fidelma sighed in exasperation. ‘Enough questioning, Eadulf. I will tell you when the time comes.’


‘When will that be?’


‘You will know soon enough.’ Fidelma hesitated and gave an apologetic shrug. ‘Tempus et locus, Eadulf,’ she observed. ‘Time and place. I hope it will be soon but don’t press me again.’


‘So be it.’ Eadulf glowered in surly submission – which was not lost on her and served only to increase her own bad mood.


He tried to stifle his pain and confusion but he felt aggrieved that she was excluding him – for the first time since they had resolved their differences a few years ago, after he and Fidelma had split up following her decision to leave the religious and apply to the Council of Brehons to be Chief Brehon of her brother’s kingdom. She had failed in her bid, which was a huge blow to her confidence. It was her brother, Colgú, who had saved their relationship. When an eminent scholar had been murdered in his cell at the abbey of Lios Mór, behind a locked door and a single window unattainable from the outside, Colgú had forced them back together to solve the mystery. And as a result, they had realised that what they had together was more important than their differences. There had been no other secrets between them – until now.


A bell began ringing nearby. Eadulf was almost thankful for the interruption.


‘I think that must be the summons to the praintech, for the evening meal.’ He turned to the door of the hut. Outside, darkness had descended with what seemed unusual rapidity.


Fidelma paused indecisively. She knew Eadulf was hurt by her refusal to share her knowledge with him. It was not her way to maintain such secrecy, but it would be difficult to explain to him the reason. Suppressing a sigh, she followed Eadulf to the abbey refectory in silence.


Members of the community – men and women in ones and twos – were making their way to the communal dining hall. In many ways, the abbey apparently kept to the old customs. At the entrance were two silent attendants; one removed the shoes and sandals of each person passing into the hall and placed them to one side for the owners to retrieve when leaving the refectory. The second attendant sluiced their hands and feet from a jug of cold water and then dried them with a lámh brat, a hand cloth. As Fidelma and Eadulf were guests, a third attendant conducted them between the two main tables, where the male religieux sat on one side and the female religieuses sat on the other, to the table placed cross-wise at the top of the dining room. They were followed by the curious glances of the silent seated community members. Their guide showed them to seats at the end of the table. Brother Ruissine was already there with several others, who were obviously the senior members of the community. Eadulf was about to speak in greeting but received a sharp nudge from Fidelma. It was only then that it dawned upon him that the entire dining hall was totally silent. In fact, the silence was almost uncanny. He glanced at Fidelma, his eyes wide in silent query, but found her gaze lowered in concentration.


He surreptitiously examined the others in the hall. Most of the assembly were sitting with bowed heads, deep in contemplation of their own. One man caught Eadulf’s attention, as his gaze was focused on the two empty seats at the head of the abbot’s table. He was a tall man, judging from the way he sat higher than his companions, and although he was clad in homespun, his robe was black rather than grey or brown and the cowl covered most of his face. But he had drawn the cowl back slightly, as if to observe the members of the refectory more easily, and his profile was partially revealed. The man suddenly caught sight of Eadulf examining him and quickly drew the cowl over his face. Eadulf was puzzled for there had been something familiar about that brief glimpse of the man’s features.


The would-be diners seemed to be waiting. There was barely a sound when a nearby door opened and an old man entered. Glancing at the tall religieux, Eadulf saw that his cowled head was turned to where the old man had appeared.


Eadulf turned back to observe the abbot. He was supported on one side by a thick blackthorn staff but on the other side he had the arm of an attractive young girl. She was modestly but richly dressed, and not in religious robes. The elderly abbot was clad in the brown robes of his office, with a silver cross hanging from a chain around his neck. His long hair was white, almost the brilliant colour of snow, and nearly matched the colour of the skin of his gaunt cheeks. His pale blue eyes, whose focus seemed fixed on the middle distance, reflected the light of the brand torches. The only splash of colour on his ancient face was the thin red slash of his lips. The young girl seemed to guide the man forward towards his seat, and the sound of his slow, shuffling steps was punctuated by the hollow rapping of his blackthorn against the stone floor.


Eadulf continued to watch as the girl helped the old man seat himself and placed his stick behind his chair. Then, to Eadulf’s surprise, she sat in the chair next to the abbot, thus inserting herself between him and the steward of the abbey. That was unusual and certainly against etiquette. All this had been done in silence for Eadulf now realised what Fidelma had tried to indicate to him: this community must be following the rule that all meals should be carried out without conversation of any sort. He had heard of such strange ascetic communities where this was done.


He was just wondering how the signal to commence the meal would be given when Brother Ruissine rose. His sharp baritone echoed: ‘Surgite!’ at which everyone else rose obediently. Then the steward began, ‘Benedictus benedicat . . .’ at the end of which the community responded, ‘Benedicatur Deo.’ Thus was said the Gratias, then everyone sat down again quietly and dishes of food were handed out by the silent attendants. Eadulf noticed that the main body of the religious helped themselves from platters that were passed along the rows. However, at the abbot’s table each person was served separately. The abbot himself was served first, a meal that was obviously prescribed by his age and constitution – a white fish cooked in milk, with a husk of wheaten bread and a beaker of milk. The young girl at his side assisted him with the food, for as Eadulf now saw the old man’s hand shook as if with an ague.


When the platters were placed before him, Eadulf could make no complaint about the standard of the cuisine for there were hot dishes of river trout, basted in honey and obviously cooked on a gridiron or spit. This was served on a bed of biror, watercress, cremcamh, wild garlic, and foltchep, leeks. And if that didn’t appeal, there were hard-boiled goose eggs with cress, or cold sausage with cornmeal loaves, still warm from the ovens. Evidently the asceticism of the abbey did not extend to frugality with the food, as it did for some communities. To drink there was the traditional miodh cuill, hazel mead, or nenadmin, a cider made from wild apples. At the end of the main courses, the attendants came round with a bowl of apples and dishes of hazelnuts.


Fidelma, for her part, was aware of Eadulf’s unconscious fidgeting throughout most of the meal. She shared his discomfort; they were unused to eating a meal in total silence, as if trying to ignore the fact that there were well over a hundred or more people in the refectory with them. Fidelma had long practised the art of meditation, but even she found it difficult to concentrate, especially with Eadulf so restless beside her. When the steward rose, she greeted with relief his call of ‘Resurgemus!’ The company rose and in a tone almost of joy declared: ‘Ain oculi eorum in te spirant et tu das eis escam suam in tempore suo. Deo Gratias.’ – ‘The eyes of all place hope in thee, O Lord; and thou gives the meat in due season. Thanks be to God.’


But after that, everyone reseated themselves and the young girl helped the abbot to rise, take his staff and in silence they moved slowly together to the door they had entered by. Only when they were through and the door had shut behind them did whispers begin to rise around the room and there was an unbecoming scurry towards the exit. Eadulf was inclined to join the throng but Fidelma hung back, choosing to wait until the crush of those trying to reclaim their shoes had thinned. Suddenly, Eadulf glimpsed the tall figure in the black cowl. He caught his wife’s arm.


‘Doesn’t that tall religieux seem familiar to you?’ he asked.


She glanced in the man’s direction. ‘He could be anyone,’ she replied dismissively. Then the man turned and stared over the heads of the fussing brethren, suddenly meeting Fidelma’s gaze. He seemed to start in recognition. It was only for a split second, then he turned and disappeared through the doors. Fidelma stood for a moment, thinking. By the time they had retrieved their shoes and found themselves outside the tall man had vanished.


Eadulf, a little red in the face from the jostling exit, turned to her. ‘Did you see him? I swear I have seen him before.’


‘I know what you mean,’ she replied, thoughtfully. ‘I cannot be sure, but I believe I saw him at the High King’s palace in Tara . . . remember the time we solved the murder of Sechnussach? But in what context was he there?’ She frowned as if trying to remember the details.


Brother Ruissine suddenly emerged into the light of the brand torches above the entrance of the praintech.


‘Brother Ruissine,’ Fidelma called, ‘you said that the abbot would have time to see me after the evening meal. Can you tell me whether he is able to receive me now?’


The steward halted, hesitated and then said, ‘I am on my way to the abbot’s chamber now. If you will wait here but a short while, I will see if the abbot is ready to receive you. I know when I mentioned your arrival just before the meal he was most anxious to see you.’


He made to turn but Eadulf interrupted. ‘Tell me, Brother Ruissine, who was that young girl who was in attendance to the abbot during the meal? Was it his nurse? She must have some status here to sit between the abbot and yourself.’


The steward turned back with a scowl, although it did not seem to be aimed specifically at Eadulf.


‘The abbot needs no nurse,’ he replied belligerently. Then he paused slightly. ‘The girl is not a member of our abbey. She arrived here yesterday; apparently she is a niece of the abbot. The abbot himself insisted that she be accorded special status.’


‘What is her name?’ asked Eadulf.


‘I believe it is Cairenn of the Eóganacht Raithlind. That is a branch of your family, lady, or so I believe,’ he said to Fidelma. ‘Now I shall see if the abbot is ready.’


After he had gone, Fidelma frowned at Eadulf. ‘You seem unduly interested in that young girl? Why do you ask questions about her?’


Eadulf shrugged. ‘It’s just that that girl, Cairenn, seems to be closer to the abbot than his steward. She is one of your family. Didn’t you know her?’


‘The Eóganacht are a large family, as you are well aware.’ Fidelma opened her mouth to make some further explanation, then she hesitated. ‘It might be explained by the fact that Abbot Nessán himself is of the Eóganacht Raithlind.’ Then a memory stirred. ‘I do have a feeling that I have seen her before, but not in a religious context,’ she reflected. ‘But where was it?’


‘So she is nothing to do with your mission here?’ Eadulf asked, almost slyly.


‘I can’t see how my business with the abbot would affect the young girl.’ Fidelma parried his question deftly.


‘What matter is so important that you have to come all the way here to see this old abbot?’ Eadulf suddenly gave vent to his frustration. ‘He looks as though he can hardly remember what day it is, let alone have anything of importance to discuss with you.’


‘Do not misinterpret what you see. His intellect is very bright, in spite of the frailty of his body,’ Fidelma replied without answering his questions.


Eadulf sighed. ‘Anyway, there are religious communities and there are religious communities. This one is oppressive, I must say. It would drive me mad to eat in total silence at every meal. Meals are supposed to be social occasions when one eats, drinks and exchanges news and gossip and debates the finer things of the world. What’s the point of a community which does not commune with itself?’


Fidelma smiled thinly, thankful to let the matter of her mission drop. ‘I hear that there are followers of Benedict of Nursia who are now seeking to set up communities who will live completely in silence. They will not speak to one another on any occasion. And Benedict is now such an influence in the Roman Church with his rules for religious houses that we may all be eating in silence soon.’


Eadulf was aghast. ‘They must be mad!’ he exclaimed with vehemence. ‘What were we given voices for but to talk, to sing and . . . and I would counter this silent rule with one of the Psalms. “Et audit clamorem meum . . .” “I was silent and still; I held my peace to no avail: my distress grew worse; my heart became hot within me. While I mused, the fire burned, and then I spoke . . .”’


Fidelma glanced round at the passing religious and lowered her voice: ‘It is perhaps better to speak softly. We would not wish to interfere with local rules.’


As if in contradiction to her words, there came a sudden sound of raised voices nearby; people were shouting. Several people were running, almost in panic, but there seemed no discernible cause.


Brother Ruissine had reappeared. Even in the wavering light of the brand torches, with the flickering light chasing shadows over his features, it was clear that they were distorted. Eadulf could barely make out his expression. But when he paused directly beneath the torch, they could see the shock on his face. His whole body displayed tension and horror. In the background, the sounds of disturbance were growing more intense.


Fidelma examined the steward curiously as the man stood motionless before her as if unable to speak.


‘What is it, Brother?’ she prompted. ‘Is something wrong? Is Abbot Nessán ready to receive me?’


‘The abbot will receive no one,’ Brother Ruissine finally blurted.


A frown crossed Fidelma’s features. ‘But it was arranged . . .’ she began to protest. ‘It is important, very important that I see him.’


‘He will receive no one; not any more.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Abbot Nessán has just been found dead, lady. He has been strangled with a piece of rope. Someone has murdered him.’




CHAPTER THREE


[image: Image Missing]


For a moment or two Fidelma stood completely still, her face showing no change of expression at the news. Eadulf, knowing her so well, realised that she was struggling to control her shock. Then she said:


‘Show me to the abbot’s chamber, Brother Ruissine.’


The steward looked bewildered. ‘I tell you, the abbot has been murdered,’ he protested.


‘I am a dálaigh,’ Fidelma pointed out heavily.


The steward hesitated, then shrugged. He turned and led the way, closely followed by Fidelma and Eadulf. The chamber of the abbot was one of the few stone buildings in the complex and was situated immediately behind the refectory. It was a square building made of limestone blocks, two levels connected by a wide oak stairway. The steward led the way to the main door. The noisy crowd around it drew back as he approached and the members of the community stared with puzzled looks at Fidelma and Eadulf.


‘Since the abbot has become increasingly infirm his chamber has been on the lower level,’ Brother Ruissine explained as they entered.


Two men were in the chamber, bending over what appeared to be a heap of dark clothing on the floor. Only when they moved, to identify the newcomers, was the body of the elderly abbot revealed. One of the men was a squat, portly, moon-faced individual they had seen earlier, seated at the abbot’s table. The other was a young, muscular man with angular features and a thin mouth that seemed drawn back into a permanent sneer. The latter frowned as they entered.


‘You were told that the abbot is dead, Brother Ruissine,’ he said, as if trying to control his annoyance. ‘We do not want strangers confusing matters. Why bring them here?’


‘Who are you?’ Fidelma demanded curtly.


The man clearly did not like her tone and stared back arrogantly. ‘I am Brehon Oengarb,’ he replied.


Brother Ruissine intervened nervously. ‘This is Fidelma of Cashel, Oengarb. This is Oengarb of Locha Léin. He too is a dálaigh, making a circuit of this territory, and he often acts as our legal advisor.’


Often lawyer went on circuits, or cúartaigid, to deal with legal matters in small isolated places when litigants could not go to the main courts. At the mention of her name, the arrogance seemed to leave the young man.


‘I do not think that we have encountered one another in the courts.’ Fidelma regarded him coldly. ‘Yet your face seems familiar.’


The young man flushed in embarrassment. ‘I am only qualified to the level of clí so I do not think that we would encounter each other in the courts.’


This meant that he was junior in law to Fidelma, having trained for only six years, as opposed to the eight or nine that Fidelma had trained for to reach the level of anruth, which was only one level below the highest degree that the bardic or ecclesiastical colleges could bestow. The young man could hardly claim the title Brehon, although he was a dálaigh.


Fidelma nodded curtly and turned to the portly man, noting his les or medical bag.


‘I presume you are the physician?’


‘I am Lúarán, lady. I am the physician of the abbey.’


‘What was the cause of the abbot’s death?’


‘A ligature drawn around the throat,’ the man replied, taking from beside the corpse a piece of corded rope. ‘This is it.’


Fidelma took it and examined it carefully.


‘So the abbot was strangled with this cord? Did it require much strength to perform this deed?’


Lúarán immediately shook his head. ‘As you see, the abbot was very elderly and frail. He could hardly move without assistance. He would not have been able to put up much of a struggle against his assailant. A swift twist of the cord round the neck, like a tourniquet, and it would have been over in a few moments. You can see the deep mark of the cord where it has cut into the flesh.’


Fidelma stood aside and motioned to Eadulf. ‘I trust you will not mind if Brother Eadulf confirms this?’


Eadulf felt briefly grateful that he was not being excluded from this matter, although it did cross his mind that Fidelma might be seeking to mollify him after her earlier treatment of him. He dropped to one knee beside the body and examined the marks and the ligature, moving aside the neck of the old man’s robe and then rolling back the sleeves. There was little bruising to be seen. He looked up.


‘Lúarán is correct in his examination. The lack of bruising shows the abbot was surprised by the attack. This means his assailant came up unseen from behind him or, if the assailant was before him, the old man knew and trusted him, turned away and then it was too late.’
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