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Peter Tremayne is the fiction pseudonym of a well-known authority on the ancient Celts, who utilises his knowledge of the Brehon law system and seventh-century Irish society to create a new concept in detective fiction.

 

This is Sister Fidelma’s eighth appearance in novel form: Absolution by Murder, Shroud for the Archbishop, Suffer Little Children, The Subtle Serpent, The Spider’s Web, Valley of the Shadow  and The Monk Who Vanished are also available from Headline.




‘Wonderfully evocative’

The Times

 

‘Sister Fidelma is fast becoming a world ambassador of ancient Irish Culture’

Irish Post

 

‘A triumph! Plenty of red herrings, plots and subplots . . . He succeeds in bringing the ancient world to life . . . The novels are admirable’ Mike Ashley,

Mystery Scene

 

‘A heroine whom many readers will willingly follow’

Kirkus Reviews

 

‘I believe I have a tendresse for Sister Fidelma. Ingeniously plotted . . . subtly paced . . . written with conviction, a feel for the time, and a chilly air of period authenticity. A series to cultivate’

Jack Adrian




For Christos Pittas, whose music has always been inspirational but who, as skipper of the Alcyone, navigated Fidelma’s course to La Coruña; also for Dorothy who shared my trip to Santiago de Compostela; for Moira for her suggestions and David for his sympathy.




I will rejoice and be glad in Thy mercy for Thou hast seen my affliction and hast cared for me in my disaster.

 

Psalm XXXI. 7




HISTORICAL NOTE

The Sister Fidelma mysteries are set during the mid-seventh century A.D.

Sister Fidelma is not simply a religieuse, formerly a member of the community of St Brigid of Kildare. She is also a qualified dálaigh, or advocate of the ancient law courts of Ireland. As this background will not be familiar to many readers, my Historical Note is designed to provide a few essential points of reference to make the stories more readily appreciated.

Ireland, in the seventh century A.D., consisted of five main provincial kingdoms; indeed, the modern Irish word for a province is still cúige, literally ‘a fifth’. Four provincial kings - of Ulaidh (Ulster), of Connacht, of Muman (Munster) and of Laigin (Leinster) - gave their qualified allegiance to the Ard Rí or High King, who ruled from Tara, in the ‘royal’ fifth province of Midhe (Meath), which means the ‘middle province’. Even among these provincial kingdoms, there was a decentralisation of power to petty-kingdoms and clan territories.

The law of primogeniture, the inheritance by the eldest son or daughter, was an alien concept in Ireland. Kingship, from the lowliest clan chieftain to the High King, was only partially hereditary and mainly electoral. Each ruler had to  prove himself or herself worthy of office and was elected by the derbhfine of their family - a minimum of three generations from a common ancestor gathered in conclave. If a ruler did not pursue the commonwealth of the people, they were impeached and removed from office. Therefore the monarchical system of ancient Ireland had more in common with a modern-day republic than with the feudal monarchies which had developed in medieval Europe.

Ireland, in the seventh century A.D., was governed by a system of sophisticated laws called the Laws of the Fénechus, or land-tillers, which became more popularly known as the Brehon Laws, deriving from the word breitheamh - a judge. Tradition has it that these laws were first gathered in 714 B.C. by the order of the High King, Ollamh Fódhla. But it was in A.D. 438 that the High King, Laoghaire, appointed a commission of nine learned people to study, revise, and commit the laws to the new writing in Latin characters. One of those serving on the commission was Patrick, eventually to become patron saint of Ireland. After three years, the commission produced a written text of the laws, the first known codification.

The first complete surviving texts of the ancient laws of Ireland are preserved in an eleventh-century manuscript book. It was not until the seventeenth century that the English colonial administration in Ireland finally suppressed the use of the Brehon Law system. To even possess a copy of the law books was punishable, often by death or transportation.

The law system was not static, and every three years at the Féis Temhrach (Festival of Tara) the lawyers and administrators gathered to consider and revise the laws in the light of changing society and its needs.

Under these laws, women occupied a unique place. The Irish laws gave more rights and protection to women than  any other western law code at that time or since. Women could, and did, aspire to all offices and professions as the co-equal with men. They could be political leaders, command their people in battle as warriors, be physicians, local magistrates, poets, artisans, lawyers and judges. We know the names of many female judges of Fidelma’s period - Bríg Briugaid, Áine Ingine Iugaire and Darí among others. Darí, for example, was not only a judge but the author of a noted law text written in the sixth century A.D. Women were protected by the laws against sexual harassment; against discrimination; from rape; they had the right of divorce on equal terms from their husbands, with equitable separation laws, and could demand part of their husband’s property as a divorce settlement; they had the right of inheritance of personal property and the right of sickness benefits when ill or hospitalised. Ancient Ireland had Europe’s oldest recorded system of hospitals. Seen from today’s perspective, the Brehon Laws provided for an almost feminist paradise.

This background, and its strong contrast with Ireland’s neighbours, should be understood to appreciate Fidelma’s role in these stories.

Fidelma was born at Cashel, capital of the kingdom of Muman (Munster) in south-west Ireland, in A.D. 636. She was the youngest daughter of Faílbe Fland, the King, who died the year after her birth. Fidelma was raised under the guidance of a distant cousin, Abbot Laisran of Durrow. When she reached the ‘Age of Choice’ (fourteen years), she went to study at the bardic school of the Brehon Morann of Tara, as did many other young Irish girls. Eight years of study resulted in Fidelma obtaining the degree of  anruth, only one degree below the highest offered at either bardic or ecclesiastical universities in ancient Ireland. The highest degree was ollamh, which is still the modern Irish word for a professor. Fidelma’s studies were in law, both  in the criminal code of the Senchus Mór and the civil code of the Leabhar Acaill. She therefore became a dálaigh or advocate of the courts.

Her role could be likened to a modern Scottish sheriff-substitute, whose job is to gather and assess the evidence, independent of the police, to see if there is a case to be answered. The modern French juge d’instruction holds a similar role.

In those days, most of the professional or intellectual classes were members of the new Christian religious houses, just as, in previous centuries, all members of professions and intellectuals had been Druids. Fidelma became a member of the religious community of Kildare founded in the late fifth century A.D. by St Brigid.

While the seventh century A.D. was considered part of the European ‘Dark Ages’, for Ireland it was a period of ‘Golden Enlightenment’. Students from every corner of Europe flocked to Irish universities to receive their education, including the sons of the Anglo-Saxon kings. At the great ecclesiastical university of Durrow, at this time, it is recorded that no fewer than eighteen different nations were represented among the students. At the same time, Irish male and female missionaries were setting out to reconvert a pagan Europe to Christianity, establishing churches, monasteries, and centres of learning throughout Europe as far east as Kiev, in the Ukraine; as far north as the Faroes, and as far south as Taranto in southern Italy. Ireland was a byword for literacy and learning.

However, the Celtic Church of Ireland was in constant dispute with Rome on matters of liturgy and ritual. Rome had begun to reform itself in the fourth century, changing its dating of Easter and aspects of its liturgy. The Celtic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church refused to follow Rome, but the Celtic Church was gradually absorbed by Rome  between the ninth and eleventh centuries while the Eastern Orthodox Churches have continued to remain independent of Rome. The Celtic Church of Ireland, during Fidelma’s time, was much concerned with this conflict.

One thing that marked both the Celtic Church and Rome in the seventh century was that the concept of celibacy was not universal. While there were always ascetics in the Churches who sublimated physical love in a dedication to the deity, it was not until the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325 that clerical marriages were condemned but not banned. The concept of celibacy in the Roman Church arose from the customs practised by the pagan priestesses of Vesta and the priests of Diana. By the fifth century, Rome had forbidden clerics from the rank of abbot and bishop to sleep with their wives and, shortly after, even to marry at all. The general clergy were discouraged from marrying by Rome but not forbidden to do so. Indeed, it was not until the reforming papacy of Leo IX (A.D. 1049-1054) that a serious attempt was made to force the Western clergy to accept universal celibacy. In the Eastern Orthodox Church, priests below the rank of abbot and bishop have retained their right to marry until this day.

An understanding of these facts concerning the liberal attitudes towards sexual relationships in the Celtic Church is essential towards understanding the background to this novel.

The condemnation of the ‘sin of the flesh’ remained alien to the Celtic Church for a long time after Rome’s attitude became a dogma. In Fidelma’s world, both sexes inhabited abbeys and monastic foundations, which were known as  conhospitae, or double houses, where men and women lived raising their children in Christ’s service.

Fidelma’s own house of St Brigid of Kildare was one such community of both sexes during her time. When  Brigid established her community at Kildare (Cill-Dara = the church of the oaks) she invited a bishop named Conlaed to join her. Her first biography, completed fifty years after her death, in A.D. 650 during Fidelma’s lifetime, was written by a monk of Kildare named Cogitosus, who makes it clear that it continued to be a mixed community.

It should also be pointed out that, demonstrating women’s co-equal role with men, women were priests of the Celtic Church in this period. Brigid herself was ordained a bishop by Patrick’s nephew, Mel, and her case was not unique. Rome actually wrote a protest, in the sixth century, at the Celtic practice of allowing women to celebrate the divine sacrifice of the Mass.

To help readers locate themselves in Fidelma’s Ireland of the seventh century, where its geo-political divisions will be mainly unfamiliar, I have provided a sketch map and, to help them more readily identify personal names, a list of principal characters is also given.

I have generally refused to use anachronistic place names for obvious reasons although I have bowed to a few modern usages e.g. Tara, rather than Teamhair; and Cashel, rather than Caiseal Muman; and Armagh in place of Ard Macha. However, I have cleaved to the name of Muman rather than the prolepsis form ‘Munster’ formed when the Norse  stadr (place) was added to the Irish name Muman in the ninth century A.D. and eventually anglicised. Similarly, I have maintained the original name Laigin, rather than the anglicized form of Laighin-stadr which is now Leinster, and Ulaidh rather than Ulaidh-stadr (Ulster). I have decided to use the anglicised versions of Ardmore (Aird Mhór - the high point); Moville (Magh Bhíle - the plain of Bíle, an ancient god) and Bangor (Beannchar - a peaked hill).

In this following tale, set in A.D. 666, Sister Fidelma embarks on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, to  the Holy Shrine of St James. Some readers might point out that it was not until A.D. 800 that a Galician monk named Pelayo, guided by the light of the stars (campus stella = field of stars), was believed to have discovered a site called Arcis Marmoricis where the marble tomb of the saint was found.

James, the son of Zebedee and Maria Salome, and brother of John, was killed in Palestine in A.D. 42, the first apostle to die as a martyr to the new faith. But, according to early Christian tradition, he had already made a missionary journey to the Iberian peninsula and so his followers took the body, placed on a marble bier, on board a ship and sailed for Galicia. The ship came ashore at Padron. When the author and his wife visited this lovely little town, an old man, cleaning the church there, showed them a deep recess under the High Altar. In this recess was an ancient white marble stone marked with Latin letters, which was claimed to be the original stone on which the corpse of St James had been conveyed.

The body was taken to the place which is now Santiago de Compostela (St James of the Field of Stars). Knowledge of the resting place of the locus apostolicus became confused with the passing of the centuries and with the schisms within the Christian movement. It seemed that those churches, now retrospectively called the Celtic Church, which clung to the original liturgy and rites of the Christian movement long after the Roman Church had begun to reform its theology and practices, continued to respect Santiago de Compostela as a last resting place of James.

There is nothing anachronistic about a pilgrimage to Santiago by Fidelma. Indeed, we are told in an early Christian text that ten thousand Irish peregrinatio pro Christo  visited Santiago with the benediction of Patrick himself in the fifth century. The twelfth-century Liber Sancti Jacobi   (Book of St Jacob) speaks of the long tradition of the pilgrimages and says that the symbol of James, one of the Galilean fishermen, was a scallop shell. Archaeologists have turned up many scallop shells at Irish sites, mostly buried with corpses at ecclesiastical sites, dating to the medieval period. Liber Sancti Jacobi describes stalls selling the scallop shells to pilgrims at Santiago. Today, shops in Santiago still sell scallop-shell objets d’art.

The author often receives letters from readers wondering if he is simply inventing the social background and technology of Fidelma’s world, and, indeed, one recent reviewer seemed to believe that he was claiming a technology which they felt was beyond Irish capability at that time. It might interest readers to know that the following sources have been drawn on for the background to this particular story:

In this matter of such pilgrimages the author is grateful to ‘The Irish Medieval Pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela’ by Dagmar O Riain-Raedal in History Ireland, Autumn, 1998.

The author is also grateful to the following for background material: ‘Irish Pioneers in Ocean Navigation of the Middle Ages’ by G. J. Marcus in Irish Ecclesiastical Record, November, 1951, and December, 1951; ‘Further Light on Early Irish Navigation’ by G. J. Marcus in Irish Ecclesiastical Record, 1954, pp. 93-100; ‘St Brandan (sic) The Navigator’, by Commander Anthony MacDermott RN, KM, in Mariner’s Mirror, 1944, pp. 73-80; ‘The Ships of the Veneti’ by Craig Weatherhill in Cornish Archaeology  No. 24, 1985; ‘Irish Travellers in the Norse World’ by Rosemary Power in Aspects of Irish Studies, Ed. Hill & Barber, 1990; and ‘Archaic Navigational Instruments’ by John Moorwood in Atlantic Visions, 1989.




Principal Characters

Sister Fidelma of Cashel, a dálaigh or advocate of the law courts of seventh-century Ireland

 

At Ardmore (Aird Mhór)

 

Colla, tavernkeeper and trader  
Menma his young assistant

 

The Pilgrims

 

Sister Canair of Moville (Magh Bíle), leader of the pilgrims  
Brother Cian, a former member of the High King’s bodyguard, now 
of the Abbey of Bangor (Beannchar)  
Sister Muirgel, of the Abbey of Moville  
Sister Crella of Moville  
Sister Ainder of Moville  
Sister Gormán of Moville  
Brother Guss of Moville  
Brother Bairne of Moville  
Brother Dathal of Bangor  
Brother Adamrae of Bangor  
Brother Tola of Bangor

 

The Crew of The Barnacle Goose

 

Murchad, the captain  
Gurvan, the mate  
Wenbrit, cabin boy  
Drogan, a crewman  
Hoel, a crewman

 

Others

 

Toca Nia, a shipwreck survivor  
Father Pol of Ushant  
Brehon Morann, Fidelma’s mentor  
Grian, Fidelma’s friend at Tara




 Chapter One

Ardmore Bay, on the Irish south coast, mid-October, A.D. 666.

 

 

Colla, the tavernkeeper, tugged on the leather reins to halt the two sturdy donkeys which had been patiently hauling his overladen cart along the track across the precipitous rocky headland. It was a soft autumnal morning and the sun had begun its climb in the eastern sky. The quiet sea below the headland reflected the azure canopy which held only a few white fleecy clouds. There was just a hint of a soft breeze from the north-west, giving impetus to the morning tide. Colla, from this high point on the coast, could see that the sea’s long dim level appeared flat and calm. He had lived long enough by its vast expanse to know that this was an illusion, however. From this distance, human eyes were unable to appreciate the swells and currents of the brooding, treacherous waters.

Around him, sea and coastal birds wheeled and darted with their cacophony of morning cries. Guillemots were gathering along the coast in preparation for their departure during the harsh winter months. A few razorbills, who had already left their cliff nests, could still be seen here and there  but they, too, would be gone within the next few weeks. The residue of the hardier summer birds was vanishing now, like the cormorants. Now was the time when the gulls began to dominate; these were the abundant flocks of common gulls, smaller and less aggressive than the large, black-backed glaucous gull.

Colla had risen some time before dawn to take his cart up to the Abbey of St Declan, which stood on the top of the steep headland called Ardmore, the high point overlooking the small harbour settlement below. Colla not only kept the local tavern but he traded with the merchants whose ships used the bay as a sheltered haven; merchants sailing to Éireann’s shore from as far afield as Britain, Gaul and from even more distant lands.

His trip that morning had been to deliver four great casks of wine and olive oil which had arrived in a Gaulish merchant ship on the previous evening’s tide. In return for such wares, the Abbey’s industrious Brothers supplied leather goods - shoes, purses and bags - as well as objects made from skins of otter, squirrel and hare. Colla was now returning to the harbour to the Gaulish merchant, who would be sailing on the evening tide. The Abbot had been well pleased with the transaction as, indeed, had Colla; his commission was substantial enough to mould his rugged features into a smile of satisfaction as he set out across the headland.

For a moment, however, he halted his donkeys to view the scene below. It gave him a sense of proprietorship as he gazed down, perhaps of power. He could see the tiny harbour in the bay below and several ships bobbing at their anchorage. For Colla, the view seemed to put things in a perspective from which he felt like a king surveying his kingdom.

A shiver interrupted his thoughts as a fresh wind gusted  in from the north-west. He’d discerned a subtle change in the morning breeze and realised that it had become stronger and colder. The sun had been up over an hour now and the tide was on the turn. Any moment now, he expected a movement in the bay below. Colla flicked the reins and eased the cart and its burden forward along the steep track twisting down the hill towards the small sandy bay which stretched before him.

Among the ships below, he caught sight of the black silhouettes of a couple of great sea-going vessels, the  ler-longa, at anchor in the sheltered harbour. From this vantage point, they looked small and fragile but he knew that, in reality, they were large and sturdy, measuring twenty-five metres from stem to stern - enough to brave the great oceans beyond these shores.

His head jerked as he heard an explosive crack, above the general cries of the birds and the distant hiss of the sea. It was immediately followed by an outraged chorus of cries, as disturbed sea birds rose up above the bay, screaming their displeasure. It was the sound and movement that he had been expecting. His keen eyes saw one of the ler-longa  moving slowly from its anchorage. The crack had been the great leather sail snapping before the wind as it was hauled into place, straining before the gusts as it was secured. Colla smiled knowingly. The captain would have been in a hurry to utilise the north-western dawn wind combined with the turning tide. What did the sailors call it? A lee-tide running in the same direction as the wind. Good seamanship would soon bring the ship out of the bay and beyond the Ardmore headland southwards to the vast open sea.

Colla strained his eyes to make sure of the identification of the ship, but only one vessel was due to set sail on the morning tide. It was Murchad’s Gé Ghúirainn - ‘The Barnacle Goose’. Murchad had told him that he was due to  leave with a collection of pilgrims setting out for some holy shrine beyond the seas. Indeed, as Colla had driven his cart up towards the Abbey, he had passed a band of religieux, men and women, walking down to the harbour to go aboard her. That was not unusual. The Abbey of St Declan was frequented by such bands of pilgrims from every corner of the Five Kingdoms of Éireann. They usually stayed at the Abbey prior to joining their respective ships which would convey them to their various destinations. Some pilgrims, depending on their character, preferred to stay in Colla’s tavern. He had a few such staying with him the previous night who must now be on board The Barnacle Goose. There was one young female religieuse who had arrived very late and who was anxious to be aboard at dawn. And Colla’s nephew, Menma, who helped him run the tavern, had told him that a man and woman had arrived earlier to take a room but they were joining the pilgrim ship as well.

The Barnacle Goose appeared to be making good time through the water, helped onwards by the favourable wind and tide. In some ways, Colla envied Murchad and his handsome ship, heading out across the horizon to adventure and unknown lands. In other ways, the tavernkeeper knew that such a life was not for him. He was no sailor and preferred his days to be more predictable. However, he could have stopped on the headland watching the sea and the ships below all day but he had work to do, a tavern to run. So he turned his attention back to the track, flicking the reins and clucking softly to increase the gait of his donkeys. The animals twitched their ears and obediently strained forward.

It took him all his concentration to negotiate the track because it was always more difficult bringing a cart down a steep hill than hauling it up. He came to a halt in his tavern yard. When he had left, it had been dark, with no one stirring. Now the entire village was a hive of activity as  fishermen departed to their boats; sailors, recovering from a drunken night’s carousing ashore, stirred and made their way back to their ships, while labourers left for the day’s work in the fields.

Menma, Colla’s assistant, a dour-faced young man, was sweeping out the tavern’s main room when the stocky tavernkeeper entered. Colla glanced around approvingly as he saw that Menma had already cleared the tables where the guests had breakfasted before their departure.

‘Have you tidied the guests’ chambers yet?’ Colla asked, moving to pour himself a mug of sweet mead, to refresh himself from his journey.

His assistant shook his head resentfully.

‘I have only just cleared the breakfast things away. Oh, and that Gaulish merchant came by asking for you. He said he would return soon with a couple of men to load the goods on his ship at midday.’

Colla nodded absently as he sipped his drink. Then he put it down with a reluctant sigh.

‘I’d better make a start on the rooms then, otherwise we will have more guests arriving before we are ready. Did all the pilgrims get away safely?’

Menma pondered the question before answering.

‘The pilgrims? I think so.’

‘You only think so?’ Colla teased. ‘You would make a fine host, not to ensure that your guests have departed.’

The young man ignored his master’s sarcasm.

‘Well, there were a dozen other guests demanding food and only myself in the place to serve them,’ he protested sulkily. He thought again. ‘The man and woman, the religieux who arrived after the main meal last night - they’d both gone before light. I wasn’t even up. I found that they had left money on the table here. You were out and about early. Did you see them leave?’

Colla shook his head.

‘I met only one group of religieux on the road and they were coming from the Abbey, heading for the quay. Oh, and a short while after, another religieuse was following. Perhaps they were keen to be on the quay early?’ He shrugged indifferently. ‘Well, so long as they paid their dues. Out of a dozen guests we had only one other, apart from those two, bound for The Barnacle Goose this morning - the young religieuse who arrived so late. Surely you would know if she was up and sailed with the tide or not?’

Menma disclaimed knowledge.

‘I cannot remember her. But as she is not here, I presume that she either sailed or went a different way.’ He shrugged. ‘I have only one pair of eyes and hands.’

Colla pressed his lips together in annoyance. Were Menma not the son of his sister, he would make his ears sting with the back of his hand. He was turning out to be a lazy youth and always complaining. Colla had the impression that Menma seemed to think working in the tavern was a task below his station in life.

‘Very well,’ Colla replied, biting back his resentment. ‘I’ll start cleaning the guest rooms. You let me know when the Gaulish merchant returns.’

He turned up the wooden stairs to where the guest chambers were situated. These rooms were well-appointed, with one large room in which a dozen or more could squeeze in at a reduced fee, and with a half-a-dozen rooms for those who could afford to reward their host more generously. The communal room had been filled to capacity last night, mostly with drunken Gaulish sailors who were not able to row back to their own merchant ship due to a surfeit of alcohol and food. Of the rest of the rooms, five had been occupied. Three of the guests had been visiting merchants. Then there had been the religieux who, for one reason or another, had  declined the hospitality of the Abbey on the hill. That was not unusual.

Colla had not seen the youthful monk and the young Sister who, so Menma had told him, had arrived without baggage after the main meal had been finished. They had not even asked for food but had taken one of the separate rooms. He did, however, recall the third late arrival, the young religieuse, because she had arrived very late and seemed so nervous and ill-at-ease. She had hung around outside the tavern for some time, as if expecting someone to join her, and had eventually asked Colla if anyone had been enquiring for her. He tried to remember the name she had given but could not. He had wondered whether she would be happier in the cloisters of the Abbey but she had insisted on taking a room and told him that it was too dark to make her way up the steep hill to the protection of the Abbey. She had also told Colla that she had to be up early to meet some fellow religieux and join them aboard a pilgrim ship. As only Murchad’s The Barnacle Goose  was sailing with the morning tide, he had assumed that it could be no other vessel. He should have left Menma with specific instructions to see that the girl was roused in time. The taverner took his duties concerning the welfare of his guests very seriously.

Colla paused on the landing at the top of the stairs for a moment, as if summoning his enthusiasm for the task. He hated cleaning. It was the worst aspect of keeping a tavern. Colla had been hoping that his sister’s son would share the burden of work, for he himself had never married, but the boy was turning into a liability.

Taking a broom, he pushed open the door of the communal room, immediately screwing up his face at the stench of stale wine fumes, old sweat and other odours that hung above the jumble and chaos of the discarded sleeping  mattresses. Then, deciding to take the easier option, he turned towards the individual rooms. At least they would be easier to clean first and he would return to the general disorder afterwards.

The doors of the rooms all stood ajar, except for one at the end of the row. That was the room in which he himself had installed the young female latecomer. Colla believed himself to be a good judge of human character. He guessed that the young woman was a fastidious person, the type to tidy her room and shut her door when leaving it. He smiled in self-satisfaction at his perspicacity, mentally promising himself a drink if he turned out to be right. It was a game he often played, as if he needed some excuse to take a drink from his own stores. Then, unable to present himself with any further distractions, he forced himself to set to work.

He surprised himself by cleaning each room swiftly but with a thoroughness that belied the quick movements with which he tidied up. He was feeling pleased with his progress by the time he came to the fifth chamber, the one used by the young religieux couple. He entered it. It had been left in almost pristine condition, with the bed neatly made. If only all his guests were so clean and tidy! He was just congratulating himself on not having to do much work in here, when he caught sight of something on the floor. It was a dark stain. It looked as if someone had trodden in something, and yet there was no foul odour of excrement. Cautiously, Colla bent and dabbed at it with his finger. It was still damp yet nothing came off on his hand.

To reassure himself, he glanced around the room. His first impression had been correct: it was tidy enough. He stared back down to the single stain, and frowned in bewilderment.

In retrospect, he did not know why he turned from the room, without cleaning it. As he did so, he saw another stain on the floor outside the entrance to the sixth room. He hesitated a moment, tapped on the door and then lifted the latch, pushing it open.

The room was in shadows for the curtain covering the window had not been drawn back, but it was light enough to see that someone was still lying in the bed.

Colla cleared his throat. ‘Sister, you have overslept,’ he called nervously. ‘Your ship is gone - sailed. Sister, you  must wake up!’

There was no movement from the form under the blankets.

Colla moved slowly forward, dreading what he would find. He could tell instinctively that something was very wrong. When he reached the window at the head of the bed, he drew back the curtain so that light flooded into the room. At the same time he noticed that the blanket covered the head as well as the body which lay still on the bed. There was a meat-knife on the floor. He recognised it as one from his own kitchen.

‘Sister?’ There was desperation in his voice now. He did not want to believe what his mind was already telling him.

With a trembling hand he took hold of the edge of the blanket. It was sodden to the touch. Even without looking, he knew that it was not with water. Very gently, he pulled the blanket away from the face beneath.

The young woman lay there, eyes wide and glazed, her mouth twisted into a final grimace of pain. Her skin was waxy. She had been dead some time. Deeply shocked, Colla forced his eyes to drop from her pallid stare to her body. The white linen of her shift was ripped and torn and suffused in blood. He had never seen such savagery inflicted with a knife before. The body had been cut - hacked - as if a butcher had  mistaken the young woman’s soft flesh for that of a lamb to be slaughtered.

Colla dropped the blood-soaked blanket back to cover the figure with a curious groaning sound. He turned swiftly away and started to retch.
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